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      Some in Meryton thought that, perhaps, this storm would be the end of the town as they knew it. The roads had been flooded to such a degree that not even ten horses pulling a carriage could make their way through. Deliveries of supplies to the Meryton shops from London had stopped entirely, but residents had been too frightened to leave their homes anyhow, so it did not matter. At Longbourn, had Mrs. Hill not been to town the day before the storm, the whole household might have resorted to eating dried meats and tea leaves within a few days.

      As it was, the worst problem in the Bennet household became the closeness the family was forced to endure as the rains continued to fall, confining them within the walls of their home. If they had been alone, it might have been bad enough, but the addition of Mr. Darcy to their ranks only added to the distress, as Mrs. Bennet had become a woman possessed. She worried day and night over Darcy’s comfort and whether or not he would leave their estate with a good opinion of the Bennets. She hardly seemed as concerned about the injurious storm as she did about Mr. Darcy’s estimation of her household.

      Ever since “The Stable Affair,” as it came to be known, everyone but Elizabeth had been treating Darcy like he were the King himself. Lizzy’s place in the rescue of the Bennet’s horses had been lowered to little more than a memorandum in the history of the event. Within mere hours, Lydia had cast Mr. Darcy as a gallant hero who had lifted every piece of wood with his own two hands and practically carried the horses to the safety of the barn. Elizabeth could only imagine how the story might have progressed by the time she saw her friends from town once more.

      Darcy himself listened to the babble with great amusement. Several of the Bennet girls had proven themselves to be quite silly and while their constant conversation was a diversion from the storm, it was not enough to distract either Darcy or Elizabeth from the thoughts that plagued both of them since their last encounter. While the gentleman remained as sturdy and calm as he always seemed to be, never betraying his emotions, Lizzy could not have been more different as she ran about the house in an attempt to avoid him.

      It was not that she did not want to see Mr. Darcy; quite the opposite. She wished that she might spend every moment with him in order to determine if he was truly as fine a man as he presented himself to be in the stables the day before. And yet, she could not help but be worried as she remembered their first meeting at the Meryton assembly. Who was the real Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy; was it the arrogant and selfish man who had spurned her so in front of Mr. Bingley or was it the kind and selfless man who put himself in harm’s way to nobly save their horses? She was not yet sure.

      The end of the day drew near, and evening approached; Mrs. Hill lit extra candles throughout the house as the rain seemed to make the usual darkness even more pronounced. Darcy disappeared after dinner, leaving the Bennet family to their own diversions for the first time since his arrival. Because they were not sure of his whereabouts, Mrs. Bennet was uncomfortable speaking about him, something for which the whole household was deeply grateful. Even Mrs. Hill and the rest of the servants had begun to grow weary at the sound of his name on Mrs. Bennet’s tongue.

      Once the warmth of the fire had been stoked in the library and Lizzy was sure only her father resided inside, she decided to join him there and read for a while. She was most grateful for the distraction from her thoughts of Mr. Darcy and she knew without doubt that her mother would not be interested in reading with her father.

      “Papa, might I join you and read for a while?” Lizzy asked as she searched the shelves for a book she had not yet read. She knew no such book existed in her father’s library, which was why she had planned her initial trip to Meryton all those days ago. But even reading a book of which she knew every word was better than sitting in her bed chambers and censuring herself for her behavior since Mr. Darcy’s arrival.

      “Of course, you may, Elizabeth. It is more agreeable in here, is it not? Though I do find it difficult to believe you came in here to read, as you must have read each book in my possession twice over.”

      Lizzy smiled at her father as she reached for the first book she saw and sat with him by the fire. “You know me too well, papa. Too well, indeed.”

      “Is there something you need to discuss with me?”

      For a moment, she considered discussing her changing perception of their gentleman visitor and all he had done for their family. But she worried her father might question why she wished to talk about Mr. Darcy when she had disliked him so vehemently before his arrival. It was true; he had done much to help their family and that alone might have garnered him greater esteem in anyone’s eyes. Yet, when Lizzy had spoken so ardently against him just a few days ago, her father might desire to know more about why she had changed her opinion.

      But, before Elizabeth could further consider discussing her feelings with her father, the storm that had made little noise throughout the day became suddenly and most violent. The house shook with thunder and a flash of lightning from outside lit up not only the sky, but every room of the house. Only a moment later, there was another bright stroke of lightning and the sound of a clash from outside, as if something had broken into pieces and fallen to the ground.

