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Dear Readers,
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Can you believe this is the fourth book in the Singular Sensation series? This coming July will be a year since it launched, and since then, so many of you have loved and enjoyed these books. So much so that you write to me and ask about various members of the Rogue’s Arcade, wanting to know if he’ll have their own happy endings.

The answer? Yes! And so will various sisters of these guys, and other random secondary characters.

In One Accidental Night with an Improper Duke, the hero suffers from agoraphobia, brought on by what he’d been through in the war. A couple of you in my Facebook friends’ list suffer from this, so I wanted to bring this mental health condition into the light and give it some awareness, like I tend to do with many things.

And this book is a bit different in how the plot plays out. I hope you enjoy!

Sandra
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Dedication
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To Beth Udall. I’m so happy we met last year and that you enjoy reading my books so much! Thanks for your support. You keep reading so I can keep writing!
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Blurb
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What happens in London after midnight doesn't always remain a secret.

Baldwin Benedict Loverly, Duke of Broadmoor, wants nothing to do with society in general or women specifically. His stint in the military during the war broke him in mind and spirit. Now he can barely leave his townhouse without suffering from crushing bouts of fear and anxiety, but when he meets an unconventional woman who planned his aging aunt’s birthday celebration, he might strive to overcome his challenges.

Outgoing and sunny Miss Georgianna Abernathy, step-daughter of the Earl of Dirkenstead knows how people want to celebrate. When a pair of valuable emerald and diamond earbobs, directly off the ears of one of the beau monde’s popular duchesses, is found inside a cake she ordered, she panics. With scandal looming, she barely hides the jewelry in her skirts before the handsome duke comes upon her and makes her yearn for dreams she’d let go.

Once he temporarily subdues the alleged thief, the situation forces him to forget about his woes. Though he makes it his mission to prove her innocence, something about the story niggles at him. Discovered in a compromising situation, he puts forth the story of their engagement to lend her protection, and Georgianna objects—strenuously—which deepens the mystery surrounding her, but as they give into passion during the investigation, life grows more complicated. Unless they can find the real thief, both of them might be arrested with no chance for the romance neither of them expected to find.
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Chapter One
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November 20, 1816

Loverly House

London, England

It was fecking raining.

Again.

Why the devil did he live in a damned place where it rained more than it didn’t? Not to mention every time it rained, memories of his participation in the war assaulted him, and even though he was warm and dry beneath his own safe roof, he could still feel the pelt of those raindrops on his head and shoulders, smell the pungent scent of the mud and horse excrement in his nose, hear the screams of the wounded and dying men in his ears, experience the shivers of cold and the hunger pangs he’d endured while on the march.

God, why can I never forget those days entirely?

Baldwin Loverly stood at one of his bedroom windows and scowled through the glass at the darkened Mayfair streets below. His residence in Portman Square kept him removed enough from the more crowded places of many Mayfair neighborhoods but meant he was still close enough if he ever wished to go out.

Which he did not.

He wiped at the sweat forming on his upper lip as his nerves began to crawl. After he’d come home from the damned war, he’d grown terrified of leaving his townhouse for a myriad of reasons. There were horrid people in the world who were capable of doing terrible things to one another. He’d seen more than his fair share of that on the battlefields. Hell, he’d witnessed nearly the same on ballroom floors each time he’d been on leave, and while those campaigns didn’t leave people bloody or dead, they destroyed reputations and caused blacklisting.

Which was damaging enough.

And it turned his stomach. Everywhere he looked there was darkness and doom, so he was safer inside. Away from seeing any of that, from knowing that mankind was full of terrible people with nothing but destruction and hatred on their minds. Because of that, he usually remained tucked away at home for months at a time unless he utilized his garden, but that wasn’t often due to the fecking rain.

And then there were the times he had to force himself out of the house due to his responsibilities to the House of Lords. Which was yet another venue for vileness and underhanded actions that he was powerless to participate in. Damned duty. If he’d had his way, the whole of the bloody country could go to hell in a handbasket, but then, that wouldn’t be fair to the people who had no voice, who weren’t properly represented in parliament; it was for them that he constantly battled against his fears and demons.

But at what cost for both him and them? The majority of the Lords didn’t care two farthings about improving the lot of the common people. Which caused a never-ending stream of depression in which had become an infinite loop, and that drove him back into his house.

When will I grow too tired of this life and simply remove myself from it?

