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      The violinist in the corner of the elegantly appointed ballroom played barely a half-beat behind the other musicians, merely a whisper late, truly, but it was there just the same. The difference was so minor no one else likely noticed, but it irritated Hugh Lumley to no end. 

      Or perhaps the confrontation he’d had earlier with his uncle was to blame. Either way he wished he could be at home, comfortably nestled under the bedclothes, sleeping soundly, rather than standing guard at Lady Kettlemore’s annual ball. His sister Lady Hannah insisted he accompany her to chaperone Cousin Charlotte, whose mother was attending to Charlotte’s pregnant sister. Hannah’s husband Lord Oakhurst could easily have come along if a male companion was necessary, which it wasn’t. 

      Hugh was certain Hannah had come to the decision it was time for Hugh to marry, while he had no desire to find a bride. He’d believed he’d found the right woman in the past, but she married another. His thoughts were busy with the law now, with trying to make a big enough impression for his uncle to allow him to take on more duties in his office. 

      Charlotte weaved through the other dancers in the country-dance, her glowing face matching the pink of the narrow ribbon tied around her waist. As much as she enjoyed herself at these assemblies, Hugh couldn’t understand why she hadn’t married before now. Of course, she might be having too much pleasure, and didn’t want to settle upon one man only to spend the rest of her years in the country. 

      Hannah conversed a few feet away with several of the other young matrons in attendance. His sister loved dancing and merriment, and would quite likely attend a ball such as this whether she was needed to chaperone or not. 

      A very familiar and welcome voice spoke from behind Hugh, drawing him from his thoughts. “Lumley, I didn’t expect to see you here. Has some young lady got you leg-shackled since last I saw you?” Frederick, Duke of Thornton grinned widely. 

      Hugh chuckled. “That’s as unlikely as you asking for the hand of any lady here, Thorn. I’m escorting my cousin, there in the pale blue gown.” 

      “How sad that your uncle feels you are a suitable chaperone. No one would trust me with their daughters.” His tone made it clear he wasn’t teasing. Thorn gazed about the room. “I don’t know how I gained such a reputation.” 

      Snorting, Hugh shook his head. “Of course not. You pleaded innocent to every scandal you were caught in. I certainly wouldn’t let you near my sisters.” 

      “They are still so young. The twins are what, sixteen now? If I ever decide to wed, my bride shall be old enough to have a good understanding of her duties as a duchess. Not too serious, but not a giggling child. What of you, Lumley? If you had to, what sort of woman would you choose to marry? Lumley? Did you hear me?” 

      Hugh tore his eyes away from the most refreshing sight he’d seen in a year. “What was that you were saying?” Unable to stop himself from the temptation, he glanced back at Amelia Young. She must have ended her mourning, having lost her husband nearly a year ago. Hannah had mentioned Amelia’s reluctance to re-enter Society, which likely explained her lavender gown, indicating she remained in half-mourning. Yet there she was at the ball. 

      Amelia was even more beautiful than when he last saw her a few weeks before her wedding. Her face had slimmed slightly, but her smile hadn’t dimmed. Her rich, mahogany-colored hair was styled more simply than the other young ladies, but she didn’t require jewels and extravagant finery for her beauty to shine. 

      “You haven’t answered my question, Lumley. Ah, now I see. Who is she? Oh, isn’t she Miss Clawson?” 

      Nodding, Hugh added, “It’s Mrs. Young now. Her husband died last year.” 

      “She hardly looks old enough to marry, much less to be widowed. Was he an older man?” 

      “Not awfully so, perhaps thirty. It was a riding accident that took him. Mrs. Young is a few years older than my sister Hannah, maybe twenty-three or twenty-four now.” Hugh continued to watch her stroll around the room. The young lady at her side must be her sister. The resemblance was striking. The same pale complexion, long, graceful neck, and petite figure. 

      “Did she love him, do you think?” Thorn asked it in the same tone he might use to inquire if a guest found the roasted potatoes to her liking. “Or were there other reasons for their marriage?” 

      Hugh wouldn’t admit how well he knew the details of Amelia’s betrothal to William Young. Using the excuse of escorting his sister, Hugh had attended most of the same assemblies as Amelia. Try as he might, he couldn’t draw her attention away from Young. Letting out a sigh, Hugh recalled the pain he’d felt at her betrothal to another man. “She married for love.” 

      Thorn raised an eyebrow. “I see. You lost out to him.” 

      Clenching his teeth Hugh muttered, “I never made my feelings known. She saw me as her friend’s brother, nothing more.” 

