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        My Dearest Readers,

        I am thrilled to bring you this special edition of the Ladies and Scoundrels series! I just couldn't wait to send a massive thank you your way. Your amazing support has breathed life into these tales that span across time and continents!

        From the posh ballrooms of Regency England to the sun-soaked shores of America, you have tagged along with daring duchesses, mysterious earls, and spirited newcomers on journeys filled with forbidden desires, rekindled flames, and heart-melting love stories. Your belief in these characters as they wade through society’s complexities, honor their duties, and chase their dreams has been our my inspiration.

        In each book – from the scandalous shenanigans to the serendipitous dances – you've cheered on these characters, witnessing their pursuit of passion, the healing of past hurts, and the sweet embrace of true love. Your company on this adventure has made every scandal, every twist, and every heartfelt moment incredibly special.

        Thank you from the bottom of my heart for embracing these stories, for keeping the spirit of these characters alive, and for proving time and again that love conquers all. Your support has been the rock-solid foundation of this series, and I am beyond grateful for that.

        With all my appreciation,

        Amanda Mariel
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      Ten years ago, Amelia and Richard walked into my imagination and refused to leave. I had no way of knowing then that their story would be the one to change my life—to make me a USA Today Bestselling Author and open doors I had only ever dreamed of.

      

      This edition is for every reader who picked up this book, fell for a stubborn viscountess and a brooding Scottish duke, and came back for more. You made this possible. You made all of it possible.

      

      With so much love and gratitude,
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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.
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      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. "Do not fret over me. As you can see, I am badly in need of freshening up. Go attend to your errands. I shall be here when you return."

      "Very well, dear. I will not be overlong."

      The butler opened the door for her after helping her into her cloak. Richard watched until she disappeared from sight. Aside from his mother, Aunt Grace was the only woman he trusted. She had always been steady, loyal, and wise—never indulging in the manipulations or ambitions that made him wary of others. That trust grounded him, reminding him that not all relationships had to come with hidden motives. She had never done him wrong.

      A maid appeared with a pile of fresh linens. She curtsied. "I will have your room ready straight away, sir."

      "Please have a bath prepared as well."

      She bobbed her head before ascending the stairs.

      He strolled toward his uncle's old study. A glass of port would be the perfect thing to occupy him while his room was being tended to. His spirits were already much improved since leaving Scotland. Perhaps London and all its diversions would help him recover from Lady Ophelia's scheming and malice.
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      Amelia looked up from her needlework as Grace glided into the room, her chin held high in her customary regal display. Uncle Lewis, who sat opposite his niece in the drawing room, set down the book he had been reading and rose from his chair.

      As he bowed, the duchess stepped forward, chuckling. "Come now, Mr. Lewis, there is no need for formalities. You are part of Amelia's family, and that also makes you an honorary part of mine."

      When Amelia's mother came to England, Grace took her under her wing. Being an American closed many parlor doors to Mama. Of course, she still received invitations due to Papa's status, but the ladies of the ton did not embrace her until the duchess did. As a result of their friendship, Amelia had grown up around the duchess and looked to her as a second mother.

      Uncle Lewis straightened his posture. "Do have a seat, Your Grace." He motioned toward the velvet armchair positioned next to Amelia's.

      Grace took her seat, her elaborate skirts rustling softly. "Thank you, good sir. I abhor formalities among family and close friends. You have leave to call me Grace."

      His expression relaxed. "As you wish, but I insist upon you calling me Lewis in return."

      Uncle Lewis sat back down and studied Amelia with curiosity. She smiled at him and tipped her head toward the duchess.

      "How lovely it is to see you," her voice held the slightest tremble.

      "And you as well, Amelia," the duchess said, smooth and confident.

      Uncle Lewis turned back to the duchess. "To what do we owe the honor of your visit?"

      "As I have already explained, Amelia is like family to me. I wanted to check on her, given recent events." Turning to Amelia, she asked, "How are you, my dear? Is there anything you need? Anything I can do for you?"

      "I am content for the moment, thank you. Of course, I miss Papa terribly, but there is truly nothing to be done." Her throat tightened at the reminder, and she swallowed hard.