After all, he was never supposed to have been a duke. He’d been a third son, damn it all, and that freedom had seen him join the military with all the excitement and wide-eyed innocence of the other young men who’d been his age.

But time and war didn’t neglect anyone, and misfortune over the years had seen to it that the title was shoved—not handed—to him.

Thus, adding to his mental instability.

When was enough going to be enough? When would fate let him rest or at the very least show him a glimmer of hope and light? Let him know everything wasn’t as bad as he thought?

Apparently not today, for as he continued to stare out the window, he focused on the stream of closed carriages that pulled up in front of his townhouse. Tonight, he was hosting a damned party, and in mere minutes he would be expected—required—to make an appearance downstairs, to mingle and laugh and converse as if the worse weren’t a devious, dark place.

The long case clock at the end of the corridor struck the eight o’clock hour.

Feck.

A soft clearing of his valet’s throat from the adjoining dressing room door wrenched Baldwin from his tortured musings.

The other man was as close to a brother as anyone could come without actually being related or blood bound, and damn if Baldwin didn’t appreciate him. They’d met on one of the many battlefields during the war when Baldwin had yanked the other man out of the line of fire and then dragged him to safety when he couldn’t find his bearings or balance from a concussion.

Had his life been saved that day? Perhaps, but Baldwin had done the same thing multiple times to countless other men. Yet there’d been a quiet dignity about Xavier Bainbridge that demanded he make things right. From his cot in a field hospital, he’d pledged his life and service to Baldwin and wouldn’t take no for an answer.

After his concussion had passed, he joined Baldwin’s regiment, fought under him with a fierceness that was admired by all, and then once the war ended and everyone came home—broken in countless ways—Baldwin hired the man to be his valet, since the loyalty wouldn’t dim. The two had been close ever since.

“What is it, Bainbridge?” He turned from the window to stare at the other man.

The valet grinned. “It is Lady Sarah Penridge, Your Grace.” His light brown skin betrayed a mixed heritage of English and Caribbean, as did the veriest lilt of an island accent in his voice, but he’d not let those differences be his defeat. The quiet dignity he’d shown in the war he’d brought with him into this position, and it had rapidly made him a favorite within the staff as well as everywhere he happened to go. “Your aunt is requesting your presence. She said she didn’t put on a damned expensive gown for you to cower in fear in your rooms.”

An unexpected snicker loosed from Baldwin’s throat. “Ha.” He didn’t take offense, for his aunt had moved into the townhouse a few years ago to look after him as much as he wished to care for her wellbeing. She was, after all, getting up there in years. The people in his closest circles were aware of his fears and insecurities and they supported him in any way they could. Perhaps coddled him overly much.

Except his aunt. She constantly urged him—pushed him—to expand his boundaries and take up the life he’d been unwillingly given. Such was her world, for she was his father’s sister, and together they had lost far too many family members over the years. The lady was his only living relative, so he gave her greater latitude than he perhaps would others.

“It seems the old bird is anxious to have the night over with.”

Bainbridge shook his head, but amusement danced in his brown eyes. “Can you blame her? The household has become accustomed to you retiring by nine.”

There was that. “I am becoming a doddering old fool.”

“Hardly.” The valet shrugged. “You are not old.”

Baldwin heaved a sigh. “I was seven and thirty this year. That is old enough.” At times he wondered if he’d done anything of worth in all of those years, but then at others he considered surviving the war quite an accomplishment. Would that others could see it that way, though.

“Still maturing but definitely not vintage.” Bainbridge lifted a dark eyebrow in challenge.

“Perhaps, but I certainly dodder.” He tapped his fingertips to his left thigh. Near the end of his tenure in the war, he’d received a slice by an enemy saber to the back of his left leg that cut through tendons and muscles. Though they’d healed, the job hadn’t been done good enough and had left him with a bit of a limp. Most times, he could manage without the aid of a cane, but that was only due to hiding inside his house. Whenever he went out, he was forced to take the cane, which made him remember... everything.

“Trying to elicit sympathy from me?” The other man shook his head with a tsk of his tongue. “I know you far too well for that.”

The ghost of a grin curved Baldwin’s lips. “Then a fool, perhaps.”

“You would never be that, and you know it.” He tapped his temple. “Too intelligent and at times cunning. Weren’t you a jewel thief at one time?”

