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      London, 1842

      Amelia stood as still as a marble statue weathered by sorrow as drizzle coated her body in cool little beads. Dark clouds hung stationary overhead. Water spattered into a long, deep hole carved out of the rain-soaked ground. She surveyed the surrounding landscape speckled with memorial stones and decorated with wilted flowers. Why?

      Uncle Lewis placed his arm around her shoulder, and she gazed up at him. His face, full of grief, matched the heaviness in her heart. He did not say anything, just stretched his lips into a semblance of a smile. What could he say? Honestly, no words mattered; none could heal her broken heart.

      At long last, the minister stopped eulogizing as the casket was lowered into the cold, soggy earth. The family's servants stood behind the small gathering of relatives and close friends, all waiting for the descent to end. Once it came to rest, the gathering stepped forward one by one and dropped flowers into the deep abyss. The red roses Amelia clutched to her breast as if they could soothe her soul needed to be released from her numb fingers. She opened her hand, never taking her gaze from the casket. They landed with a quiet thud upon the polished surface. Uncle Lewis grabbed her hand, giving her the same pitiful look she had been getting from everyone since Papa's death.

      Were they all watching and waiting for her to shatter? To splinter into a million pieces like delicate china? Maybe that is what people in her position were supposed to do. Perhaps something was amiss with her. If so, she could not help it. She simply felt numb, as if she had disappeared into a hellish oblivion. The only certainty was that her life had changed forever.

      Tears stung her eyes as her throat tightened. She inhaled sharply and steeled herself against the emotions welling up within her. As the first scoop of earth was tossed into the grave, a sharp clench gripped her stomach. Lightheadedness threatened to overpower her. She tucked her shaking hands into the folds of her shawl, hoping to still them.

      She should not be here, and yet she had begged Uncle Lewis to allow her to attend. Something deep within compelled her to see it with her own eyes. Amelia knew it would be scandalous but did not care what the ton thought. Perhaps she should have cared. If she had followed proper etiquette, her heart might not have been so shattered by the finality of it all.

      "Amelia, it is time for us to go." Her uncle's sorrowful voice drifted through her fog-muddled brain.

      His grief was understandable. Papa and Uncle Lewis had been close friends since childhood. Amelia did not answer; what was there to say? He helped her up, and she settled on the plush black velvet seat of Papa's favorite covered carriage.

      Papa had ordered it from London a few years ago as a surprise for Mama, having spent weeks selecting every detail. It had arrived with polished brass fittings and a velvet interior—elegant, regal, just as she would have loved, though she never got to see it. They buried her the very day it arrived. Mama had been out riding at their country estate when her mount became spooked. The horse reared up, throwing her. She died instantly from a broken neck. The memory of her mother's death deepened the hole inside Amelia. She looked at Uncle Lewis. What would become of her? Both Mama and Papa were now in their graves. She had no siblings. Her only surviving relative, Uncle Lewis, lived in America. She inhaled deeply and bit her lower lip to keep it from quivering.

      Uncle Lewis arrived just in time to witness Papa's passing. He had only returned to England for his brother-in-law's funeral and to see after her. Would he stay until she reached majority or did he plan to take her to America? He remained a bachelor. He had no immediate family awaiting him there, but he did have a plantation to worry about. By all accounts, he enjoyed success and happiness there. She slanted her glance at him. Of course, he would wish to return to his life. What reason would he have for remaining in England?

      Amelia drew another shuddering breath and looked down at her gloved hands, which lay in her lap. Leaving England, along with her home, her friends, and all she held dear, had never once entered her contemplation. England was all she had ever known. She had no power over her life. If only she were one-and-twenty. Then, she would have control over her inheritance and be able to make her own decisions.

      As things stood, Uncle Lewis had been appointed her guardian. Papa placed the estate and family fortune in trust until she either married or reached majority. None of Papa's property had been entailed, enabling him to will everything to her. Even his title, Viscount of Everthorne, transferred to her due to the method of its creation. She was now a wealthy and titled lady, but none of it mattered a whit if she were forced to emigrate. Amelia swallowed the knot in her throat. "Uncle Lewis..."

      He regarded her once again with sympathy firmly ensconced in his eyes.

      "What happens now?"

      "Let us not worry about it at the moment. It has been a long day, and we are both exhausted." He turned his gaze back to the carriage window.

      What was he looking for? Perhaps he did not know what came next either. If only she could make the decision for them, she would tell him to stay in England. Amelia loved her family's London townhouse and could not imagine leaving their country estate behind. She had never left England and did not want to do so now. Even if it would only be for two years—it might as well be for a lifetime.

      The carriage jolted to a stop, pulling her from her musings and back into the real world. She glanced through the carriage window at the ornate facade of her townhouse. The large windows appeared the same as ever, but everything she once knew had been upended, never to return to what it was.

