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      [image: heart with ribbon] From frost to flame... A hasty refusal. And a romance that will melt the coldest of hearts... [image: heart with ribbon]

      Christmas at Netherfield: the perfect setting for romance? Not when Elizabeth Bennet finds herself caught between three very different gentlemen while tending to her pregnant sister.

      Captain Harper quotes her favorite poets and champions her causes—he should be perfect. The charming George Wickham makes her laugh and sets local hearts aflutter. And then there's the insufferable Mr. Darcy, whose dark eyes and cutting remarks shouldn't affect her at all … yet somehow do.

      Between snowball fights and candlelit games of Snapdragon, Elizabeth glimpses unexpected warmth beneath Darcy's frozen exterior. When a servant's tragedy reveals his true character, Elizabeth's carefully guarded heart begins to thaw. But Darcy isn’t free, and Elizabeth discovers too late that his cousin, Anne, has a claim on his hand.

      Will a Christmas miracle set hearts free? Or will happiness slip away like frost in the morning sun?
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        * * *

      

      This enchanting Pride and Prejudice variation combines Jane Austen’s wit and romance with the magic of a Regency Christmas: banter and games, misunderstandings and moments of tenderness, all wrapped up in a cozy holiday romance that would make even Lady Catherine approve (though she’d never admit it).
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        * * *

      

      Historical liberties were taken concerning Christmas or Yuletide traditions. The time period is somewhere in the generic past, although not strictly Regency England.
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        * * *

      

      A collection of heartfelt Pride and Prejudice variations where Elizabeth and Darcy’s love story takes unexpected turns but always finds its way home.

      The characters you love from Pride and Prejudice appear true to form in familiar settings, though certain historical traditions and timelines may vary. Stories can be read in any order.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            THREE GENTLEMEN AND A LADY

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth Bennet couldn’t help fussing over her pregnant sister, Jane Bingley. Like a restless angel, she flitted from stoking the fire to brewing tea to plumping the sofa pillows.

      “Lizzy, will you sit and talk to me? Have some tea?” Jane’s big eyes implored her to settle down.

      But Elizabeth couldn’t help the nervous energy that kept her on edge.

      It wasn’t just concern for Jane, now in her eighth month and confined to the sofa due to discomfort. No! Elizabeth was torn between love and concern for Jane and the mortification that a certain Fitzwilliam Darcy was also present at Netherfield.

      “Are you quite comfortable?” Elizabeth’s hands itched to adjust something—anything than to dwell on the unpleasant memory concerning an overheard conversation. “Not too warm, I hope?”

      Jane’s soft hand found hers, stilling her restless movements. “I’m quite comfortable. Why don’t you read a bit of poetry to me? Perhaps a sonnet from Charlotte Smith?”

      Elizabeth’s nose wrinkled slightly at the suggestion. Charlotte Smith’s poetry, with its themes of unfulfilled love, loss, and the plight of women in society, struck a little too close to home. But seeing the hopeful look in Jane’s eyes, she relented with a dramatic sigh.

      “Very well.” She retrieved the worn volume Jane had brought from Longbourn. “But I warn you, if I start weeping uncontrollably, I’m blaming you entirely.”

      Before she could start, the door to the drawing room opened, and Jane’s husband, Charles Bingley, bustled in.

      “Jane, my dear, I’m afraid we have rather eager well-wishers who’ve just arrived.” He adjusted Jane’s feet on the couch in front of the crackling fire. “My cousin, Captain James Harper, will be staying with us for Christmas. And, well, it seems his good friend, Mr. George Wickham, has accompanied him to lend a hand.”

      Elizabeth’s eyebrow arched, curiosity piqued. “Oh? And what, pray tell, does the good Captain need assistance with? Surely not navigating the treacherous waters of Hertfordshire society?”

      “Ah, well, it seems the Captain has injured his leg. Netherfield appears to be quite the fashionable convalescent home these days.” Charles glanced fondly at Jane. “Though I daresay our patients are of a far lovelier variety than most military hospitals can boast.”

      Jane giggled softly. “We’d be delighted to receive your cousin and Mr. Wickham. Perhaps they’d like to recite a few sonnets with us?”