      Grace winked at Amelia, then refocused on Uncle Lewis. "Forgive my forwardness, but what are your plans for Amelia now that you are her guardian?"

      "I am taking her to live with me in America until she reaches the age of majority. I hope she will find it to her liking and choose to stay, but that will be her decision."

      Indignation rose within Amelia as she fought to maintain her composure. He must have gone completely mad!

      She would never choose America over England. It was her home, her heart. The very idea of leaving made her stomach twist. How could he not realize she had no desire to live in America? Not now—not ever. England was her home, and she would never abandon it, never turn her back on Everthorne. How could she? Leaving England would be the same as abandoning her parents. She would never consider such a thing.

      Grace nodded, her expression warm. "I see. And when will you be departing for America?"

      Amelia shifted in her seat, trying to inconspicuously wipe her sweating palms as she waited for the scheme to play out.

      "Our ship, the Ophelia, leaves port Monday, shortly after sunrise. I am looking forward to returning home."

      "My...but this Monday morning?" Grace's surprised gasp would have convinced the queen herself.

      "Yes. I have already stayed in England far longer than I should. It is spring planting time, and I am needed at my plantation to ensure things run smoothly."

      "I can see how that would be necessary, but it is simply unreasonable to expect Amelia to leave her home behind for two years on such short notice. She needs more time to settle her affairs here in London and at her family estate, Everthorne. She is a lady in her own right, and as viscountess, they are her responsibility."

      "But how will⁠—"

      "Not to worry, Lewis. I would be happy to chaperone her, if it pleases you." The duchess leaned toward him and batted her thick lashes. "Having Amelia under my roof would be a comfort, I assure you."

      Amelia pressed her lips together to keep her mouth from falling open at the duchess's astute intervention. Leave it to her, indeed. Now, if only Uncle Lewis would cooperate. She awaited his reply with bated breath.

      "I had not considered procuring a chaperone and do not look forward to traveling without Amelia." He sighed, his brows drawing together. "However, your offer is generous, and it seems to please you both."

      His emerald gaze met Amelia's as he asked, "How much time do you require?"

      "Two months," Amelia blurted, then chided herself for her haste. Why had she not asked for more time? A full year would have gotten her out of mourning, thereby making the task of finding a husband much easier. But, regardless, he never would have agreed to such a lengthy period.

      He rested his chin on his fists and closed his eyes for a moment before opening them again. "Is this time frame agreeable, Duchess?"

      "Indeed, I should be delighted to chaperone Amelia for two months, or even longer if necessary."

      "You are very generous, but she will not need more time than we have agreed upon."

      Grace arched a conspiratorial eyebrow.

      Amelia marveled at her poise—how effortlessly she maneuvered people and conversation to her advantage. It was no wonder the duchess commanded such respect.

      "Are we in agreement then, Lewis?" the duchess asked.

      "It would be rude of me to deny such a reasonable request." His gaze locked on Amelia's. "Two months—and not a day longer."

      Dashing from her chair, Amelia threw herself into Uncle Lewis's arms. "Thank you, thank you so much. You have no idea what this means to me."

      "All thanks should be directed at Her Grace. It is her generous offer that is allowing you to stay a bit longer."

      Amelia pressed her lips against his warm cheek before returning her attention to the duchess. "Thank you from the bottom of my heart. Your generosity will not be wasted on me."

      Grace took her hands, a jubilant expression on her face. "You are most welcome, my dear."

      A maid entered the drawing room and set up afternoon tea. Amelia's thoughts raced as she picked up a delicate china cup, failing to notice she had forgotten to add sugar until she took a sip. She grimaced as the bitter liquid coated her tongue and quickly set the cup down, the sharp taste lingering. A flush crept up her neck. How could she have forgotten the sugar? She must have been far more distracted than she had realized.

      Uncle Lewis and Grace chatted long into the afternoon, finalizing the details of her chaperonage, but Amelia hardly heard a word. Her mind churned with thoughts of what came next; how she would identify the right candidate, how quickly she could charm him, and whether her plan was foolish or inspired. The stakes were higher than ever now, and her future depended on every choice she made.