      After departing the carriage, Uncle Lewis put out a hand to help her down. Edwin, their butler, stood near the open oak door, ready to usher them inside. Several familiar carriages were parked in view, and voices drifted from within the townhouse. Amelia shoved back the emotions welling up in her. It would be undignified to cry in front of all these people here to mourn Papa.

      She tightened her fingers on Uncle Lewis's strong hand. "I do not think I can face them."

      He drew her to a stop in front of the first porch step. A small smile tugged at his lips. "Amelia, dear, no one expects you to interact. They know you are in mourning. I will see to our guests. You retire to your chambers and rest."

      Amelia gave him a weak grin of her own. "Thank you, Uncle Lewis." Grief overwhelmed her for Papa, and the memories of Mama only added to her depression. When she considered a future filled with uncertainty and loneliness—leaving behind her beloved home, crossing an ocean to live in a strange land with no friends or familiar comforts—on top of losing Papa...it was all too much. Rest, and the sleep that came with it, would be most welcome.
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      Amelia's heart lightened as Lady Sarah sashayed into the drawing room, clad in lavender and ivory taffeta. Her full skirt rustled as it cleared the doorway, the dress complementing her blonde hair and accentuating her violet-hued eyes. Amelia could not help but admire her beauty and vivacity. Sarah was always so alive—full of the very essence Amelia found herself quickly losing.

      Sarah crossed the room, arranged herself in the chair directly across from Amelia, and smoothed her taffeta skirts. "I came the very minute I finished reading your note. I must admit you caused me quite a fright. What is so terribly wrong that it could not wait?"

      Amelia drew in a deep breath and released it slowly. "Uncle Lewis has ordered me to move to America. He says that I must board a ship this Monday." Amelia watched as the concern on Sarah's face deepened into utter shock.

      "One week? It is not feasible. What about your servants and properties? You need time to grieve and prepare. Not even a full month has passed since you buried your father."

      "That is precisely what I told him, but he would not hear any of it. As my guardian, he expects me to do as I have been told." Amelia's chin quivered as she battled with her fresh grief. Uncle Lewis had been stern in his command, storming from the room when she attempted to sway him. She drew in a deep breath. "Tell me there is something we can do."

      Amelia fixed her eyes on Sarah's and waited for her to speak. With every fiber of her soul, she willed Sarah to find a solution.

      "What if we could secure a chaperone for you? Do you think he would grant you more time?"

      Amelia smiled for the first time in over a fortnight. "Sarah, you are an angel. That may well work. Leastwise, it will provide a good temporary solution."

      Sarah's eyes sparkled with resolve when she looked at Amelia. "What about Her Grace, the Dowager Duchess of Abernathy? She's widowed with no pressing responsibilities and is a friend of your family's, is she not?" She paused to draw a breath and push a curl from her cheek. "Perhaps I can appeal to her on your behalf?"

      Amelia's heart soared as her hope rekindled. She clasped Sarah's kid-gloved hands. "This will work. The duchess has attended every social affair my family ever hosted. She sponsored my introduction to society and even presented me to the Queen. But of course, you already know all of this. The request would be harder for her to deny coming from my own lips. I must ask Her Grace myself."

      Sarah stood and moved to the hearth, her earrings danced with the movement. "That is outlandish. You are in mourning. It would cause a grand scandal if you went about visiting. You already created a small stir by attending your father's burial. Every tongue in London would be wagging if you went out calling."

      Amelia could not argue with Sarah's reasoning. It would do no good to feed the gossip mills—not yet, at any rate. She needed Uncle Lewis and the duchess to honor her request. No doubt a grand scandal would have the opposite effect on their sensibilities.

      "What if we take your carriage to the widow's townhouse? No one will suspect I am inside. Even if they do, they will not have any proof, not if we keep the curtains drawn." One side of Amelia's lips curved up.

      "We can send your calling card to the door, alerting the duchess to your presence. With any luck, she will come join us in the carriage," Sarah replied, a conspiratorial sparkle lighting her eyes.

      "It is settled then. I will ring for our coats, and if anyone asks, we will say we are going for a ride in Hyde Park."
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      The ride to the duchess's passed without incident. Amelia failed to notice the sounds and smells of London as they traveled down Piccadilly Street. She only took notice of their arrival when the carriage halted on St. James's Square in front of Abernathy House.

      Sarah knocked on the window behind her, then handed her footman both of their calling cards before dispatching him to the widow's door. The Duchess of Abernathy's townhouse towered three stories high, with large windows and a beautiful garden sprawling around it.

