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Only a little farther now. 
The frozen numbness had long since fled from her cheeks, replaced with that same ominous warmth that had savaged her feet and fingers not long ago. It would pass… if only she could manage a few more steps.
She could see it in the distance—the flickering light that heralded the coaching inn on this god-forsaken road. The shadows of men hastening steaming carriage horses into a warm barn, even as the snow piled on their backs and the wind snatched at the doors. And she could hear voices—cries of weary travelers, all hoping for a room, and in the distance, merry fellows at the tap who were already settled and secure. Out of the storm. 
Safe.
If she could just make herself heard! Ten steps more, and someone might see her.
There was a shout from somewhere nearby, but her eyes were closed against the biting frost. Was someone coming to her aid? She lifted her hand and tried spreading her fingers, but they would not obey her. 
“Help!” she cried. “Someone, please!” If only they would hear her! She would be taken in, mothered and tended by some kindly innkeeper’s wife, and have her belly warmed by hot broth and tea.
Only snow filled her mouth.

      [image: ]There was no answer when Fitzwilliam Darcy knocked at the door of his sister’s bedroom. He thinned his lips and set his knuckles to the wood again. “Georgiana, I must away. I hope you are not so petulant as to refuse to see me off.” 
He waited another moment, his brow growing increasingly darker. “Very well,” he relented with a huff. 
Perhaps it was better this way, for was it not her heedlessness that had begun this nightmare? He had long since forgiven her indiscretion, her youthful naivety, but this latest blow, forced upon him by the circumstances of the previous summer, had set him into the foulest of moods. 
He had already lost his chance this autumn to pay his respects to his closest friend, Charles Bingley, in his new home in Hertfordshire. It was worse than the rudeness of a forced refusal, for now Darcy would not be at hand to prevent his friend from making any hasty decisions—in fact, judging by Bingley’s last letter, it was already too late to keep him from falling in love with some poor country girl. Jane Bennet, he said. What sort of a name was that? Not one worthy of Charles Bingley, in Darcy’s estimation.
Then there was his cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, who had passed up a chance at promotion within the ranks, merely so he could have more liberty to be of assistance in Georgiana’s situation. It ought never to have been his trouble to bear! And to make it worse, Richard’s refusal to advance had set his mother, the countess, into something of a furor to see all the next generation better settled somehow. She was incessant in her exhortations, both demanding and sometimes pleading that advancements must be pursued and marriages contracted in all possible cases. 
Including Darcy’s. 
As if he had the temperament for marriage just now! Yes, that was precisely what he needed; an empty-headed high society woman entrenched in his affairs, imposing upon his time and wading unsympathetically into Georgiana’s troubles. He would be better off with a penniless hag who left him alone than some gilded princess of the ton who would gossip and ruin everything.
Darcy’s fist flexed, and he bit back a growl of frustration. He was in a fine state already, and he had not even got into the carriage! Indeed, it was for the best that Georgiana would not see him, for he would certainly speak something regrettable. He spun on his heel and made three steps before the door softly creaked. He turned back. 
“Georgiana.”
Her head was bowed, her fingers knotted in a handkerchief. “You are going to find him?”
“I have no choice.”
She sniffed, her shoulders lifting in shuddering resignation. “I–I wish you…” 
He could see enough of her features to watch how her lower lip trembled, then tucked behind white teeth. “Are you… c-certain? It could not have been someone else you heard of? Perhaps the man you spoke to was mistaken.”
“There is no chance of that. George Wickham is traveling north in haste, and he has a… companion.”
His sister’s cornflower blue eyes—once so full of the sun and happiness—rounded painfully, then clenched in remorse. “You think he is going to Gretna Green again.”
Darcy only held his sister’s gaze, allowing his fingers to twitch impatiently. When no more words passed, he cleared his throat. “The carriage is waiting, and I dare not lose the daylight.”
She looked up swiftly. “William, please do not go! Mr. Hodges said only this morning that we are sure to have a blizzard.” 
“Blizzard!” he scoffed. “We have hardly had the first frost, and the skies today are clear.”
She drew a sharp breath and pushed out her chin in a rare display of stubbornness. “You know Hodges is never wrong because of his rheumatism, and he says we shall have a fierce storm tonight. Oh, please, will you at least wait until tomorrow?”
“If a storm is indeed coming, I must be on my way before the roads become impassable. You know very well that I cannot risk delay, and you know all the reasons for it.”
Her courage evaporated, and she hung her head once more in mute desolation.  
If Darcy had been slightly less indignant over the entire affair, he would have gently embraced his sister, wiped away her tears, and assured her that all would be well. Now, however… he drew a tight sigh and took her hand, trying not to betray his agitation. 
“I am sorry to be leaving in this way, but there is nothing else to be done. I must reach Gretna Green in time to catch George Wickham and put an end to this.” 
Georgiana’s brow pinched, but she choked back the audible gasp that followed. “Then God go with you, Brother. I pray you find him, for that girl’s sake!”
