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  Chapter One
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The hired carriage wheels found every rut and stone along the approach to Pemberley, as if determined to remind Miss Amelia Bennet of her reduced circumstances with each jarring bounce. Six months ago, she would have traveled this same road in her father's well-sprung barouche, arriving as an equal to visit her dear cousin Elizabeth. Now she pressed her gloved hand against the worn velvet seat and gazed through the dusty window at Pemberley’s perfectly maintained grounds. 
How swiftly fortunes could change. Papa's sudden fever in March had taken him within a week. The disheartening discovery that his estate was far more modest than he’d led them to believe was followed immediately by the arrival of a distant male cousin to whom their home had been entailed. What little remained after settling Papa's debts amounted to less than fifty pounds per annum for each of the three daughters. Scarcely enough to maintain a single gentlewoman in modest comfort, let alone three.
"Oh, Amelia, Charlotte, look!" Louisa craned her neck in an effort to take in the magnificent grounds of the Pemberley estate. At three-and-twenty, she possessed their late mother's warm beauty and sanguine temperament. "Is this not the most beautiful place you have ever seen? It is certainly finer than anything in all of Hertfordshire!"
"Indeed," murmured Charlotte, apprehensively. At one-and-twenty, the youngest sister bore the greatest resemblance to their scholarly father, preferring books to society. She clutched the worn book in her hands like a shield against Pemberley’s grandeur. "It is quite imposing."
Ancient oaks dotted the parkland, and the lake sparkled in the sunlight. Beyond it all rose Pemberley itself, radiating centuries of wealth and stability. Its steadfastness represented the kind of security Amelia had once taken for granted and now knew could vanish overnight.
Elizabeth's letter of invitation had arrived like providence itself, offering refuge when the executors finally completed their grim calculations. "Dearest Cousin Amelia," she had written in her familiar, warm hand, "Pemberley has need of family, and I have great need for your company. Pray do not speak of obligations or temporary arrangements again. You and your sisters are Bennets, and as much my family as any of my sisters. Come to us immediately, I implore of you. Let us have the pleasure of your society for as long as you will grant it."
Amelia smoothed her black mourning dress, the best of her meager wardrobe, but still bearing the subtle marks of careful mending where she had let out seams and turned cuffs. She forced her voice to remain steady as she addressed her sisters. "Remember, we are guests here through the kindness of our cousin Elizabeth's generous heart. We must conduct ourselves with the utmost propriety and gratitude."
The words tasted of duty and humility in equal measure. How Papa would have grieved to see his daughters reduced to dependence upon relations, however dear. He had raised them as gentlemen's daughters, with accomplishments and education suitable to their station. Never could he have imagined that one day they would be compelled to view every social gathering as a marketplace for a husband who could provide stability.
"Elizabeth wrote that there is to be a harvest festival," Louisa continued, oblivious to Amelia's brooding thoughts. "Think of it, dancing, and music, and ever so many new faces! I am persuaded we shall have the most delightful time."
"Our priority, dear Louisa, must be to make advantageous connections for your future, not merely to seek entertainment." Amelia drew a small notebook from her reticule; its pages covered in her neat script. "I've compiled information about the local families and their circumstances. The Ashworths of Millfield have a son recently returned from Oxford. Presumably, he has four thousand a year and expectations of more. Young Mr. Thornbury owns a respectable property in Yorkshire, though his disposition is said to be rather serious."
Charlotte's eyes widened with something approaching alarm. "Amelia, surely you do not mean to arrange our marriages as if we had no say in the matter?"
"I mean to ensure that neither of you suffer the fate of becoming perpetual burdens upon relations, however beloved." The edge in her own voice surprised Amelia. It had been born from months of sleepless nights spent calculating and recalculating their impossible arithmetic. She softened her tone with effort. "Forgive me. I only wish to see you both settled happily and securely. Love may be a luxury for those born to independence," she shrugged, "but we must be practical above all else."
At six-and-twenty, Amelia knew herself to be approaching the shelf where unmarried ladies were quietly deposited. Whatever fleeting hopes she might once have harbored for her own romantic happiness had been buried with Papa. Her portion would barely tempt a tradesman, much less a gentleman. Her new role now was clear: to see her younger, prettier sisters established before time rendered them as unmarketable as herself.
The carriage wheels crunched to a halt upon the circular drive before Pemberley's entrance. Liveried footmen appeared as if summoned by magic, their pristine uniforms a stark reminder of the world of privilege into which they had been admitted. Amelia felt the familiar tightness in her chest that came with accepting kindness one could never hope to repay.