      Before she knew it, Amelia found them engaged in small talk and could not help but notice how splendidly they were getting on. Why, if she did not know better, she would have said they favored one another, an idea that unsettled her more than expected.

      Was it amusement she felt? Or a flicker of envy? Surely Uncle Lewis and Grace were not truly courting, but the prospect unsettled her.

      Amelia pushed the idea from her mind. She could not afford the distraction, not when her future depended on the success of her plan. She turned her focus back to the task at hand. True, she would be staying in England, but it was not yet a permanent arrangement. She would not be able to rest until she found a spouse—one who would offer her protection, stability, and the freedom to remain in the only home she had ever known.

      And she would find him, no matter what it took.
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      Amelia could scarcely believe Uncle Lewis was already departing. The sennight had passed by so quickly after he agreed to allow Grace to chaperone her, and Amelia could not have been more delighted to remain in London.

      Mere hours ago, her lady's maid, Edna, had helped her dress and arrange her hair into a simple plait for breakfast. Now, Amelia stood beside the Duchess of Abernathy on her expansive stone porch, one hand resting on the cool ledge as she waved goodbye to Uncle Lewis with the other.

      The farewell felt bittersweet. Despite her thrill at staying in England, she knew how much she would miss him, a feeling compounded by the fact that she had never planned to leave in the first place.

      Conflicting emotions tugged at her—the joy at remaining and sorrow at seeing her only living relative leave. Her heart grew heavy. Perhaps he would return for her wedding?

      Amelia had wanted to see him off properly at the docks, but he had refused, saying the docks were no place for ladies unless they were sailing. He did not want to leave the duchess and Amelia alone and vulnerable once he boarded the ship.

      It was true that the docks held wide appeal for unsavory types—pickpockets and the like. Amelia agreed without protest, not wanting to upset him and risk him changing his mind about leaving her behind.

      She continued to watch his hired hack as it grew increasingly smaller on the horizon before disappearing into London's heavy traffic.

      Amelia tipped her head toward the azure sky. "It is a beautiful day for travel."

      "Indeed it is," Grace replied. "Just listen to the birds tweet their splendid songs. Spring is in the air."

      Amelia closed her eyes and inhaled the fresh morning air. "I have always been rather fond of spring. It is the season of rebirth, the only time of year we get to witness daily miracles."

      Her gaze drifted toward the garden, where most of the flowers bloomed with new life. The forsythia and daffodils were on full display among the many other garden flowers, a rainbow of petals floating above fresh green shoots. The temptation to wander their fragrant paths was nearly irresistible.

      "I have always had a knack for losing myself in gardens. There is just something about nature that draws me in."

      The duchess chuckled and placed her arm around Amelia's shoulders. "How very right you are, my dear. Perhaps we can take a stroll later. For now, let us go in and prepare for Lady Sarah's visit. I have invited her for tea, and I suspect she will be arriving shortly."

      Amelia grinned and allowed Grace to guide her back into the house. Their skirts whispered against the floorboards as they walked. "That is splendid. I can hardly wait to discuss my strategy. I have thought of little else all week."

      Her butler, Edwin, opened the door as they approached.

      "Please have the drawing room set up for afternoon tea. Lady Sarah will be joining us," Amelia said as they passed through into the foyer.

      He nodded, closing the heavy door behind them.

      Amelia removed her bombazine shawl, already weary of the color. Black only served as a reminder of all she had lost, increasing her sadness with every glance. Tears threatened, her eyes stinging, and Amelia took a deep breath, fighting them back.

      Grace handed her shawl to the butler. "Please inform the staff that I will be taking Lady Amelia to Abernathy House after tea. Have her maid complete any packing that still needs to be done."

      "As you wish, Your Grace."

      Amelia handed Edwin her shawl, then proceeded up the curved mahogany staircase. She needed to prepare for afternoon tea, and more importantly, for her future.
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      Tea time lifted Amelia's spirits, allowing her a reprieve from the emotional turmoil. At Grace's request, Amelia played the pianoforte, the ivory keys cool beneath her fingers. Sarah soon arrived, coming to stand beside the pianoforte and sang along with the tune.

      "Look out upon the stars, my love, and shame them with thine eyes..."

