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      Even the light of the morning sun was not enough to wake Elizabeth and Darcy from their slumber. They were so exhausted from the evening before that even the hunger in their bellies did not rouse them from sleep. It was only when the door of the cottage began to rattle and shake did they sit bolt upright, shocked from deepest sleep the terrifying sound.

      “Fitzwilliam, what was that?” Elizabeth said in a panicked whisper. He took her hand in his and held it tight.

      “Perhaps it was just an animal trying to get in, or maybe snow falling from the roof. Unless it happens again, there is no reason to be frightened.

      Darcy had hardly finished his sentence before it happened again; this time the whole cottage shook with the strength of whatever was trying to get in. The bar on their side of the door was preventing the door from budging, but that might not be the case forever. What if they got through?

      “Darcy, the gun. Just in case?” Elizabeth asked nervously. But he shook his head.

      “Whatever or whoever it is knows we are in here. If it is man and not beast, we must try to reason with him first. I will not be responsible for anyone’s death today.”

      Elizabeth felt her heart swell with affection for the man. He had a truly good heart; she just wished he showed it more often. Darcy hurriedly put on his clothes and slipped into his coat, knowing the cold would be just as brutal as any intruder or animal. With his gun raised and his shoulders squared, Darcy lifted away the block on the door and opened it with a harsh swing.

      “Cousin Fitzwilliam!” he yelled before stepping out into the snow and slamming the door shut behind him. For the briefest of moments, Elizabeth was confused. But then she looked down upon herself, covered only by a quilt, and she felt all of the blood drain from her body.

      “If he sees me like this!” she chastised herself aloud as she hurried around and tried to locate all of her clothing. Once she found everything, she ran into the small corner by the bed and dressed as quickly as she was able. She was only just twisting her hair back into a suitable braid when the door began to slowly open. Elizabeth let out a terrified shriek when she saw the state of the blankets on the floor. All she was able to do was toss them under the bed before Colonel Fitzwilliam and Darcy walked into the cottage.

      “Elizabeth! Look who has found us! My cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam! Can you believe our most splendid luck?”

      Elizabeth forced her most polite smile.

      “A most fortuitous occasion, Colonel. What a pleasure to see you.”

      But inside, all she could think was,

      Blast, blast, double blast, and blast once again.
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      The story of the Colonel’s arrival was a surprising one, even as Elizabeth harbored a touch of bitterness toward him for appearing at their isolated hideaway at all. Things had been so peaceful before and now the boisterous noise of male friendship filled every corner of their precious space. Still, as Colonel Fitzwilliam wove his tale of survival, Elizabeth found it difficult to be angry. She would have fought her way into the cottage as he did.

      Four days prior to his arrival at the cottage, the Colonel was meant to travel from Netherfield to London. It was a frivolous trip to meet friends, but the last of its kind he would be able to take for some time. It was a brisk, cloudy day, and Colonel Fitzwilliam saw no cause to take his horse to town, where his coach was waiting. It proved to be a disastrous decision. He had only just made it off of the Pemberley grounds when the snow began to fall and it hardly took minutes before he was lost in the woods, just as Elizabeth had been.

      Unlike Elizabeth, the Colonel had no one to rescue him, so he was forced to fend for himself among the forest animals. It felt as if it took him a day and a night, but at last, he found a cave, protected from the snow and free of sleeping animals. He built a fire, ate what he could forage, and simply… waited. It was all he could do. Finally, that very morning when the sun rose over the horizon, Colonel Fitzwilliam pressed on into the snow. It melted all around him as he trudged through, until at last, he saw the cottage with smoke in the chimney and the ever-so-faint remainder of candlelight in the window.

      “Colonel, you must be desperately hungry. Can I get you a cup of coffee and something to eat?”

      His eyes became wide at even the mention of food. “Miss Bennet, I would be most grateful. Though I am somewhat confused, cousin. Who does this cabin belong to? Is it a sanctuary for your father, Miss Bennet?”

      Darcy cleared his throat from nerves as he tried to come up with a plausible story. Elizabeth knew the truth was the only option that would keep them save… or a version of it, of course.

      “It is not, Colonel,” she said as she set a plate in front of him. “We were lucky to discover this cottage, seemingly abandoned, when the storm was only just building to its worst. We expected someone to come along and send us out into the storm as trespassers, but no one came, thus we have resolved to return in the spring to repay the owner’s kindness… should they ever return themselves, of course.”

      Elizabeth and Darcy both prepared themselves for an inquisition, but all the Colonel did was continue to eat his bread and cheese.

      “Lucky, indeed. An abandoned cottage such as this is often relieved of his wares long before a pair of travelers in need could discover it. It is almost as if it were waiting for you. And I have further good news, cousin! The pathway to the west has melted nicely and is cleared for a treacherous hike, but a hike nonetheless. If my navigation is correct, we could arrive at Longbourn by nightfall, if Miss Elizabeth rides your horse, cousin.”

      Elizabeth almost cried with joy. “Today? You mean it? Oh, my family must be worried most terribly. Could we leave after breakfast?”

      The gentlemen laughed heartily.

      “We will pack essentials for traveling and depart for Longbourn at once.”

      Elizabeth was overjoyed at the prospect of being able to return home at last. And yet, somewhere deep in her heart, she felt sadness at being separated from Mr. Darcy… perhaps forever.

      What would she do without him?
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      It took an hour for Elizabeth and Darcy to pack some items for travel and longer still to make use of every layer of clothing or cover in the cottage. After Darcy doused the fire and left a note of promise on the table, the gentlemen helped Elizabeth up on to the horse and they began their journey toward Longbourn. It felt as if it took an eternity; Elizabeth could crawl to her home faster than the trio now walked. But just as the sun began to set, the lights in the window of Longbourn began to shine in the distance.

      “There it is! We are back at last!”

      The sound of the hoof prints on the snow was all it took to draw the entire Bennet household outside, and they all began shouting at the same time.

      “Elizabeth!”

      “You are home at last!”

      “How dare you worry your old mother like this? What if I had died of worry? What then?”

      “You look lovely, Elizabeth!”

      “How rude… now no one is looking at my new dress.”

      Elizabeth ignored the pouting of her young sister Lydia and the hysterics of her mother to run into her father’s arms.

      “Oh, papa. I was so frightened. Were it not for Mr. Darcy?”

      Mr. Bennet held out his hand to Darcy.

      “It is you I have to thank for saving my daughter, then? And Colonel Fitzwilliam, were you there as well?”

      The man shook his head adamantly. “My cousin Darcy is the
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