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      She thought she’d always be overlooked. He never thought he'd fall in love.

      Miss Georgina Williams has always been a wallflower, her shyness keeping her in the shadows while the world dances around her. Sent to Havenwood Academy by her father in hopes that she might finally shed her socially awkward shell, Georgina is still unsure of how to find her place in the world. That is, until the enigmatic and scandalous Earl of Foxmoore enters her life.

      Adrian Carter, the Earl of Foxmoore, is no stranger to society's whispers. Known for his roguish charm and a reputation steeped in scandal, he is instantly intrigued by the quiet, unassuming Georgina. A house party brings them together, and what begins as fleeting curiosity soon turns into something far more compelling.

      As the two begin to share stolen moments and secret glances, Georgina finds herself drawn to Adrian in ways she never imagined. But the wallflower inside her cannot shake the doubt that someone as charming and captivating as he could never love someone so invisible as herself.

      Can the scandalous earl see past her quiet exterior to the heart that yearns for him and will Georgina dare to believe that love might bloom even for someone like her?
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        “The Very first moment I beheld him, my heart was irrevocably gone.”

        JANE AUSTEN, LOVE AND FRIENDSHIP
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      Gray clouds filled the sky spreading gloom that filled the room. Miss Georgina Williams stared out the window of her bedroom and at those somber clouds with a sense of dread. She couldn’t say why, but they seemed to herald the beginning of something that could be either dreadful, or a new beginning for her. Her dilemma, of course, was that she couldn’t predict which outcome to expect. Either way, it gave her more anxiety than she could bear.

      “Pardon the interruption, miss,” her maid said from the doorway. “Your father wishes to speak with you.”

      She let out a lengthy sigh. Meetings with her father, Viscount Greenville, never went well. Georgina had difficulty speaking and often stammered. Especially once her father started bellowing at her. Her brother, Thaddeus, often did his best to protect her from their father’s wrath. Unfortunately for her, Thaddeus was not often at home anymore. He’d gone away to school and that was when she’d been left at her father’s mercy. That had been several years earlier. Now he was done with school and had his own bachelor residence in London. Thaddeus didn’t visit often. He clashed with their father too much and he enjoyed the freedom of living on his own. Georgina wished she had that luxury.

      “Is he in his study?” she asked. There was no other place he would be, but she wanted to stall the inevitable for as long as possible. Once she was in that room with him she could no longer avoid his disdain. He had no qualms about explaining what a disappointment she was to him. Nothing she ever did met his approval. She often wondered if her father loved her at all. Because it seemed more like he hated her.

      “He is, miss,” her maid replied.

      “Thank you,” she said politely. It wasn’t her maid’s fault that her father was so horrid to her. “I will go to him now.” She had to quit stalling. It wouldn’t help her and would only make her father more irate.

      She blew out a breath and left the room. Still, she did not quicken her pace. Her father wouldn’t appreciate that either. A lady never hastens anywhere and should always appear serene and graceful at all times. Her father had very clear ideas about what a lady should or should not do. It didn’t matter that Georgina never felt as if she belonged anywhere in polite society. Crowded rooms made her uneasy and she couldn’t help withdrawing. She much preferred being amongst the wallflowers. It made her feel…itchy to be around others. Like wearing a gown made of coarse wool—uncomfortable and unbearable.

      She didn’t fit into society, and the ton didn’t appreciate her either. That fact had become clear when she’d been relegated to the company of the other wallflowers. Georgina should be upset by that, but she’d been relieved. At least amongst the other unwanted ladies she didn’t have to attempt to speak. The very idea of holding a conversation terrified her.

      When she reached her father’s study, she lifted her hand and rapped on the door. His bellow a few moments later jarred her to the present. Her thoughts could not wander when she was in that room. Her father would berate her unmercifully if she did. “Come in,” her father repeated when she did not immediately enter. Slowly she pushed open the door and went inside.

      Her father sat behind a large mahogany desk. Gray streaks brushed his dark hair and wrinkles and formed at the corner of his eyes. When his gaze met hers, she swallowed hard. Those stark gray eyes of his had always unnerved her. “Come in, dear,” he said.

      She moved closer to the desk and kept her gaze on the floor. Georgina had always had difficulty meeting her father’s gaze. Anyone’s really… Her excessive timidness had always been one of her worst traits.

      Her father sighed. “Have a seat.”

      Georgina would rather have this done with. Sitting implied their discussion would be lengthy. She didn’t argue with her father. That would only ensure it would take far longer than she’d like. After she sat, she forced herself to glance up at him. She had expected anger and frustration to reflect in his eyes, but neither one was evident. “What did you wish to speak with me regarding?” Was that…concern there?

