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      Pemberley.

      Never in a thousand years did I ever believe that our family would inherit this estate—and yet, here we were. My father was the last in a long line of potential heirs to this corner of Derbyshire, and somehow fate had conspired to make it ours.

      I would have been content to live out my days in Hertfordshire—the whole family would have been. Mary, especially. But that had all changed and now Papa was the master of an elegant estate.

      He complained bitterly about the state of the ledgers and accounting, but I knew that he relished the challenge of the place, and my mother had never been so jovial.

      Mrs. Hill, on the other hand, was more harried than usual—but Pemberley was vastly different from Longbourn both in size and stature and there would be a good deal to get used to in a very short amount of time.

      Our furniture looked small in Pemberley's parlor, and there was still a good deal of household goods to be sorted through—much of it was too old or in bad repair and Mama was intent on selling most of it. I knew that Jane would do her best to preserve some of the estate's history by keeping what furniture she could, but our mother could be quite determined when she put her mind to it.

      I took a deep breath and walked over to the window that overlooked the front gardens and the vast lawn that extended out toward a rushing creek that rambled through the estate. A glassy lake with a weeping willow tree reflected the brightness of the sky and the clouds that drifted overhead... It was vast and opulent—or, at least it had been. Pemberley should have been better cared for, and I held out some hope that we would be able to help restore it to its former glory.

      The rolling hills of the countryside were so different and yet so familiar, and the lush green fields were dotted here and there with white shapes of sheep grazing lazily in the warm afternoon sun.

      "Ah, Lizzy, there you are!" My father's voice echoed from the corridor. "I have been looking for you everywhere!"

      I smiled before turning to face him. My father was given to exaggeration when he was frustrated, and I knew that 'looking for you everywhere' could mean that he had only just begun to look for me, or that he had merely looked in just one place and been frustrated in his efforts.

      I was not typically that difficult to find, but Pemberley was a much larger house than we were accustomed to.

      He stood in the doorway with a sheaf of papers clutched in his hand, a thick ledger under his arm, and a troubled expression on his face.

      I loved my father dearly, and it was very rare that I saw him so discomposed.

      "I am sorry, Papa," I said with a smile. "Whatever is the matter?"

      He sighed heavily and rubbed his forehead with his free hand. "These matters of the estate are more overwhelming than I had anticipated. My dear departed cousin's mismanagement has left us with much to repair, and I fear I am overwhelmed by it all."

      "Surely you have the steward to assist you?" I asked, concern furrowing my brow.

      "Indeed, but he has his hands full with the day-to-day operations of the estate, and there is a more delicate matter which requires attention—"

      "Oh?" I was intrigued now. My father did not usually like to give any responsibility for the household to anyone else—I had only been able to peek at the ledgers he kept at Longbourn when he was out of his study, which was not often. The calculations and notations he made were confusing at first, but I had come to be familiar with them.

      "It is the relationships with our tenant farmers," he continued. "It seems their trust in Pemberley's management has been sorely tested."

      "Surely their faith can be restored?" I suggested.

      My heart ached for those who relied on Pemberley for their livelihoods—what had they been through as the estate had changed hands over the years?

      "Perhaps," he said, "but it will take time and effort..." He paused for just a moment. "But there is only one person that I believe I can trust with such a task. I believe your particular talents would be invaluable in this endeavor."

      "Me?" I asked, taken aback by this unexpected request.

      "Indeed," he replied firmly. "I have no doubt that you could help rebuild the relationships with our tenants and ensure their future happiness. Will you assist me in this, Lizzy?"

      "Of course, Father," I answered without hesitation, my determination to see this through evident in my voice. "I will do everything within my power to restore their faith in Pemberley and its new management."

      "Thank you, my dear," he said. Relief washed over his face as he placed a grateful hand upon my shoulder. "I know you will be able to pull us back from the brink—"

      "Well, do not place that much faith in me just yet," I said with a smile. "But I shall do my best."

      "Of course," my father said. "And I know they will be helpless against your charms."

      I laughed and held out my hand for the ledger that my father carried. "We shall see," I said. "Now— I should get to know our tenants, should I not?"

      "Ah, yes." He pulled the ledger from under his arm and placed it into my hand. "All of their names, their holdings, and their contribution to the estate are included. You will see which of them is the most influential—perhaps you might speak to them first."

      "I shall study this ledger very carefully, Papa," I promised. "You may rely on me."

      "I am relieved. Mr. Travis will also be pleased to have this off his desk."