Dear God, those years when he’d just begun his military career seemed like a lifetime ago. When he and Edenthorpe and St. Vincent were young men and hadn’t come into their respective titles. Bored and with no expectations upon them, they wished to make a name for themselves and perhaps cause a few scandals in the doing, so they’d turned to stealing jewelry and other valuable gems. Sometimes to sell, most times to give back to their rightful owners, to serve justice for those who hadn’t a voice or recourse.

Are we still those same men at heart?

But his valet waited on an answer. “I don’t suppose one loses intelligence.”

“No, of course not, Your Grace.”

“Then let us call me a coward and have done with it.” That was the only excuse left, and they both knew it. “Here I am having a pointless conversation merely to delay joining my aunt at her birthday celebration. What would you call that?”

“I would call that managing one’s personal expectations.” Bainbridge crossed his arms at his chest as he leaned a shoulder on the door jamb. “You either need the proper motivation to change and grow if you wish or someone to talk to about your fears. Someone who can help you overcome them.”

“I thought that was one of your duties, my friend.” But Baldwin frowned. The thought of meeting someone new, trusting a stranger with the wreck of who he truly was sent cold terror coursing down his spine.

“Of course it is. However, you require someone else in your life that doesn’t know you as I do or as your aunt does.”

“Why?”

“A fresh perspective would do you good. Perhaps cause you to look at things differently.”

Baldwin snorted. “I cannot fathom why anyone would want to tarry here in this house of disappointment.” For at the heart of things, wasn’t that what he was? “Beyond that, I wouldn’t wish anyone to be caught up in the mess my life has become. No one deserves that.”

“Neither do you, Your Grace,” Bainbridge added in a soft voice. “You were not always this man, and I firmly believe you needn’t pass the remainder of your life as him.”

“Gammon.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “I have long ago given up hope for myself, for a good enough reason to pull myself out of this mire, for a hope that there might be a cessation—however short—from the daily fears.”

A damned full night’s sleep would be a miracle.

For long moments, the valet regarded him in silence. Finally, he nodded. “Those are challenges for another day, Your Grace.” He pushed off the door jamb, moved to a small ivory-inlaid table, picked up a pair of white kid gloves and then offered them to Baldwin. “For the time being, your aunt is waiting on you, and tonight is for celebrating her life.”

“You are correct, of course.” Baldwin took the gloves and eyed his valet with more than a bit of envy, for he would rather hide in the servants’ hall than do the pretty in society. “Do you attend as well?”

“Perhaps I shall pop down a bit later after all of her friends—and yours—have had the chance to give her well wishes.”

“Coward,” but he said it with a grin and much fondness.

“Aye, but then we all have our insecurities. That doesn’t mean we’re weak; it merely means we are unique, and eventually, others will love us for those very things.”

Inadvertently, Baldwin’s mind slipped eight years into the past.
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Spring 1808

Baldwin scanned the room for a friendly face. This was the part of taking leave he hated. Regardless of the length of time he came home, those precious days were full of society events and dinners and meeting people who wouldn’t give him the time of day if he weren’t in uniform. But some of his jewel thief friends had promised to drop by, so he remained for that chance.

Not finding acquaintances just yet, he sighed and resigned himself to talking with his father, who held court within a knot of friends, or truthfully, sycophants, for everyone wished to further their own positions and line their own pockets with a relationship with a duke. Knowing he wasn’t scheduled to report back to his regiment for another assignment in France for three weeks, he already dreaded spending time with his sire.

From the tone of his father’s letters, it had been obvious he was lonely. Baldwin’s mother had died the year before from pneumonia, and since he’d been on the march at a critical time, he’d been unable to return home for her funeral. Three years before that, he’d lost his middle brother to a freak hunting accident. Now it was just the duke, him, and his oldest brother Royce, but he hadn’t bothered to attend this party. No doubt he was too busy chasing yet another light skirt or someone else’s wife.

As soon as his father saw him, he broke away from the knot of people and came Baldwin’s way. “It’s about time you decided to grace London with your presence.”

Immediate animosity sprang between the two of them. If he were honest, it had been his mother’s presence that had kept the peace in the house. With her gone, there was no longer a buffer, or rather a champion for his decisions. “Well, having a career in the military means my time is often not my own, but it’s wonderful to see you, Father.”

Even he heard the sarcasm that dripped from his voice.

The duke narrowed his eyes. “You know how I feel about your need to follow the drum.”

