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      The Hertfordshire countryside rolled past the windows of our carriage in a serene procession of verdant fields and hedgerows, punctuated by the quaint estates that spoke of understated elegance even so far from London—but it was, indeed, not so far from London. In his letters, Charles had assured me of the quality of the residents in this county.

      As we neared Meryton, I could not help but admire the tranquility of the landscape, which seemed entirely untouched by the hum of London's ceaseless energy. It was not far away, and yet far enough that I could breathe easily.

      Derbyshire sometimes felt too far away from London—but sometimes it was still too close for my liking.

      "Look, Fitzwilliam," my sister Georgiana breathed out, her delicate fingers traced the frame of the window as if she could capture the scenery with her touch alone. "It is all so very beautiful here. So much like home."

      "Indeed," I replied, allowing myself a rare smile at her excitement. "If Charles is to be believed, then Netherfield Park promises to be almost as splendid as Pemberley."

      Georgiana laughed. "He has spoken so often of wanting an estate just the same—I do hope he has found it here. What a tranquil place! And a lovely little town!"

      "It is," I murmured.

      We passed by farmers' fields, grazing horses, and several smaller estates that looked as though they had seen better days. Country gentlemen living out a quiet life.

      That was what Charles craved, too, but he had no wife and no family aside from his sisters.

      I knew them both well enough to know that no matter how fine Netherfield Park was, they would hate this place.

      Over a small rise and past a stand of poplar trees, the opulence of Netherfield came into view. The estate was a testament to refined architecture and its grandeur stood proudly amidst the lushness of its extensive grounds. The sight appeared to lift Georgiana's spirits even higher, and my throat tightened to see her smile as she once had.

      Our arrival had not gone unnoticed.

      And as the carriage pulled to a stop in front of the house, Charles Bingley appeared at the front door and approached us with a grin upon his affable face. However, there was something more—I noted his countenance, which bore a trace of melancholy, and I wondered if his sisters' judgments had begun to weigh on him.

      "Ah, Darcy!" he exclaimed upon reaching us, though his voice lacked the buoyancy I remembered. "It has been far too long, my friend."

      "Indeed, it has," I said, clasping his hand firmly. "I was thrilled to receive your invitation—you have spoken about having an estate of your own for quite some time."

      "And now it has become a reality," he said, although his smile seemed not to reach his eyes.

      Georgiana descended from the carriage and gazed up at the house. "Oh, Charles," she said. "This is just wonderful! I do hope that Netherfield Park is everything that you hoped for!"

      Charles seemed to recover some semblance of his usual warmth as he smiled at my sister. "It has certainly brought me a good deal of joy," he said. "And I am so pleased that you could come to see it. It is, of course, nothing to Pemberley—but I do believe it will do me good."

      "I do not doubt it," I said.

      "You are most welcome. Will you come inside?" Bingley offered.

      "Lead the way," I responded, inclining my head slightly as Georgiana rushed up the stairs.

      The grand halls of Netherfield Park were furnished, but I could see some tiredness in the decor. It was grand, to be sure, but it needed some new life.

      "Charles," Georgiana's voice filled the corridor, "When we passed through Meryton I heard that there would be an assembly—Pray, might we attend? It would be such a delight to partake in the dance, and who knows," she said with an impish twinkle in her eye, "perhaps you shall find a young lady who will add some more color to these rooms!"

      Charles' expression twisted, but only for a moment. "Ah, yes, the Meryton Assembly. I am sure it will be a fine evening, but one must tread carefully."

      "Carefully," I interjected. "Why would you say that?"

      "It is nothing, I'm sure," Charles replied. "I have only heard rumors—"

      Georgiana's eyes widened. "Of what?"

      "Only that I have reason to believe that there are some... unscrupulous ladies who are looking for wealthy husbands for their daughters."

      "Indeed, I should hope that every mother would wish for a good match for their daughters," Georgiana said with a smile. "Surely, you cannot begrudge them such a hope."

      "I cannot," Charles muttered. "But that does not mean I am willing to be paraded about like a show pony—"

      "Charles," I laughed. "You are entirely too serious about such things."

      "Am I?" he replied. "Perhaps you should be, as well. You are a prettier prize than I, Darcy."

      "Come now, Charles," I said, attempting to lighten the weight of the conversation, "when did you develop such a dour outlook on love? Surely the presence of amiable company can do no harm."

      "Perhaps," he conceded with a half smile, the warmth slowly returning to his eyes. "We have indeed received an invitation, and I would not deny your sister if she wished to attend."

      At this, Georgiana's demeanor brightened almost immediately. "I do, indeed," she cried. "I have been so longing for a country dance, Lambton is so dull at this time of year! I am so pleased to see that Meryton seems much more lively!"

      "Then it is settled," I said. "We shall attend the Assembly, and you, my friend," I clapped Charles on the back, "will dance with whichever young ladies are introduced to us, and I shall do the same."

      "If you say so," Charles muttered.

      "I do. Now, where are your sisters, I'm sure Georgiana would like some tea and some proper conversation as she has been cursed with nothing but my company for the last several weeks."

      "Oh, yes," Georgiana exclaimed. "Where is Caroline, I am desperate to hear about the newest fashions from London."

      "I have no doubt that you will find her in the parlor," Charles said. He gestured toward a set of double doors that stood open not far from us.