      She played on as Sarah sang each word perfectly. Her delicate voice reverberated through the room while Amelia's fingers danced across the keys. As the tune ended, Amelia rose to greet Sarah with a kiss on the cheek as Grace applauded their performance.

      "I am so pleased you were able to make it, Lady Sarah." Grace patted the seat next to her. "Come, sit, both of you. We have a plan to devise."

      They settled into nearby chairs.

      It was so nice to be in her drawing room, entertaining her closest friends, that Amelia nearly forgot her state of mourning, so lost was she in the pure pleasure and normalcy of the moment.

      "How are you adjusting, Amelia?" Sarah asked, as they settled on a settee near the window.

      A powerful wave of emotion slammed into Amelia. She nodded as she pushed the pain back down. "I will be fine once I am wed. A husband means stability, a future, a place in society I need to reclaim. It's the only path I see to regain what I have lost."

      A maid brought in the tea, and they each accepted a cup.

      With a wry grin, Grace asked, "Have you determined which of London's bachelors you will lure to the altar?"

      "I have thought of little else. I do have some names in mind, but I am not sure any of them will do. I think Henry Shillington, Viscount Hartwell may be promising. As you know, he is the eldest son of the Earl of Voxton—a proper English lord." Amelia set down her cup of tea. "At the very least, he's a perfect gentleman and pleasant to look at."

      Sarah grinned. "Indeed, he would be delighted. He certainly did not hide his amour toward you at last season's balls. In fact, he made quite a fool of himself chasing your skirts."

      Laughter permeated the room and echoed off the walls, lifting Amelia's spirits.

      She would never forget the way his eyes followed her about the ballroom. From the moment her toes touched the floor at the duchess's ball, Lord Hartwell seemed eager to attend to her every need. He bowed to her ever so ungracefully and bumped into the Marchioness of Luvington, causing quite a scene.

      After apologizing most profusely to the marchioness, he added his name to Amelia's dance card as many times as proper etiquette allowed. "He does appear to be quite smitten with you, dear," Grace said, her voice laced with mirth.

      Sarah placed her hand on Amelia's. "You would receive no complaints from him about being trapped into matrimony, so long as you were the bride. In fact, I would wager, no trapping would be necessary. You might simply ask him to marry you."

      "I suspect you are right, but I am not sure I could be happy with him all the same." Amelia folded her hands in her lap and exhaled. "I think his clumsiness might be a bit much to live with on a daily basis. Besides, I would not like my husband appearing more fashionable than me."

      The room filled with the trio's exuberant laughter.

      "Yes, you will want to choose a comfortable match." Grace set her teacup down with a slight clink. "Who else have you considered?"

      "Lord Roleings might do well. I have always been fond of him, and we have gotten on well in the past."

      Sarah's face twisted. "He's a known rake, Amelia. Even if Lord Roleings compromised you, he might still refuse marriage, and you would be completely and irrevocably ruined."

      The duchess waved her hand. "Come now, he's not completely dishonorable. He simply fails to hide his affairs as successfully as other bachelors do." Turning from Lady Sarah to Amelia, the duchess added, "It would be highly believable that he compromised you, even with little evidence. His reputation as a rake would benefit you."

      "I imagine you are quite right, Duchess. All the same, Sarah made an astute observation." Amelia nodded at Sarah. "I would like an honorable husband, one who has not been labeled a rake by the ton. An honorable gentleman that I might find happiness with once the scandal settles."

      Sarah moved her hand slightly. "The scandal would indeed be more easily forgotten if you married a man of good character."

      Amelia massaged her temples in frustration. There must be an eligible man in London with whom she could be happy.

      "Goodness me, I have the perfect candidate." Excitement dripped from Sarah's voice. "My brother, the next Marquess of Havenshire. He is in want of a wife and would be hard-pressed to find one more suitable than you, Lady Amelia. Why, he said himself, not even a fortnight ago, he would find a wife this season if he had to marry a merchant's daughter."

      "Lord Roseington would be a fine match," Grace agreed. "The two of you are already well-acquainted, and he is most honorable. He wouldn't deny you marriage if you became compromised in his company."