“It was either that or take up a position in the church, and you know how I feel about that.” If one wished to discover the heart of deception and manipulation, all one needed to do was join the church to see behind that curtain. “At least this way, I am doing good out there, fighting for England’s best interests, to keep men like you—and your lifestyles—safe.” That wasn’t well done of him, but being in his father’s presence sent his hackles up. Why couldn’t the man simply say he was proud of him?

Crowds shifted and moved within the drawing room, so they quickly shuffled to one side near a wall to be out of foot traffic.

“Your mother wouldn’t have liked knowing you were dirtying your hands with war.”

“Mother couldn’t have been more proud I was standing up for something I felt was right.” At the time. Now, midway through his military stint, he began questioning orders and wondering why the devil he was fighting in some other man’s war and if that would even be the end to the French dictator’s machinations. “She knew the discipline involved with the military would be the best thing for me; her letters were always glowing.” And had made him feel as if he were doing good works instead of killing men as innocent in all of this as he’d been.

Out of all the things he’d missed about his former life, her letters were at the top. Damn, but he would never again hear her voice or see her smile.

“I hope you intend to visit with Royce while you are home.” There was a note of command in his father’s voice. Of course he expected everyone to do his bidding.

“If he can manage to grant me the time, I will. It seems my brother wants to do everything except what’s expected of him.” Yet he would always be Father’s favorite son, merely because Royce was the heir.

“Yes, well, he has to sow his wild oats while he can. Hopefully before he is given the title.” His father rested a speculative gaze on Baldwin. “Since your brother’s passing, you hold my courtesy title now. I should think that would carry some weight over your military aspirations.”

By willpower alone, Baldwin held his tongue. When he glanced about the room again it was to see interested glances from both men and women alike. Every time he was on leave and invited to society events where he wore his uniform, he was suddenly the topic of multiple conversations, but he didn’t like talking about—or glorifying—war. It was ugly and senseless; that was all.

“When I am finished with my duty to England, then I will turn my attention to my duty to you.” As much as he disliked being on the march and doing questionable deeds all in England’s name, he despised the business of being a duke’s son more. Surely there were other things in life that had more value than making the best connections, furthering alliances with the best people, and so on.

His father nodded. “Very well. Your aunt has said she’s coming to London to visit with you while you are here. Please manage to be available for her.”

“I will. She is a favorite of mine.” At least his aunt didn’t hide her words or meanings. She was as honest—and as abrasive—as they came. There was a certain novelty in that. Then his gaze fell on one of his closest friends Harcourt, the Duke of Edenthorpe. “I must go and socialize. Isn’t that what you expect of me?”

“Does it matter? You have never once done as I’ve wished.”

Baldwin executed a rather mocking half-bow from the waist, to which his father merely glared and looked a bit red in the face. “Then let us both thank whatever god is listening that I will never be the duke once you expire, hmm? Heaven forbid someone in this family tries to usher in a different sentiment than the men of our name have done for decades.”

With that, he took his leave of the duke and gladly joined Harcourt at the opposite side of the room. “I had no idea you were on leave as well.”

“Only for two more days. I’m due back, and I have a feeling this will be my last stint.”

That’s how it went for men in the military. They knew things, soul deep, because life for them was boiled down to exactly what mattered and was precious.

“I’m glad to see you.” It had been an age since he’d seen Edenthorpe, and an even longer one since they had stolen jewelry together. Though they kept in touch through letters and saw each other in passing at times when their regiments camped, they hadn’t had a proper conversation in far too long.

“As am I, but since I’m on my way out to my club, I wanted to give you this.” From an interior pocket in his officer’s uniform, Harcourt withdrew a thin envelope. “This has been a long time in coming, but I think it’s needed now more than ever.”

With a shaking hand, Baldwin broke the wax seal, pulled out the stationery. When he unfolded it, a ticket on maroon-colored paper and written in gold foil fluttered out. Once he retrieved it, he gawked. “You’re inviting me to the Rogue’s Arcade?” It was Harcourt’s exclusive gentleman’s club.

“I am. Life has been entirely too busy presently. I should have sent one over earlier, but it’s here now. Let us not waste any more time.” He clapped a hand on Baldwin’s shoulder and peered into his face. Secrets and pain lingered in those depths. “Everyone needs a place where they belong and feel safe. It is my hope the Rogue’s Arcade will be that for you. Drop by often while you are in Town.”

