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1
Dear Reader,


  
  Once upon a time…well, actually, a few years ago, I began a weekly writing exercise on my blog (leeniebrown.com) and called it Thursday’s Three Hundred. What was supposed to be just a few minutes of practice – just three hundred words a week – quickly took on a life of its own and became something much grander.

  Those writing exercises have now produced several published works, including the one you hold in your hands.

  While some things about how I create these stories have evolved since that first writing exercise, the tradition of posting a portion of a story continues each Thursday. In fact, there is probably a story posting there now.

  




  
  





Prologue


  
  
    
      [June at Brookefield, Lord Matlock’s estate]
    
  

  “I am flattered that you would ask for my assistance, but…” Alfred Langley held out a well-worn piece of folded paper in Georgiana Darcy’s direction.

  He was going to refuse her. She could see it in his eyes and hear it in his voice. Panic filled Georgiana’s breast. She needed him to accept her offer. Her friend’s happiness depended upon it nearly as much as her own peace of mind did.

  “Do you not wish to see your cousin happy?” she asked before he could voice his refusal.

  He smiled, and Georgiana took a moment to admire his lovely blue eyes, as well as the dimple on his right cheek. It would truly not be hard to pretend to be enamoured with such a handsome gentleman. Indeed, she would likely not need to pretend – at least, not for very long. Mr. Alfred Langley was as handsome as he was kind.

  “My cousin is happy. Excessively so.” He waggled the paper he held. “I cannot be part of the scheme you propose, but I can assure you that I will not mention it to anyone.” Again, the missive he held flapped in front of her.

  “You must. Please. I promise it will only be for a short time, and then I will decide we do not suit, and you can be on your way.” She drew deliberate breaths as she attempted to quiet her racing heart. How was she to face a ballroom full of gentlemen who knew who she was and what fortune she held without someone to stand between her and them?

  “But I would have to lie –”

  “You would be playing a part. It is only an illusion – a bit of theatre – nothing more.” She struggled to keep the desperation she felt out of her voice.

  “It would have to lie to everyone I love, as well as to everyone you love.” He shook his head. “It is more than a play. When I attend a play, I know that what I am watching is not real. This,” he waved the paper he held once again, “is a lie. No one but you and I would know that it was not real.”

  “Then do not pretend.” She swallowed, and her cheeks grew warm. “Court me.”

  His head tipped as he studied her in silence. She held her breath while she waited for his reply.

  “I cannot,” he replied softly. “I do not intend to marry for some time. I do not even have a living. What man offers for a lady when he does not have the means to provide for her? I am certain your brother would not approve of such a match either.” He paused. “Added to those rather obvious points, there is the fact that I will need a wife who is equal to my profession.”

  “I could be a parson’s wife.” She was not entirely certain she really could be, but how hard could it be to oversee a parsonage? She had been trained to run an estate the size of Pemberley.

  “A parson’s wife does not propose a deception.”

  She snatched the paper from his hands, anger at his finding her wanting rose within her. “What I proposed was a means of helping my friend and your cousin find happiness. I am certain a parson’s wife cares for the happiness of her husband’s parishioners to the point of putting herself out.”

  “Honestly,” he retorted.

  “I have been honest with you.” Mostly.

  His beautiful eyes and lovely dimple taunted her. “With me, yes. But with everyone else? No, you have not been.”

  She turned away from him. “Very well, then I shall have to find someone else who is more willing to help me.” Where she would find another gentleman who seemed so safe as Mr. Alfred Langley, she was not certain. However, she could not let him think that he was the only gentleman to whom she could turn for help – even if he was.

  “Miss Darcy, please, try to understand. I cannot place myself in the middle of a deceptive scheme. I am to be a parson. I am to be the person others look to for guidance.” She heard him exhale heavily. “Imagine the difficult position I would be in if I am fortunate enough to gain the living your uncle holds, and then, he discovers I have not been honest with him.”

  That made sense. Her shoulders sagged. “You are right. I should not have asked this of you, but you seemed so… safe.” She heard two footsteps and knew that he stood just behind her.

  “How am I safe?”

  She turned toward him but did not lift her gaze from the ground to meet his eyes. “You are not a fortune hunter who would use me ill.”