      After a moment he shook his head. He seemed tired. Her father never looked like this. What was going on? “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life,” he began. “I thought that if I was harder on you that it would help you. I was wrong.”

      She frowned. “I don’t understand.” What was he trying to say to her?

      “Your shyness…” He blew out a breath. “It’s crippling you in society. I didn’t know how to break you out of that habit, and I’ve taken things too far. I don’t know how to help you. I never did.”

      Georgina frowned. She knew that she was far too timid for society. As much as she would like to shed that part of her personality it had been too difficult for her. That shyness was innate within her. “I’m sorry,” she said in a quiet tone. “I know I’m a disappointment.”

      “You could never be a disappointment,” he said sternly. “You’re my daughter and I love you. I only want the best for you.” He rubbed his hands over his face. “That is why I have made a decision. One you may not like, but I hope it will be preferable to how everything has been for you.”

      Anxiety filled her at her father’s words. “I can do better…”

      ‘Yes,” he agreed. “You can. But not without help. I cannot give that to you, so I’ve arranged for you to attend a finishing school.”

      “A school?” She didn’t want to go to a school. That would be terrible. She would be expected to hold a conversation. Maybe even speak in class… What would she do in such a setting. She could not go to a school. That would be the worst possible place for her. “But…”

      He held up his hand. “I’ve made my decision he said. This is how it has to be. By sequestering yourself here, you’ve ensured that you will not have any season that will secure you a match. I’d like for you to be successful and find love, like I found with your mother. You cannot very well do that when anyone that approaches you makes you close yourself off. You need to speak with people to learn more about them.”

      She knew that. But it wasn’t that simple. She didn’t know how to talk to anyone. How was she to find love when she barely felt that emotion for herself. “I don’t want to go to school.”

      “I realize that the prospect must terrify you,” he said in a soft tone. “If there was any other way, I’d allow you to remain here. This is for the best. I promise you. This school will be the perfect place for you. I’ve discussed the situation at length with the headmistress. They are in the middle of a term, but they’re willing to accept you now.”

      Georgina swallowed hard. She wanted to argue with him, but what could she really say? Everything he had said was correct. She was a failure and there was no way to climb out of her wallflower status on her own. Especially as she didn’t really want to be anything else. “Where is this school?”

      “It’s in Ashington, near the sea.” He smiled. “It’s not far from the Scottish border.”

      “That’s…” She swallowed hard. “It’s so far away.”

      He nodded. “It will be perfect for you. There’s not much around. You will have the students and instructors to guide you. As you become acquainted with them, you’ll grow more comfortable with them and yourself.”

      He could be correct. It still terrified her. “Will you visit me?” Would he send her away and just forget about her? It was difficult for her to reconcile herself with the man before her. He seemed genuinely concerned for her. Georgina was far more accustomed to the man who berated her constantly. Honestly, she wasn’t certain she would want him to visit once she was there.

      “Perhaps,” he said. “I cannot make that promise. But I will write.”

      Of course he wouldn’t visit. That would be out of character for him. That was the man she’d come to know. He claimed to care about her, but did he really? It was far more likely he wanted her out of his sight. He had made no secret that he had been disappointed at her lack of prospects. She’d had no gentleman callers. No one interested in offering for her. If she didn’t break free from her timid nature she’d become a spinster, and in his household for the rest of her days. He probably hoped that by sending her away she’d learn to communicate well enough to finally talk to a man. One that might offer for her. He had said as much… Did he care about the type of gentleman who might offer her marriage, or would any man do? She almost asked, but that would be too cheeky. Georgina was never that bold. “Will you tell Thaddeus?”

      “If he asks,” he answered.

      So, if she wanted her brother to know she’d have to inform him herself. She almost sighed but held it back. She’d write to him as soon as she was able. “When will I leave?”

      “In the morning,” he said. “I’ve already instructed your maid to pack your trunks. Unfortunately, I cannot travel with you. I’ll send you with extra outriders since the journey will be lengthy. Mrs. Havenwood is aware of this and is expecting you.”

      “Mrs. Havenwood?” she lifted a brow. “Is that the headmistress?”

      “It is,” he said. “You’ll be attending her school. Havenwood Academy is one of the newer finishing schools, but it has garnered a wonderful reputation. I feel that it will be the best place for you, or I’d never send you there.”

      Georgina almost snorted. Assuredly, he did. It was best for him; of that, she had no doubt. “Is that all?” she asked him. “Or was there something else you wished to speak about?”