“I will. Thank you.” To his horror, moisture gathered in his eyes. “You don’t know how much this means.”

“Oh, I rather think that I do. As does every member currently. We’re a small club yet. Four or five members, but we’re growing, and I have a feeling if we all come home from this bloody war, we will need each other more than ever.”

“Indeed.” He quickly pocketed the letter and ticket. “I suppose I must do the pretty.”

“As must we all. Good luck, and pop over tonight. We’ll have a drink and commiserate.”

Perhaps with this boon, staring down the rest of his life wouldn’t seem so bad.
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Present day

“Your Grace?”

The sound of Bainbridge’s voice wrenched him back to reality. “I apologize. Woolgathering.”

“To happier times, I hope?”

Baldwin snorted. “Hardly, but then, I haven’t known happiness since my mother died. Perhaps I will never have that again.” He slipped on his gloves and then accepted his cane from the valet. Later tonight, if there was time and if he hadn’t expended his mental energies, perhaps he would go over to the Rogue’s Arcade and remind himself why clinging to this mortal coil was better than the alternative.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




[image: Shape

Description automatically generated]

––––––––

[image: ]


November 20, 1816

Loverly House

London, England

Oh, dear. Oh, dear. Oh, dear. Please don’t drop it!

Miss Georgiana Abernathy’s nerves felt strung too tight as she followed the butler and footman into the drawing room of the Duke of Broadmoor’s residence.

The fact she was even there at all should have stunned her into shocked silence, for she’d never been in such a fancy or elegant townhouse. Everywhere she looked, there was evidence of wealth. From the heavy gilt frames housing exquisite oil paintings of seascapes or quaint countrysides, to the gilt-painted legs of the Louis XIV furniture placed in pleasing groupings throughout the large room, to the plush Aubusson carpets over shiny hardwood floors, everything spoke to wealth. And still she continued to gaze about with fascination. The Roman marble fireplace and mantel at one side of the room with a cheerful fire dancing behind a metal grate that resembled a peacock made her smile. Everywhere there were splashes of luxury and privilege afforded a duke.

It was something she had never been brought up with, and even though her mother’s second marriage was to an earl and the townhouse she resided in now held many wonderful things, securing the contract with Lady Sarah Penridge—apparently the duke’s aging aunt—had been the proverbial feather in her cap and would, perhaps, help launch her event planning aspirations in ways she’d never dreamed.

“Oh, please be careful. Please don’t drop it,” she whispered as she strained to keep an eye on the cake—an elaborately decorated, two-layer fruit cake enrobed with white frosting and complete with white icing swirls, dots, and drawn squiggles—held between the two men on a silver tray. Flashes of color were revealed each time they moved.

The butler—one Mr. Finlay—snorted. Strands of red mixed in with his thick, white hair as she stared at the back of it. “We are careful with every aspect of our positions, Miss Abernathy. No reason to fret.” A hint of an Irish accent was audible in his voice.

“I am sure that’s true, but this is an important night.”

The footman huffed as they set the tray onto a prearranged table off to one side of the drawing room, well away from the center if there should be dancing later on. “Miss, every event is important to someone.”

Soon, guests would gather in this room to celebrate the life of an extraordinary woman—or so she’d heard. Lady Sarah had enjoyed many adventures, allegedly, over the course of her eighty years. She’d outlived two husbands, had visited many countries, had survived a handful of outrageous scandals, and now she presided over this house and looked after her nephew, the duke, for it was rumored Broadmoor wasn’t quite right in his upper stories.

Whether or not that was true remained to be seen, for she’d not had the pleasure of meeting him yet.

“While that is a fair point, I merely want this evening to be well-remembered.” In fact, it was vital that it was. How else would she gain new clients? There was nothing Georgiana enjoyed more than planning celebrations for people to mark special occasions. Additionally, it removed anxiety from a hostess so she could flit about her party unhindered. Seeing the joy and excitement in guests’ expressions—as well as the person being honored—was reward unto itself for her; she simply adored being part of people’s lives.

When the butler and the footman had completed their tasks, they turned to look at her.

Georgiana beamed. “Thank you both so much! I appreciate your attention to detail as well as the care you give your positions.” She well knew how labor intensive such work was and how much pride went into that work. For a long while during Georgie’s formative years, her mother had earned a living as a seamstress of some acclaim, for her father had been a career military man. They hadn’t been rich, but they’d enjoyed a well enough lifestyle.