      The room around Amelia seemed to tilt, then right itself again. She closed her eyes for a moment.

      "He is a great catch, Lady Sarah, but he is your brother. Could you live with our highhandedness if he hated it...if he hated me? If he never forgave us?"

      "Oh, how you carry on. My dear brother could never hate you." Sarah smoothed her hand down her skirt. "He may be a tad angry about being ensnared at first, but he would overcome the initial upset and grow to be happy with you. He is already rather fond of you."

      Sarah placed her lace-gloved hand on her chest. "Amelia, dearest, I am certain he would grow to love you just as I have. And I could never dislike you; you are like a sister to me. Just think, if the plan works out, we will truly be sisters. Consider how marvelous that would be."

      It would be wonderful to be a part of Sarah's family, but only if Lord Roseington could be happy with her. What if he could not? It would be a disaster. Could she live with the ill effects?

      Grace stood, walked to the hearth, and placed her hand on the mantel. "I think Lord Roseington is a perfect match, Lady Amelia. Truly, you must realize no man will be instantly happy about being duped into matrimony." She moved her hand to her hip. "Well, with the exception of Lord Hartwell, of course."

      They erupted in a fit of laughter. Images of Lord Hartwell dressed to the hilt and bumping into ladies filled Amelia's mind once again.

      She came back to herself, her laughter trailing off as she remembered the seriousness of their task. "Lady Sarah, you said your brother is determined to marry this season. What makes you think he has not already decided on a lady?"

      Sarah shook her head, causing her blond curls to bounce. "He would have mentioned it." She drew her brows together. "There are a few ladies he's been courting, but he's not seriously considering any of them. I am quite certain of it."

      Amelia locked gazes with Grace. "Do you think it a good idea when Lord Roseington is openly courting other ladies?"

      "Indeed, I do." Her no-nonsense tone dominated the room. "It shows he's searching for a bride. And why should that bride not be you?"

      Amelia shrugged and sighed. "Very well, Lord Roseington it shall be."

      Sarah beamed at Amelia. "I am so happy. Mark my words, my brother will be happy as well, once he gets past having been tricked."

      Amelia grinned, despite her reservations. "I hope you are correct in that assumption."

      "I know it to be true. You will see." Sarah stood abruptly, brushing her palms down her tangerine silk gown with quick, deliberate strokes. "Now that everything is settled, I must leave. I have an appointment at the seamstress for the final touches on my new ball gown."

      The duchess clicked her tongue and sauntered back to her seat. "The man is but part of the plan. We must now determine how to orchestrate a situation in which Lady Amelia becomes compromised. My ball next week will provide the perfect opportunity, but we still lack a proper plan."

      Amelia fiddled with her crape mourning collar as she listened.

      Grace set her tea aside and looked at Amelia. "Because you are staying at my home under my chaperonage, you will be able to attend, but you will not be allowed to dance."

      Sarah dropped back into her chair with a loud rustle as her skirts billowed around her. "A few more minutes will not interfere with my appointment."

      "Of course, you are right, Duchess. Do you have any ideas?" Amelia asked.

      The duchess tilted her head a fraction to the left. "I am afraid not. Do either of you?"

      Amelia's gaze met Sarah's, hoping for inspiration, but finding none. "As much as I desire to attend, I think it may be easier to execute a plan if I refrain."

      Sarah folded her hands back into her lap. "Nor have I any ideas, but you are quite right. If you linger near the ballroom, we can find a way to bring my brother to you. But how?"

      Amelia nibbled her bottom lip. "I haven't the slightest idea."

      "Well then, we shall have to ponder the matter further. Lady Sarah, you should join us at Abernathy House for luncheon tomorrow so we can discuss our course of action." Grace's head dipped, setting her pearl earbobs dancing.

      Sarah found her footing once again. "I think that is a grand idea. Now I must be on my way."

      As she bid her friend adieu, Amelia prayed they would devise a suitable plan tomorrow.
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      Upon arriving at Grace's townhouse, Amelia settled into a large guestroom. A grand mahogany four-poster bed stood against one wall, and an ornate cream-colored vanity sat on the other. The marble fireplace boasted Roman columns and a carved mantel, and the walls were papered in a cream and mint floral design.