As the carriage door swung open and she prepared to step into her uncertain future, Amelia Bennet resolved that whatever befell her in this place, she would see her sisters safely settled before allowing herself to consider her own wants. Duty, after all, was a far more reliable companion than hope. And hope was a luxury she could no longer afford.

      [image: ]The great hall of Pemberley soared above them like a cathedral, its marble columns and painted ceiling speaking of wealth accumulated across generations. Amelia felt self-conscious of the modest travelling dress that had seemed perfectly respectable in their cramped lodgings in Meryton but now appeared shabby against such magnificence. She resisted the urge to smooth her skirts again and instead focused on maintaining the composure that had carried her through six months of increasingly desperate economies.
"My dearest cousins!" Elizabeth's greeting rang with genuine warmth as she hurriedly descended the grand staircase, her silk morning dress rustling softly with each step. Marriage appeared to have only enhanced her cousin’s natural exuberance. "How glad I am to see you safely arrived! Was the journey tiresome? I vow, the roads between here and Hertfordshire grow worse each year."
She embraced each sister in turn, and Amelia was soon enveloped in Elizabeth’s familiar scent of lavender water. For a moment, the careful walls she had built around her emotions threatened to crumble. Here was the cousin who had shared her girlhood confidences, who had understood the peculiar trials of being the eldest sensible daughter in a family of less practical sisters. 
"Oh, Elizabeth." Amelia's voice caught slightly before she recovered herself. "How can we ever express our gratitude for your kindness?"
"Nonsense." Elizabeth's tone brooked no argument, though her smile remained kind. "We are family, and Pemberley has been far too quiet without the sound of feminine laughter echoing through its halls. You must consider this your home for as long as you choose to remain."
Before Amelia could form a suitable response to such overwhelming generosity, the sound of measured footsteps announced Mr. Darcy's approach. He cut an imposing figure in his dark coat and pristine linen. His expression softened perceptibly as he regarded the three sisters.
"Miss Bennet." He bowed with the same formal courtesy he might have shown to an esteemed lady of the neighborhood. "I trust I may speak for both Mrs. Darcy and myself when I say that your presence here gives us the greatest pleasure. Please accept our sincere condolences for the loss of your father. He was a gentleman of exceptional character."
His tone managed to convey genuine respect without condescension. Amelia had prepared herself for polite tolerance, for the sort of distant benevolence the wealthy might show toward unfortunate relations. How wrong she had been. 
"You are too kind, sir," she said, dropping into a curtsey that she hoped would conceal the sudden moisture in her eyes. "Papa would have been deeply honored by your remembrance."
"Come," Elizabeth linked arms with Louisa and Charlotte, already drawing them toward the morning room. "You must be exhausted from your journey, and I am persuaded you are longing for some refreshment. Mrs. Reynolds has prepared the blue rooms for you. They have the loveliest view of the gardens, and the morning light is particularly fine. I remember how early you prefer to rise, Amelia dear."
As they moved through corridors lined with ancestral portraits and priceless art, Amelia marveled at each treasure. The Persian carpet beneath her feet likely cost more than her entire annual portion. The Chinese vases adorning the side tables could have settled Papa's debts twice over. 
"Now then," Elizabeth said as they settled into chairs upholstered in striped silk, "you must tell me everything. What are your first impressions of Derbyshire? The scenery is quite different from Hertfordshire, is it not?"
"It is magnificent," Louisa breathed, accepting a delicate porcelain teacup with reverent care. "The mountains and the lakes conjure images from a Gothic novel. I half expect to encounter a mysterious stranger on every country walk I will take."
Elizabeth laughed. "I shall have to caution you against such fanciful notions, dear Louisa. The gentlemen of Derbyshire are sadly lacking in mysteriousness, though I believe you will find them pleasant company nonetheless." Her eyes sparkled with amusement. "Indeed, I have been anticipating your arrival with particular pleasure, as we are to hold our annual harvest festival next week. It is quite the social event hereabouts. There will be dancing and music enough to satisfy even the most romantic disposition."
Amelia's fingers tightened imperceptibly around her teacup. Here was the opportunity she had both hoped for and dreaded. A chance to introduce her sisters to an eligible society, but also a test of her ability to navigate social waters in which she was now a guest rather than an equal.
"How thoughtful of you to arrange such an event," she said carefully. "I hope the planning did not cause too much trouble. I must admit we have grown rather out of practice with large social gatherings since Papa's death."
"My dear Amelia," Mr. Darcy interjected, his voice surprisingly gentle, "rest assured no trouble was incurred. The harvest festival is indeed an annual tradition, and therefore the effort to plan it would have been required, nonetheless. Yet this year it shall serve the additional purpose of introducing three accomplished young ladies to our neighborhood. I venture to say that we shall be quite the envy of every other household in the county."