      Elizabeth’s eyes widened slightly at the mention of Mr. Wickham. She remembered him from Meryton. He was charming and affable, but she had the distinct impression Mr. Darcy hadn’t received the ensign warmly. Then again, Darcy had shown a rather unsavory opinion of herself, too, acting as if she were beneath his notice—not handsome enough for even a polite turn on the dance floor.

      The door swung open, and two pleasantly handsome men entered. Wickham was tall and well-proportioned, with expressive eyes and a charming smile. The other man, Captain Harper, was slighter than Wickham, and he leaned on a cane. His demeanor was polite and affable.

      “May I present Captain James Harper,” Charles announced. “And his friend, Mr. George Wickham, an ensign in His Majesty’s militia.”

      Elizabeth curtsied. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Captain Harper, and to see you again, Mr. Wickham.”

      “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Bennet.” Captain Harper’s voice was warm but reserved.

      Wickham’s grin widened. “Indeed, what a delightful surprise to find you here, Miss Bennet.”

      Charles, ever the gracious host, said, “We’ve caught Elizabeth just as she was about to regale us with poetry. Perhaps you gentlemen would care to join us?”

      “Oh, I don’t know if they’d care for our selection,” Elizabeth demurred.

      “Please, Miss Bennet,” Captain Harper encouraged. “I’d be honored to hear your recitation.”

      Wickham cast an amused wink that would have made her blush if she wasn’t already flustered by the intrusion of male company. Since all eyes were on her eagerly, she settled back into her seat.

      Clearing her throat softly, she began to read:

      
        
        
        Oh, Hope! thou soother sweet of human woes!

        How shall I lure thee to my haunts forlorn!

        For me wilt thou renew the wither’d rose,

        And clear my painful path of pointed thorn?

        —To Hope by Charlotte Smith

      

      

      

      As if the fates had a pox on her, Fitzwilliam Darcy stepped inside while she was reciting the verse. His gaze immediately fell upon Elizabeth as a shadow crossed his features.

      She paused mid-verse and met his gaze. “Mr. Darcy, it appears my choice of poetry does not meet with your approval. Do you object to Charlotte Smith’s work, or is it simply that she is a woman who dares to write on matters of import?”

      “I beg your pardon, Miss Bennet?”

      “Your disapproving look,” she pressed on, closing the book but keeping a finger between the pages. “I can only assume you find fault with my selection.”

      “I assure you, my expression was not directed at you or Miss Smith.”

      Mortification washed over Elizabeth. Once again, she was beneath his notice—not even worth the effort of his disapproval.

      Dear Jane, as always, flashed an encouraging smile. “Do continue, please?”

      Elizabeth opened the book, but Caroline Bingley chose that moment to sweep into the room. She immediately gravitated toward Mr. Darcy with nary a glance at the other occupants.

      “Ah, Mr. Darcy,” she purred. “How fortunate we are to have such distinguished company this evening. Though I daresay some of our guests might find the refinements of Netherfield somewhat … overwhelming.”

      Her gaze slid meaningfully towards Elizabeth, who felt the insult like a physical blow. It was yet another reminder of why she had been so apprehensive about staying at Netherfield, despite her desire to tend to Jane.

      Elizabeth straightened her spine. “On the contrary, Miss Bingley. I find Netherfield’s ‘refinements’ to be a constant source of entertainment.”

      Caroline chose to ignore her completely. Her gaze focused on Darcy, she continued, “I was just remarking to Charles on the importance of proper estate management. It’s a topic I’m sure you have great insight on, Mr. Darcy.”

      “I don’t suppose you need to bother your head about such a matter.” Darcy barely acknowledged her.

      “Ah, but Charles oftentimes consults me on all matters of a well-run estate.” Her voice blared like an officer’s trumpet. “One must never allow sentimentality to cloud one’s judgment when it comes to managing servants. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Darcy?”

      Darcy’s gaze darted briefly to Elizabeth. “I … do not bow to sentimentality in matters of business.”

      Caroline’s face lit up with triumph. “Of course not! I knew you would be of the same persuasion. Why, just the other day, I heard the most shocking news about the Gouldings’ place. Apparently, their servants have become quite uppity, demanding all sorts of unreasonable accommodations. It’s positively scandalous!”

      Disgust roiled in Elizabeth’s stomach, both at Caroline’s words and at Darcy’s apparent agreement.

      Why were the most handsome men the most disagreeable? She couldn’t help taking in his strong jawline, brooding eyes, and broad shoulders, but his values were so at odds with hers, and she should not be taking such notice of him. Other than the fact that his presence seemed to fill the entire room.