      I did not especially enjoy Caroline's company, nor did I like for Georgiana to spend too much time in her company. It seemed that her terrible opinions and judgemental nature had taken a toll on Charles' usually jovial moods and I wondered just how much influence she had claimed in the months it had been since I'd seen my friend. I would discover the root of his melancholy—that, it seemed, was to be my task for this journey.
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      The Meryton Assembly was only days away, and my sisters were overcome, as usual, with their preparations and fantasies about what would happen once the much anticipated evening arrived. But our mother was concerned with something else—the arrival of Mr. Bingley to Hertfordshire had been on the mind of every woman with unmarried daughters, and none were more set upon catching the gentleman's eyes than she.

      "Girls, you must listen! Mrs. Long has two nephews newly arrived from London, and both are said to be quite wealthy," she exclaimed, clasping her hands together as if the act could somehow will the gentlemen into proposing on the spot.

      "I do hope that they are handsome—and good dancers," Kitty said with a sigh.

      "Or at least in possession of handsome fortunes," Lydia laughed.

      "Hush now," Mama said sharply. "Jane, Lizzy, I expect you two to keep your eyes upon Mr. Bingley—I know there have been rumors of his... aloofness—"

      "Aloof?" Jane said incredulously. "Mama, I have heard that he has been nothing but arrogant and considers himself above all those who seek out his company!"

      "I have heard the same, Mama," I echoed. "He has only been in town a fortnight and it seems that his reputation has already been very much tarnished by his behavior."

      "Girls, girls, do not be so quick to judge," Mama chided us. "We must give Mr. Bingley a fair chance. Besides, he is said to have a fortune of five thousand pounds a year! Think of the connections he could bring!"

      "I care not for connections if the man himself is insufferable," Jane replied as she turned her attention back to her stitching.

      Mrs. Bennet sighed dramatically and sank onto the nearest chair, her face contorted with worry. "Oh, what are we to do? Our hopes were set so high when we first heard of his arrival, and now it seems that he may be nothing but a disappointment."

      Jane and I exchanged a knowing glance. No matter what was said about the gentleman, the fact that he possessed a goodly fortune was all that truly mattered—at least in her eyes.

      "Perhaps, Mama," I suggested, "we should focus on our own happiness rather than relying solely on the attentions of others."

      "What nonsense is this," my mother scoffed. "Explain yourself!"

      "I mean that love should guide us, Mama—not fortune or connections. If Mr. Bingley has decided that Meryton society is not to his liking, then perhaps it is for the best."

      "A ridiculous notion," Mama said with a snort. "He simply has not met the most beautiful and accomplished young ladies in Hertfordshire!"

      "Mama—"

      "I have heard enough from you, Lizzy," my mother said sharply. Lydia and Kitty giggled behind their hands to hear me being scolded. It happened so rarely that they took genuine glee in avoiding our mother's watchful eye. "Besides, I have it on good authority that Netherfield Park is to host another set of guests just in time for the Meryton Assembly."

      "More guests," Kitty exclaimed, "but who? Someone from London?"

      "Most assuredly," Mama said with a smile. She loved collecting local gossip and was a hoarder of secrets about almost everyone in the county—anyone of consequence, of course. "A gentleman and a young lady, his sister I am told. He is in possession of a great fortune—even greater than Mr. Bingley's—and a grand estate somewhere— I cannot recall."

      "Let us hope that he has a better attitude than Mr. Bingley," Jane muttered so that only I could hear.

      "Indeed," I whispered in reply. "I could ill afford to tolerate two disagreeable gentlemen in one evening."

      Mama clapped her hands. "I do hope that you have all chosen your gowns for the assembly— I should not have to tell you again that a fine appearance is the first step towards a prosperous match."

      "As you always say," Jane replied.

      "Indeed, Mama," I said brightly. "One can hardly imagine a gentleman proposing to anyone if their gown were spattered with mud or if one of their seams were to be ripped—"

      "Surely it is the goodness of their hearts that will endear them to true gentlemen," Jane said with uncharacteristic sarcasm. There was an edge to her voice and I wondered what had set it there.

      "Ah! But what good is a heart if the dowry is lacking?" Mama countered swiftly. "We do not have the luxury of a good fortune, therefore you must, all of you, put forward a good face—and hope that the gentleman does not mind your allowance."

      "Perhaps," I ventured, "it is better to marry for affection rather than calculation... I would rather be an old maid at four and twenty than wed a man who could not delight in the turn of my mind as well as the trim of my frock."

      "Affection!" Mama scoffed, throwing her hands heavenward. "Affection cannot keep a roof over your head nor put food on your table. You must think practically, Lizzy. Romance will see you poor and alone! And what would become of your sisters and your dear Mama if you were to turn your face from such opportunities?"

      "I understand the importance of practicality, Mama," I replied. "But would it not be possible, and preferable, to find a man who possesses both wealth and the ability to appreciate a woman's mind and character? I must believe there are gentlemen out in the world who value more than just a pretty face and a large dowry."

      Mrs. Bennet let out a sigh of exasperation. "Oh, Lizzy, you do vex me sometimes. Your Papa says that you are the most intelligent of your sisters, but sometimes I do doubt his judgment! Practicality is what will secure our future, not some foolish notion of love." She paused for a moment before she shook her head and let out an exasperated sigh. "Lydia, show me which gown you have chosen—I have no doubt that
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