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      Elizabeth could not fathom how she had ended up in a dire situation such as this one.

      All she had wished to do was go into town to fetch a new book or two so she might find a way to entertain herself through the coming weeks as winter set upon Meryton at last. Her walk to town had been quite uneventful, with little to mark it as different than any other walk. It was colder than usual, yes, but that was to be expected this time of year. What Elizabeth did not expect was the suddenness with which it began to snow. And it was not just the surprise of the snow storm’s arrival, but also the ferocity with which the precipitation began to fall.

      The cold bothered Elizabeth little when she was at Longbourn, doing her chores or reading by the fire, but as she pushed through driving snow on the road back to her home, she found herself unable to see more than a hand’s length in front of her. It did not take long for her to feel as if she had been walking for an eternity. As drifts began to accumulate around her, and the driving wind felt as if it were turning her around over and over again, until she had no idea which way she was facing.

      For a moment, she considered sitting down in the snow and waiting for the frosty cold of the storm to simply take her to the other side. But she could not bear the thought of leaving her family behind, so she trudged on, her legs growing weaker with every step. Then, even through the blizzard in front of her, she could just make out the shape of a man riding a horse. For the first time, Elizabeth felt a surge of hope.

      “Sir! Sir, help! Please, I am in the most dire need of help!”

      The wind continued to blow furiously so she could not hear a response, but the horse began to push its way through the snow in Elizabeth’s direction. She did her best to meet horse and man in the now snowy meadow but the wind was pushing her backward with such strength, she fell backward onto a pile of snow. When she felt the horse arrive next to her, she called up,

      “I think I might be stuck here, sir. Could you help me?”

      The man jumped down next to Elizabeth with a thud and bent over to offer his hand. When she saw who the man was, her stomach dropped to her feet.

      “Mr. Darcy!” she cried out in surprise.

      “Miss Bennet,” he returned. “May I?”

      Even though her own safety was at risk, for a moment, she considered not taking the gentleman’s hand. After their last interaction at the Meryton assembly, she would have been content to never see him again. But she was in no position to turn away any sort of kindness, no matter who it came from.

      “I suppose,” Elizabeth finally answered as she took Mr. Darcy’s hand. Even through his glove, it was the first warmth she had known since she got lost in this wretched storm. With a strong tug, he pulled Elizabeth up onto the horse and secured her position safely behind him.

      “Hold tight, Miss Bennet,” he called over the wind. “I do not believe we will make it as far as either Netherfield nor Longbourn. Yet, I believe I saw a small home in the woods just over that snow trip. Perhaps we can find shelter there.”

      Elizabeth was unsure how she felt about going to a strange house at all, let alone with Mr. Darcy, a man she barely knew. But the cold was burning her cheeks and she was desperate for the comfort of a fire.

      “Whatever you think is best… until the storm subsides, that is,” she shouted back to him. As the horse pushed its way back through the snow again, Elizabeth could not be sure what she had just agreed to, but for now, anything was better than dying in the snow.

      Wasn’t it?
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      The small cottage that Darcy saw was hidden by the snow without a single light in the window. It looked as if it had just been abandoned, as there was no farm equipment outside and no animals in the stable. Darcy rode his horse into the relative safety of the stable, where some hay remained along with water in the trough. Then, he took Elizabeth’s hand and pulled her through the raging storm until they reached the door.

      “Hello?” Darcy yelled as he banged hard on the wooden door. “Hello, is anyone in there?”

      There was no answer… not even a stray creature scurrying around inside. Darcy pushed the snow from the window to look inside and seemed satisfied the cottage was empty. When he joined Elizabeth in front of the door again, she tried to search the snow for something to force the door open.

      “Perhaps we could use a fallen branch or a…”

      Before Elizabeth could finish her sentence, Darcy had kicked the door wide open, sending a gust of snow into the cottage. She hardly realized what had happened before he was pulling her inside and slammed the door behind them.

      “Well,” he said as he dusted the snow from his shoulders. “At least the former resident was kind enough to leave supplies.”

      Elizabeth looked around and saw a pile of wood next to the fire, some dried meat and cheese on a table, and several loaves of bread in a basket on the floor. There was also a bed piled with blankets and candles sitting on the hearth. It all gave Elizabeth pause.