"You are both far too kind," she murmured, touched by the warmth of their welcome.
"Not kind at all, merely truthful." Elizabeth leaned forward with the conspiratorial air that Amelia remembered from their girlhood. "And between us, I confess I am quite eager to have some feminine company. Perhaps you might consent to lend me your organizational talent as I attempt to bring order to my household?"
Amelia’s smile reached her eyes. "I shall be delighted to assist in any way possible. It would be my pleasure to be of use." 
"Excellent!" Elizabeth clapped her hands together with evident satisfaction. "Then tomorrow we shall begin our preparations in earnest. I shall also introduce you to some of the people who help keep Pemberley running smoothly. We’ll start with our estate manager, Mr. Whitmore. He has been with us for nearly three years now, and I don’t know how we would manage without him."
Before Amelia could say she was looking forward to meeting the gentleman, Charlotte spoke up with uncharacteristic boldness. "Might I ask about the library, Cousin Elizabeth? Papa always spoke so admiringly of the Pemberley collection."
"Indeed, you may,” Darcy answered before his wife could. "I should be delighted to show you the library. It has been much expanded since your father's last visit, and I believe there are several volumes that would particularly interest a lady of your scholarly inclinations."
As the conversation turned to books and local history, Amelia viewed her hosts with growing contentment. Here there was no distant condescension, no careful charity designed to remind her of her dependence. Instead, she witnessed the same enthusiasm and interest that Elizabeth had always shown her cousins. Only now it was compounded by the evident devotion of her husband.
Perhaps, Amelia allowed herself to think, their stay at Pemberley might prove less trying than she had feared. Perhaps her sisters might indeed find the sort of advantageous connections that could secure their futures. And perhaps, though she hardly dared acknowledge the thought, she might rediscover some small measure of the hope for herself she had believed forever lost.

      [image: ]Mr. Darcy rose from his chair as the conversation began to wind toward its natural conclusion. "I believe a tour of the grounds would be most beneficial after your long journey. The September weather has been particularly fine, and I am eager to show you the improvements we have made to the estate since the last time you visited."
Elizabeth smiled knowingly at her husband. "Indeed, Mr. Darcy takes great pride in his innovations." Her tone held the gentle teasing of a wife long accustomed to her husband's passions. "Though I confess I find his enthusiasm quite charming, even when I fail to follow the finer points of soil composition."
They stepped through French doors onto a terrace that commanded a magnificent view of the estate's working grounds. Below them stretched fields where the harvest stood ready for gathering, divided by neat hedgerows that spoke of careful planning and meticulous management. The late afternoon sun cast everything in warm amber light, transforming the practical business of agriculture into something almost pastoral in its beauty.
"The harvest appears exceptionally promising this year," Amelia observed, unconsciously falling into step beside Mr. Darcy as they descended the stone steps toward the gardens. Years of listening to her father discuss yields and market prices had given her an understanding of such matters that most ladies of her acquaintance would have thought tediously unfeminine. "You must be well pleased with the season's prospects."
Mr. Darcy nodded. "Indeed, we expect our finest yield in several years. I confess myself impressed by your observation, Miss Bennet. Few visitors think of commenting upon such practical matters."
"For better or for worse, I have always been accused of being practical above all else," Amelia replied. 
"A quite valuable trait, I would contend." The warmth in Mr. Darcy's voice suggested respect rather than mere politeness. "I believe you will find much to discuss with my estate manager should you ever wish." He looked over her shoulder and gave a nod of approval. “Here he comes now.”
Amelia turned to see a gentleman approaching with swift, confident strides. His dark hair was disheveled from riding, while his buckskin breeches and riding coat bore evidence of recent physical activity that somehow enhanced his appeal. Even at a distance, she couldn’t help but note the broad shoulders that filled his jacket with understated strength.
As he drew nearer, Amelia decided that his features spoke of character rather than fashion; a strong jaw, determined chin, intelligent hazel eyes. Even his slightly crooked nose, which appeared once to have been broken, added to his appeal.
"Ah, perfect timing," Mr. Darcy called out as the estate manager drew near. "Mr. Whitmore, pray join us. I should like to present my wife's cousins."
Amelia judged that the man was no more than five-and-thirty. His serious countenance suggested depth of thought rather than severity of temperament.
"Miss Bennet, Miss Louisa, Miss Charlotte," Mr. Darcy continued with formal courtesy, "may I present Mr. Thomas Whitmore, whose excellent management has contributed immeasurably to Pemberley's prosperity. Mr. Whitmore, these ladies will be residing with us for the foreseeable future."