      Amelia's feet sank into the soft cream carpet as she crossed the room to a large window overlooking the back garden. Daylight streamed in, illuminating a mint green chair positioned conveniently beside it. She settled into the chair and gazed out at the garden, waiting for Edna.

      Moments later, Edna breezed in to prepare Amelia for luncheon.

      Unfortunately, Amelia was still required to wear the drab black parramatta silk and crape mourning garb, complete with a weeping veil. It seemed so out of place in this stately home and only amplified her sadness. She also worried that the mourning gowns would hinder her chances of ensnaring a husband. She hated looking like a drab old widow. What would Grace and Sarah think if she appeared in a brightly colored day gown?

      A mischievous smirk briefly crossed her face, then quickly faded as she furrowed her brow. She would never find out.

      As Amelia made her way to luncheon, she admired Grace's home. Despite having walked through the rooms many times in the past, they never failed to capture her admiration. Light poured through the grand windows, filling the space and reflecting off looking glasses and knickknacks. Ornate wallpapers in shades of blue, green, red, and cream adorned the walls, and beautiful dark oak and mahogany upholstered furniture was placed gracefully in every room.

      In the foyer, Amelia paused to study the large brass chandelier encrusted with jewels that hung above the vast split staircase. She knew she would be at ease here for the duration of her stay; even the royal family would find the duchess's townhouse comfortable. She entered the dining room through a set of French doors and took the chair across from Sarah.

      Grace winked at Amelia. "Lady Sarah and I were just sharing ton gossip while we waited for you." She lifted her glass, took a sip, and set it back down. "Please fill your plate. Then we shall discuss your endeavor."

      "Very well, thank you," Amelia replied.

      The mingling scents of sweet treats, ripe fruits, and savory meats wafted through the room. Silver platters heaped with food lined the sideboard, surrounding fresh flowers around a candelabrum in the center of the royal blue table runner. Fine china plates framed with silver utensils and crystal glasses sparkled nearby. Amelia's stomach rumbled.

      She went to the sideboard and selected a variety of meats, cheeses, tarts, and fruit before returning to her seat.

      "Have you considered how you will maneuver my brother into compromising you?" Sarah asked.

      "Not beyond the fact that I must steal away with him or lure him to me, and I am unsure how to accomplish either." Amelia picked up a strawberry and placed it in her mouth.

      "Getting him alone will do you no good if no one sees you." Grace shook her head emphatically. "We must formulate a solid plan to ensure you are discovered in a compromising position."

      "My brother is much too honorable to ever truly compromise you, Lady Amelia. The real trick will be making it appear as though he did." Sarah took another sip from her sparkling crystal glass.

      "What if I were to trip us both, landing in his arms? One of you could then happen upon us and make a scene sure to draw attention." Amelia blinked. "It could work, and if necessary, I could even be so brazen as to kiss him." Heat rose in her cheeks as she looked between her friends.

      Sarah stared at Amelia, her eyes shining in the sunlight. "Could you truly... I mean, would you actually throw yourself at him? What if he refused to kiss you back?"

      Amelia drew her brows together in contemplation. "I suppose it would not matter, as long as it appeared that he did."

      Grace set down her pastry. "You are quite right. Perception is everything. If it looks real, the ton will believe that it is."

      Amelia cleared her throat. "During the ball, I will sit in the library reading." She gazed at Grace. "Honestly, I would be uncomfortable in the ballroom. All I could do is stand around, and everyone would stare at me, wondering how I am faring." Regret passed through her at having to forgo her opportunity to participate, even in a limited manner. All the same, it was for the best.

      Grace nodded. "If you are certain that is your desire, I will allow it."

      Amelia smiled half-heartedly. "It is necessary for the plan." She tilted her head toward Sarah. "You can ask your brother to retrieve a book that the duchess has agreed to lend you."

      Amelia directed her gaze to Grace. "Then, when Lord Roseington enters the room, I will find a way to trip into his embrace." Amelia picked up her glass. "Lady Sarah will wait in the hall until she hears the commotion, then enter the room and catch us." She took a drink, needing to wet her parched throat.