      She wanted to run to her room and be free to let her emotions out. She couldn’t show her father how upset she was at this turn of events. Being sent to this Havenwood Academy was the worst thing that could have happened to her. She didn’t know what to do… She couldn’t run away. That wouldn’t solve anything. Her brother wouldn’t be able to help her either. This was her lot in life. She had to do as her father demanded.

      “That will be all.” He waved at her with his hand. “You may leave.”

      How kind of him to give his permission. She recoiled inside. Sometimes she hated her father. Deep down, where all the pain she carried within her resided. She hated him most there. She knew she should love him. He was her father after all, but she didn’t. Not really. He’d never been kind to her to garner such a warm emotion. Georgina wouldn’t even know anything resembling love if not for Thaddeus. He had always been kind to her.

      “Good day, Father,” she said in a serene tone. Then she stood and slowly left the study. She kept her pace even and slow. A lady never rushed from a room. Even when she’d discovered her entire world had been turned upside down in a matter of moments. She kept that pace down the hall, up the stairs, and all the way to her bedchamber. She didn’t even rush once she reached that doorway. Because her maid would be there, and she couldn’t show any sign of distress. Her father would hear of it…

      She couldn’t cry. Not yet. Not until the middle of the night when she knew she was completely alone. Only then would she give in to the emotions roiling deep inside her. Then she would admit how very much not all right she truly was, and then she’d set it aside and prepare for the next obstacle in her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Georgina leaned against the side of the carriage. Her head bounced against the wall when it hit a bump. She moaned and lifted her hand to rub the ache that it had left behind. She glanced out the window of the carriage at the scenery. The area was beautiful, and it seemed as if they might be arriving at Havenwood Academy. At least she assumed as much. The carriage still rolled along at a steady pace, but in the distance a castle loomed on the horizon. It was surrounded by a black fence and nestled against a thick forest. The old castle was stark in its beauty, and she adored it on sight. As they closed in on those black gates, she could make out more of the large stone fortress. Climbing ivy spread across the exterior clinging to the walls almost lovingly. Neatly trimmed shrubbery lined the outside of the school and there were several towering trees that hovered over the tall gates. The castle should not seem welcoming, but something about it called to her. Perhaps, in this one instance, her father had been correct. She may actually belong at Havenwood Academy.

      The carriage rolled through the gates and came to a stop at the entrance to Havenwood Academy. Georgina glanced at the heavy brown door before exiting the carriage. The door opened with a slight creak, and a woman stepped out. The woman was small in stature with rich auburn hair streaked with gold pulled back in a simple chignon. She wore a navy gown trimmed with white lace. She walked toward them and smiled warmly. “Hello,” she greeted her. “I’m Mrs. Havenwood. Welcome to my academy.” She turned to a lady that stepped out beside her. She had raven black hair pulled into a stern bun. Her pale green eyes were stark against her pale skin. “And this is Miss Abernathy.”

      “Hello,” Georgina replied in a timid voice. Though she wished she had the fortitude to speak louder she could not and her voice faltered from her inability to fulfill that simple task. She shrank back as she scanned the unfamiliar faces around her. Among strangers, words always seemed to get caught in her throat. Even with those she knew well she never could raise the timbre of her voice. It was just the way she spoke. She feared her voice would always be soft and difficult for others to hear.

      “Miss Abernathy will show you around the school and explain our rules,” Mrs. Havenwood told her. “Many of our students will be departing for a break, but some will remain here for the entire summer. There will be lessons during that break, but they won’t be as extensive as during the normal term. It’s more to keep the students occupied than anything.”

      Georgina nodded. That made sense to her. What else were they to do with their time? She hoped that Mrs. Havenwood wouldn’t expect her to answer aloud. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to. The headmistress started walking into the castle. “The room you’re assigned to has two other girls already in residence. They’re two of the students that remain during the summer. I thought that it would help you to acclimate if you had a room with occupants. They can help you adjust to the school. They’re lovely girls.” She smiled serenely. “Miss Abernathy will introduce you after she gives you the tour.”

      “Of course,” Miss Abernathy said in agreement. “Lady Charlotte and Lady Jaclyn will be wonderful to have as roommates.”

      Georgina hoped they were correct. She had never gotten along with any other ladies. But then again, she never had much conversation with them either. As her father had said, she needed to converse with people in order to become acquainted with them.

      “I’ll have your trunks taken to your bedchamber,” Mrs. Havenwood told her. “Go along with Miss Abernathy now.”

      She followed the petite instructor through the corridor. Miss Abernathy stopped outside of a room and pushed open the doors. Inside was a lovely sitting room decorated in several shades of blue. It had a couple of settees and several chairs in those gorgeous shades. Large windows were draped in silk cerulean curtains and sunlight streamed into the room giving it a soft glow. “This is a favorite sitting room for many of the girls. They often have tea in here and read by the windows. You’ll find it filled on most days.”