  “Ah. The reason for the promise Miss Bennet made to you – am I right? Someone used you ill and now you are uncertain of whom to trust so you have enlisted your friend’s help.”

  She glanced at him and smiled. “You possess a quick intellect.”

  “Too quick, if you ask my mother,” he said lightly, causing her to chuckle. “Walk with me.” He extended an arm to her. “It will make our discussion appear more natural if you do.” He tilted his head toward where her brother and his wife had just entered the path he and Georgiana were on in Brookefield’s gardens.

  Georgiana tucked the missive she held into her pocket and took his arm.

  “Now, tell me how – other than by courting you – I might be of assistance.”

  “You cannot be.” She sighed. “Kitty will not see her promise to me as complete until I am courting or married to someone of good character. Therefore, her happiness and that of your cousin will not be so great as it could be until then – or the end of the season, whichever should happen first.”

  “If you are so fearful of the season, why have one?”

  “It is expected.”

  “But surely your brother would understand if you wished to postpone your come out or preferred not to take your season in town.”

  “You cannot tell him.” She glanced over her shoulder towards her brother. “He suffered for so long over me. I cannot be the cause of worry for him again.”

  “Forgive me, but I do not fully understand what you are saying.” They had come to a crossroads in the path and had paused before making a choice about which way to go.

  Georgiana looked first to her right and then to her left. They could take one of the diverging paths, continue on as they had been, or return to the house. She dropped Mr. Langley’s arm and turned to look behind her. Retreating would be the most comfortable course for she was familiar with it. It did not hold any uncertainty, but it was surrounded by the ghosts of the past. Those secrets begged her to return to their embrace.

  “I can trust you, can I not?” she asked after stooping to pick a flower and turning back toward him.

  “Completely.”

  “You would not lie about that would you?”

  He shook his head.

  “Then, we should take the path to the right as it is the longest, and my tale about my visit to Ramsgate two years ago could take some time.”

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  
    
      [August at Ravincot Hall, Lorcan Langley’s home]
    
  

  “We could have waited inside.” Alfred Langley smoothed a hand down each sleeve and then gave a tug on the front of his waistcoat to remove any bunches and gathers which might be there.

  “You could have waited inside, but I could not,” his cousin, Lorcan Langley replied. “In fact, you could have stayed at your own home. There is really no need for you to be here.”

  Alfred ignored the smirk his cousin sent his direction. “I did not wish for Miss Darcy to be lonely. I know that as soon as you and Miss Bennet are reunited, you will think of little else besides each other.”

  “I am not so heedless as that,” Lorcan protested.

  Alfred laughed.

  “Besides, my mother is available to entertain Miss Darcy when I am not,” Lorcan continued

  This time as he laughed, Alfred shook his head. “Your mother is nearly a stranger to Miss Darcy. It is much better if she has a friend to help ease the acquaintance along.” He knew how Georgiana felt about meeting new people. It was just one of the many things which he and she had discussed during their fortnight together at Brookefield before she had departed for Pemberley and he had returned home.

  “She will also have her brother and his wife in addition to my mother. Are you certain that helping Miss Darcy feel at ease is the only reason you are here?”

  “Yes.” A bit of heat touched his ears. Alfred would not deny to himself that he found Miss Darcy attractive, but he would to anyone else who asked him. He would also not deny to himself that he was looking forward to spending time with her because he found her charming, but again, he would not share that bit of information with anyone else either. He was not in the market for a wife. Therefore, Miss Darcy was nothing more to him than a charming and beautiful friend. Charming and beautiful friend, he repeated to himself. Nothing more.

  His cousin stepped forward as Mr. Darcy’s carriage drew to a stop in front of Ravincot Hall. A footman put the steps in place and opened the door. Mr. Darcy alighted and helped his wife from the vehicle. Then, Lorcan assisted his betrothed, Kitty Bennet, before Alfred stepped forward and offered his hand to his charming and beautiful friend.

  “Mr. Langley!” Georgiana cried. “This is a delightful surprise. I had not thought to see you for at least another week.”

  “I thought you might welcome an extra friend, especially for those times when your travelling companions might forget you are with them.”

  Georgiana giggled. “Such as now?”

  Lorcan and Kitty stood to the side, whispering together and looking blissfully unaware that anyone else might be around them. Alfred did not mind seeing his cousin so smitten with his lady, truly he did not, but that did not mean he would not take the opportunity to tease him about it, even if Lorcan was unaware that he was being teased.