Mr. Whitmore bowed as they in turn curtsied. "Ladies, I am honored to make your acquaintance. I trust your journey from Hertfordshire was not overly arduous?"
Amelia listened quietly as her sisters exchanged social pleasantries with him. There was something in his manner which resonated with her in a way she found impossible to define and unexpectedly unsettling.
"Mr. Whitmore has been instrumental in implementing our new drainage system," Mr. Darcy explained with evident pride in his employee's accomplishments. "The marshland near the eastern boundary has been completely transformed. What was once quite useless ground now promises to yield excellent crops."
"Indeed?" Amelia was truly interested, though she was conscious of her sisters' barely concealed amusement at her enthusiasm for such unfashionable topics. "I read once that proper drainage was half the battle in land improvement. What method did you employ for such an extensive undertaking?"
Something flickered in Mr. Whitmore's eyes. Surprise, perhaps, or mayhap it was approval. "We utilized a combination of underground channels and strategic ditching, Miss Bennet, following principles established by the agricultural reformers but adapted to our particular soil conditions. The initial investment was considerable, but the long-term benefits to both productivity and land value should prove substantial."
As he spoke, his reserve seemed to thaw slightly. Here was a man who appeared to find satisfaction in work well done, who took pride in achievement earned through knowledge and effort rather than inherited privilege.
"How fascinating," she replied, conscious that her interest might mark her as unfashionably practical in his estimation. "I imagine the planning alone must have required months of careful calculation."
"Indeed, it did." His smile transformed his serious features entirely. "I confess I find great satisfaction in such challenges."
"Mr. Whitmore is quite modest," Elizabeth interjected with the fond tone of one who had witnessed such dedication firsthand. "We credit his innovations with increasing our yields by nearly twenty percent. His careful stewardship has earned the respect of every tenant on the estate."
Amelia covertly studied Mr. Whitmore's face as Elizabeth spoke, noting the way he dipped his chin which suggested he was uncomfortable with such praise. There was something compelling about his combination of competence and humility, his obvious intelligence tempered by modesty.
"You must find great satisfaction in such work," Amelia said, then immediately worried that her comment might sound patronizing. "I mean only that there is something particularly rewarding about labor that yields tangible improvement. The sort that leaves the world measurably better than one found it."
"Indeed, Miss Bennet," he replied. "I contend that most worthwhile endeavors often require one to look beyond surface appearances to perceive true potential."
Amelia felt color rise in her cheeks for some inexplicable reason. The awareness that her sisters and Elizabeth were observing this exchange with curious looks only intensified her self-consciousness.
"Well then," Mr. Darcy said a satisfied air, "I believe Mr. Whitmore would be the ideal person to show you the full extent of our improvements. Perhaps tomorrow, if the weather holds fine?"
"I should be honored," Mr. Whitmore answered Darcy’s query, though his gaze remained fixed on Amelia. "There is much I hope Miss Bennet would find interesting.” 
Amelia nodded as she forced herself to look away from his gaze. “It is I who would be honored, Mr. Whitmore.”
“We are in accordance then.” Mr. Darcy smiled down at his wife as he offered her his arm. “Let us resume our stroll.” 
As they began the walk back toward the house, her sisters fell into step behind the Darcys, leaving Amelia with Mr. Whitmore. She was acutely aware of his presence beside her, the way his sleeve occasionally brushed hers as they navigated a narrowing of the garden path. She listened intently to the low, rich timbre of his voice as he pointed out various features of the landscape. 
This was not at all what she had expected from her first day at Pemberley. She had come prepared for gracious charity and social strategizing, not for the flutter of attraction toward a gentleman she’d only just met.
Utter foolishness, she chided herself firmly as they approached the terrace. She was here to secure her sisters' futures, not to indulge in romantic fancies that could lead nowhere but disappointment. 
Yet as she climbed the steps toward the house, she could not quite suppress the treacherous hope that tomorrow's weather would be clear so the promised tour might take place.

      [image: ]Thomas couldn't focus on his evening ledgers. His thoughts kept drifting to Miss Bennet and their afternoon tour of the estate. The lady had shown not just the polite interest of a guest making conversation, but an authentic curiosity that he found unexpectedly compelling.
He rose from his chair with restless energy and moved to the window that overlooked Pemberley's formal gardens. The September evening had settled into darkness. Perhaps a walk through the grounds would clear his mind of distracting thoughts.
Thomas stepped out onto the terrace and into the cool evening air. Stars twinkled in the sky while light from the drawing room windows glowed softly on the stone.