      “It’s lovely,” she said softly.

      “It is,” Miss Abernathy agreed. “Do you enjoy reading?”

      Georgina nodded vigorously. It was one of her favorite activities. Reading she could do without anyone else, and she could become lost in fictional worlds where girls were far braver than she. At least then, she could pretend to be more than she’d ever been. It was a desperately needed escape in her lonesome life.

      “I’ll show you to the library now then. I suspect it will be your favorite room.” Miss Abernathy smiled at her. She kept talking as they walked down the hall. “My father was a vicar,” she explained. “He had strong opinions on a number of things. Most things actually.” She sighed. Georgina could relate to that sentiment. She felt that sigh to her very bones. Her father was much the same way. “He had no qualms about sharing those opinions. He’d much rather I wasn’t an instructor at this school, but this is my life. I decided this was best for me and ignored his proclamations and demands. We all must do what is best for us.”

      Why was she telling Georgina all of this? Did Miss Abernathy know how her father had treated her? Was this her way of telling her to choose a path and stick to it? Did Georgina even know what she wanted? Perhaps it was time to ascertain what her desires actually were and make a plan of her own.

      Miss Abernathy stopped at the end of the hallway and opened another door. She stopped, and smiled. There were two women in the room. One had honey blonde hair, and the other one had hair tinted with a shade of red like strawberries kissed with gold. “Ladies,” Miss Abernathy said as she strolled into the library. “I would like you to meet Miss Georgina Williams. She’s going to be your new roommate,” Miss Abernathy explained. Georgina followed close behind her and kept her gaze averted. She couldn’t look directly at them. They were so beautiful and probably wouldn’t welcome a shy girl into their lives.

      They glanced at Georgina. She glanced up and met the girl with honey blonde hair’s eyes. They were a lovely hazel, almost gold in appearance. What was her name? Miss Abernathy never said…

      “Welcome to Havenwood,” the one with reddish blonde hair said and then smiled at their new roommate. “Have you seen our room yet?”

      “She has not,” Miss Abernathy answered for her. “Will you please escort her to your room and show her around the school? She will be staying the summer with the two of you.” She pinned both of them with a look. “And I trust she will be welcomed into your room with no difficulties.”

      “Of course,” the blonde girl said. “We would be happy to.”

      The red-haired girl stood and walked over to Georgina and held out her arm. “I predict we are going to be great friends.” She nodded at the other girl. “This is my dear friend Charlotte, and I am Jaclyn.” Thank heavens. She had names to go with them now. That would make it much easier for her.

      “Hello,” she said in a tone so quiet it was almost inaudible.

      Jaclyn looped her arm with hers and led Georgina down the hall. Charlotte grinned and followed behind them. “I think you are going to like it here. Charlotte and I are always here. At least until our families decide we can come home.” She wrinkled her nose. “We’re both running from scandals we don’t speak about. So if that’s why you’re here …”

      “It isn’t,” Georgina said hastily. “I mean …” She opened and closed her mouth several times. “You really caused a scandal?” They must truly be daring? She’d never dare to do anything scandalous. “What is that like?” Her cheeks filled with color as she spoke. “No one ever notices me. I probably could dance naked, and they would look right through me.” Not that she’d ever do any such thing…

      “Now that would be an interesting experiment,” Jaclyn said. “We might have to try it and see what happens.”

      “Don’t listen to Jaclyn,” Charlotte said. “At least not too much. We wouldn’t want you to find trouble so soon upon your arrival.” She winked. “If you didn’t cause a scandal, why are you here? Especially as the term is ending in a few days.”

      “My season was unfavorable.” She sighed. It wasn’t nearly as simple as that, but she didn’t know how to explain it to them. “And my father thinks I need more deportment and sent me here. He was tired of looking at me and didn’t care if the term ended. He wanted me gone.” She believed that most fervently. His disapproval was like another entity in the room when he deigned to be in her presence. She hated that she disappointed him and did hope that being at Havenwood would help improve her shyness. Georgina did not like being so awkward any more than her father did. She wanted to be better and she vowed to make a true effort to change that part of her she did not like.

      “It appears that we all have that distinct commonality,” Charlotte said. Her tone held a hint of sadness as she spoke. “We’re a disappointment.”

      “That may be true,” Jaclyn said. “But we have each other. We don’t need to please anyone but ourselves.”