      Amelia drew near, her attention on her sister. He couldn’t determine if she’d noticed him or not. Hugh’s heart stopped beating. The room grew quite warm. He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Young.” 

      Her gaze darted to meet his, and much of the tension left her face as she smiled. “Hugh—that is, Mr. Lumley—how delightful to see you again. May I present my sister, Miss Hester Clawson?” 

      Hugh nodded to Miss Clawson and realized his gaffe in not presenting the duke first. “Thornton, may I introduce Mrs. Young and her sister?” 

      Miss Clawson gasped, her eyes growing round as she recognized his title. She gazed up at Thorn. “Your Grace, I am quite pleased to meet you.” 

      Thorn offered them a smile that surely melted many a young woman’s heart. “Charmed. Mrs. Young, Lumley has been telling me of your loss. You have my condolences.” 

      For some reason, her pale skin reddened. “Thank you, sir.” Amelia offered Hugh a smile that appeared forced. “How are your brothers and sisters?” 

      “They are well.” 

      “Lady Hannah writes me often of Louisa, and of the happiness Hannah is enjoying with Lord Oakhurst.” 

      Hannah and Oakhurst treated his ward, Louisa, as their own child, and the five-year-old obviously loved them. “I never would have expected the great change in Oakhurst since becoming married.” 

      Miss Clawson gave Amelia a sharp look. “I wish to dance. I didn’t come here to talk.” 

      Amelia closed her eyes for a moment before giving Hugh an embarrassed smile. “It was a pleasure to see you again.” 

      Against all desire, Hugh bent his head to acknowledge their pending departure, but Thorn spoke up. 

      “How rude of us, Lumley, to not offer to stand up with the two prettiest ladies in the room. Miss Clawson, will you join me?” Thorn offered his arm. 

      Amelia parted her lips to speak, but closed them again. 

      “Will you dance, Mrs. Young?” Hugh hesitated to move toward her and chided himself. If he didn’t let his feelings be known this time, he might lose her again. 

      “I would like that.” She took his arm and they walked through the crowd gathered around the outskirts of the room. “It sounds odd to hear you call me Mrs. Young. We were friends, weren’t we, before I left Town? I suppose, though, we must refrain from calling each other Amelia and Hugh when we’re not alone with your brothers and sisters.” 

      His heart swelled at hearing she still thought of him as a friend. “You may call me what you wish.” Just so long as you will allow me to enjoy your company. 
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      As the tension brought on by her initial return to Society drained from her, Amelia clung gratefully to Hugh’s navy woolen sleeve. She’d feared how she might be treated when she and Hetty made their first appearance. Would people pity her for losing her husband after only two months of marriage? Would they be shocked that she hadn’t waited a full year to return to Society? It had been a full eight months, not so little as to be shocking. 

      She would have preferred to stay home in Shillingstone with her youngest sister Ruth, but Father insisted Amelia find another husband. 

      “One with a decent income, this time. It’s your duty to your family to raise your sisters’ standing, as well as pay for their London Seasons. Mr. Young left you barely enough to feed yourself.” 

      No, it wouldn’t do, allowing her father to intrude on her thoughts. She wouldn’t waste what little time she had with her friend by spoiling her mood. 

      The musicians began the next song and all her tension melted away. “Oh, it’s a waltz. I remember you waltz quite well, Mr. Lumley.” 

      While the notes filled the air, Hugh guided her around as though she were floating, and her worries drifted away. A bubble of laughter broke free. She bit her lower lip to contain any further outbursts. 

      “Are you laughing at me? Have I stepped on your toes? I know I haven’t spun you into another dancer.” His blue eyes glittered with laughter. 

      She shook her head. “I’m having more fun than I expected to.” 

      “Why would you come if you didn’t believe you’d enjoy yourself?” 

      She cast her gaze downward, unwilling to look him in the eye. “My father wished it. No, you are too good a friend to lie to. He insisted upon my coming. My mother is to acquire as many invitations as possible to all the best places to be seen, and I must attend.” 

      Hugh was quiet as if he waited to hear more, but how could she admit to the brother of her dearest friend that she was being forced to marry? No one she knew had ever been forced to wed. She’d heard of a few cases where indiscretion required it, but she wasn’t with child. 

      Amelia sighed. Everyone would believe that to be the case if she married as quickly as Father desired. Her husband had been gone long enough for the gossips to speculate over the paternity of such a child. 

      A pain stabbed her heart at the thought of children. She’d wanted them so badly. At least that pain was lessening over time. 

