Mr. Darcy’s Gift of Love
PART ONE
Elizabeth rose before the sun, not difficult late in December. She dressed in the darkness
shrouding the room she shared with her sister Jane. In the past, Jane would have woken, bright
and cheerful. Since the defection of the man she loved, Jane slept fitfully and late.
Mr. Bingley…Elizabeth weighed the gentleman’s name as she tiptoed down the front stair. He
loved Jane. Why had he suddenly departed, his guests a day behind, to be heard from no more?
In the face of Jane’s sorrow, the only worthy Yuletide gift Elizabeth could imagine was Mr.
Bingley’s return. So, early each morning, Elizabeth walked to Netherfield Park, to look down on
the manor house in hope of sign of Mr. Bingley. Today, she shivered at first, but warmed with
exertion, enjoying the way frosted blades crunched beneath her boots. As the sun crested the
horizon, she halted on a hill overlooking Netherfield’s manor house, her breath a frosty plume
alternately clouding and dispersing.
Hooves clomped, quickening her heart in time. She raised a hand to shield her gaze and took
in a lone rider. Mr. Bingley, come at last?
Elizabeth rushed downward, brambles catching her skirt. The rider dismounted, hat low and
the collar of his greatcoat turned up against the cold, obscuring his face. He mounted the front
steps and she slowed. The figure below stood too tall to be Mr. Bingley.
The gentleman knocked to no avail and Elizabeth guessed the servants had gone, rather than
remain in an empty manor house so near Christmas. The man looked about. Pivoting, he headed
along the house and disappeared around the corner.
Intrigued, Elizabeth quickened her pace again. She rounded the far corner of the manor house
to see him step through a tall window. Anger replacing interest, she bundled her skirt and dashed
across the lawn.
She reached the window to find it opened into Netherfield’s library. The tall gentleman stood
within, perusing the shelves as if he’d every right. That long form…the entitlement radiating from
him…
“Mr. Darcy?”
He whirled, surprise replacing his usual hauteur. “Miss Elizabeth?”
Elizabeth stepped over the sill. “Whatever are you doing?”
“I could ask you the same.”
“But you did not.”
The corner of his mouth twitched, nearly a smile. “I seek my journal.”

“Left behind in the haste of your party’s departure?”
Guilt crossed his features.
Elizabeth opened her mouth but Mr. Darcy held up a hand. “Listen.”
Footfalls sounded in the hall. They stopped outside the closed door. Elizabeth dived behind a
couch. To be found with Mr. Darcy would seal her into an insufferable fate…marriage to him.
The library door creaked open. “I see you received my note,” the voice of Lieutenant Wickham
said.
Elizabeth squeezed her lips tight over a gasp of surprise.
“George,” Mr. Darcy greeted in a voice several degrees colder than the world without. “I take
it you arranged for the lack of servants.”
Wickham chuckled. “They were happy to believe the note I forged, making me caretaker so
they might enjoy the Yuletide.”
“Hand over my journal.”
“The one I snuck in to borrow in the rush to pack up? It’s what you deserve for such a hasty
departure, Darcy.”
This snide, smug gentleman wasn’t the Wickham Elizabeth knew. She dared a peek. Mr. Darcy
stood upright and rigid, Wickham holding a volume before him, expression suffused with glee.
“What do you want?” Mr. Darcy growled.
“The living your father left me.”
“You already had three thousand pounds in exchange for it.”
“I have debts to pay.”
“I’ve paid your debts enough times. There is nothing in that journal to harm me.”
“Truly?” Extra mocking layered Wickham’s voice as he read, “Tonight, I danced with Elizabeth,
an act of excruciating torment. My love for her is boundless, and yet it is bound, for I know her
to be entirely unsuitable in connections, wealth and relations. For the first and, I fear, only time,
I have found love. That it should be with someone so far beneath me serrates my soul.”
Mr. Darcy made a strangled sound, the noise mimicking the one Elizabeth wished she could
voice. Crouched behind the sofa, mortification scorched her. How dare he…
Love her?
State the truth about her circumstances?
“If you don’t pay up, I’ll pass that drivel along to Miss Elizabeth.”
In a voice edged with despair, Mr. Darcy muttered, “I won’t pay you, George.”
“Really? Not even if I remind you that you wrote about your agreement with Miss Bingley to
remove her brother at the first possible opportunity, to prevent his union with Miss Bennet?”
Silence filled the room, but not Elizabeth’s head. Ringing sounded there. A clanking, buzzing,
jarring noise as anger swept through her, harsh enough to leave her dizzy.
“Leave the journal and get out.”
Despite her ire, the icy edge to Mr. Darcy’s words sent a shiver through Elizabeth.
“Pay me and I will.”
Elizabeth dared a second look.
Mr. Darcy’s expression held rage. “George.”
Sheet-white, Wickham dropped the journal. “I’ll get more money out of you, Darcy.” The curl
to Wickham’s lip didn’t hide the tremor in his limbs. He pivoted and all but ran from the room.
Expression morphing into pain, Mr. Darcy turned more fully to the couch.

Elizabeth stood. She too shook, but unlike Wickham, she quaked with rage. “How could you?
Jane loves Mr. Bingley.”
Mr. Darcy took a half step back. “She does not, and he deserves a wife who does.”
“I endure her tears every night before she sleeps, and again each morning when she wakes.”
“Anyone could see she bears him no more regard than—”
“Do you presume to know my sister better than I, sir? For I find it doubtful you discern the
feelings of any woman, or you would know you have no more chance of gaining my love than of
flying.”
Elizabeth took satisfaction in how his mouth dropped open and in the pain on his face. She
whirled, climbed out the window, and stormed away across the lawn. He didn’t call out, and she
refused the temptation to look back. She hoped to never, ever see Mr. Darcy again.