Mr. Finlay nodded. “We will return shortly with the china and silver as well as bottles of champagne.”

“Excellent.” She nodded, and as they left the room, she fussed with the placement of the cake upon the luxurious tablecloth of gold lamé fabric. The comforting scents of spice and vanilla were intoxicating, for the baker she’d engaged was one of the best in London.

Paper flowers of orange, yellow, and red tissue were arranged over the table, so she borrowed a few and placed them strategically around the cake. A few minutes later, the display resembled an autumnal bower. Dainty, fragile sugar flowers atop the cake matched the autumn colors done throughout the room. Candles flickered everywhere—including in the crystal chandelier in the middle of the ceiling—and all the illumination provided soft, golden light that made the cake even more festive and beautiful.

Coming away from the table, Georgiana glanced about the room and sighed with the sheer excess of it all. “This is the most gorgeous drawing room I have ever been in.” Even more luxurious than her stepfather’s.

How she had managed to find herself hired by Lady Sarah Penridge, she would never know. For previously, her bookings had been with her mother’s friends and perhaps a few on the fringes of the beau monde. This was certainly a boon and a much-needed elevation. If the night went well. However, the thanks could possibly go to her friend Poppy, who happened to be a cousin of one of the men in the Rogue’s Arcade club—of which the Duke of Broadmoor was a member—but she couldn’t be certain that was how the duke’s aunt had heard about her.

It was both maddening and exhilarating.

Regardless, she made a mental note to procure her friend a small token of gratitude then she let her mind wander as she strolled to one of the windows and peered out at the darkened garden below. Memories assailed her from the first time she’d planned an event. It was for her mother on the day of her wedding to the Earl of Dirkenstead.
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April 11, 1811

Tattersleigh House

London, England

Oh, dear heavens, this townhouse is simply beautiful!

In all her twenty years, Georgiana had never seen such luxury or wealth before as was laid out in the Earl of Dirkenstead’s drawing room. Today, her mother was marrying for a second time, and to an earl no less! Which meant their standing in society had suddenly been elevated. Georgie would move within the beau monde for the first time in her life, and the earl had already talked about formally launching her in society during the upcoming winter Season. Since he already had two children from his previous marriage—both grown and a good fifteen years her senior—this was quite the boon.

For so long, it had been only Georgie and her mama. Her papa had been a major in the military, but he’d died of a fever and influenza that had swept through his regiment four winters ago. Once out of mourning, her mother had met the earl at a rout she’d been invited to by a friend. She and Dirkenstead had apparently fallen in love instantly, for the earl had been a widower for a long time. Georgiana thought it the height of romantic, and it was lovely to see her mother happy again. With the new connections, she would enjoy flirting, dancing, and living high on the instep. And while she was thrilled for her mother, she didn’t wish to enter the wedded state for herself.

Not quite yet. There were dreams she wanted to explore and adventures to have, and she was quite certain none of those would be realized if her wings were clipped with marriage. She didn’t want to keep a man’s house or bear his children... or worse, be lost in his world without anything of her own.

Surely there is more for me than what society dictates.

The one skill she had that not many people did was the ability to know what others wanted—needed—in the way of a celebration or generally other areas as well. It was an innate sense, perhaps, but it had always been there. That was why there was a glimmer, a little niggle of an idea in her brain that perhaps being a planner of society events might be her perfect niche in the world. There was nothing like seeing other people happy and at the center of festivities, glowing in their moment, and she adored being a part of it.

It gave her an exquisite sort of joy she hadn’t experienced anywhere else.

Her mama joined her in the room. “You did a wonderful job, Georgie. It’s lovely.” Admiration threaded through her voice.

She tried to see the space through her mother’s eyes. Arrangements of white and pink roses rested throughout the room in tall vases decorated with paintings of Greek goddesses. Boughs from apple trees bearing delicate white blossoms had been tacked over the windows and doorway. All the floral touches sent delicious fragrance into the air. She’d also draped the mantel with swags of white tulle and trailing green ivy. It would provide a pretty backdrop when the nuptial couple said their vows.

“Thank you, Mama. Tradition dictates not much frivolity at wedding ceremonies, but I am of the thought that everyone deserves to celebrate their special day with feminine touches. It will add much to the memories.”

“I adore how you look at the world.”