  “I have not forgotten you are here, Georgiana,” Mr. Darcy said. “Nor shall I, Mr. Langley,” he added with a hint of a warning in his tone.

  Alfred chuckled. “I should hope not. However, I dare say Miss Bennet might.” He smiled at Mr. Darcy. “And that is a good thing, is it not?”

  He would have to find a moment to speak with Mr. Darcy later and assure the man that he and Georgiana were merely friends and naught else. Alfred needed to establish himself in his profession before he could consider looking for a wife. Therefore, there was no need to court anyone at present. Georgiana was just his charming and beautiful friend. Yes, he must remember that.

  “Whether my husband thinks so or not, I must agree with you.”

  Alfred enjoyed the way Mrs. Darcy often offered her own opinion without waiting to see what her husband’s would be, and from the look on Mr. Darcy’s face, Alfred’s admiration was in good company.

  “Both you and my wife are correct, at least, to a point, and since Miss Bennet and Mr. Langley have not seen each other in a month, I cannot fault his inability to remember his duty.” The man’s lips twitched with amusement.

  “Lori,” Alfred called to his cousin, who was still whispering about something with Kitty.

  Lorcan turned toward him. “Yes?”

  Alfred said nothing, deciding instead to enjoy the amusement of waiting to see how long it would be before his love-struck cousin would remember to welcome all of his guests to his home. It did not take long, and Alfred had to bite back a laugh when the moment of realization struck. Lori’s eyes grew wide, and a sheepish expression suffused his face.

  “Kitty assures me that your trip was good and that there were no delays or mishaps,” Lorcan began. “However, I am certain you are anxious to settle into your rooms and refresh from your journey.” He motioned to the house and then, with Kitty on his arm, led them in.

  “Are your aunt and uncle well?” Alfred asked.

  He knew that the Darcys had planned to stop at Brookefield yesterday. The distance between Ravinscot and Pemberley was not so far that it could not be travelled in one day, but having such a lovely place as Brookefield at which to stop so that one could break up a journey into smaller pieces was no hardship and worth the extra day it would add.

  “Yes, they are. Lady Matlock has made me promise that I will write to her as soon as I have arrived at Netherfield so that she can hear all the details of our trip.”

  Alfred motioned for her to enter the house ahead of him.

  “And your family is also well?” Georgiana asked as she stood just inside the entrance hall, waiting for him to join her.

  He handed his hat to a footman. “They are, though Ellen – she is my brother’s wife if you remember –”

  “I do,” she assured him as she placed her hand once again on his arm.

  He smiled. It still amazed him how quickly he and Georgiana had fallen into an easy friendship with each other. It was not that he ever truly struggled with forming friendships, but usually, and most especially with a lady, it took longer than the few weeks he had known Georgiana for the friendship to become so familiar.

  “Ellen is finding the warmth of the summer to be trying.”

  “But she is well?”

  He nodded. “She is just anxious to have her child born. She is hale and hearty. There is no need to fear.”

  “I am happy to hear it,” Georgiana said with a small smile. “You said the baby is expected next month, did you not?”

  “Yes, right before Michaelmas is what Ellen has been told.” Which was just after he would be expected to take up the living at Brookefield.

  “And your niece and nephew, are they looking forward to their new brother’s or sister’s arrival?”

  “You cannot have a conversation with Lily without the baby’s arrival being part of it, but Nathaniel seems rather unimpressed by the prospect. I think he is just concerned that he will have two little sisters.” He laughed. “Nate takes his position as older brother very seriously.”

  “Oh, that is so sweet. In my opinion, there is nothing better than a caring older brother,” Georgiana whispered as they entered the drawing room where Lorcan had begun introducing his guests to his parents.

  Alfred knew it would be some time before he would once again be able to engage in conversation with Georgiana. The thought was rather disappointing, but it was how things must be.

  There were the usual pleasantries of greeting and then the showing to rooms that had to be done. After that, a light meal was had on the terrace, and then, finally, the newness of the arrival of guests began to dissipate and was replaced with a more relaxed familiarity.

