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      The morning light spilled generously through the tall windows of my study at Pemberley and I frowned at the brightness that shone off the polished surface of my desk where I sat immersed in the affairs of the estate. It was early enough in the day that I would have time to see to the needs of the tenant farmers, and then take my son into Lambton to see the market—he had been begging me for days to choose some new chickens to add to the coop that the cook kept at the back of the kitchen gardens, and I knew that I could not deny his requests for much longer.

      Muffled voices and the sound of quick steps in the corridor drew my attention away from my ledgers and I looked up as Mrs. Reynolds knocked sharply upon the door of my study.

      "Mr. Charles Bingley to see you, sir," announced Mrs. Reynolds breathlessly. "Do you wish to see him in the parlor—"

      "No, no," I said. "Not at all. I am happy to see him. Please, show him in."

      Mrs. Reynolds smiled. "Right away, sir."

      I straightened my waistcoat and stood up as Charles Bingley breezed into the room. His cheerful smile lit up the space and I found my own sternness fading just a little. His sandy hair was slightly disheveled, evidence of his hurried ride to Pemberley.

      "Darcy, my good friend!" Charles exclaimed with exuberance as he enveloped me in a warm embrace as I came around the desk. "It has been far too long since you were last in London!"

      I returned his embrace before gesturing for him to take a seat across from me. "By design, my friend," I said. "What brings you to Pemberley today? It is not a short ride from London... I hope all is well."

      A mischievous glint danced in my friend's eyes as he settled into the plush armchair. "Everything is quite well," he said with a grin. "I have the most splendid news. An opportunity has presented itself that I simply could not resist sharing with you."

      Curiosity piqued within me as I took my seat once more behind my desk, eager to hear what had so excited him. "Pray tell, Charles. Do not keep me in suspense."

      His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, as though sharing a secret. "I have come across an estate, Darcy. A grand property by the name of Netherfield Park. It is available for lease, and I cannot think of anyone whose opinion I value more than yours. Will you come and inspect it with me?"

      His words hung in the air and I regarded him for a moment, mulling over his proposition. Charles had spoken of acquiring such a property for quite some time.

      "Where is it located?"

      "Ah, it is gently situated in the county of Hertfordshire—but a few hours ride from London."

      I arched an eyebrow, my interest piqued despite myself. "How long has it lain empty?"

      "Some years, I believe," Charles said. "But that does not deter me. I have been promised that the estate has been well cared for." He paused for just a moment. "But before I make any decision, I find myself in need of your counsel, Darcy. You have an eye for these matters unlike any other, and your opinion is invaluable to me. I would be most grateful if you would accompany me to view the estate."

      His appeal, sincere and flattering, gave me pause. Though I cherished the privacy of Pemberley and the responsibilities it entailed, the prospect of aiding my friend was almost impossible to ignore.

      "Your confidence in my opinion is most appreciated," I responded after a moment's consideration. "If you believe my presence will be of assistance, then I shall happily be at your service."

      Bingley's face brightened, relief and gratitude mingling in his expression. "Your agreement means more to me than I can express. Shall we say the day after tomorrow for our excursion to Netherfield?"

      "Very well," I acquiesced, already mentally rearranging the duties of the coming days to accommodate this new engagement. "The day after tomorrow it shall be."

      With arrangements thus settled, Charles rose, his spirits visibly buoyed by our forthcoming venture. "I cannot thank you enough, Darcy. This means a great deal to me."

      "Think nothing of it," I said, standing as well to bid him farewell. "I am grateful that I can finally be of service to you."

      "I shall return to London to make the arrangements—we shall meet at North's as usual?"

      "Indeed—" I paused, but only for a moment. "You do not mind if I bring Thomas with me?"

      Charles' expression broke into a wide grin. "I cannot think of any better idea," he cried. "You know how the boy delights me, Darcy. We shall be a merry trio!"

      "Let us hope that my judgment serves as soundly in matters of estates as you presume," I said, though I could not suppress a slight upturn of my lips.

      "Without question, it shall," he assured me, and I perceived in his manner a buoyant anticipation for what was to come—an anticipation I found myself unexpectedly sharing.

      "Then it is settled," I announced, meeting Charles’s gaze with firm resolve. "We shall make preparations forthwith."