      Amelia studied the exterior of the townhouse through a crack in the curtain, ornate with various types of embellishments and a slate roof. One would be hard-pressed not to realize her wealth and station based on its appearance alone. Her stomach knotted with anticipation. What if she refused Amelia's request? She looked to Sarah for distraction.

      Sarah fiddled with her skirts, a worried expression pulling at her features. "I do hope she joins us out here in the carriage."

      Amelia worried at her lower lip.

      The duchess had plenty of experience with the rituals of mourning and proper decorum. Surely she would come out. And if not, Amelia would go in—there was no other choice.

      Relief swept through Amelia as the carriage door opened, admitting the Duchess of Abernathy, Grace Stratton, who promptly seated herself directly across from Amelia. Concern clouded the duchess's brown eyes, and she patted her strawberry blond tresses, gathered at the back of her head. "Good day, ladies. I would ask how you are, Amelia, but I fear I already know. Instead, allow me to ask how may I help?"

      Amelia's palms grew clammy, and her pulse quickened as she willed the words to come. "Your Grace, I come to you with deep respect to ask for your support in a pressing matter," she paused to gather her thoughts.

      Grace nodded and reached for her hand. "Please, go on, dear. Speak your mind."

      Amelia risked a glance at Sarah, who gave her the slightest nod. She directed her attention back to the duchess. "I would be forever in your debt if you could find it in your heart to assist me. You see... my Uncle Lewis has ordered me to move to America."

      "Oh my. That is dreadful. And so soon?" Grace's hand fluttered to her chest. "You are grieving."

      Amelia swallowed and bowed her head, unable to focus on the duchess. "He says I must leave in a fortnight."

      "Oh dear." She squeezed Amelia's hand. "Tell me how I may be of assistance."

      With some effort, Amelia glanced up at her. "It is my hope that, by securing a chaperone, I may delay my departure."

      "You most certainly would need one if you were to remain in England." Grace's narrow lips slowly turned up. "Amelia, am I correct in assuming you are asking me to be your chaperone?"

      "That is exactly what Lady Amelia is asking," Sarah answered, her voice filled with mirth.

      Grace gave Amelia's hand a gentle squeeze. "I would be happy to help, assuming the arrangement is agreeable to your uncle. I do not suppose he knows you are here?"

      Amelia nodded, guilt swelling within her. "He hasn't the faintest idea, nor does he know I am actively seeking a chaperone. I fear I am deceiving him, but it is necessary."

      A slight blush crept across Lady Sarah's cheeks. "That presents a whole new problem. Now that you have agreed to chaperone Amelia, we must get her uncle on board with the arrangement. However, we cannot tell him she called on you, due to the impropriety of it."

      "Of course," Grace tittered. "Leave that to me. I will call on Mr. Lewis tomorrow. Do not worry your head about it. I am quite certain he will agree. I have but one question, dear. How long do you intend to stay in England?"

      "Forever." Amelia's reply came too hastily, but she could not stop herself. The dowager's eyes widened, and Sarah drew a sharp breath.

      "How do you plan to manage that?" Sarah lowered her gaze and plucked at her skirts.

      "I intend to find a husband." Amelia looked at them, begging them to understand an idea she did not yet understand herself. "An English one."

      "You cannot. It is positively scandalous. Amelia, you are in mourning," Lady Sarah's voice sharpened with indignation, each word clipped and disapproving. "You simply cannot."

      Amelia's cheeks heated at the reprimand. She knew her idea would prove risky, but she also believed it could work. She merely had to convince them that the potential scandal would prove worthwhile.

      Grace leaned forward. "Nonsense, Lady Sarah. If Amelia desires to stay in England, we will help ensure that she does. And if she wishes to marry, we will assist with that as well. Compared to Amelia's happiness, the consequences are of no concern."

      Lady Sarah's eyes widened, and she fixed her gaze on the duchess. "I do not want Amelia moving to America either, but I see no other way. How is she to find a husband when she is not at liberty to attend parties or receive callers?"

      "I intend to trap one." Amelia managed to keep her voice level. "There are many eligible bachelors residing in London for the season. I merely need to decide on one, and then...appear to be compromised by him."

      Sarah's face paled. "Think of the scandal, Amelia! You will be ruined."

      "And we shall assist her." The duchess cast a daring glance in Lady Sarah's direction. "Marriage will quickly end any ensuing scandal, so there is no use worrying about it in the first place."

      Amelia exhaled and tried to steady herself. This had to work.
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      That night as Amelia snuggled in her feather bed, desperately wanting sleep to take her, her thoughts alternated between trying to determine which lord to target and how to secure a proposal. Fear twisted in her belly, but so, too, did a flicker of anticipation. What if this plan actually worked? What if she could choose her own future rather than have it dictated to her?

