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  Prologue

[image: ]

London, England, spring 1798 (or a variation thereof) 
Miss Maryann Hayes felt a cold shiver crawl down her back as her father bade her to sit down. His gaze barely met hers, and his grey hair looked oddly tousled as though he had been running his hands through it again and again. Deep lines furrowed his forehead, and the corners of his mouth, drooped downward, a far cry from the kind smile she had often seen upon his face.
“Is everything all right, Father?” Maryann’s voice shook as her gaze drifted from her father’s to her mother’s. In all her years, Maryann had never seen her parents so distraught. Something had to be very wrong.
Her father inhaled a deep breath, once more ran his hand shakily through his hair and then turned pleading eyes to his wife.
For a brief moment, Maryann’s mother closed her eyes before her shoulders drew back, and she sat down next to her daughter on the settee. Her hands reached out to grasp Maryann’s, pulling them gently into her own. “You are quite right to be concerned, my dear,” her mother began, never having been one to pretend the truth was anything less than what it was. “You might have suspected that our financial situation has been most dire these past few years.” She glanced up at her husband, who turned away and walked toward the window, his gaze fixed outside on something else. “Although your father has worked most diligently on repaying your uncle’s debts, I am afraid that it simply was not enough.” Her mother heaved a deep sigh, and a touch of disapproval came to her pale blue eyes at the memory of her brother-in-law.
Maryann felt her hands tense in her mother’s, relieved to not be alone in this situation. Always had she known that her father’s elder brother had been nothing more than a drunkard. Her parents had done their utmost to hide the sad truth from her; however, Maryann had always been a most observant child, and her uncle had been most obvious in the way he had lived his life. As the eldest, he had inherited title and estate; however, it had been his younger brother who had seen to everything, who had shouldered the responsibility, but who had not been able to prevent his brother from wasting their funds on drink and frivolities.
Maryann nodded. “I know you did your best,” she said, looking up at her father’s turned back, knowing how much it hurt him to not be able to give her a dowry. Often had she heard her parents discuss this particular matter, their regret only too visible on their distraught faces. “I assure you, I do not wish for a dowry,” she promised him as much as herself. “I do not care for pretty things and silly trappings. All I care for is finding a man who looks at me as you look at Mother.”
She felt her mother’s hands give hers a gentle squeeze, and her eyes turned to the woman who had taken care of her her entire life. “I’m so very sorry, my dear,” her mother choked out, her eyes glistening with tears. “Unfortunately, it is much worse.”
Maryann tensed. “Worse?” Once again, her gaze drifted from her mother to her father and back again. “What do you mean?”
Her mother inhaled a fortifying breath. “Our funds are all but depleted,” she admitted with an anguished look upon her face. “Before long, we will have to sell this house as well as everything else that is not entailed. We will not be able to maintain many in our employ, if any at all.” She swallowed hard, her gaze flitting to her husband before returning to her daughter. “Debtors will still be knocking on our door until the end of our days. That is the sad truth, one we can no longer shield you from, my dear.”
Shocked into stillness, Maryann glanced at her father, his shoulders slumped, and his head bowed in defeat. It broke her heart to see him thus, and she knew in that moment that she would do everything within her power to lift his burden, to carry her share, to see him smile again. “I know you cannot provide me with a dowry,” she whispered into the stillness of the room, “but perhaps there is still a way for me to make a good match. Perhaps before our situation becomes known, I will be able to find a suitor who would be willing to marry me and save our family from ruin.”
At her words, her father slowly turned from the window, his gaze tense as it fell upon her. “No, my dear, this is not your burden to bear. I will not have you sacrifice your happiness to right something that was not your doing.”
Maryann loved her father for his objection, but it made her all the more determined. “But I wish to marry,” Maryann insisted, knowing she must not show any insecurity, or her parents would never allow her. She rose to her feet, pulling her mother along with her. “I wish for a husband, a family and children. Why should I not find that which I wish for with a man who can also provide us with the funds we need? It might not be…highly likely, but it is not impossible, either.”
A warm smile came to mother’s face as she patted Maryann’s hand. “You have the kindest of hearts, my dear.” She sighed and glanced at her husband. “Indeed, should you find such a man, we would not object; however, we do not wish for you to enter into a marriage that will not bring you happiness.”
“All my life,” Maryann told her parents with affection, “I have dreamed of a match such as yours. However, as a woman grown, I do know that marriage and love do not always walk hand in hand. Even without debtors knocking on our door, I might never cross paths with the man who would own my heart. But does that mean I’ll have to remain unwed forever? Would it not be preferable to choose a match, a man I can respect, who is kind and devoted, who will give me the family I long to have?”
Her mother sighed, and a meaningful look passed between her parents. “You must choose your own path,” her mother told her kindly; still, a warning reverberated in her voice, “But do not forget that a path once chosen cannot be unchosen. The man you choose today, you will have to live with for the rest of your life. I will not tell you what to do, but I cannot help but encourage you to not only rely upon your mind when making this particular choice.”
Maryann nodded, once more squeezing her mother’s hands. “I thank you for your concern. It warms my heart.” She turned to smile at her father. “I assure you I will do as you say. I will choose wisely and allow my heart to guide me.” Looking at her parents, seeing the love they held for her, Maryanne knew that with or without love, she would find a suitor, who could see beyond her lack of dowry and offer his assistance. Never had she lost her heart to anyone, and often had she wondered if she ever would. Perhaps it had been a blessing in disguise, for now it allowed her to choose without thought for how her heart might survive if she had to relinquish a love most dear to her. Many marriages started without love. They were born out of convenience, out of something mutually beneficial to both parties; however, over time, love and affection might still develop. Perhaps that was the path meant for her. Perhaps she simply had to be patient.
“In fact,” Maryann stated, trying to make her voice sound as enthusiastic and positive as she possibly could, “I already have a gentleman in mind.” She looked from her father to her mother, seeing their surprise. “He has asked me to dance once or twice and spoken kindly to me.”
Her father’s mouth opened, and she could see he was ready to object. However, Maryann rushed on before he could. “I’m not saying I will marry him. All I’m saying is that he is a kind man, and that I will try to get to know him better.” She smiled at her father. “Surely, there is no harm in that, is there?”
The corners of his mouth twitched as he walked toward her, the ghost of his usual smile teasing his lips. His warm hands sought one of hers, holding on tightly as he looked at her. “Of course, my dear, there is no harm in that; however, I know your devoted heart, and I would urge you to consider your next steps wisely, for I can see that your mind has already formed a plan.” The hint of a teasing smirk appeared on his weathered face. “Do you deny it?”
Maryann chuckled, cherishing the sound as well as the feeling it brought to her chest. “You know me too well, Father.” She straightened and pulled back her shoulders, her chin lifting. “Please, trust me. You’ve always allowed me to choose my own path. I promise I shall not disappoint you now.”
Her mother brushed a hand over Maryann’s cheek. “It is not our disappointment we fear, but yours. But you are right, my dear. You are a woman grown, and we have never known you to make rash, unwise decisions.” Another meaningful look passed between her parents. “We will trust you as we always have. We only urge you to continue on the same path as before and not veer from it.”
“I promise,” Maryann said, uncertain if she was speaking the truth in that moment. Certainly, marrying the wrong man for the wrong reasons would lead to unhappiness; however, seeing her parents reduced to the direst of circumstances would also break her heart. It was a dilemma she had never thought she would find herself in, but here it was, and a choice needed to be made.
Perhaps Fortune would smile upon her though and guide her in the right direction, bringing her path to cross that of someone she could lose her heart to after all.






