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      The storm raged around Elizabeth Bennet as she rode her horse through the woods that surrounded darkest Pemberley. She never imagined that a day would come when she would abandon all good sense and face The Beast of Lambton head on. But The Beast left her little choice when he himself abandoned good sense and took her dear father captive in his manor house. Elizabeth would ride against the devil himself if it meant bringing her father home to Longbourn.

      The last thing Elizabeth expected when she went to the market that morning was to end the day soaked to the bone and covered in the kind of painful cuts and scrapes one only gets when traversing the woods in a panic. It had been a day like any other as she ran errands on behalf of her father, gathering the odds and ends he needed for his job as Meryton’s most popular tinkerer. When there was money left over from her shopping, Mr. Bennet would always let his daughter buy supplies for her stargazing, and today was no different. She ran through the door of their small cottage with a basket full of stray mechanical parts for her father and a few new books on astronomy for herself, anxious to read away the afternoon.

      Instead, she discovered a note from her father awaiting her on their dining table.

      

      Dearest Eliza,

      I received word from a home in Derbyshire that there was work for me and it was too good of an offer to delay my departure. I will return this evening before supper, so be sure to wait for me! And do not forget to retrieve that new book by the Italian fellow that I ordered for you. It was meant to be a surprise but I am sure I forgot that I intended it to be.

      With love,

      Your Papa

      

      Elizabeth thought little of the note at first, that was, until she saw a message hastily scribbled on a piece of scrap paper. All it said was, “Pemberley - Lambton.” But it was more than enough to make her heart sink. Mr. Bennet was a man of much knowledge and some of it was strange and wonderful. But the one thing he did not keep up with was village gossip and rumors. There was almost no chance that her father knew anything about The Beast of Lambton.

      In truth, no one knew anything about the so-called Beast. The origin of the story was believed to be a former housekeeper at Pemberley, the estate where The Beast resided. Some said he was a man, some said he was a proper hulking monster, but all agreed that Pemberley was best to be avoided. The grounds had long ago been taken by the plants and the wild animals, both of which made it impossible to traverse without traveling in a group. If one even made it past the Pemberley gates, they were left to contend with The Beast itself. Those who have done so were left too frightened to speak of the experience ever again.

      These were only a portion of the stories that Elizabeth heard in the village and her father had heard not a one of them. 

      She did not waste a single moment once she found the note. Elizabeth took her cloak from the wall and ran to saddle her horse in the barn. She thought perhaps she had ridden to the grounds of Pemberley in record time, that is, until the storm began to crash around her. It was not long before she had lost her way entirely, her vision obscured by the driving rain and pounding wind. Suddenly, a huge boom caused her horse to rear back and Elizabeth went careening to the ground.

      The last thing she saw before her mind went dark were a pair of dark brown eyes, flashing with the brightness of the lightning that surrounded them.
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      When Elizabeth woke, the first thing she felt was the warmth of a roaring fire, and she thought perhaps everything that happened in the woods had been nothing more than a dream. Then her eyes adjusted to the dimly lit room. It was foreign to her, beautiful, but covered in the dust and cobwebs of years of neglect. She tried to move, but a throbbing in her head made her dizzy, and she fell back onto the pillow behind her.

      “Do not move,” a gruff voice commanded. “You hit your head when you fell from your horse. You must rest.”

      The voice was enough to snap Elizabeth back to the real world, the world where she was in the manor house at Pemberley. The world where she was in the lair of The Beast of Lambton.

      In spite of his instructions, Elizabeth scrambled back toward the wall, her eyes blurry but her resolve firm.

      “Stay away from me! Stay back, beast!” she cried. She could hear the shakiness in her own voice but hoped the creature did not detect it. If he did, he did not seem to care either way.

      “I have not come near you, girl, except when I saved you from the storm and a forest full of wolves. Would you have preferred I left you there?”