      “Your sister appears to be enjoying herself.” Hugh’s voice brought her out of her mawkish mood. 

      Hetty’s laughter could be heard from the far side of the dance floor. Amelia didn’t need to see her to know how much she enjoyed herself. “She has always been more comfortable in a crowd than I.” 

      “You’ve spent too long away from Town while you were mourning. You’ll remember how much you enjoyed it when you, Hannah, and Joanna were here together. Have you seen Hannah since you arrived?” 

      “Not yet.” She was embarrassed to speak to Hannah. She didn’t want anyone’s pity, and even beyond their sympathy for William’s death, Amelia’s friends were likely to show an excess of consternation once they heard how her father had lost their money in a risky speculation. There was nothing anyone could do to change the situation. 

      She couldn’t hide from Hannah and her other friends indefinitely, though. It was too likely they would cross each other’s path as she and Hugh had. And she missed Hannah’s companionship immensely. “I will call on them soon. I’m eager to see little Louisa.” 

      “Hannah is here tonight. We’ll find her when this set is done.” 

      Dancing in his arms took her back to her second Season when she’d met Joanna and Hannah. Hugh was still studying at the Inns of Court at the time, yet had accompanied Hannah to a great number of assemblies. 

      “Do you know how much I’ve missed dancing with you?” Hugh asked. “You always had so many suitors, I often feared your dance card would be filled before I had the chance to speak to you.” 

      “What nonsense!” She met his gaze with what she hoped was a stern glare. “If I had so many suitors, why did it take me three Seasons to find a husband?” 

      His features softened, as did his voice. “Perhaps you were waiting for Mr. Young.” 

      Guilt threatened to drown her. How could she make light of the sweet love she’d found with her husband? Her shame was so great she couldn’t meet his gaze. Heat rose up her neck. 

      “Forgive me, I shouldn’t have brought him up,” Hugh said. 

      When had Hugh become so understanding? Where was the awkward young man she remembered? He’d matured so much in the past year. She smiled at him. “Yes, you should have. I must learn to talk about Mr. Young without melting into tears.” 

      A deep line appeared between his eyebrows. “I didn’t mean to cause you tears. I was merely recalling the fun we shared. I didn’t consider how that would lead to more painful memories.” 

      “Let’s speak of something else. How is your mother? And your brother Sam? Is he fighting on the Continent still?” 

      They kept to polite conversation until the music ended. As Hugh led her back toward where she’d stood before the dance, she looked about for Hetty. “I wish I were taller. Do you see my sister? I don’t hear her laughter.” 

      “No, nor do I see Thorn. Is your mother here? Perhaps she is with her.” 

      “Mother stayed at home.” Amelia wasn’t about to detail how severe their reduced circumstances were. Their money would only buy so many gowns. Amelia and Hetty were of a size and could the share those few they’d had made. Mother’s wardrobe was several years out of fashion, so she refused to attend the more glamorous assemblies. Her walking gowns would suit for morning calls, which would bring Amelia and Hetty under the attention of the matrons most likely to have gentlemen of higher standing among their acquaintance. Thus, their invitations would be more valuable in finding a wealthy husband. 

      “Well, have no concern that Thorn will do anything improper. He has a bad reputation, but he’d never put any young lady in a position to have others questioning her behavior.” 

      “He’ll have his hands full with Hetty.” Amelia had warned Mother about letting Hetty attend these balls and assemblies. Though she’d recently turned nineteen, she behaved more like a child of thirteen. No decorum at all. Hetty laughed too loudly, spoke to men to whom she’d not been introduced, and flirted shamelessly. 

      “I see my cousin Charlotte has found Hannah,” Hugh said. “She should be safe for a short time. Let’s find your sister and then we may join Hannah and Charlotte.” 

      Hugh led her around the edges of the room. Anger at her parents simmered inside Amelia the longer it took to find Hetty. Mother should have come to the ball. How Amelia could be expected to find a husband while keeping her sister safe was beyond her. 

      “Does she disappear like this often?” Hugh asked.

      “I’m afraid so. As yet she hasn’t gotten herself compromised, but I fear…” 

      “Don’t worry. The gossips always have a new on dit about such things happening at a ball, but I highly doubt most of them are true. Miss Clawson is likely seeking refreshments or has retired momentarily to the withdrawing room.” 

      Amelia forced in a breath through the tight band of anxiety around her ribcage. “Let us hope.” She led Hugh toward the hallway to continue their search.
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      Amelia entered the ladies’ withdrawing room and discreetly glanced about for signs of her sister. One young lady sat straightening her stockings. Another tended to her hair while looking in a mirror. Two folding screens were set up in the corners, allowing for a modicum of privacy when using the chamber pots. “Hetty?” 