      Desperate for a distraction, her gaze turned to Captain Harper.

      “Captain Harper,” Elizabeth said, perhaps a touch too brightly. “I wonder, what sort of poetry do you enjoy? Do you have a favorite poet?”

      A genuine smile spread across the young man’s face. “Ah, Miss Bennet, I’m particularly fond of William Cowper. His ability to capture the beauty of nature and the complexities of the human spirit is unparalleled, in my opinion.”

      “Cowper! Oh, I adore his work,” Elizabeth replied with enthusiasm. “‘The Task’ is a particular favorite of mine. The way he weaves social commentary with vivid descriptions of the countryside …”

      Even though she turned her face away from Mr. Darcy, Elizabeth could sense his displeasure, and so, she continued the discussion with Captain Harper with much alacrity and enhanced pleasure.
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        * * *

      

      Fitzwilliam Darcy was anything but in a festive mood. When he accepted the invitation to join his best friend, Charles, and his new wife, Jane, at Netherfield Park for the holidays, he little dreamed that the vexing Elizabeth Bennet would be in attendance.

      Oh, while she had many good qualities, particularly those sparkling eyes and a fine figure, she was entirely too outspoken for a young lady of good breeding. Always ready with a sharp retort or a cutting remark, her impertinence knew no bounds, and yet …

      Try as he might to focus his attention elsewhere, Darcy found his gaze inexorably drawn back to Elizabeth. She was like a flame, bright and mesmerizing, and he, the hapless moth, was unable to resist her allure. From the cow eyes Captain Harper wore, he, too, was under her spell.

      Of all things, they were discussing women’s poetry. Indeed, Elizabeth’s cheeks were flushed as she expounded, “I believe Charlotte Smith’s work speaks to the very heart of a woman’s experience in our society. Her sonnets, while ostensibly about nature, often carry deeper meanings about the constraints placed upon us.”

      Captain Harper nodded thoughtfully. “Indeed, Miss Bennet. I find her use of imagery particularly poignant. The way she describes the ‘poor mariner’ in ‘Sonnet XXII, Written on the Seashore’—one could argue it’s a metaphor for the plight of women, tossed about on societal expectations with little control over their own destinies.”

      “Yes, Charlotte’s position as a woman in society rendered her as powerless as the shipwrecked mariner.” Elizabeth’s sigh was overwrought, in Darcy’s opinion. “Her only outlet from suffering was death.”

      Darcy’s jaw tightened. Such a topic was hardly appropriate for mixed company and certainly not to be bandied about between an unmarried lady and a gentleman. The very idea of discussing a woman’s place in society in such frank terms made him decidedly uncomfortable.

      He was about to steer the conversation to safer waters, such as Wordsworth’s ‘Ode to Duty,’ when a gentle touch on his arm drew his attention.

      Jane Bingley offered him a warm smile. “Mr. Darcy, I do hope you’re not finding our little gathering too dull?”

      Darcy blinked, caught off guard. “Not at all, Mrs. Bingley. I was merely lost in thought. How are you feeling?”

      Jane’s hand moved to her swollen belly. Despite the fatigue evident in her eyes, her face glowed with maternal pride. “Oh, I’m quite well, thank you. The doctor advised rest, and I’m grateful for the company. It’s so lovely to have Lizzy here, especially with Christmas coming up.”

      Darcy’s eyes darted back to Elizabeth before he could stop himself. Her laughter pealed like tinkling bells as she carried an animated conversation with Harper.

      “It’s fortunate Charles’s cousin is such a learned man,” Jane remarked. “I daresay he and my sister are well-matched intellectually, and she’s sure to enjoy his convalescence here.”

      Darcy, trying to mask the tension roiling his gut, allowed a small smile to touch his lips. “It seems the apothecary need only make one visit to cover two patients under this roof. Captain Harper and Miss Bennet seem to be keeping each other’s spirits well enough.”

      Jane laughed lightly, though her perceptive eyes lingered on Darcy’s face. “Yes, seeing Lizzy so engaged has been such a relief. Harper’s wit and knowledge are a perfect distraction for her. She was ever one to find comfort in good company and conversation.”

      Darcy picked up a poker to stoke the fire. His fingers tightened painfully. Why does her smile come so easily for him and not for me?