      Papa's mention of his new steward was not surprising. The man had come with Pemberley as part of the household staff, and Papa seemed to be enjoying the process of getting to know the estate through the steward's reports and knowledge. I knew that my father thought he would be lost without Mr. Travis' guidance, but I was still not certain about how I felt about the aloof gentleman who occupied my father's new study.

      As my father walked down the corridor toward the stairs that led to the second floor, I leaned against the parlor door frame and frowned at the heavy ledger my father had given me.

      With a sigh, I flipped open the worn cover of the ledger and scanned the pages filled with names, numbers, and notations. Each entry represented a tenant farmer and their respective plot of land on the estate. It was overwhelming to think that the future of Pemberley rested in my hands.

      I settled into the plush armchair beside the crackling fireplace, engulfing myself in warmth as I delved further into the ledger. I spent hours poring over the intricate details, familiarizing myself with each tenant and their contributions. Some had been working on the land for generations, while others were newer additions that had been brought on by the previous master of the estate. As I delved deeper into the ledger, I discovered patterns and discrepancies that hinted at the root of the strained relationships between Pemberley and its tenants. Inconsistencies in rent payments, delayed maintenance on their properties, and unresolved disputes had created a rift that needed immediate attention.

      As my father had said, there were several names that emerged as more prominent, and I hoped that they would prove helpful in my endeavors. The only problem that I faced—would they speak to a woman? Especially one with no knowledge of estate holdings or tenant farming... I could try. I had promised my father that I would do what I could.

      I would write to them first to introduce myself and request a meeting.

      Very sensible.

      Mr. Charles Bingley seemed to be one of the longest serving tenants. Another tenant, a Mr. Darcy, also seemed to be of some prominence among the other tenants. I would write to them both.

      Determined now, I closed the ledger and tucked it under my arm. I walked from the parlor across the corridor to the library where a writing desk had been set up for the ladies of the house to use to write their correspondence. My mother had commandeered its use for the last few weeks as she wrote endless letters to the friends she had left behind in Hertfordshire. Making them jealous of our newfound fortune was her new favorite pastime, but thankfully the library was empty which meant that I could write my letters in peace without fear of anyone asking questions.

      Mama would not like what I had planned, but it was the only way to achieve what my father had asked for.

      I sat down at the desk, the wood cool beneath my fingertips.

      Taking a sheet of paper and a quill from the drawer, I set to my task.

      
        
        Dear Mr. Bingley,

        
        I hope this letter finds you in good health. I write to you today as a representative of Pemberley Estate, seeking to address the concerns that have arisen between our tenants and the management. It has come to my attention that your voice holds weight among the farming community, and I believe your insights and guidance would greatly assist us in rectifying the present situation.

        As you may know, my father has entrusted me with the task of rebuilding the relationships with our tenants.

        Though I am admittedly new to matters of estate management, I am determined to do whatever is necessary to ensure their satisfaction. It is my belief that by working together, we can create an environment where both the tenants and Pemberley thrive.

        I kindly request a meeting at your earliest convenience to discuss any grievances you may have and explore potential solutions. Your knowledge and experience would be invaluable in guiding us towards a resolution that benefits all parties involved.

        Please know that I approach this matter with utmost sincerity.

        The future of Pemberley rests on our ability to mend these relationships, and with your cooperation, I am confident we can achieve success.

        I eagerly await your response and hope for a favorable outcome.

        
        Yours sincerely,

        Elizabeth Bennet

      

      

      I folded the letter neatly and sealed it with wax. Setting it aside, I picked up another sheet of paper and began writing a similar missive to Mr. Darcy. As I penned the letter, I couldn't help but wonder how these gentlemen would react to my request for a meeting. Would they dismiss it as a trivial matter or ignore it altogether? Or would they be able to see the sincerity behind my words and agree to lend their expertise to my mission? The uncertainty gnawed at me, but I pressed on, determined to take this leap of faith. I finished writing the letter to Mr. Darcy, expressing the same sentiments of seeking his assistance in resolving the issues plaguing our estate. I folded the letter, sealed it, and set it down alongside Mr. Bingley's.

      I would have them delivered before supper, and then all I would have to do was wait for their response. If none came, then I would have to find another approach, but I hoped that I would not have to.
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        * * *

      

      "You cannot be serious," my mother cried.

      I sighed and pushed at the food on my plate with my fork. "Mama— Please, it is the only way—"

      "Lizzy— are you certain?" Jane's eyes were wide as she looked at me across the supper table.

      "Absolutely," I replied firmly. "It is our duty to repair the damage done to Pemberley and its tenants, but it's an opportunity to make a real difference in their lives."

      "Mr. Bennet, will you really allow your
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