      No one responded. 

      Sighing, Amelia returned to the hallway where Hugh waited. She shook her head. 

      “Let’s check the alcove where the refreshment table is.” Hugh offered his arm. 

      Placing her gloved hand on his sleeve, Amelia calmed slightly. “Oh, yes. I’d not thought of that.” 

      Working their way back through the crowded room, Amelia noticed how much thicker the air seemed in the ballroom compared to the hallway where it was laden with perfumes, powders and more natural odors. The night was warm enough for the French doors to be open, even this early in the Season, but that did nothing to reduce the temperature inside. Ladies fanned themselves, some holding scented handkerchiefs below their noses. Most of the gentlemen who weren’t dancing had either retired to a game of cards or were outside enjoying a cheroot and the cooler air. 

      As Amelia and Hugh entered the alcove, she saw Thornton carrying two glasses. She nudged Hugh and nodded in the duke’s direction. 

      “Thorn,” Hugh said, approaching his friend. “That extra lemonade you have wouldn’t be for Miss Clawson, would it?” 

      “No. She claimed to have the next dance set taken and asked to be allowed to await the arrival of her partner beside a group of matrons. Her tone gave me the impression she feared the young man might be intimidated by my rank.” 

      The gleam in his hazel eyes told Amelia he knew it was his handsome features, the thick black hair and strong bones, not his rank, that Hetty felt might be intimidating to lesser men. Yet if that were the case, why wasn’t Hetty hanging on the duke’s arm and refusing to leave his side? She couldn’t do better than a duke for a husband, and Father would be delighted beyond anything to have his daughter’s standing in Society elevated to such levels, and it would relieve Amelia of the duty to do so. 

      “Shall we look out in the garden?” Amelia fought the embarrassment that made her wish to hide her face in front of the duke. What must he think of Hetty, to disappear this way? 

      “As you wish,” Hugh said. 

      For a passing moment she wished it were Hugh asking her to walk through the garden for a few moments of privacy, rather than Amelia suggesting they continue to search for her wayward sister. 

      What foolish ideas were invading her thoughts tonight? The comfort, the relief, of having someone so familiar beside her as she floundered her way through the ocean of London Society was causing her to make something more of the friendship she shared with Hugh, who was really just her friend’s brother. 

      Stepping through the open door brought a reprieve from the stifling room. Amelia inhaled the delightful scent of the roses on either side of the walk. Lanterns hung in the trees lighting a pathway through the small garden, casting moving shadows on the statuary and urns. Tall hedges created several private areas, the idea of which caused Amelia’s heart to race. 

      “We should explore all the paths,” Hugh said softly. 

      Was that hope in his voice? A desire to be seek privacy with her? Amelia brushed the idea away like a stray curl. There could be nothing between them beyond the friendship that already existed, thanks to her father’s demands. She must remind herself of that often. “I imagine so.” 

      Hugh placed his hand over her fingers on his sleeve. “There are enough couples strolling that Miss Clawson is unlikely to have been compromised.” 

      “I’m grateful to have you here to calm me.” 

      He squeezed her fingers tighter against his arm. “Anything you need, I’m at your service.” 

      “Wait, I hear voices behind that tree. Hetty? Is that you?” 

      “Whom do you seek?” came a deep voice in return. 

      “Miss Hester Clawson,” Hugh replied. 

      “She isn’t with us.” 

      Amelia didn’t ask who he meant by “us.” Some things were better left unknown. 

      “The path leads this way.” Hugh motioned into the darkness. “Do you wish to wait here while I investigate?” 

      Amelia chewed her lip in indecision. Dare she risk her reputation and accompany him? No, on the chance Hetty was being indiscreet, Amelia must be even more circumspect than normal. “You go ahead. Thank you.” 

      She watched him walk around a bend and disappear between some hedges. Mother was never going to forgive her for losing sight of Hetty. 

      A few minutes later, Hugh returned. “There’s no one beyond this point that I could see. Let’s go back indoors.” 

      Taking his arm, Amelia joined him again on the narrow path. “We’ll find her, I’m certain. The ball is such a crush she could have been six paces in front of us and I wouldn’t have seen her.” 

      “I would have. It’s a matter of perspective.” He grinned down at her. He was shy of six feet tall, she’d guess, but he was plenty tall to see over the heads of most of the guests. 
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