He had taken perhaps a dozen steps along the terrace when he noticed Miss Bennet at the far end. She stood alone, her hands resting lightly upon the stone railing as she gazed out over the gardens. She appeared lost in contemplation, her profile outlined against the evening sky with a grace that made Thomas pause mid-stride. 
For a moment, he considered retreating to allow her the solitude she had evidently sought. Yet something in his mind overrode this thought, and he chose not to question his desire to speak with her. "Miss Bennet," he called as he approached, his voice carefully modulated to avoid startling her. "I hope I do not intrude upon your reflections?"
At the sound of his voice, she turned to face him.
"Mr. Whitmore," she replied, with a gentle smile. "Not at all. I was just thinking that Pemberley's grounds seem just as striking in the starlight as during the daytime."
"Indeed," Thomas agreed, moving to stand a respectable distance from her. He did as she had done, and turned his gaze out over the grounds. "I often find the night air particularly restorative after several hours spent with ledgers and correspondence. There is something about this time of evening that seems to put matters into proper perspective."
"How perfectly you express it," she agreed. "I have always thought that problems which seem insurmountable during the busy hours of daylight often appear more manageable when viewed beneath the stars."
The observation revealed a philosophical bent that Thomas considered an intriguing foil to her practical nature. Here was a woman who understood both the necessity of daily concerns and the importance of broader perspective. 
"I trust," he said carefully, "that your first day here has not presented you with problems requiring such intense contemplation?”
A shadow of something he couldn’t quite identify passed across her features. "Oh, no. The kindness we’ve been shown exceeds what we had any right to expect," she replied. "My cousin and Mr. Darcy have graced us such generous hospitality, as have you yourself." She paused, as though choosing her words with particular care. "Your willingness to share your knowledge of the estate this afternoon was most instructive. I fear I may have imposed upon your time with my numerous questions."
"Not at all," Thomas replied with sincerity. "Your questions demonstrated a keen understanding of estate management that is rarely encountered…" he caught himself before completing a comparison that might seem disparaging. "I found our conversation most stimulating."
Her soft laugh was without artifice. "You are too tactful to finish that observation, Mr. Whitmore, but I take no offense. I am well aware that my interests are considered somewhat unusual for a lady. My father encouraged such curiosity, though I suspect many would find it unfeminine."
"Then many are fools," Thomas replied with sufficient intensity to surprise them both. When her eyebrows rose in evident amusement, he felt compelled to elaborate. "Forgive my bluntness, Miss Bennet, but intelligence and practical understanding are qualities to be valued in any person, regardless of conventional expectations. Your observations this afternoon displayed both wisdom and insight that would serve any estate well."
"You are most kind.” A soft smile lifted her lips. "I confess I am looking forward to tomorrow's continuation of our tour, should you still be willing to spare the time."
"Miss Bennet," he said carefully, "I would not wish you to feel bound by polite obligation to endure what might prove a rather technical discussion of agricultural improvements. If you prefer to spend tomorrow in more traditional pursuits, perhaps exploring Mrs. Darcy's excellent library, or enjoying the gardens in proper leisure, I will perfectly understand."
She turned to face him more fully. The soft light revealed features that he found increasingly captivating.
"Mr. Whitmore," her smile suggested she had noted his use of diplomatic phrasing, "I can assure you that I would find few things more engaging than learning about Pemberley's innovations. Unless, of course, you would prefer not to spend your morning answering the questions of someone whose enthusiasm exceeds her expertise?"
At the gentle challenge in her tone and the graceful way she had turned his own diplomatic courtesy back upon him, it struck Thomas that this woman possessed the sort of mind and spirit he had always hoped to encounter but never quite believed existed. 
"Miss Bennet," he said, "I can think of no more pleasant way to spend tomorrow morning than in the company of someone who appreciates the satisfaction of well-planned improvements put into practical effect."
"Then we are in perfect accord," she replied, and the warmth in her voice suggested that her anticipation matched his own.
They stood in comfortable silence for a moment, both seeming reluctant to end their encounter. 
"I should return," Amelia said finally, though her tone suggested reluctance rather than a desire to leave. "My sisters will wonder at my absence, and I would not wish to cause concern."
"Of course," Thomas agreed, though he made no immediate move toward the house. "Until tomorrow morning, then?"
"Until tomorrow morning," she confirmed with a gracious nod.
As she moved toward the French doors, her footsteps soft upon the stone terrace, Thomas remained where he stood. Only when the soft click of the closing doors confirmed her departure did he allow himself to acknowledge how much he was looking forward to whatever tomorrow might bring.
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