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      Two days had passed in the cabin and the snow showed no signs of slowing. Each morning, Darcy would push the cabin door open, covered in blankets and furs, and try to clear a path so they could get snow to melt for drinking water and washing. He hoped he might be able to hunt with the shotgun they found under the bed. But the cold appeared to have driven all the animals away to the safety of their hollows. Elizabeth knew they were fortunate that the cabin had been well-stocked by its previous owner. But their provisions would not last forever and it seemed as if the storm might.

      Elizabeth and Darcy’s time in the cottage had been quiet since their first night together as well. In fact, they barely spoke two words after they woke the next morning. The duo quickly developed a sort of routine that appeared to suit them as the snow blew heavily against the windows. Darcy would wake in his bed on the floor, protect himself from the elements, and shovel away the snow that gathered over night. Then he would get water for their coffee while Elizabeth made the beds. Next, she would put together a small breakfast of bread and cheese and a little dried meat. All the while, neither would speak of anything more than the weather, or what chores needed to be done. 

      It was growing increasingly tedious by the minute.

      On their third day in the cottage, with no end to the storm in sight, Elizabeth finally spoke up as they slowly ate their breakfast.

      “Mr. Darcy, while I appreciate that perhaps we have found ourselves in a rather odd and uncomfortable situation, would it not be advantageous to us both to find a way to exist as friends while we are trapped here?”

      Darcy took a sip of his coffee, far weaker than usual as they attempted to conserve their last of it, and nodded thoughtfully.

      “I have considered the same, Miss Bennet. We are most assuredly alone here and will stay that way for some time. Under these circumstances, it would not be inconceivable to do away with some of the more formal elements of polite society. I suppose you could call me Fitzwilliam.” Elizabeth tried to hide her laughter behind her hand but he saw it quite clearly. “What is so humorous?” he asked.

      “Call one another by our proper names is a start, of course. But I thought we could speak to one another as friends. You could let me help with some of the larger chores. I could assist with the snow. Maybe we could even talk to one another and say more than ‘good morning.’ Is it such a strange idea?”

      Darcy appeared deeply concerned. “I do not know, Miss… Elizabeth. I was merely considering the abandonment of formal salutations. After what transpired the other night, perhaps it is best if we do not sully the line between our, what I mean is…”

      Elizabeth could not help but enjoy the blush that appeared in his cheeks. It gave him a boyish charm that she never expected to see from Fitzwilliam Darcy. Rather than allow him to linger in his embarrassment any longer, she finished the bread and cheese on her plate, then let out a long sigh.

      “Fitzwilliam, if we are going to survive this storm with our sanity, I think we are both going to have to make some concessions. Now, I believe it is my turn to sweep away the snow,” she shushed him when he attempted to argue, “and you can do an inventory of our rations. Does that seem fair?”

      Darcy looked as if he wished to argue with Elizabeth but in the end, saw it was a fruitless endeavor. He nodded and began to gather up the furs for her.

      “You are a very stubborn woman. Has anyone ever mentioned that?”

      Elizabeth took the furs with a smile.

      “It has been suggested.”
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      The day drifted by more easily this time, as Darcy and Elizabeth talked while they did their chores, something that made the hours pass just a little faster. After their dinner of potato and carrot stew, Elizabeth appeared from the bed with a pack of cards she had discovered underneath it.

      “What do you say, Darcy? Are you interested in a game of vingt-un?”

      Darcy looked up from the fire he was stoking and laughed.

      “I fear I have nothing to wager, Elizabeth. I can say with complete honesty that I did not expect I would have the need for pocket money when I left Netherfield. It removes all of the fun from the game, no?”

      Elizabeth fetched a jar full of acorns and shook it gently. “We can play on credit,” she said as she sat on Darcy’s makeshift bed on the floor. “Come now, Darcy! Do not be a spoilsport! What else do you have to do this evening? Visit the horse for a chat?”

      Darcy stood from the fire and brushed his hands off on his dirtied trousers. He had ceased dressing formally days ago, as she had, and Elizabeth could not help but notice the long lines of his waist and his strong shoulders.

      “The horse and I spoke earlier and he wished for me to pass along that he is not fond of you in the lease.”

      Elizabeth laughed as she shuffled the cards.

      “I am sure the feeling is quite mutual. Come and sit with me, Fitzwilliam. If we are stuck here much longer, we will have read every book in the cottage. We must find another way to occupy our minds.”

      Darcy quickly relented and sat on the floor with Elizabeth, removing his suspenders as he did, which caused Elizabeth’s mind to wander back to their passionate kiss. She had to shake the fog of the memory from her mind, or she just might have been swept up in the same passion she felt that first night once again.

      “Tell me, Elizabeth,” Darcy said with a wink. “How am I to trust the dealer when she is also my only opponent? This sounds as if the game is fixed to me.”

      Elizabeth swept a dismissive hand in his direction.

      “There is no fun in winning if one has cheated to win. Would you not agree?”

      Darcy nodded. “I would agree, indeed. Deal the cards, then, Miss Bennet.”

      The first hand was friendly, though Elizabeth easily beat Darcy’s hand. In fact, game after game, Elizabeth beat both Darcy and the dealer hand, and it didn’t take long for Darcy’s cheeks to turn bright red.

      “Miss Bennet, have you played this game many times before?”

      She shrugged with indifference.

      “Perhaps, once or twice with my sisters, on a rainy afternoon. Why? Does it show?”

      Darcy looked down at the ample pile of acorns sitting in front of Elizabeth with a scowl, then picked one up and looked at it accusingly.
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