Darcy squeezed her fingers in leave-taking, and had started for the door of her room when she called him back. “Wait! Please, at least let me send something with you for good luck.”
He turned a quizzical look on her as she raced to her vanity. Frantically, she picked up one bauble after another—mostly jewels or flower pins used for her hair. She seized on a bit of holly that her maid had styled into her ringlets only the night before and held it up hopefully. “What do you think? You cannot find a fairer charm.”
Darcy arched a brow, softening marginally at the evidence of her concern for him. “And it would be far fairer here, in your keeping. You know I do not hold with luck and charms and such nonsense. But,” he added, upon seeing her crestfallen look, “it will be a long, cold drive. I could do with something to pass the time.” 
He braced himself for whatever she might offer, consoling himself with the knowledge that his valet would have already packed whichever book was presently on his bed table. However, if it comforted Georgiana to think of him reading one of the fanciful novels she frequently pressed upon him, it was a small sacrifice.
His sister did not disappoint. She considered for a moment, then her features flushed, and she brought him a musty-smelling book with a worn green cover. Darcy took it suspiciously. “Scottish folk tales?”
“Oh, I know you will think it is silly,” she pardoned herself. “Nurse used to read it to me when I could not sleep, and I… I keep it for nights when I need an especially comfortable story. And you are going to Scotland! It is the perfect book for such a time.”
“Indeed.” He examined the cover with thinly veiled chagrin but slid it into an inner pocket of his coat. With a slightly more tender farewell than he might have managed earlier, an exhortation for speedy and careful travel by his sister, and a final kiss to her cheek, Fitzwilliam Darcy took his leave.
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If this was not a bonafide blizzard, then he hoped never to see a real one. 
No one had expected the storm—save his old butler, Darcy thought with more than a touch of guilt. Even as he had given the order for his carriage, he had clung to the confident hope that Hodges and his rheumatism were mistaken. The weather had been clear when he left, and there had been no particular bite to the air. 
Nothing could have been more promising for travel, and it was not some vain fancy of his, for it seemed that everyone else had also been caught unawares. No one at the previous posting inns, none of the other travelers, nor even Darcy’s trusted coachman had predicted this sudden turn in the weather. 
The storm struck at three in the afternoon, swirling down upon the hapless carriage with a terrifying blast of frozen death. Within minutes, snow was accumulating in the tracks of the road and settling on the harness traces. In less than half an hour, banks of blown powder were piling wherever the wind might take them—and all too often, that was the road. John, the coachman, had stopped the carriage after slogging through a particularly deep drift, and man and master had drawn aside to examine the road and decide the best course. 
“If the snow gets much worse, they won’t be able to turn the wheels,” John said, gesturing to the horses.
“And a stuck carriage will be the least of our worries,” Darcy agreed, having to shout to make himself heard. “How far is the nearest post inn?”
John was only partially successful at concealing the flicker of doubt in his expression. “Less than a mile, I should think, sir. But the worst is that in some places the tracks are filled with fresh snow, right up to the carriage floor. It’s a fearful bother for the horses, for the axle freezes up, and the wheels won’t roll.”
Darcy set his teeth grimly. “Let us pray you right about the distance. Come, then, nothing else for it but to make our way as best we can. We will get down to break the snow and push if need be.”
A single mile had never passed so slowly in all Darcy’s life. He tried to mark the distance in trees and rocks, rather than by the number of times the carriage wheels plunged stubbornly into another snowdrift. Eventually, however, even a panting John confessed that they must have gone “a bit more than two miles” since their last repose. And the grey skies were growing darker by the minute.
John, faithful man that he was, labored patiently and with a good will, but the truth was all too evident. Men and horses were nearly spent. Darcy flexed his fingers inside his thick gloves and felt nothing—in fact, he could not be certain his fingers even moved at his command.
“Enough,” he declared. “We cannot be far from shelter. Let us unharness the horses and leave the carriage. We will ride astride and take whatever provisions we can carry.”
Not for the first time that afternoon, he wished he could turn back to Pemberley. And, in dark thoughts so black they were unfit to be spoken aloud, he cursed George Wickham for his perfidious ways. But there was no sense in despising his fate, for the matter of survival was very real at hand.
Darcy and his coachman worked with wooden fingers to unbuckle the traces and free the horses. He took the pistol and bag of coins from his strongbox and two heavy cloaks from his trunks. The rest would have to stay. The carriage might well fall prey to bandits, but Darcy doubted that even they would be about on such an evening. Finally, with the last vestiges of flexibility in his chilled body, he vaulted to the back of the nearest horse.
They made better progress without the hindrance of the carriage, but they had lost a good deal of the fading light. John carried the lantern from the carriage, but even that was little help against the descending gloom. Darcy shielded his face with his arm, blocking the snow and trying to blink into the gathering darkness. 
Another abandoned carriage loomed not a hundred feet away. Darcy and his coachman shared a glance, then pushed on. A short while later, they came upon another. It seemed around every bend
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