      With a final nod of appreciation, Charles made his exit from the room. As the door closed with a soft click behind him, I moved to the window, the pane cool beneath my fingertips.

      Outside, a footman stood with Charles' horse. Its breath misted in the chill air of the early spring morning and my gaze lingered on the retreating figure of my friend, his gait brisk as he strode across the courtyard. The earnestness of his departure spoke of the eagerness of his mission. He was hopeful—and I hoped that his dreams would not be dashed.

      Turning from the view, I paced slowly back to my desk, the mahogany surface strewn with papers. A twinge of unease plucked at my conscience, for to leave this sanctuary of order, even temporarily, was to invite uncertainty. Yet there was an excitement too, a stirring of the spirit that had long been dormant amidst the familiar comforts of home.

      The prospect of seeing Netherfield Park was an intriguing one.

      The gentle rustle of papers on my desk was the only sound in the room as I contemplated the upcoming excursion to Netherfield Park with Charles Bingley. The prospect of leaving Pemberley, even for a brief time, was enough to give me pause. It was easier to stay—it had been years since I had taken any time away from the estate.

      Lost in my thoughts, I started at the sound of light footsteps approaching.

      Looking up, I saw Thomas standing at the doorway, his bright eyes fixed on me as he peered around the doorframe.

      "Papa," he began hesitantly, "are you going away?"

      A warmth bloomed in my chest as I regarded my son. He was not yet six years old, but he was a solemn fellow who saw everything with his wide blue eyes that were so like my sister's.

      "Thomas," I said as I beckoned him to enter the room. He ran forward and leaned against my desk as he stared up at me.

      "Yes, Papa?"

      "Would you like to ride in the carriage?"

      His face brightened at once. "Where are we going?"

      "To London," I said with a smile. "And then to a place called Hertfordshire."

      Thomas' brow wrinkled in confusion. "And what is there?"

      "A grand estate," I said.

      "Like Pemberley?"

      "Very like it, I should think," I replied. "Mr. Bingley has long wished to have a house of his own that is like ours. He would like our opinion on it—so that we can help him decide if he wishes to live there."

      "That is a very hard decision," he said seriously.

      "Indeed, which is why he came here to ask for our help. Shall we help Mr. Bingley to make his decision?"

      Thomas nodded, and then grinned. "We shall, Papa!"

      "I would be honored to have you by my side on this journey. Your presence will bring much joy to our party." I reached out and ruffled his hair affectionately and a sense of contentment settled within me as he laughed and pushed my hand away. "We shall leave for London very soon. Will you go and tell Mrs. Pritchard that we are leaving? You may bring your favorite toy if you wish."

      "Thank you, Papa," he cried.

      He ran out of the room to find his governess and I chuckled as I turned my attention back to my ledgers. Charles might not have known it, but spending some time away from Pemberley might have been precisely what I needed to break me out of the melancholy that had taken hold of me in the last months—Georgiana was away in Ramsgate with her friends, and I was grateful that she had found the strength to leave and return to society—but her departure had left me feeling strangely hollow, and I did not know how to rectify it.

      Perhaps this would be precisely what I needed. 
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      Thomas slept soundly against my side as our carriage approached Netherfield Park, and I woke him gently so that he could look out the carriage window to see the estate as we came down the drive. The grandeur of the landscape unfolded before us as the sun was beginning to set and Thomas rubbed his eyes sleepily.

      "It was such a long way from London," he muttered.

      "Not so long," I said with a smile. "You were asleep for most of it."

      Thomas frowned and shook his head. He had only just begun to argue with me, and I believed that he took delight in contradicting everything I said.

      As the carriage approached the house I looked over the sprawling gardens and the impressive façade of the manor with an appraising eye. Lush greenery surrounded the property, with colorful blooms that swayed gently in the evening breeze. It was newer than Pemberley by a few decades and it was clear even from the outside that it had been well kept and maintained by its previous owners.

      Charles Bingley's eyes widened in excitement as he took in the sight before him. "Good heavens, Darcy! Have you ever seen such a magnificent estate? It is beyond compare," he exclaimed, his voice filled with genuine admiration.

      "It is, indeed, a fine property. But why is the house available for lease?" I asked as the carriage pulled to a stop.

      "I thought I had already told you," Charles said hurriedly. "Mr. Banks has
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