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      Elizabeth Bennet leaned lightly against the window as the carriage turned up Netherfield’s long drive. The October air lay cool upon the lawns, a thin mist softening the stately lines of the house. She had been here before under far different circumstances; yet the familiar façade stirred a flutter of anticipation, touched with memory of those former days when Jane’s happiness had seemed so uncertain.

      The carriage stopped at the great door. Gathering her cloak, Elizabeth descended with practised ease and let her gaze travel over the grounds. The last roses clung stubbornly to their branches, though autumn had begun to strip them bare. The beds showed careful tending still, and the mingled scents of damp earth and fading bloom invited her to pause and breathe them in, as though to fix the moment in memory.

      A waiting servant reached for her trunk. Elizabeth gave him a smile; but when he moved to take her reticule, she said gently, “Pray, allow me to keep this—it is no burden.” With a bow he withdrew, leaving her to mount the shallow steps alone, her independence intact.

      The door opened, spilling warm light into the grey morning. Within, the house was alive: the air held the smoke of newly kindled fires, the fragrance of bread fresh from the oven, the polish of wood and brass. Somewhere above she fancied she heard a faint cry—surely the child whose birth had drawn her here, a tender reminder of how Jane’s world was already altered.

      Removing cloak and gloves in the hall, Elizabeth paused to steady herself. Letters had reassured her of her sister’s well-being, yet her heart had not been at ease. She longed to see Jane with her own eyes, to feel again the calm of her hand and the warmth of her embrace.

      A maid offered to conduct her upstairs, but Elizabeth declined with a smile. “No, thank you. I shall wait for Mr. or Mrs. Bingley; it would not do to rush ahead.” When the girl withdrew, Elizabeth whispered to herself, “Patience, Lizzy. Composure must prevail, even here.”

      Left alone, her eyes wandered the familiar room—rich carpets, landscapes upon the walls, the peculiar stillness of a home where happiness had lately increased. Memories stirred. It was here she had once studied Mr. Darcy, his proud reserve set against Bingley’s open heart. It was here she had first felt the weight of Hunsford’s recollection, softened later by news of his bereavement. His wife’s death had touched her with compassion, even as it reminded her of what had once passed between them.

      The very air seemed changed, filled with joy that had taken root and would not be easily displaced. For an instant, Elizabeth thought of what might have been had she chosen differently, and she smiled at her own idle fancy, her cares eased by the house’s air of contentment.

      Her fingers tightened on her reticule as she listened for approaching steps. Laughter floated down from above, light and cheerful, and her smile deepened at the sound. Would Jane herself appear, infant in arms, or would Mr. Bingley descend first with his hearty welcome?

      The road from Longbourn had not been long, but the carriage’s jolting had wearied her more than she would own. Yet at Netherfield’s door she felt renewed, as if the very walls whispered encouragement. Jane’s embrace would soon be hers, and that promise filled her with gratitude beyond words.

      Drawing a steadying breath, Elizabeth readied herself for the reunion, her heart quickened by eagerness and reverence alike.

      The sound of eager footsteps soon answered Elizabeth’s wish. The door opened, and there stood Jane—pale from recent trial, yet radiant with joy so pure that Elizabeth’s eyes filled at the sight.

      “Lizzy!” she cried, extending her arms with a warmth no propriety could restrain.

      Elizabeth flew to her, and the sisters embraced with all the affection of those too long parted. She felt at once the frailty of Jane’s frame—the sleepless nights, the anxious watchfulness—but also the steady warmth of her happiness, which wrapped around Elizabeth like a balm against every former care.

      “You ought not to have come down,” Elizabeth murmured, more tender than reproachful, her fingers lingering on Jane’s sleeve as if to assure herself she was truly there.

      “I could not wait another instant,” Jane replied, her voice trembling with gladness as she pressed Elizabeth’s hand in her familiar, gentle way.

      Elizabeth drew back to study her face. There was weariness about the eyes, but also a serenity deeper than she had ever seen. It was the look of a woman whose hopes had been fulfilled, whose present joy had silenced every former anxiety.

      Their reunion was swiftly joined by Mr. Bingley, who entered with a cheer that seemed to brighten the very fire in the hearth. His smile was as open as ever, though now tempered by the gravity of new responsibility.

      “Miss Elizabeth, welcome! Netherfield is honoured by your presence,” he declared warmly, bowing as though she were a visiting princess rather than his wife’s beloved sister.

      Elizabeth laughed softly, returning his greeting with equal cordiality. She had always liked Bingley, and time had not dimmed his amiable manners nor his eagerness to put others at ease.