Then the Earl of Dirkenstead came into the room. He was a tall man with a barrel chest of distinguished looks and salt-and-pepper hair. No doubt in his middle fifties, he was her mother’s senior by perhaps ten years. When he drew abreast of her mother, he slipped an arm about her waist, and she turned to smile up at him.

“Your mother is correct, Georgiana. You have a marvelous touch for such things. I am delighted to be one of the first whose nuptial ceremony has the finer details.”

Heat jumped into her cheeks, and she couldn’t help her smile. “Thank you, Your Lordship. That means so much.”

“Please, my dear. Call me Dirkenstead. We are family.” His laughter was a jolly affair. “On this special day, I make you both this promise. You shall each enjoy a wonderful life with me, and I meant what I said the other day. I will fund Georgiana’s launch into society later this year so she can attract a titled gentleman and marry well.”

“You are so kind,” her mother murmured with a bit of a blush in her own cheeks.

“It is the least I can do,” he returned with a grin especially for her. “My daughter is grown and has enjoyed many Seasons. She was matched during her fourth but has been a widow due to the war. I...” A sheen of tears misted his eyes. “I rather miss the pomp and pageantry of seeing the highs and lows of having a daughter in society.”

As much as it flattered Georgiana and played at her heartstrings, she shook her head. “That is quite lovely, but I would like to chase my dreams for a bit before I’m married off. To see if I have a head for doing this,” she gestured about the room, “as a viable business, to build a nest egg for myself.”

She didn’t wish to depend solely on a man, for it hadn’t done her mother any favors. At least not until Dirkenstead came along.

The earl uttered an indulgent chuckle. “Ah, but with a husband by your side, you needn’t worry about anything like that. Your future will be decided. He will take care of you, give you gowns and jewels and fripperies, pocket money, as well as a family that will keep you busy.” When he exchanged a glance with her mother, they both nodded as if they’d already given the matter thought and had decided on a plan. “Marriage will give you everything a young lady could ever want.”

“But what if I want more?” Why must a young lady only want one or the other?

Her mother smiled. “What else is there other than becoming a society wife and mother? That is the height of success for a ton lady, and that is what you are now.” She nodded as if to encourage Georgiana to accept that as a fact. “Yes, I realize you wish to give this event planner idea a go, and perhaps you should for a few months, but after that, you need to think toward your future with a clear head. Dirkenstead and I will guide you through that.”

Now she understood why her mother had fallen in love so quickly with the earl. She had wanted a much brighter future for her daughter than the one she’d had. Of course, there was no doubt that her mother loved Dirkenstead, but there had also been a touch of shrewdness there.

Well, drat.

Some of the joy derived from decorating the drawing room died, but the fact these two well-meaning people brushed her dream beneath the proverbial rug only strengthened her resolve to succeed. “Very well. However, I will only consent to an engagement if I absolutely must, under extenuating circumstances, or if I have fallen irrevocably in love with the man.”

“That is good enough for me,” her mother murmured and then closed the distance between them and bussed her cheek. “I rather think we will both be uncommonly happy in our new lives.”

Oh, I plan on it. And for her, it did not include pledging her troth to a man.

Georgiana moved to check the floral arrangements throughout the room before going once more to the dining room to look over the table setting as well as the layout of the sideboard and foods on the menu she and the cook had agreed upon for the wedding breakfast. She had worked meticulously so that each food was a favorite of the bridal pair and would spark happy memories as well as bring comfort.

In less than a quarter of an hour, she would witness the ceremony with appropriately teary eyes. Yes, romance was a lovely endeavor, and it was a dream of hers, but it wasn’t more important than all the others she wished to chase.

I will order my life as I see fit instead of what others assume I should do.
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“Miss Abernathy?”

The sound of the butler’s voice broke into her thoughts and brought her back to the present. She blinked a few times in order to focus on him. “Yes?”

“The guests are arriving downstairs. Lady Sarah is concluding the reception line now.” He clasped his gloved hands in front of him and stared pointedly at her. “Please do whatever it is you need to before they come up.”

“Oh. Right. Thank you.” She needed to stop woolgathering and concentrate on the task at hand, the event that would make her sought after within the ton. Smoothing a gloved hand along the front of her rose-colored gown, Georgiana nodded. “I’d best circulate.”

Mr. Finlay affected a long-suffering smile. “I am sure His Grace can attend to the hosting duties by himself, Miss Abernathy. He doesn’t need you to step in. After all, you only saw to the decorations and planning.”