  And then. Ah, and then, as the ladies and Lorcan toured the house with Alfred’s aunt and as Alfred’s uncle returned to his study to have a discussion with his steward who had just arrived, Alfred found himself alone in the billiards room with Mr. Darcy.

  “I wished to speak with you,” Alfred said as Darcy lined up his first shot.

  Darcy glanced up at him. “About Georgiana?”

  “Yes.”

  The sound of billiard balls knocking together punctuated the silence that followed Alfred’s answer.

  “She is not yet officially out,” Darcy said with a pointed look.

  “I know. I do not wish to speak to you about courting her.”

  Darcy leaned against the table with his cue resting against his chest and his arms folded around it. “You do not?”

  “No, quite the opposite.”

  “I am not sure I understand.”

  Not since he had been taken to task by his father over the moving of his brother’s clothing, which had led to Edgar’s forced betrothal, had Alfred witnessed such an intimidating look as the furrowed brow and scowl Mr. Darcy was currently wearing. Alfred had made it a goal to not be put in such a position again if it could at all be helped, and, until this moment, he had succeeded.

  “I wished to assure you that she and I are merely friends.”

  Darcy’s eyebrows rose. “Merely friends, you say?”

  “Yes, friends.”

  Darcy stepped away from the table and allowed Alfred to take his shot. “You seemed rather eager to see her when we arrived today, and I must admit that I was surprised to find you here.”

  Alfred could clearly hear the implication of the man’s words. “I came in the office of a friend to provide a service.”

  “Again, you will need to explain that if you wish for me to believe it.”

  This was not going at all how Alfred had imagined this discussion would go. He had imagined Mr. Darcy to be a more understanding sort of fellow and not so given to suspicion. But, then, Alfred did know how Georgiana had been played upon by someone her brother had trusted, so he supposed it only stood to reason that Darcy should be cautious.

  “I can explain it so long as you do not let on to your sister that you know of this. I swear it is nothing indecent or improper,” he hastened to add when Darcy’s eyes narrowed. Yes, facing his angry father was less terrifying than he imagined Mr. Darcy could be when utterly put out. “Your sister confided in me, while she was at Brookefield, that she sometimes finds it challenging to enter a new situation without a certain amount of anxiety – more anxiety than one might expect. I understand there are reasons for such apprehension, one being her natural bent and the other being her unfortunate experience.”

  Darcy lowered his stick which had been poised to take a shot. “How exactly did you come to understand this?”

  “Your sister explained it to me.” Alfred felt as if Darcy’s stare was going to burn a hole through him.

  “She told you about…”

  “Ramsgate,” Alfred said.

  Darcy expelled a great breath.

  “She did not wish for you to be worried about her, but the thought of a season terrifies her.”

  “She told you all this?” Both of Darcy’s hands rested on the edge of the table, propping him up while his gaze was directed at the surface of the table. It was almost as if the man were straining against a great physical weight.

  “Yes, and that is why I am here. She does not know my aunt and uncle, and neither do you and your wife. Therefore, since I knew that Lori would be of little use in making her arrival and introduction to an unfamiliar setting easy, I came to offer my service in the matter.”

  Darcy’s head shook, and Alfred dared to go stand next to the man.

  “I mean her no harm,” he said softly. “I wish only for her comfort.”

  “Why?” Darcy’s tone was equally as soft. “Why did she tell you this and not me?”

  The image of a letter asking Alfred to pretend to court Georgiana filtered through his mind. That missive was the inciting element, but it was not the reason. Therefore, he pushed that to the side and said, “She does not wish to burden you again.”

  “But it is my place to bear her burdens.”

  “I will not deny that,” Alfred replied. “However, it is not yours alone to bear. She must also be allowed to seek assistance from her friends.”

  Darcy shook his head. “She has known you for such a short time.”

  “But she sees me as safe, and, in that, she is not mistaken. She and her secret will always, always, be safe with me.”

  Darcy stood and paced a circle halfway around the table before stopping and leveling a serious look at Alfred. “You would do well to marry an heiress. It is what your mother wishes.”

  “I am not pretending to be her friend to somehow coerce her into marrying me so that I can have her money.” Alfred knew his tone was less than civil, but if there was one thing that caused him to lose his hold on his emotions, it was being accused of being duplicitous. “I loathe deception.”

  Darcy continued to look at him with the same intense expression. “Then, you do not find her attractive?”