      “I fear I intrude upon your domestic felicity,” she said, “but I could not remain at Longbourn when I so longed to be with Jane.”

      “You could never intrude,” Bingley assured her, his glance resting tenderly on his wife. “You are family. And indeed, my own sisters are here—with a friend in their company—so you will find Netherfield already well peopled.”

      The words touched Elizabeth deeply, though the mention of his sisters gave her pause. She remembered too well their vigilance in former days, and the cool civility they had once shown her. Still, curiosity stirred at the thought of their companion; a new face at Netherfield promised at least some diversion, however constrained the company might prove.

      Together they passed into the drawing-room, where a fire crackled and the curtains shut out the mist. Jane sank into a chair, her hand resting lightly at her side, while Bingley placed himself near her with the watchful delight of a man whose happiness surpassed his capacity for expression.

      Elizabeth joined them, and their conversation turned cheerfully to the babe’s first days, Jane’s returning strength, and news from Longbourn. With every word, Elizabeth’s heart swelled, content beyond measure to see her sister so cherished and so secure.

      It was then that Caroline Bingley, seated with Mrs. Hurst and another lady, remarked with studied sweetness, “How charming to see such sisterly affection! We had quite despaired of luring Mrs. Bingley from her chamber, yet here she is, radiant as ever.”

      Mrs. Hurst murmured her agreement, while the stranger—introduced as Mrs. Annesley, a travelling acquaintance of the Hursts—inclined her head politely, offering no more than quiet observation.

      For a time, the world outside Netherfield seemed far away, and Elizabeth allowed herself to forget every care but the joy before her—even if such felicity, as always, came with its observers.

      Their conversation was interrupted by the discreet entrance of a servant, whose measured step and respectful bow suggested only some ordinary message. In a composed voice he announced that luncheon would soon be ready—and that another guest had lately arrived at Netherfield.

      Elizabeth raised her brows, her hand still resting on Jane’s. “Another guest? I thought your honoured visitor was expected tomorrow.” Her tone was light, yet her curiosity was genuine, for Jane’s letters had contained no hint of such an arrival.

      Bingley glanced at his wife, a smile hovering uncertainly on his lips, as though he sought her approval before he spoke. “Ah—yes. That remains true. But this is another matter entirely. I trust it will not discompose you, Miss Elizabeth. Our visitor is an old friend, though absent from Hertfordshire for many years.”

      Jane’s expression was calm, but Elizabeth, quick to perceive her sister’s subtleties, detected a trace of unease—the faintest colour in her cheek, the stilling of her hand upon the chair’s arm.

      “Pray, do not look so alarmed, my love,” Bingley said gently, pressing Jane’s hand with his usual devotion. “He wished only for a few weeks of quiet. And where better than here, among friends who will ask no unwelcome questions?”

      Elizabeth leaned forward, her voice low but playful. “Surely, you may tell me who favours Netherfield with such a visit.”

      Bingley hesitated an instant, eyes flicking between wife and sister with the air of a man aware of more than he would own. At last he said, “Mr. Darcy.”

      The name fell with unexpected weight. Elizabeth’s breath caught; her pulse leapt with sudden rapidity. Jane’s eyes sought hers at once, tender with concern, as though to steady her. Elizabeth forced a smile, though her composure cost her dear.

      Before she could reply, Miss Bingley exclaimed, “Mr. Darcy! How exceedingly fortunate that he has chosen Netherfield for his retreat. We shall endeavour to make him as comfortable as possible—though I daresay he has ever preferred a quieter circle to society’s bustle.”

      Mrs. Hurst added with languid emphasis, “Indeed, he is a most distinguished guest. His presence must ever lend consequence to the house he inhabits.”

      Mrs. Annesley, the Hursts’ travelling acquaintance, inclined her head politely but offered no remark, her manner attentive yet reserved.

      Elizabeth recovered herself enough to say evenly, “Indeed, it has been some time since he visited Hertfordshire.” The words were steady, though uttering them felt an effort.

      “Too long,” Bingley agreed warmly, unaware of the storm within his guest. “He has endured much, poor fellow. I trust he will find comfort here. He is expected below stairs shortly, and I cannot doubt he will be glad of your company.”

      Elizabeth inclined her head, masking her agitation. The intelligence ought not to disturb her so thoroughly. She had long since laid aside every painful recollection—or so she had believed.

      Jane’s gentle hand found hers, and Elizabeth accepted it gratefully. Only Jane knew how deeply that proposal at Hunsford had discomposed her, how often she had tried to banish the memory. Yet with his name freshly spoken, the recollections returned in sharp relief: his awkward earnestness, her indignant refusal, the
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