      Perhaps they would become dear friends for her. Only time would tell. So far, on her first day at Havenwood Academy, it was going well. She prayed it would continue in the same fashion. She wanted desperately to belong somewhere. Even if it was just for a fraction of time. Georgina needed to find some semblance of happiness. Otherwise, what was the point of her life? Georgina followed the two girls down the hall, her mind a chaotic with all the possibilities. The large, dimly lit corridor was filled with soft laughter and the quiet rustle of skirts. It was such a stark contrast to the cold environment of her father's house, where every movement was scrutinized, every word weighed carefully.

      Jaclyn’s bright, unrestrained laughter rang out, and Georgina couldn’t help but smile. There was something freeing in Jaclyn’s reckless abandon, and despite the rumors that likely swirled around her, there was a warmth in her presence. Charlotte had an air of quiet confidence about her—something Georgina longed to possess.

      “Don’t allow Jaclyn to lead you astray,” Charlotte said, her voice warm but firm, as though warning her to be cautious. “She’s full of mischief, but she has a heart of gold.”

      Georgina smiled, nodding in acknowledgment. “I’m sure she does. And I suppose a little mischief could be just what I need.” If she could get over her innate shyness to cause any...

      Jaclyn’s eyes sparkled mischievously. “Now that’s the spirit! I’m sure Havenwood will be much more exciting with a little bit of trouble.”

      Charlotte chuckled softly. “You know she’s only teasing, Georgina.”

      Georgina’s heart swelled with something unspoken—hope, perhaps, or the faintest glimmer of acceptance. Here, at Havenwood, maybe she could be someone different. Someone more confident, more certain of herself. For the first time in a long while, she allowed herself to believe it might be possible.

      Jaclyn flashed a teasing grin. “It’s time for some fun. Let’s go find some adventure, shall we? I predict our summer will be filled with surprises we won’t soon forget.”

      Georgina couldn’t help but laugh at Jaclyn’s exuberance. For the first time in a long while, she felt a sense of belonging. She might not have found her place at her father’s side, but here, with these two, she had the faintest feeling that she could carve out something that was truly her own. Something that would make her proud.

      Charlotte gave her a reassuring smile before speaking again. “We may not be able to change what others think of us, but we can change how we see ourselves. Here, you can be whoever you choose to be.”

      Georgina felt a surge of emotion, a rush of gratitude toward these two girls who were willing to welcome her without question. They didn’t know her full story, didn’t know the weight of her father’s dissatisfaction with her, but they saw her. For the first time in years, someone saw her as more than just a disappointment. They saw her as Georgina, with her own thoughts, her own desires, and a future that was hers to shape.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “Thank you both.”

      Jaclyn gave her arm a firm squeeze, her voice light with mischief. “What are friends for, if not to lift each other up?” she teased with a grin. “Now, enough with all this sentimentality—let’s go find something mischievous to entertain ourselves with.”

      Georgina’s laughter bubbled up, feeling lighter than it had in so long. She was here, at Havenwood, and perhaps, just perhaps, this would be the place where she could finally become the woman she had always longed to be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Adrian Carter, the Earl of Foxmoore stared at the billiard table as he sipped on his glass of brandy. He twirled the amber liquid in the tumbler and stared down at it as if it held the answers to every question he had. It didn’t, of course. Brandy was a nice diversion but never the answer to anything. Unless that question was how to have a good time. Something of which he had in abundance. He fully believed in enjoying life to the fullest. It was his motto, or at least it would be if he deigned to have one. Adrian didn’t commit to anything. Even the most mundane activity was too much for him follow through on. Why bother? Those sort of things only led to disappointment. He definitely didn’t believe in that.

      The Declan, Marquess of Easton lounged on a chair in his game room and stared at him and the Duke of Amberwood. Adrian and the duke were embroiled in a grueling game of billiards and had been playing for over an hour. Neither of them had been able to best the other. Though it did not help that they were both inebriated. It made the game far more interesting in his estimation.

      They were playing by candlelight, which meant usually a shorter game and a smaller amount scored to win. Except neither one could manage to meet the lofty goal of six points to be declared the victor. Amberwood leaned over the table with his cue stick primed to strike his gleaming white ball and could win if he managed to strike the ball in just the right way. Adrian doubted he’d accomplish that goal. It was far more likely he’d hit a hazard and not gain any points. That was why this game had been going on for an age. Not that he fared any better. He only had three points. He was at least closer to perhaps winning, but he’d been hitting losing hazards equally as much as Amberwood had.

      “Be careful, ol’ chap,” Adrian said. “Would hate for you to strike your cue ball with the red ball and then smack into my ball. Would be a shame for your ball to pot into that corner pocket. You would be at negative one point then.” He grinned. Mischievousness spilled out with each word he spoke. “By all means, help me win.” Adrian could not help taunting the duke.