PART TWO
Elizabeth sat beside Jane in the parlor, seeking joy in their younger sisters’ cheer. They’d
attended Church and exchanged gifts. Everyone looked forward to a lavish Yuletide supper,
except Elizabeth and Jane, who sat wan and silent, her eyes dull and her gaze fixed on nothing.
A knock sounded, breaking into the chatter.
“Whoever could that be?” Elizabeth’s mother asked.
“I daresay we will learn soon enough,” her father replied from where he sat reading a book,
his Christmas gift to himself.
A maid appeared. “Mr. Bingley to see Miss Bennet.”
Jane’s head snapped up, expression stunned.
Elizabeth clutched Jane’s hands. “Mr. Bingley?”
Their father closed his book. “Show him in.”
A disheveled Mr. Bingley rushed into the room. Unaware of anyone else, he crossed to Jane,
hands extended. Jane tugged free of Elizabeth to reach for him. The moment their fingers
intertwined, Mr. Bingley dropped to a knee before the couch.
Jane’s radiant smile shed weeks of misery from her lovely face. “Mr. Bingley.”
“Miss Bennet, please, I beg you, do me the honor of marrying me.”
The room erupted into exclamations of delight. Elizabeth’s mother nearly fainted. Her father
came to pull Mr. Bingley to his feet and shake his hand. Everyone crowded close, hugging Jane
and congratulating Mr. Bingley.
“But, how?” Jane asked into the din. “I thought you’d left forever.”
“Darcy tracked me down and insisted we ride for Longbourn, no matter anyone’s Christmas
plans.” Mr. Bingley grinned. “Not that I required persuading. The moment he assured me of your
love, I called for my horse.”
Assured Mr. Bingley of Jane’s love? “Where is Mr. Darcy?” Elizabeth asked.
Mr. Bingley gestured, attention riveted on Jane. “He went on to Netherfield.”
Elizabeth pressed between her sisters, seeking the door. Again she’d misjudged Mr. Darcy and
she felt the overwhelming need to tell him as much, to his face. Snatching up her cloak, she
rushed free of the house.
Elizabeth ran along the path to Netherfield, cutting through groves and fields. Near the
halfway mark, a man stepped from behind a tree. Elation shot through her before she realized it
wasn’t Mr. Darcy. Still, the figure seemed familiar. Elizabeth slowed.
“Why, Miss Elizabeth Bennet,” Mr. Wickham drawled, striding closer. “What draws you out on
Christmas? Possibly the news that Mr. Darcy has returned to Netherfield?”

Elizabeth halted, leery to come abreast him on the path.
Wickham grinned. “Perhaps you will not wish to see him once you hear what I’ve to say.”
She refused to back away as he halted before her. “If you mean the sentiments you
unconscionably read from his journal, I am well aware.”
Surprise dulled his glee, but he shrugged. “In that case, you may also be aware I require funds.”
“Which is no concern of mine, or Mr. Darcy’s.”
“I daresay it is your concern.” He clamped a hand about her arm.
Elizabeth yanked, but Mr. Wickham’s hold held. “Unhand me.”
“I think not. I’ve thought of something else for which Darcy will pay.”
“And what is that, George?” a commanding voice asked.
Elizabeth sagged in relief.
Wickham’s grin grew evil. He yanked Elizabeth forward and kissed her. Gagging, Elizabeth
twisted away. A hand on his shoulder spun Wickham. His head jerked as Mr. Darcy’s fist collided
with his face.
Wickham stumbled back, hand clutched to his eye, grinning in triumph. “Now you’ll pay, Darcy,
if you want to protect Miss Elizabeth’s reputation.” Voice smug, Wickham added, “And thank you
for punching me. I required proof of what I’ve done.”
Mr. Darcy stared at Wickham in impotent anger. “How much?”
“No.” Elizabeth stepped between the two.
Wickham chortled. “If he doesn’t pay, you’re ruined…or you marry me.”
Elizabeth grimaced at the thought, but turned to Mr. Darcy. “Do not pay him to save my
reputation.”
Mr. Darcy shook his head. “He is correct. In hitting him, I’ve left evidence to back his claim if
he repeats what happened here. If I do not pay him, you will suffer. I cannot permit that. I—”
Elizabeth placed a finger to his lips, enjoying his surprise, and reiterated, “Do not pay him to
save my reputation. Marry me to save it.”
Her finger to his lips, Elizabeth felt shock surge through Mr. Darcy. His pupils dilated, his eyes
radiating sudden intensity.
“He hates your family,” Wickham cried. “He kept Bingley from proposing.”
Elizabeth didn’t look away from Mr. Darcy. “I believe I love you, sir.”
Mr. Darcy’s hand came up to clasp hers, pulling her finger from his lips only to raise all of them
to kiss. “I love you, Elizabeth. It would be the greatest fortune of my life if you would marry me.”
Behind her, Wickham let out a curse.
Mr. Darcy looked over Elizabeth’s shoulder. His expression hardened. “You assaulted my
betrothed, George. I’ve a mind to see you hang.”
With a yelp, Mr. Wickham scurried away.
Mr. Darcy looked back to her. “Shall we report the happy news?”
Elizabeth stroked a hand down his cheek. “First, it being Christmas, I wish you to imagine
something.”
“What is that?”
“That we’re standing underneath a ball of mistletoe,” Elizabeth replied, and kissed him.

THE END