      Sarah grinned, her cheeks flushed. "I will scream at the sight. My outburst will surely draw a crowd, and you will be compromised."

      "It is perfect, ladies, and sure to work without a hitch." Grace set her fork down. "The entire ton will come running to witness it. I do not believe I could have devised a better plan myself."

      Amelia's eyes sparkled at the compliment, and Sarah grinned like a wicked child. The scheme did seem rather foolproof. Once it was done, she would have to wed Lord Roseington and remain in England permanently. Her heart full of joy, she lifted her glass for a celebratory sip.

      "Ahem, ladies." A masculine baritone sounded from behind her.

      Amelia stood and turned to see who had intruded on their meal. Her gaze landed on the most perfect man she had ever seen: tall and muscular, with onyx hair and deep sapphire eyes. A peculiar jolt ran through her as their gazes met. Who was he?

      Grace walked toward him. "Come in, dear. Join us for some lunch, won't you?" She motioned with her head toward Amelia and Sarah. "Allow me to introduce Lady Sarah, Marquess Havenshire's daughter, and Lady Amelia, the Viscountess of Everthorne. She is staying here under my chaperonage."

      With a slight bow, he said, "It is my honor to make your acquaintance." His gaze met Amelia's again as he straightened, a rakish grin tilting his full lips.

      "Ladies, this is my nephew, the Duke of Goldstone."

      Amelia smiled back at him, her knees suddenly weak.

      "It is lovely to meet you, Your Grace."

      Sarah's greeting broke through the sudden fog clouding Amelia's mind. "Pleased to meet you, Your Grace," Amelia replied. How had she not known of him?

      Grace motioned for him to join them as she resumed her seat, signaling them to sit as well. Amelia nibbled her bottom lip as she watched him move.

      "I assure you the pleasure is all mine, ladies." He lowered himself into a chair.

      Amelia's stomach clenched. What if he had heard them talking before he came in? Her heartbeat quickened until she could feel the blood pulsing through her veins. He could ruin everything, or worse, think poorly of her.

      No longer hungry, she folded her hands in her lap. Why did she care what a stranger thought of her? She needed to get a hold of herself. As hard as she tried to avoid looking at him, her gaze kept wandering back.

      "The Duke of Goldstone will be staying here for the remainder of the season." Grace grinned in Amelia's direction, then turned her attention back to him. "I had not expected you to join us for luncheon, dear."

      "I finished my business earlier than planned." He took a seat, smiling at Grace. "When I return home to Glasgow, it will be with good news, but I do not wish to bore you ladies with my business matters."

      Amelia's heart skipped a beat. Glasgow. He's from Scotland.

      Grace set her fork down. "You could never bore me, Richard. I love hearing about your business, as you are well aware."

      He replied, "All the same, I will spare you the details."

      His masculine voice sent a shiver through Amelia. She had never responded to a man in this way before, but somehow knew it to be a dangerous reaction. She needed to escape. "If you will excuse me, I am suddenly in need of rest."

      "Yes, of course, dear. I will see you this evening," Grace said.

      The duke winked at her as she exited her chair. Heat flared, spreading through her body. Mercy, the man was unsettling. She left the room without a backward glance.
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      Richard strolled to the sideboard and topped off his tumbler of whisky. Why had his aunt failed to mention her other houseguest? Had he known a beautiful young woman would be in residence, he would not have committed to staying for the whole season. But then, the lady wore mourning weeds. Could she be a widow? It would explain her title, Viscountess of Everthorne. The words rolled around in his mind.

      No. A widow, no matter how young, would not need a chaperone. Something else was going on here. But what? He moved to the window. The sun warmed him almost as much as the liquor. Or was it the memory of Lady Amelia's beauty that warmed him so?

      Bloody hell. This would not do.

      "There you are, dear. I thought we might spend some time together."

      He turned as Aunt Grace breezed into the room. "I was just thinking of you." Rather, he was thinking of Aunt Grace's houseguest, but he would not admit that. He sat on the settee across from her.

      "Then my timing is serendipitous." She flipped open her fan. "Were you pondering anything in particular?"