As if she was somehow downgraded by doing exactly that. “There wouldn’t be a celebration without my expertise, Mr. Finlay,” she gently reminded him.

He sniffed.

“One day you will realize there is more to all of this,” she gestured with a hand, “than a mere thought.” A sigh escaped her. “Has the duke come down then?”

“Not yet. He, ah, dislikes being out in society.”

“I can understand that.” She offered a confident smile. “All will be well, Mr. Finlay. We shall cut the cake before dancing is underway, and every guest in attendance will be amazed at how well the night goes.” When he didn’t appear convinced, she rushed onward. “Lady Sarah has faith in me. She interviewed me then subsequently hired me. I would like to think she believes in me and my talent.”

It was vital this night concluded without incident. Her fledgling business depended upon it. Otherwise, her mother would insist she abandon that dream and submit to being matched.

The butler sniffed and looked down his nose at her. “Lady Sarah is eccentric, not benevolent.”

“So you think.” Georgina huffed with frustration. Really, who was this man to judge her? “You don’t need to believe in me, Mr. Finlay. I am quite confident in who I am and my abilities.” That had seen her through for the past five years. She didn’t intend to stop now.

“I admire your courage, Miss Abernathy. Now, if you will excuse me? I have my duties.”

Not two minutes after he’d left the room, the first guests cycled in. Georgiana strolled slowly through the room and took pleasure in watching various members of the beau monde. Everyone was happy and chattering with conversation and laughter. She greeted them warmly, touching arms and hands as she went. It was important that she introduce herself so people would remember her name. Jewels winked in the candlelight. Rich fabrics dazzled the eye in all sorts of colors and textures. The scents of perfumes and pomades and powders drifted to her nose. While it was fun and distracting to smile and flirt, the more important endeavor was to make everyone feel wanted and happy to be there.

Then the mood of the room shifted, and murmurs of appreciation filtered through the air. Georgiana turned just in time to see Lady Sarah arrive. Her perfectly coiffed gray hair glimmered in the soft light, and a black-dyed ostrich feather bobbed within the tresses. The orange satin of her gown rustled with her every movement. The golden embroidery around the bottom hem and bodice sparkled. Diamonds winked at her wrist, neck, and ears. Truly, she was the personification of elegance.

As she glanced about the room, the faint smile fell from her face. “Where the devil is Broadmoor?” Obviously, she wasn’t best pleased that the duke hadn’t yet come in.

Mr. Finlay cleared his throat from the doorway. “He hasn’t come down, my lady.”

She chopped the air with a gloved hand. “Go fetch him this instant, Finlay.”

“Of course.”

As soon as the butler departed on a run, Lady Sarah walked over to Georgiana’s location with a hand extended. “The room looks lovely, Miss Abernathy.”

“Thank you, my lady.” Georgiana clasped the older woman’s hand. “I’m glad you are pleased and hope your birthday celebration is everything you wish it to be.”

“That remains to be seen,” she said beneath her breath, but there was a spirited gleam in her faded blue eyes. “In any event, once my nephew comes down, the party shall truly begin.” She winked.

Another murmur of appreciation went into the air, and when she glanced toward the doorway, a soft gasp tugged from her throat. “Broadmoor,” Georgiana whispered to no one in particular, but since others said the same thing, her utterance was lost to the low buzz rapidly filling the room.

Goodness, he is quite handsome.

Perhaps a handful of inches under six feet, he stood ramrod straight while giving a tight grin to a few of the people directly near him. A few strands of silver glimmered in his chestnut-hued hair that had been dressed in a popular style. The typical evening suit which was the prerequisite at any event suited his lean frame, but it was the maroon and gold brocade waistcoat that caught her attention and fired her imagination. Truly, he was pleasant on the eyes, then her gaze jogged to the cane he held in his right hand. How had he been injured and to what extent? As he came further into the room with his aunt at his side, it didn’t appear he suffered a terrible limp. 

“It’s about time my nephew made an appearance,” Lady Sarah said with a huff. She leaned closer to Georgiana. “But then, I cannot blame him for wishing to stay away. The ton has always been rather much to take in.”

“Oh?”

“Not all of us enjoy socializing, and Broadmoor suffers from fears he hasn’t really explained to me.” The older lady shrugged. “He came back from war a different man. His time there haunts him horribly, so he must become a fixture in society. The man has responsibilities to his title.”
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