  A small burst of laughter escaped Alfred. “I am not blind, but as you said, she is not yet out and, as I keep repeating to those around me, I am not yet ready to contemplate marriage. Your sister will be safely married before I am even at such a point.” That was a thought that was not so comforting to him as he hoped it was to her brother.

  “Only friends, you say?”

  “Yes. Your sister is merely my friend.” His beautiful, charming friend.

  “And she is safe with you?”

  “I would protect her with my life if needed.”

  Darcy studied him for one more long, silent moment. “Very well, I shall believe you. However, I expect you to be as circumspect as can be when with her, and, should my faith in you prove to be misplaced, I will see you pay.”

  “And I should hope that you do.” Alfred’s gaze held Darcy’s without wavering until Darcy nodded.

  “So long as we understand each other then.” And with that, Darcy turned his attention back to the game they were playing.

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  
    My dearest aunt, 
  

  
    We have arrived safely at Ravincot Hall, and it is just as lovely as you described it to be. Mrs. Langley is all that is gracious. I find it particularly wonderful how she has accepted Kitty as if she were already her daughter and has been for some time. I can see now why you thought it a good plan to write to her regarding the match and the trouble arising from Wes and Mary’s wedding breakfast. I can also see how my fears about the scheme were unfounded. She is most certainly a doting mother if ever there was one – nearly more doting than you are, but not quite. I am not certain there is a mother or aunt in all this world who can love the children trusted to her care as you do. 
  

  
    To my delighted surprise, it was not just one Mr. Langley who greeted us upon our arrival but two! Mr. Alfred Langley has made the trip to Ravinscot from his home, and he plans to stay a few days before returning home and preparing for our visit to his estate.
  

  
    I will admit this to you so long as you do not mention it to my brother. It was a relief to see a familiar friendly face when first stepping out of our carriage. It took little more than a smile and warm greeting to stop my heart from fluttering at the prospect of being in a place wholly unfamiliar to me. I fear the prospect of the season pressing upon my mind has given rise to nerves that are more easily aroused. I shall be glad when the day of the assembly in Hertfordshire arrives so that my excitement and trepidation can be put behind me. As you always say, it is often just the anticipation of waiting that is most unsettling. 
  

  Georgiana was not entirely certain about how true her aunt’s words were, but, with each passing day, she was growing more assured of her ability to face her season with graceful composure, and therefore, she would accept her aunt’s words as true for now.

  Alfred – her lips curled in pleasure – she had finally come to a place where she could think of him so familiarly without blushing. Alfred had been the perfect gentleman with whom to start her study of character. If she could find a gentleman, who was as honorable and amiable as Alfred, but who was not a parson, to fall in love with her, she knew her future would be the happiest it could possibly be.

  The door opened, putting an end to Georgiana’s reflection. Quietly, Kitty slipped into the room she was sharing with Georgiana as Georgiana added a closing to this portion of her letter.

  
    I shall write again when we get to Winsdale Court. 
  

  
    With all my love, 
  

  
    Your devoted niece, G
  

  “Has Mr. Langley allowed you to leave his side so soon? The moon has barely made an appearance,” she teased before blowing gently on her missive to dry the ink.

  Kitty blushed. “He did not wish to, but I did not want to leave you alone.”

  “I would have been fine by myself. I was just beginning my letter to my aunt, and I have a book to read.”

  Georgiana tucked her pen, ink, and letter into her travelling desk. It was sweet of Kitty to think of her, but she did not want her friend to feel as if she was required to entertain her.

  “I think Mr. Alfred Langley missed having you to play that last hand of whist with him.” Kitty looked up from her task of removing her stockings.

  Georgiana knew that look. It was the one she had seen Kitty use many times when suggesting that Alfred would be a good match for Georgiana.

  “He is just a friend. No matter how much you would like for us to be cousins, as well as sisters, he is just a friend.”

  Part of her wished she could consider Alfred as more than a friend, but the more logical portion of her brain knew that it was not possible. She was not what Alfred wished for as a wife.

  “A very handsome friend,” Kitty prodded.

  Georgiana could not deny that. Alfred possessed just the right height and broadness, as well as the most perfect shade of dark brown hair. His eyes were expressive and often laughing; and when he smiled, the most delightful
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