      “Are we quite sure this cottage has been abandoned? It seems as if someone is living here now.”

      Darcy threw the logs in the fire and set about lighting it. It only took him a moment, which shocked Elizabeth. She had never known a wealthy gentleman who could saddle his own horse, let alone start a fire without the help of a servant. Once the fire was raging and warm, he turned back to Elizabeth.

      “I suspect no one lives here now, or they have at least departed for the winter. But it looks as if they left in a hurry and it is to our benefit. We should not look down on the wonderful fortune.”

      Darcy crossed to the bed and retrieved one of the folded quilts, then brought it to Elizabeth and wrapped it around her shoulders. She was left utterly dumbfounded by this act of kindness and could scarcely manage a word of thanks.

      “You are most welcome, Miss Bennet. I wish I could offer more comforting news but it appears that all we can do is wait for the storm to end, conserve our food, and hope the firewood lasts. On the bright side, it does not appear we will run out of drinkable water.”

      Elizabeth looked out the window at the driving snow and let out a long, disappointed sigh.

      “My family will be most worried, Mr. Darcy. And we do not even know where we are? Unless you have some ideas, I was turned around by the storm and could have walked to London for all I know.”

      Mr. Darcy laughed for the first time since she had met him, and she found his laugh to be light and pleasant, almost like a soft tune played by a violin on a sweet summer day.

      “While you are of hearty country stock, Miss Bennet, I fear even you could not have walked to London in weather such as this.” Darcy took one of the chairs from the table and placed it in front of the fire. “Now, sit here and warm yourself. I am going to return to the stable and ensure my horse has enough water. Perhaps I can find a blanket for her amongst the supplies.

      When he opened the door to leave, Elizabeth forced herself to repress her desire to beg him to stay. She could not explain why she did not want to let him leave her sight, but she knew one thing without hesitation: a man she despised only a short while ago was now the only man in all of England she could trust. And until this storm passed…

      She did not wish to leave his side.
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      It felt as if an eternity passed between the time Mr. Darcy left for the stables and the moment he returned. Elizabeth could not just sit by the fire and stare at the flames as they danced against the cold air coming down the chimney. When the door finally opened and Darcy charged in, covered from head to toe in snow, just the force of shutting the door sent it all scattering off of him and onto the floor.

      “Miss Bennet, I may not be a man of science but I believe it is safe to say that snow will not cease any time in the near future.”

      Elizabeth rushed to him with one of the blankets and a mug of tea she prepared in a pot over the fire.

      “I thought you had been lost out there! Why were you away for so long?” she said with more concern than she intended. Darcy did not seem to notice but he took the tea and the blanket willingly, then sat in the chair Elizabeth had only just vacated.

      “The stable was becoming buried with snow. I was forced to shovel it clean and find the blankets for my horse. But I believe he will be safe until morning. Now, the question is, how long can we fare in the cottage before we run out of resources?”

      Elizabeth pointed to a second pot hanging over the fire. “I fear it will not be much, but I was able to make a soup with some dried herbs, meat, and potatoes I found. If we keep what we don’t eat cold in the snow, it should last a few days at least. As long as we conserve the bread and cheese as well, I think we might manage.”

      Darcy pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders and took a long whiff of the stew as it bubbled on the fire.

      “It smells delicious, Miss Bennet.”

      She laughed softly.

      “You are just hungry from exerting yourself, sir. It smells acceptable. Shall we eat? I am sure you are most hungry.”

      Elizabeth ladled some of the stew into a bowl for the gentleman and when she handed it to him, their fingers touched, sending an unexpected warmth through the whole of her body. She only hoped that her cheeks did not betray her feelings, as they often did. It would make their time together uncomfortable if he believed that Elizabeth had feelings for him, when she most certainly did not. At least… she did not think she did.

      Once Elizabeth’s bowl was filled, the pair sat at the table in silence, enjoying the stew that turned out better than she thought possible. She wished for another bowl, and could see in Darcy’s eyes that he did as well, but she knew they must save everything they could.

      “Unless you are quite hungry, we should conserve what is left. Perhaps a piece of bread might satisfy your appetite?” Elizabeth asked as cleared the
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