      As if sensing his thoughts, Elizabeth’s gaze flicked toward him. Darcy’s breath caught, but her attention quickly returned to Harper, leaving him feeling as though he’d been dismissed without a word.

      “Mr. Darcy, I couldn’t help but notice Miss Eliza’s rather … spirited discussion with Captain Harper.” Caroline Bingley’s stentorian voice settled at his side. “One would think they were debating in a university hall rather than a respectable drawing room. Surely you agree that such morbid topics as despair and helplessness are hardly fitting for polite company?”

      “While the topic may be unconventional, Miss Bingley, I find no fault in their intellectual discourse.” He forced himself to be both noncommital and polite. Caroline was Charles’s favorite sister and had managed Netherfield Park before his marriage to Jane.

      Caroline’s eyes narrowed, her smile tightening. “Oh, but of course. How progressive of you, Mr. Darcy. Though I fear such unladylike behavior might raise eyebrows in more refined circles. One wonders what your aunt, Lady Catherine, might say.”

      Lady Catherine was the reason he’d decided to holiday at Netherfield instead of Rosings Park, where he would no doubt be confined to the company of his dear sister, Georgiana, and his sickly cousin, Anne. While the two women found many common interests, he would be bereft of male companionship—such as the exuberant Charles. What he hadn’t counted on was the presence of red coats, especially the likes of Mr. Wickham, although Captain Harper seemed to be a decent chap.

      “My aunt is quite unacquainted with my views of this nature.” He turned away from Caroline as Elizabeth’s voice rang out, “‘The dark and pillowy cloud, the sallow trees, seem o’er the ruins of the year to mourn.’ How perfectly Smith captures melancholy, does she not, Captain?”

      Harper nodded enthusiastically. “Indeed, Miss Bennet. Her command of language is truly remarkable.”

      “How she ends her walk,” Elizabeth’s tone became downcast. “‘But no gay change revolving seasons bring, To call forth pleasure from the soul of pain; Bid Syren Hope resume her long-lost part, And chase the vulture Care—that feeds upon the heart.’”

      “Truly touching that she had no hope,” Harper responded. “She had an unhappy life.”

      “Oh, it was more than mere melancholy,” Elizabeth declared. “She was trapped in a society that granted autonomy and legal power to dishonorable men while affording women none. Did you know she suffered debtor’s prison because of her husband’s debts? And yet, she supported her family with her poetry, but had no legal right …”

      Caroline’s exaggerated yawn cut through Elizabeth’s impassioned speech. “My, how dreadfully dreary. I’m sure we can find a more pleasant topic for the holidays.”

      Darcy shifted uncomfortably, the itch beneath his cravat intensifying. While he admired Elizabeth’s quick mind, such frank discussions of legal matters and a woman’s place in society bordered on impropriety. It showed a discontent and covetous spirit that ill-befitted a gentlewoman of her standing. Moreover, it struck too close to home, reminding him of the precarious situation of the Bennet family’s entail.

      He cleared his throat, attempting to steer the conversation to safer ground. “Perhaps we might discuss the merits of Wordsworth’s latest publication? I found his ‘Ode to Duty’ particularly uplifting.”

      Elizabeth’s eyebrow arched. “Uplifting, Mr. Darcy? I find it rather constraining. ‘Stern Daughter of the Voice of God!’ hardly seems a cheerful opening.”

      “You misunderstand me, Miss Bennet,” Darcy replied, his voice tight. “Wordsworth speaks of finding freedom through embracing one’s responsibilities.”

      “And what of those whose ‘duties’ are imposed upon them, regardless of their desires or abilities?” Elizabeth challenged, her eyes flashing. “Is that truly freedom?”

      Captain Harper leaned forward, eager to join the debate. “An excellent point, Miss Bennet. Perhaps we might consider⁠—”

      “I believe,” Caroline interjected smoothly, “that Mr. Darcy was about to regale us with news from London. Weren’t you, sir?”

      Darcy hesitated, torn between relief at the interruption and frustration at being unable to address Elizabeth’s question adequately. “I … yes, I suppose I could share some recent developments.”

      Disappointment, or possibly disdain, clouded Elizabeth’s countenance, though she quickly composed herself and turned her attention to Captain Harper. A glance of understanding passed between them—one of such warmth that even the gentle Jane could not fail to observe it.

