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      When we last left Pemberley Castle…

      

      Elizabeth had only been in her room for a few moments when there was a knock on the door.

      “Surely, Darcy can not miss me already,” Elizabeth said out loud as she crossed to the door. Instead, when she opened it, she discovered Mrs. Hill on the other side. “Oh! Mrs. Hill! Is there something I can…”

      She did not allow Elizabeth to finish.

      “My dear, the boy who tends the stables managed to get here from town. Many people have gone missing in the snow and Miss Bennet… I fear your father is one of them.”

      Elizabeth felt like the entire world was collapsing beneath her. “My father? He’s missing in this storm? But how, Mrs. Hill? Why?”

      She shook her sadly.

      “He was looking for you, miss.”

      Elizabeth buried her face in her hands.

      What have I done? Oh, what have I done?
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      Elizabeth ran from Pemberley Castle without so much as a cloak to protect her from the storm. She did not even feel the snow as it beat against her bare skin; all she could think about was her dear father, lost in the woods as he searched for his daughter in vain. If only she had sent word to him, somehow let him know where she was or at least that she was not in danger. But she had been so lost in the gossamer web of strange romance with Darcy, she had thought little of anything else.

      She had hardly stepped through the gates of Pemberley when she heard the sound of her name on the wind. At first, she chose to ignore it, sure that she was hearing things in the gusts of snow. But then, it was far too clear to ignore.

      “Elizabeth, stop! Please, do not go any further! You will freeze!”

      She finally stopped when she recognized the voice of Darcy. When Elizabeth turned around, she saw the gentleman on his horse, a giant pale blue cloak draped across the saddle in front of him. Despite her desire to continue her journey back toward Meryton, she paused just long enough for Darcy to catch up to her.

      “Miss Bennet, please, put on this cloak,” he said as he handed it to her. “I can not bear the thought of you dying in these woods. Now please, take my hand.”

      Darcy reached out to her so he might lift her onto his horse. At first, she considered turning and running him from, not because she wished to refuse him but because she feared he would be a distraction in her search. As if he could hear her thoughts, as if he could anticipate her fears, Darcy smiled at her, and it was a gentle, reassuring smile. The frost that had enveloped her heart in the midst of the storm all but melted away.

      “Elizabeth,” he said in a voice just loud enough for her to hear, “please… let me help you. We will find your father together.”

      She hesitated for more than one reason. First, she did not even know where to begin searching for her father and did not wish to put Darcy in danger. Second, it had been years since Darcy ventured near any townspeople and she feared for his safety as well. What if someone tried to hurt him? What if their silly superstitions and fairy tales caused Darcy to come to harm? She could not live with herself if such a thing were to happen. In fact… 

      Elizabeth was no longer sure she could imagine a life without Fitzwilliam at all. 

      With a resolute nod, Elizabeth took Darcy’s hand and joined him on his horse. Before they left, he wrapped the cloak tightly around her, the warmth from his strong body still within the fabric. Once she secured in his arms, he directed his horse onward through the snow, a task that was difficult even for the impressively muscled animal. 

      As they rode through the storm, Elizabeth and Darcy called out for her father, but she suspected it would be impossible for him to hear them over the driving winds. Even keeping to the road was proving difficult since the road was obscured by snow and fallen branches. Sometimes, Elizabeth could barely see through the snow and she was sure that they would only never discover her father, but they might also actually die in the woods.

      Then, she heard Darcy’s voice in her ear.

      “Elizabeth! Look! In the trees!”

      She followed his finger to a tall pile of snow between two large trees. When she was at last able to see, her heart froze.

      “Oh, no…”
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      The moment she saw her father, Elizabeth leapt down from the horse without a second thought and ran through waist-deep drifts of snow. He was not yet covered, so he had not been there long; she could only hope that he had not yet succumbed to the cold.

      “Papa! Papa, please wake up!” she cried as she scooped the snow away from his body. Darcy came up behind her only seconds later and helped her dig. As soon as she saw his cheeks, bright red from frost, she set her hands upon him and called out to him once more. “Papa! Please answer me!”

      Darcy leaned forward and rested his head upon Mr. Bennet’s chest as he listened for something.

      “I can hear the beating of his heart. He is alive, Elizabeth, but we must return him to the village as soon as possible. You must help me lift him, I am afraid.”

      Elizabeth did as she was asked without question, and they both hoisted Mr. Bennet in the air and just managed to get him on to the back of the horse. Once he was secure, she turned to Darcy, her shoulders squared with stubborness.

      “Darcy, I would like you to ride to Meryton with my papa and fetch the doctor at once. You are a more experienced rider and you will reach town much faster.”

      He did not answer her; instead, Darcy lifted Elizabeth from the snow and set her behind her father on his horse. She began to argue but he did not give her the opportunity to do so.

      “You are lighter than I am, Elizabeth, The horse will move slower were I to ride along with your father. You will ride with him and I shall keep pace beside you. Let us waste no more time discussing it.”

      She did as he asked and they continued their journey through the snow, pushing and fighting for every bit of space they gained until at last, Elizabeth saw the lights of Meryton in the distance.

      “Just ahead!” she called to Darcy. “Do you see?”

      Darcy gave his horse a gentle pat on the hindquarters so it knew it was time to push through. Elizabeth held tight to her father as the horse picked up speed and before she knew it, Darcy had them slide to a stop outside of the doctor’s home. She intended to slide down off of the horse and call for the doctor herself, but before she could, Darcy was banging on the door as if he had never spent a day outside of Meryton.

      Soon, the light of a candle filled the window as the doctor opened the door, his sleeping gown most clearly not protecting him from the cold as he shivered.

      “I say! Who would come knocking on such an hour? And in this weather? I can scarcely…”

      Then, the old man adjusted his glasses and squinted as if he were seeing a ghost.

      “Fitzwilliam Darcy? It can not be! I have not seen you since… well, we both know since what. But I thought… You have been… Miss Bennet?” he asked when he finally looked past Darcy. “Oh, for goodness, get your father in here at once! I will throw some more logs on the fire.”

      Darcy helped Elizabeth get her father from the horse and into the doctor’s house, where they set him upon a small bed that the doctor had moved in front of the fireplace. Darcy and Elizabeth covered him in blankets as the doctor heated water over the flames.

      “You found him just in time, Darcy,” the doctor said, shaking his hand. “A few minutes more in that storm and we may not have been able to save him.”

      “You have his daughter to thank for that. She faced the storm with courage and fortitude. I only walked by her side,” Darcy said with a loving smile. The entire conversation seemed to have the doctor wracked with confusion.

      “Yes, well. Either way, it is quite a surprise to see you again, Mr. Darcy. Some in the village thought that perhaps…”

      Elizabeth did not allow him to finish, as any answer was bound to be offensive.

      “Indeed, it seems that the gossip and rumors were just that, doctor. Mr. Darcy is well and in fact, a hero. Now, you said my father will be well?”

      The doctor pushed his glasses up his nose and nodded.

      “Right. He shall. It will be necessary for him
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