      Anxious and overtired, she crawled from her bed, donned her wrapper, and headed for Papa's office, knowing the cure for her insomnia rested within its walls.

      Sudden grief stabbed her heart when her lamplight illuminated the room. Everything remained just as Papa had left it. His mahogany desk still held Mama's miniature in its ornate brass frame. The office chair was slanted slightly to the side, as if he had just left it. Hunter green crushed velvet drapes were pulled partially open, allowing moonlight to stream into the room, and Papa's slippers still rested near his chaise. A lump rose in her throat as she stepped farther into the room, the scent of old paper and leather conjuring memories of sitting on her father's lap while he read correspondence aloud. The air held a stillness that felt sacred—comforting and painful all at once. The room even smelled like Papa: a heartrending blend of cigar smoke and spice.

      She entered the office and set the lamp down on the side table near the window. The sherry decanter beckoned, and she moved toward it. She poured herself a glass and tossed it back—unladylike, but she did not care. If anything, the act felt like a quiet rebellion, a momentary reclaiming of control in a world that had taken so much from her. The dark liquid sent a comforting trail of warmth down her throat. After pouring another glass, she settled on the corner of Papa's desk. No one had entered the room for six weeks. Her father had been too sick for business matters and had not wanted her to worry about them, so he assigned his steward to take care of the accounting and property management tasks during his illness. If she was forced to leave England, she supposed the steward would continue to run her estate.

      Amelia took another sip of the sherry, relaxing as it blazed a path into her belly. Picking up Mama's miniature, she realized she could feel both of her parents in the room. The comforting weight of the little frame in her hand stirred memories of Mama's laughter echoing through the halls, of Papa's warm arms around them both. Warm tears rolled down her cheeks, and she dashed the dampness away with the back of her hand. Mama had spent a great deal of time in here before she passed.

      Staring at Mama's image reminded her just how much she resembled her mother, right down to her dark, curly hair and emerald eyes.

      With a ragged sigh, she placed the miniature back on the desk.

      "I love you." Her whispered endearment echoed in the room. Amelia's throat tightened, and for a moment, it felt as if her mother might still be listening. A bittersweet calm settled over her. If she was to face the ton, deceive her uncle, and trap a husband, she would need every ounce of courage her parents had once instilled in her. Standing, she finished her drink and placed the glass back on the serving tray. Her gaze lingered on the dim corners of the room, her heart still heavy but steadied by memory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Dread and anticipation warred within Richard Collingsworth, the Duke of Goldstone, as he strolled across the Duchess of Abernathy's manicured lawn. London held little appeal for him, yet he looked forward to spending time with his favorite aunt. Perhaps she would help him see things in a new light. A part of him even hoped that time in London might mend more than his travel-weary spirit—perhaps his willingness to hope again.

      English debutantes and their mothers were not so different from their Scottish counterparts, and he had no desire to become ensnared by some scheming mother and her husband-hunting offspring. He had had his share of that over the years. His gut clenched at the thought of Lady Ophelia, who had done her level best to trap him before spreading nasty rumors across Scotland when he refused her advances. No more. He would not allow it. When he settled down, it would be because he chose the woman, not because he had been trapped.

      He glanced down at his clothing, noting the thick layer of dust clinging to his riding attire from the day's travel. A bath was most certainly in order. His trunks had been sent ahead, and he hoped they had arrived, as he badly needed a fresh set of clothing, too. Business matters had slowed his journey, forcing him to make several stops between his Scottish estate and London. Everything he had packed in his saddlebag now needed laundering.

      As he stepped onto the wide porch, Aunt Grace's butler opened the door. "Welcome, Your Grace. It is always a pleasure to have you in residence."

      Richard removed his riding gloves and hat as he stepped into the foyer. "Is my aunt occupied at the moment?"

      "She is preparing to go calling." The butler offered a smile.

      Before Richard could say more, Aunt Grace rounded the corner, her eyes brightening at the sight of him. "Richard, my dear boy, how lovely to see you." She stepped up beside him, then planted a kiss on his cheek.

      He returned the kiss before handing his coat to the butler. "I am always honored to spend time with my favorite aunt."

      A light blush crept into her cheeks as she fought to repress a smile. "How you do go on. I am afraid I was just preparing to go out. This errand cannot wait, but I will have a room readied for you, and we will catch up when I return." Looking at her butler, she added, "Have a maid ready a room for my nephew right away."

      The butler motioned to a footman, then gave him orders.

      Bloody hell, his luggage must not have arrived. Aunt Grace would have already seen that his room was prepared if it had. There was nothing for it, he would make do without it for now. Perhaps something remained from a past visit that he could wear until his trunks were located. What other choice did he have?

      Richard stepped toward the staircase
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