      “Lizzy, dear, would you mind fetching me a glass of water?” Jane coughed lightly. “I find myself quite parched.”

      Elizabeth’s expression softened immediately as she turned to her sister. “Of course. I’ll be but a moment.”

      She left the room, and it was all Darcy could do not to look after her. She left him in a truly maddening predicament. He had resolved not to pay Elizabeth any particular attention, yet her presence robbed him of peace like a persistent itch he could not ignore. Even worse, she had a way of putting him thoroughly in his place while her quick wit and sharp tongue left him unable to formulate a clever response.

      Captain Harper, seemingly oblivious to the undercurrents, cheerfully addressed the room. “Now then, who’s for a game of whist? I promise to keep the conversation light and agreeable.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            A CHALLENGE IN THE SNOW

          

        

      

    

    
      A night’s fitful sleep and the morning’s activities did little to alleviate Darcy’s turmoiled thoughts concerning one Elizabeth Bennet. He had been so careful, so deliberate in maintaining his distance from the Bennet family. Their desperate financial situation was painfully obvious, and he had no desire to be another fortune hunter’s prize. And yet, fate seemed determined to throw him into Elizabeth’s orbit. His best friend Charles had married Jane Bennet, inextricably linking their social circles. It was a complication he had not anticipated, and one that vexed him exceedingly.

      He stood rigidly near Jane Bennet’s chaise lounge as his gaze swept over the assembled group, lingering for a moment on Elizabeth. She met his eyes, one eyebrow quirked in challenge, as if daring him to open his mouth. He felt a familiar flutter in his chest and silently cursed his weakness.

      “Lizzy, you must go for a walk,” Jane insisted, her voice gentle but firm. “The fresh air will do you good, and I’ll be quite content here with my book.”

      As always, Elizabeth’s stubbornness intruded. She shook her head. “I won’t leave you alone. I came here to tend to you, not to go on outings.”

      Darcy’s heart gave an odd little leap. Part of him—a part he was trying desperately to ignore—hoped Elizabeth would stay behind. It would be easier to maintain his composure if she weren’t around to distract him. But another part of him was drawn to her like a hapless moth to an oil lamp. Those eyes of hers held both challenge and charm, and he was entirely too aware of the elegant curve of her neck and the way her giggles tickled him in the strangest places.

      “I have servants at my beck and call, dear sister,” Jane replied with a soft laugh. “And Captain Harper has already offered to keep me company. Isn’t that right, Captain?”

      Captain James Harper, leaning heavily on his crutch, offered a warm smile. “It would be my pleasure, Mrs. Bingley. I fear I’m not up for a lengthy walk myself, but I’d be happy to regale you with tales of my adventures at sea.”

      “Darcy? You up for a brisk stroll?” Charles’s cheerful voice cast attention in his direction. “The weather is quite invigorating, and perhaps we’ll even spot a suitable Yule log for the fireplace.”

      His suggestion had its predictable effect. Caroline sidled up to her brother with a toss of her head. “What a marvelous suggestion, Charles. Mr. Darcy, we must have your expert eye for the perfect log.”

      “Then Lizzy must join the hunt,” Jane interjected with a chuckle. “My sister has been known to climb over hedges and stiles to locate the most sturdy logs.”

      Darcy’s jaw clenched at Jane’s innocent remark. The image of Elizabeth climbing over hedges and stiles, her skirts hitched up to reveal a tantalizing glimpse of her ankle, was not one he needed in his already muddled mind.

      “Oh my,” Caroline simpered, her eyes narrowing as she regarded Elizabeth. “I’m sure Miss Eliza’s enthusiasm for outdoor pursuits is most admirable. Though one does wonder about the state of her poor petticoats after such exertions. And dear me, all that sun can’t be good for a lady’s complexion. Why, you’re positively brown, Miss Eliza. How … rustic.”

      Darcy’s fingers tightened over his teacup at Caroline’s poisonous barbs. He felt a surge of indignation on Elizabeth’s behalf, even as he berated himself for caring.

      Elizabeth’s eyes flashed. “How kind of you to notice, Miss Bingley. I do find that a bit of sun and fresh air do wonders for one’s constitution. Far better than being cooped up indoors, growing pale and listless like an unfortunate hothouse flower.”

      Darcy had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from smirking. Elizabeth’s retort was sharp but delivered with such sweetness that Caroline could hardly take offense without appearing petty.