      “Bugger off,” Amberwood said as he lined up his cue stick. He slid it across the table with ease considering his drunken state. The cue ball slid across the table and hit the red ball. Luckily for Amberwood, it did not slide into Adrian’s cue ball and then amble directly into a pocket. Instead, the red ball rolled into the pocket, leaving his cue ball on the table.

      “Nicely done,” the marquess said. He tipped his glass of brandy in Amberwood’s direction. “Now to not lose any of those points you gained on your next turn.”

      The duke glared at him. “I don’t need any comments from the spectator. I’d like to see you do better.”

      Easton grinned. “I’m not nearly as foxed as you are. I might have already won if I were playing.”

      Amberwood rolled his eyes. “A likely story if I’ve ever heard one. A fairy tale at the very least.” He nodded toward Foxmoore. “It is your turn. See if you can win this game or give me a chance to boast my prowess.”

      Adrian would love to end the game. Well, perhaps not. He was having a roaring good time. He always enjoyed times like this. These were his two best mates. They had been close since they were boys at school. He loved being at Easton Abbey. It was far preferable to his own home. His father was a miserable bloke who made Adrian’s life equally miserable. The Duke of Ravenmoore, his doting dear father, did his best to let Adrian know how much of a disappointment he was, and continued to be. He did his best to live up to his father’s expectations. Considering that nothing he did would ever be good enough, Adrian aimed to do as he pleased. It was the only true way to live his life. His father could go to the devil.

      “You’re delusional,” Adrian said shaking off his dark thoughts. “You’re living in that fairy tale world, not Easton.” Perhaps it would be better if they all lived in such a world. At least they might be able to fight off any adversary with swords and bravery. It wasn’t such a simple task in the real world.

      “We will see about that,” Amberwood told the earl. “After you take this shot.”

      Adrian lined up his cue stick to strike his ball. The red ball was back on its starting point on the table. He needed three points to win. “Watch and learn,” Foxmoore said. He struck the cue ball. It slid across the table but veered in the wrong direction. It hit the red ball like he’d intended, but not with enough force to sink it. Instead, it rolled around the table and spun for several seconds. He cursed under his breath. That definitely did not end the game. He shrugged it off. Nothing to do about it now. He could not change it, and it was just a game. No reason to upset himself about it.

      “I’m waiting,” Amberwood drawled. “But I’ve learned nothing I should take note of.” His grin was smug as hell. “It looks like you have gained zero points this round. My turn. Let me show you how to handle this.”

      Amberwood stared at the table as if he was ascertaining the best way to hit the ball to gain the points he needed. He already had five. Adrian didn’t believe he had much chance of winning the game. Why didn’t the duke take his shot already? He’d win if he played it safe. The duke lifted his cue stick and slid it across the table. He leaned over and studied the angle, then took aim. With ease that belied his inebriated state, he guided the stick over the table and struck his cue ball. It raced across the table and collided with Adrian’s ball. It jockeyed across the table and fell into a pocket. He’d won. Of course, he had. That was what Adrian had expected all along. Now to deal with the repercussions, because Amberwood wouldn’t soon let him forget it.

      “And that, my friend,” Amberwood said smugly, “is how it is done.”

      “And it only took until the candles nearly turned to nubs in the candelabra,” Easton drawled. “We might need to replace them if we wish to remain in the game room much longer.”

      Adrian lifted a brow. “I doubt you would have fared better.”

      The marquess mock saluted him. “Never claimed I would.” Adrian wondered if he would have played better than either himself or Amberwood. They would never know, would they? “However, that does not make my observation incorrect, either.”

      Amberwood lifted a brow. “Has your mother calmed any since her arrival, or is she still being her usual pleasant self?”

      Adrian frowned. Easton’s mother had been troubling him since her arrival. Their sojourn at Easton Abbey had been meant to be a pleasant respite. Since her arrival it had been difficult for him. Though that dip in the pond with the two young ladies observing them had been interesting. He was curious about those two ladies, and that nearby school. What kind of ladies attended that academy?

      “If by pleasant you mean a constant nag who fails to listen to me,” Declan began, “then yes. She is that.”

      Laughter echoed throughout the room as both Adrian and Amberwood gave into their amusement. He glared at both of them. Adrian didn’t know what it was like to have a doting mother, or one hell bent on plaguing him with her need for a grandchild. That was at the crest of the matter. The dowager marchioness wanted Easton to produce an heir. At least his father hadn’t started in on him about that. As far as his own mother… She could not be bothered with Adrian. After his birth she’d nearly disappeared from his life. She had done her duty and provided the duke with an heir, and as far as she was concerned that would have to do. His mother would not be having any more children and didn’t even care for the one she’d already birthed.