      "Indeed, I was. I am curious how you came to be Lady Amelia's chaperone." He studied his aunt as he waited for her answer.

      "Lady Amelia is a lovely girl who has unfortunately experienced a loss. Her father passed away, leaving her under the guardianship of her American uncle. A splendid gentleman, but he wishes for her to move there. The poor dear needed more time here in London to get her affairs in order. I offered to help, is all." Aunt Grace smiled sweetly.

      He arched a brow, not at all convinced she had told him the entire truth. "When do your duties to Lady Amelia cease?"

      "Her uncle has granted her one month to settle her affairs, after which she will sail to America." Aunt Grace tipped her head to the side, studying him.

      He drained his whisky.

      "You should take the time to get to know her. She truly is a lovely lady."

      "So you have said." He rose to retrieve the decanter.

      "Because it is the truth. I believe the two of you would get on well."

      What had begun as a pleasant enough conversation had somehow turned unsettling. He swallowed hard. "I am not in the market for female companionship, Aunt Grace. Promise me you are not turning into one of those tiresome, matchmaking dowagers?"

      She chuckled. "Of course not, dear, but we are all living under the same roof. Would it hurt you to befriend her? She truly is a dear girl, and it would make my heart glad to see the two of you as friends."

      The very idea sent a chill through him. Getting to know her was dangerous. The lady's sea-green eyes and dark, curly hair beckoned his touch, and her plump lips begged to be kissed...

      He shook the thoughts away. "Let us talk of something else. How have you been keeping busy since my last visit?"

      He settled in, content to listen to her prattle on about anything other than Lady Amelia—a subject he could not allow himself to explore.
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      Amelia's horse shifted under her to nibble at the grass as she admired the park's vegetation. Lush greenery surrounded her, speckled with bits of color from flowering bushes.

      Grace had agreed to allow one of her footmen to chaperone Amelia on a morning ride, but only after Amelia insisted it would do her good to ride again. Before her papa's death, riding had been such a big part of her life. She had not ridden in over a fortnight and desperately missed it.

      The only thing she enjoyed more than nature was sitting atop a sleek, powerful horse. Her papa bought Amelia her first pony at the age of three, and her mama gave her daily lessons, ensuring she became an accomplished horsewoman. Ever since girlhood, she had enjoyed a daily ride. As a result, she was overjoyed when Grace ordered Ruby brought to Abernathy House and placed in the stables.

      Amelia caught sight of Sarah riding toward her. She tapped her heel on Ruby's side, urging her into a gentle canter. Sarah waved before pushing her own mount into a faster walk. As they approached one another, they pulled their reins, slowing their horses.

      Sarah tipped her head at Amelia.

      "Good day, Lady Sarah," Amelia said, greeting her with proper etiquette in case anyone should overhear.

      Sarah smiled. "Good day, Lady Amelia. It's good to see you out enjoying a ride."

      "It is a beautiful morning for it, and I have missed being on Ruby. Would you care to join me, Lady Sarah?" Amelia asked with the required formality.

      Sarah gazed at her with a crooked grin. "I would be happy to join you."

      Amelia nodded and turned Ruby toward a more secluded area, wanting a bit of privacy.

      Sarah rode next to her, guiding her own mount to keep pace with Ruby. "How is everything at Abernathy House?"

      "I am getting on just fine. It is a splendid home, and Her Grace is the perfect hostess." Amelia glanced about surreptitiously to see if they had managed to find the privacy they sought. The trail they entered was not as popular with riders as the one they were leaving behind; it was much narrower and quite outside of the landscaped boundaries favored by most.

      Amelia loosened the reins so Ruby could chew the long, lush grass while they conversed. "The Duke of Goldstone is quite a surprise. I had no idea Her Grace had a nephew from Scotland." She moved one hand from the saddle to her lap. "I cannot imagine why she did not tell me about him before." Amelia shook her head slightly, hoping Sarah would engage in her chosen subject.

      "Nor can I," Sarah shook her head. "But she must have had her reasons. Perhaps it simply never occurred to her with everything else going on. It is likely the ball and your coming to stay with her made her forget to mention it."

      Sarah's horse sidestepped, causing her to grab the reins. "Has an opportunity
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