      Charles clapped his hands, practically dancing a jig. “Well then, it’s settled! We shall all walk and hunt for the perfect Yule log.”

      “Go ahead, Lizzy,” Jane encouraged. “I shall happily await the Yule log while lost in the pages of this gothic novel you picked for me.”

      It was then that George Wickham sidled up to Elizabeth and offered his arm. “Miss Elizabeth, might I have the honor of escorting you? I’d be loath to face the winter chill without such delightful company—especially one so well-versed in the art of Yule logs.”

      Darcy tasted bile in his throat. Wickham would have to be watched, but how could he insert himself when Elizabeth had already taken ahold of Wickham’s arm?

      His eyes darted to Captain Harper, who was still seated beside Jane. The man undoubtedly possessed good breeding and would be the safer companion for Elizabeth. The inexplicable urge to protect Jane’s younger sister asserted itself and sealed his decision.

      He cleared his throat loudly and affected a forced casualness. “I say, Harper, why don’t you join us? The walk isn’t too strenuous, and I’m sure Miss Elizabeth would appreciate your insights. After all, didn’t you mention your family’s estate in Kent has some rather unique Christmas traditions?”

      Harper’s face lit at the invitation, though a flicker of uncertainty crossed his features as he glanced at his crutch. “I’d be delighted, though I fear I may slow the party down somewhat.”

      “Nonsense,” Elizabeth chimed in, her smile warm and inviting in a way that made Darcy’s chest tighten. “We’ll match our pace to yours, Captain. And I, for one, am eager to hear more about these Kentish traditions.”

      As Harper rose, leaning on his crutch, Caroline latched onto Darcy’s arm with surprising speed. “What a splendid idea, Mr. Darcy, although I’m ever so interested in the traditions at Pemberley.”

      Darcy’s heart sank as he watched Elizabeth walk off with one hand looped around Harper’s arm and her other one resting on Wickham’s offered elbow.

      “I must say,” Caroline commented. “I find it rather unseemly for a young lady to be so familiar with gentlemen she’s only just met. Don’t you agree, Mr. Darcy?”

      “I see nothing improper in Miss Elizabeth’s behavior. She is merely being sociable.”

      Caroline let out a dramatic sigh. “Oh, you are too kind. But surely you must admit that her wild ways are hardly befitting a lady of good breeding. Why, I heard she once walked three miles through mud to visit her sister. Can you imagine?”

      “I can imagine she’s fond of her sister.” His imagination went toward Elizabeth’s legs and how shapely they might be from the exercise.

      As he attempted to tone out Caroline’s peevish remarks, he was jolted by something cold and wet striking his shoulder. His head snapped back to find Bingley grinning at him with another snowball forming in his gloved hands.

      “Charles!” Caroline’s shrill voice cut through the air. “Really, must you engage in such childish antics? Mr. Darcy has far more refined tastes, I’m sure.”

      “Darcy’s a fine one for some fun,” Charles retorted. “He’s a good sport. Unlike⁠—”

      Instead of finishing, he launched the snowball. It caught Caroline square in the shoulder.

      She shrieked as if she came upon a hornet’s nest of impropriety. “Charles Bingley. How dare you. This is hardly proper behavior for⁠—”

      Her words were cut short as another snowball, this one thrown by Elizabeth, sailed past her ear.

      “Come now, Miss Bingley.” Elizabeth sported a naughty grin. “Surely you’re not afraid of a little snow?”

      “Childish nonsense,” Caroline muttered, but Darcy found himself warming to the idea. Perhaps this would be his chance to interact with Elizabeth without the constant interference of others.

      “Oh, Miss Bingley. Where’s your sense of fun?” He challenged Caroline, expecting her to demur and retreat with a huff.

      To his horror, Caroline tugged him closer and announced, “We shall divide into teams. Mr. Darcy, Charles, and I shall form one team. Miss Eliza, Mr. Wickham, and Captain Harper can be the other.”

      Darcy found himself unceremoniously yanked into the fray. Snowballs came flying toward him, and despite the disappointment at being on opposing teams from Elizabeth, he was soon packing the snowballs and aiming them at Wickham in particular.

      “Take that, you scoundrels!” Charles bellowed while Caroline yelped as another well-aimed snowball caught her on the shoulder.