      “Oh, really! Not again!” Mr. Bennet yelled as he leapt to his feet and ran to the front entrance. Elizabeth followed him and before any of the Bennet family could reach the door, Darcy was running down the staircase to join them.

      “I saw it from my chambers. The lightning struck the tree in the courtyard and it has caught fire. We must snuff it out before it spreads to the house or the rest of the trees!”

      Darcy did not pause; he simply threw open the door and ran out into the rain. Once the front door had been opened, the Bennets could see the fire of which Darcy warned them, and it was dreadful. The tree was burning all the way from the top and many of the branches had already fallen to the ground, which were also aflame.

      “Mrs. Bennet! Call for the whole household! We need every set of hands at Longbourn!” Mr. Bennet said to his wife in a panic. “My girls, you stay in here! It is not safe.”

      Mr. Bennet ran out the door after Mr. Darcy, but Elizabeth, Jane, and Mary all followed him, in strict defiance of his order.

      “Lizzy! All of you! Go back to the house!” Mr. Bennet called at the them through the rain. But the only direction they went was in the direction of their father. Jane and Mary tore off pieces of their skirts and began to try and temper the flames with the fabric, while Mr. Bennet and Darcy did the same with their coats. Elizabeth ran to the stables and retrieved empty sacks from the animal feed and returned with a pile of them, then handed them to anyone who had lost their fire-fighting implements to the flames. Side-by-side, they fought against the growing danger, doing everything in their power to keep it from spreading to their beloved home.

      It felt like an eternity before the stable hands and attendants arrived with buckets of water they had retrieved from the gardens. The rain had done well to fill each of the buckets to the brim and after five or six of them, Darcy and Mr. Bennet were able to remove several scorched branches away from the fire to prevent them lighting anew. When they ran out of feed sacks once again, Elizabeth tore the bottom from her own skirt and began swatting at the trunk of the tree. But suddenly, a spark from the fire leapt from the trunk and caught the bottom of her remaining skirts ablaze.

      “Elizabeth!” Jane cried in terror, drawing Mr. Darcy’s attention in Lizzy’s direction. He neither paused nor hesitated; Darcy ran to her and dove on top of her, smothering the flames on her skirt with his own body. Once the fire was put out, they stared deeply into each other’s’ eyes for only a moment, and then quickly jumped back to their feet, as if nothing had happened.

      Between the whole of Longbourn fighting against the flames and the rain, which refused to relent even in the face of the fire, they were at last able to stop the tree from burning and save the house from danger. Everyone ran back to the door, where Mrs. Bennet, Lydia, and Kitty had been watching the entire event transpire.

      “You are mad! The lot of you are quite mad!” Mrs. Bennet kept repeating, over and over again. “What if you had been hurt? What if you had died, Mr. Bennet? What would have happened to me? A widow with nothing to her name?”

      Mr. Bennet smiled at his wife as he took her hand. “And yet you have nothing to worry about, my dear, because here I stand, alive and well, with your brave daughters by my side. I fear poor Elizabeth is a little worse for wear.”

      Lydia cried out at the sight of Lizzy’s skirt. “Oh, Lizzy! How could you ruin such a beautiful dress? What a tragedy!”

      “A tragedy, Miss Bennet,” Mr. Darcy said, “would have been if that fire had destroyed the whole of Longbourn. I am sure we can find a way to replace Miss Elizabeth’s lovely dress with much more ease.”

      Lizzy felt her face go red with embarrassment. “There are more important things to worry about right now, Lydia, as Mr. Darcy said. But I shall be forever in your debt, sir.”

      “We all will,” Mr. Bennet agreed. “You are a true gentleman. How will we ever repay you for all of your good works during your time at Longbourn?”

      Darcy said nothing in response to Mr. Bennet but looked at Elizabeth with a subtle longing in his eyes. “I ask for nothing in return, Mr. Bennet. Your charity has been enough, sir. But, if you will excuse me, I think I should change out of these wet clothes before I find myself chilled to the bone once again.”

      Everyone agreed that they should do the same, but Elizabeth hoped that Mrs. Hill might have some means of saving portions of her dress, so she instead made her way to the laundry to see what could be done. She walked through the kitchen and into the scullery but found no one there.

      “Mrs. Hill must be upstairs with the others,” she said aloud as she searched for another dress she could wear while she tried to wash the smoke stains from her own. The housekeeper would be very busy tending to the rest of the household and Elizabeth did not wish to add to her work. Once she was sure that no one was near, she slipped out of her dress and dropped it into the copper pot in the corner. When she turned to retrieve one of Jane’s dry dresses that hung on the other side of scullery, she instead
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