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Blurb
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EN ROUTE to Netherfield on horseback, Fitzwilliam Darcy is caught in a heavy, unexpected snowstorm. When he stumbles across a carriage accident, with a dead driver wearing Longbourn livery, he fears the worst upon finding an empty carriage. He sets out to find the missing Bennet, hoping it is not his beloved Elizabeth. When he finds her, and it is his love, he is determined to save them both from the elements. Taking shelter in an abandoned cottage is their only choice, but it will compromise them. Darcy will gladly offer for Elizabeth, but will she accept? Have her feelings changed since Hunsford?

This steamy variation tinkers with Ms. Austen’s timeline. In this version, Lizzy was in London when Darcy was at Longbourn with Bingley. When he called at the Gardiners’ in London, she had already returned home, leaving him to assume she deliberately avoided him due to not having changed her opinion about him, and leaving Lizzy thinking he had vanquished his love for her when she did not hear from him. Misunderstandings and an abundance of pride still separate ODC at the start of this tale.
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Chapter One
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FITZWILLIAM pulled his scarf higher, struggling to shield his face while squinting to see through the ever-thickening snow. It had been a pleasant enough early winter day when he had started out from the inn this morning, with Netherfield his destination. Had he realized it would be like this, he would have sent on notice that he was not coming, or at the very least, he would have taken a carriage. Since it was just him traveling alone, with Georgiana back at Pemberley, he had disdained the use of the carriage, finding the horse much faster.

That was only under normal circumstances, however. With the bloody snowfall that had begun two hours ago and continued to drop from the sky, he wished for the comfort and protection of a carriage.

The snow had not yet gotten heavy enough that he couldn’t see the road ahead of him, and he knew he was on the right path. He would arrive at Netherfield within the hour, as long as the snow didn’t further thicken.

Though he could still see the road in front of him, visibility wasn’t absolute, so he nearly ran his horse directly into the accident on the road before him. He tugged hard on Goliath’s reins, and the horse reared back, standing on his rear feet for a moment before righting his balance and slamming down onto all four hooves. That jolted Fitzwilliam, but he clung to the saddle and the reins, managing to keep his seat.

Once the horse was stable, and he was able to step down, Fitzwilliam took the reins and moved closer, needing to see what was happening at the accident scene, yet not wanting Goliath to spook and run away. That could be a death sentence with the current weather.

It didn’t take long to appraise the situation. The coach had overturned, and though the cause of the accident wasn’t clear, the axle and harness had broken, and the horses that had surely pulled the it were no longer at the scene.

He took a moment to tie Goliath’s reins to the upturned wheel of the carriage before moving around to the other side of the accident. As he feared, the lump he had seen was not just snow. He brushed it off enough to reveal a young man, who had surely been the driver. He wore the livery of Longbourn. 

Fitzwilliam tried shaking his shoulder, but he was not at all surprised to find no pulse when he touched the young man’s throat. He had likely died at impact, judging from the unnatural position of his neck.

Knowing it unlikely that the driver would have been taking an empty carriage anywhere, and suspecting the destination had been Netherfield, like Fitzwilliam’s own, he braced himself to move to the interior of the carriage. It was on its roof, and a quick look revealed no one inside, but he still opened the door to ensure it was abandoned.

He winced at the blood on the snow and the seat, and his heart sank when he saw a light-blue reticule on the roof, which now served as the floor. He couldn’t be absolutely certain, but he thought he had seen Miss Elizabeth wear that reticule around her wrist more than once.

The snow had obscured most of her tracks, but there was a trail of blood leading off into the distance. She had wandered away from the road, and being injured, he suspected it might be a head injury due to her going away from safety. She must have been confused, because she surely knew this terrain well.

He saw no evidence that anyone besides Elizabeth was out here, and she would not have required a chaperone to travel the three miles via carriage from Longbourn to Netherfield. His options were limited. He could go to Netherfield and rouse a search party, but any trace of Elizabeth’s path might be lost by then. He could look for her, but that posed its own risks, including not finding her and getting lost himself.

As much as he had tried to banish his affection for her, he had been unsuccessful. It was anathema to consider riding to Netherfield and losing what might be his only opportunity to find and save her. It wasn’t the best choice, but he was starved for options, so he used the upturned wheel and the left stirrup to get back on Goliath.

The horse resisted for a moment, perhaps understanding deviating from the road in these conditions was a bad idea. With a firm hand and a sharp whistle, though Fitzwilliam was almost surprised the horse could hear it over the piercing wind, he directed Goliath toward the path of Lizzy’s blood.

He still clung to the hope that it was not Elizabeth. Not that he wished ill for any of her sisters either, but it would be far more tolerable to find Miss Kitty or Miss Mary was the one wandering in a snowstorm. He would do his utmost to rescue them as well, but it would not hurt his heart so grievously to consider either one of them facing the conditions instead of his Elizabeth.

Not that she was his Elizabeth, per se. The last time he had visited, shortly after Bingley’s proposal, she had been in London with her aunt and uncle. By the time he had a pretext to call in on the Gardiners, she’d been back at Longbourn. After that, he had made no further attempt to see her, interpreting her unavailability as a lack of interest in seeing him.

He might have helped resolve the situation with Lydia and Wickham, and he had confessed his role in keeping his friend from Miss Jane, but that had clearly not been enough to change Elizabeth’s views toward him or soften her impression. She had certainly not embraced any kind of love for him, as he had hoped she might. That had been the driving force behind his actions all along, though he had known it was a fool’s hope he carried even as he did so.
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