      Elizabeth’s laughter rang out across the frosty air as she darted between the bare trees. Darcy’s gaze was drawn to her time and again, causing him to be pelted with snowballs—most of them from Elizabeth’s mittened hands.

      He raised his arms to ward off a barrage, but a well-aimed one caught him square between the eyes.

      “Oh, Mr. Darcy,” she gasped between giggles. “You should see your face! I do believe I’ve ruffled your famous composure.”

      “I assure you, Miss Elizabeth, it takes more than a bit of snow to ruffle me. But as for you …” Forgetting propriety, he scooped up a handful of snow and lobbed it gently in her direction.

      Elizabeth ducked, still laughing, and the snowball sailed harmlessly over her head.

      “Is that the best you can do, sir? I expected better from a gentleman of your stature.”

      The challenge in her voice stirred something deep and inexplicable. Without thinking, he gathered more snow and chased after her. Elizabeth shrieked in mock fear and darted away, weaving between the other players through the snowy landscape.

      His long legs made quick work of catching her and trapping her near a stand of bare trees. Elizabeth turned, her back against a trunk, her chest heaving with exertion. Darcy, with his snowball, was suddenly aware of how close they were. Should he choose, he could reach out and smash the snowball in her face.

      “Well, Mr. Darcy. It seems you’ve caught me. What do you intend to do now?”

      Darcy couldn’t explain why his heart raced and why he dropped the snowball at his side, raising his hand with the urge to brush snow off her bonnet.

      But somehow, Caroline stumbled to his side, clutching at his arm.

      “Mr. Darcy, I’ve twisted my ankle,” she shrieked. “I fear I cannot walk. Would you assist me in getting back to the house?”

      As a gentleman, Darcy could not deny her, even though he saw the ruse for what it was.

      “Certainly, Miss Bingley. Allow me to assist you.”

      As they made their way back toward Netherfield Park, Caroline wasted no time voicing her displeasure. “That Miss Bennet is quite unsuitable company for a gentleman of your standing. Though I daresay, Miss Eliza’s skill with snowballs is hardly a surprise, given her penchant for unladylike pursuits. Why, I heard she’s quite the tree climber. Can you imagine? And let us not forget her infamous muddy petticoats. Hardly the accomplishments one expects of a gentlewoman.”

      Darcy felt a surge of anger at Caroline’s words. But how could he defend Elizabeth without Caroline spreading rumors about his affections? And then it struck him. How was it possible that he would be curious about this most unsuitable woman? She wouldn’t hesitate to challenge him, and her behavior was oftentimes at odds with what he deemed proper.

      But why did her opinions not bother Captain Harper, who appeared to indulge her in her fancies? Admiring the poetry of Charlotte Smith and other rabble rousers? Why couldn’t they be content with their positions but were instead covetous of the fortunes of their betters?

      The image of Elizabeth, cheeks flushed with exertion and eyes sparkling with mischief, rose unbidden in his mind. There was a vibrancy to her, a zest for life that made him curious … intrigued.

      “Mr. Darcy, are you listening?” Caroline’s shrill voice grated on his nerves. “I was saying how shocking it is to see a young lady behave with such impropriety. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Darcy wished he could fling Miss Bingley’s grasping hand from his arm. The words spurted from his lips before he could censor them.

      “I believe there is merit in a lively disposition.”

      “Merit?” Caroline scoffed. “In behaving like a hoyden? Surely you jest, Mr. Darcy. A gentleman of your standing requires a wife who understands the importance of propriety and decorum.”

      The word ‘wife’ sent a jolt through his heart. He hadn’t allowed himself to consider Elizabeth in such a context. The very idea was preposterous, wasn’t it? A union between them would be met with disapproval from all quarters. His aunt Catherine would be apoplectic.

      And yet … who better to keep his interest? But, no, it couldn’t be—not when his dear mother had promised him to his cousin, Anne, and impressed upon him on her deathbed. She and his aunt Catherine had made a pact. That was why he was so good at talking himself out of interest or concern with Elizabeth Bennet. He sealed his fate when he insulted her at Meryton Assembly.

      She’d never forgive him, and indeed she shouldn’t.

      “I fear you misunderstand me, Miss Bingley.” Darcy surprised himself with his sentiment. “There is much to be said for a lady unafraid to engage fully with the world around her. Such a spirit can be quite refreshing.”
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