      Elizabeth tried to make out the form that was speaking to her in the dark, but all she could see was a tall, broad figure that refused to emerge from the shadows. As a painful quiet descended over the room, with only the crackling of the fire to fill the empty space, the door suddenly flew open. A bright light spilled into the room as a round, joyful women bound in like a precious corgi.

      “Oh, for goodness sake, Master Darcy! How could you let this dear girl lay on the floor after an injury such as hers? Come, come, onto the lounge with you, my sweet!”

      The woman ushered Elizabeth up on to a plush lounging sofa that sat next to the fire. When she was there, the woman tossed a quilt over Elizabeth’s legs, then pushed a tea cart over to her side.

      “Here you are, dearie. Have some tea.”

      Elizabeth took the woman’s hand before she could scuttle away again.

      “Ma’am, please. Tell me who you are. Where I am. And my father, Mr. Bennet, he was traveling here! Please, tell me you have seen him.”

      She sat down on the lounge next to Elizabeth and squeezed her hand.

      “Oh, sweet girl. So many questions and then you have this one,” she said, gesturing to the supposed Beast, “frightening you. My name is Mrs. Holly Hill and I am the housekeeper here at Pemberley. That grumpy beast over there is Master Fitzwilliam Darcy and if you came from the village of Meryton, you must have just passed your father on the way. We summoned him here to help with a contraption in the barn that I will never understand and then Master Darcy sensed the storm coming. He put your father on one of our fastest horses and sent him home. I fear you will not have the same luck, my dear. Elizabeth is it?”

      Elizabeth nodded with a nervous gulp.

      “What do you mean I will not have the same luck?” She had felt comfort in Mrs. Hill’s words at first but now she was terrified.

      “A storm like the one out there tonight? All of the roads out of Pemberley will be washed out. If it continues raining like this for many days, I fear you are going to be our guest for some time. But let us not worry about that now, dearie. You just rest there and I will go fetch you some supper. Then I will prepare a room for you.”

      Mrs. Hill seemed to be pleased as punch to have a visitor in the house, so she was doting on Elizabeth as if she were a member of the family. If it hadn’t been for the man hulking silently in the corner, it might not have been altogether a bad place to visit. As it was, once Mrs. Hill left, all of the air and life seemed to drain out of the room.

      Elizabeth cleared her throat but kept her eyes cast down at the floor.

      “Thank you for allowing me to stay here, Mr. Darcy. I have heard…” she had no idea how to answer her sentence without insulting him. As it was, he seemed to know exactly what she was thinking.

      “You have heard that I am a monster, a vicious creature, The Beast of Lambton, yes? The villagers have no shortage of stories about what happens at Pemberley. And I assume you believe them all, Miss Bennet?”

      She had no idea how to answer his question, nor was she given the opportunity to, because Mr. Darcy finally stepped out of the shadows. Elizabeth’s stomach dropped all the way to her feet when she finally got her first clear look at The Beast of Lambton…

      And he was no beast at all. He was a man. A beautiful, strong, powerful man with the saddest eyes Elizabeth had ever seen.
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      “I’m sorry, I did not realize that you were… that you were…”

      For some reason, Elizabeth could not find the words to express what she was thinking. She could not figure out how to apologize for all of the horrible things she assumed without a proper reason. She felt that there was an “in her defense” floating around in her head somewhere, but there was no defense for believing gossip without confirming the truth for herself. Rather than respond with anger or scorn, which would have been deserved, Darcy simply waved her away from him.

      “You can not be held responsible for your ignorance. You did not know me when I was a gentleman like any other. It is only interesting to me how many of my friends, my neighbors, were quick to claim I was a monster.”

      Elizabeth attempted to stand from the sofa but she felt dizzy when she was on her feet. She began to tumble forward ever so slightly and before she could make it an inch, she was in Darcy’s arms. As he set her back on the lounge, she could not help but notice how strong, yet gentle he was.

      “I am grateful for your assistance, Mr. Darcy, but I must say, my ignorance over who or what you are is only half my fault. You have done nothing to dispel this image you have carefully cultivated for so many years. Perhaps you might have come down to the village for a
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