      “She’s never been difficult with me,” Adrian said in a flippant tone. “Though I am not her son, so perhaps this is the missing ingredient in our exchanges.” He actually envied Easton. If only his own mother deigned to give him any attention.

      The marquess rolled his eyes. “Well, my mother does wish to have a house party,” Declan announced. “I could tell her to start planning it and add your mother to the guest list.” He met Adrian’s gaze. “I’m sure she would be happy to make the addition. Your mother is a gift.”

      "You wouldn’t dare,” Adrian said with an edge to his tone. He didn’t like the idea of his mother being near any more than the marquess did, but for far different reasons. His own mother would be indifferent at best, but she’d far more likely ignore him as if he didn’t exist. Which of course to her, he didn’t.

      “I’d dare much, as you know.” The marquess lifted his brandy and took a long draw. “I’d invite both of your mothers if it suited my purposes.” He grinned. “Lucky for the two of you, it does not. As I would rather poke my eye than agree to a house party.”

      Amberwood’s lips tilted upward. “Are you certain?” He went over and poured himself another spot of brandy and took a sip. “Because it would give you a reason to invite those marriage-minded misses at that unfortunate school nearby. You could have your pick from the scraps of society.”

      “I don’t need to invite those ladies to attend anything.” Easton glared at Amberwood. “That would be like welcoming trouble into my home. Who would willingly do that?”

      The duke shrugged. “It was just a thought.” Adrian narrowed his gaze. Did Amberwood want Easton to have this party? More importantly what was it about those girls at the school that had his attention?

      “If you want me to,” Easton said in a devilish tone, “I can have that house party. I would hate to disappoint my two dearest friends. Just say the word, and I can have my mother begin the planning.” He frowned. “Hell, if I know my mother, she already started and is going forward with it hoping she’ll convince me it is in my best interest to have that blasted party.”

      “Do not bother on our account,” Adrian said. “I’d rather not have to deal with marriage-minded misses.” He yawned. “And on that note, I’m off to bed.” He nodded at Amberwood. “Excellent game. We must have a rematch. Tomorrow, if possible.” Then he left the room in search of his bedchamber.

      He couldn’t handle any more discussions about marriage, mothers, or anything regarding the future. Adrian didn’t believe he had a happy one in store. That was why he lived only in the moment. That way he could ensure small measures of joy in his life. When the topic of anything other than that arose, he quickly changed the direction of the conversation. He wouldn’t make any plans, and he sure as hell had no desire to marry. That would be an unfortunate outcome to any woman saddled to be by his side. He could never offer love or devotion. Adrian was destined to be a disappointment. He would not wish that on anyone.
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      Her days at Havenwood Academy had been quiet and restful. Georgina couldn’t have asked for anything better to help her adapt to her new surroundings. She had never had tranquility quite like this in her life, and she would never have known how much she needed it. Charlotte and Jaclyn were becoming the friends she had desired but didn’t dare wish for. They were everything she never could be herself. Open, bold, and brave… Georgina desperately wanted to be so sure of herself that she could dare to do anything. She just did not know how to even begin such an endeavor.

      They had been trapped inside the castle for three days. The rain had been relentless. Not that Georgina had minded. The old keep had become a bit drafty and cold as the wind and rain blew outside, but she had found it cozy. The rain had finally relented, and the sun started to peek out from behind the gloom of clouds. Jaclyn sat on a nearby settee attempting to read, but she stared off not actually looking at the tome in her hands. Georgina frowned. Something clearly bothered Jaclyn, but she didn’t feel comfortable enough asking her about it. Perhaps one day.

      Charlotte strolled into the sitting room and clapped her hands. “Ladies,” she said with excitement. “We are going to take our leave of the castle and enjoy a midmorning stroll.”

      Georgina frowned. She should have expected this. Charlotte had been chomping at the bit for two of the past three days. One day of rain had been bearable for her, but three had proved nearly impossible. The girl had difficulty containing her need to move.

      “Are we?” Jaclyn lifted a brow. “I don’t recall agreeing to this endeavor.”

      “You’re not fooling anyone,” Charlotte said as she narrowed her gaze on Jaclyn. “Lest you forget how well I know you. You’re about to run through the halls screaming with both boredom and for the sheer need to exercise your limbs from inactivity.”

      Georgina giggled. “I wouldn’t mind a walk,” Georgina said in a soft tone. “I haven’t had a chance to explore much of the school’s grounds. You both promised you would give me a proper tour.” She could do this much. They were helping her in their own ways, and she appreciated it. Besides, she had not lied. She did wish to explore the grounds. This was her home for the foreseeable future.

      Jaclyn sat straighter at her words. “You are right,” she said in a gleeful tone. “We did promise.” She met Charlotte’s gaze, and something passed between the two girls. What were they saying to each other without the benefit of words? What must that be like? To know someone so well no words were needed to communicate?

      “Then we should go prepare for our walk.” Charlotte smiled brightly. She wanted to go for this walk. She had suggested it after all; however, it didn’t escape Georgina’s notice that something had changed. That silent communication had set Charlotte on edge. Georgina would have to pay close attention to the two of them on their trek. “Let’s see if we can pack a picnic lunch to take with us.”

      Charlotte and Jaclyn were far more acquainted with the inner workings of the school, but she had learned much in a short time. She could do her part to prepare for their walk. She took a deep breath for courage and opened her mouth to speak. “I’ll see to the picnic essentials,” Georgina said. “I am ready to leave now if not for that.” She smiled at them both, hoping that her shyness wouldn’t be off-putting to them. So far it hadn’t been, but that could always change.

      “Thank you,” Charlotte said. Her gaze fell on her and warmth spread over Georgina. “I only need to retrieve one thing from upstairs.” She turned to Jaclyn. “Do you require anything?”

      Jaclyn shook her head. “Not at all. I’m perfect as is.” She beamed. “I’ll meet you both in the foyer in a quarter hour. Is that enough time?”

      “It should be,” Charlotte said. “I won’t be long.” She focused her attention back on Georgina. “Do you need more time to pack a picnic?”

      She shook her head. “The kitchen staff has kept a lot of cold fare for us to grab when we are hungry. It shouldn’t take long to pack enough for the three of us.” Georgina nodded at them both. “A quarter hour it is, then.”

      They all scrambled off to do their errands before they left. Georgina made her way into the kitchen and found a basket to pack their picnic in.

      “And what are you doing?” someone asked from behind her.

      She turned and met Miss. Spencer’s gaze. Georgina had come to like all of the instructors at the academy. They had all been so welcoming. “I am packing for a picnic,” she told her. “Jaclyn, Charlotte, and I are going for a walk to enjoy this fine day.”

      “What a wonderful plan.” She smiled at her. “Be careful. Those two can be quite mischievous.”

      “We will be all right,” she told the instructor. “They have good intentions.”

      “On that I do not disagree.” She tilted her lips upward. “But even the best of intentions can lead us down a path of regret.”

      Georgina frowned. Why was Miss. Spencer offering up this warning? “I’ll keep that in mind.” She didn’t believe that Charlotte or Jaclyn would do anything to harm her. At least not willingly.

      “That’s all I can ask.” Miss Spencer nodded at the basket. “Pack plenty. I suspect you’ll need it.” That was odd as well… Did Miss Spencer have knowledge that she herself should be privy to? Georgina probably should make an inquiry but chose not to put a voice to her question. It did not truly matter. She would have her outing with her friends and that was all she cared about in that moment.

      She gathered all the items as fast as possible and neatly packed them in the basket. She wanted to ensure there would be enough for all of them to eat. She didn’t know how long they would be gone or how hungry they might become. After everything was secure in the basket, she closed it and lifted it into her arms. She rushed to the foyer as quickly as possible. When she reached the room Jaclyn and Charlotte were both there waiting for her.

      Georgina came rushing toward them with the picnic basket in hand. “My apologies. It took longer than I anticipated.” She glanced at the two of them. “I also took the time to inform Miss Spencer of our plans, as she was in the kitchen when I was preparing the basket.”

      “Excellent,” Charlotte said. “That saves time.”

      They strolled out of the castle and headed toward the path in the woods. Georgina became lost in thought as they walked. None of them felt the need to speak and she appreciated that. The silence was almost welcoming. “This is nice,” Georgina said. “I like it here. It’s much better than a stuffy ballroom.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Charlotte said. “I never had a season. I was supposed to have my debut this year, but father believed I need more refinement and left me here.”

      “I had a season,” Jaclyn said. “Well, I had a less than a sennight into a season when—all right, that’s not accurate either.” She frowned. “It was more like a day, or rather a walk in Hyde Park. My official debut wasn’t supposed to happen for another fortnight. But my brother thought it would be safe to allow me to attend a promenade.”

      “He was wrong, then?” Georgina asked. “What happened?” How fascinating… She didn’t want to cause any scandal, but she was unnaturally curious about them. Did that make her the sort that enjoyed gossip?
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