  
  Chapter one
Guilt of the Fortunate
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London, England 
Five months later
“Why the long face?” The Marquess of Elmridge asked his eldest son. “I’m not dead yet. The responsibility is not yet yours. Why do you look so aggrieved?” An amused chuckle rumbled in his father’s throat, his brown eyes twinkling with mirth as he looked upon Leopold.
“William!” his mother chided with a disapproving look as she strode forward and gave her husband a slight slap upon the shoulder. “That is certainly nothing to be jesting about. I will not have you talk of such things; do you hear me?” She gave her husband a stern look; still, it could not hide the fear that lingered, a fear that spoke of one dreading the day when one would lose another who was most beloved.
Aside from winking at his wife, the marquess ignored her disapproval, his gaze returning to fix upon his son.
Leopold rolled his eyes at his father, then slumped down in one of the chairs opposite his desk. “I’m not aggrieved, I assure you, dear Father. I’m merely…” Indeed, what was he? That was the question, was it not?
“Yes?” his father prompted, gently patting his wife’s hand which had come to rest upon his shoulder. She stood beside him as he sat behind his large desk, an image of companionship, walking hand-in-hand, one leaning on the other. Always had they seemed as one, certain in who they were, together and alone. Always had Leopold envied them that certainty.
Leopold sighed, “I’m not certain I can explain,” he admitted, bowing his head as though he had failed his father. “I see all you do every day, and I wonder how I will ever manage.” Indeed, what he had said was not wrong; however, it was not the whole truth.
The truth was that Leopold did not know who he was, what kind of man. Was he like his father? Like both his parents? Would he find fulfilment in tending to his estate and the people dependent upon him? Did he possess the necessary wisdom, patience and determination needed to attend to everything under his care? He knew what his duty was, and he would never shirk it. But sometimes, in the dark of night and the brightness of day, he worried and wondered and wished he could be certain that his path would not only be one of duty and responsibility, but also be one that would eventually bring him happiness.
He did not simply wish to be the heir.
He also wanted to be simply Leopold.
His mother’s gaze swept over his face, kindness and understanding lingering in her eyes. He saw her squeeze his father’s shoulder before she moved away coming to stand behind him, her hands settling upon Leopold’s shoulders. “You are young, my dear,” she counselled in that soft voice of hers that had always soothed him ever since he had been a little boy. “Live now and do not worry about tomorrow for it will sort itself out, I assure you.”
Leopold sighed, knowing that she spoke wisely. Still, the need to be patient riled him. He wanted an answer now, a definitive one, one he could hold to heart, one that would chase away all his doubts. “Do you think,” he began tentatively, glancing up at his mother before his gaze moved to his father, “I should marry?”
The question had come rather unexpectedly to him as well; however, Leopold had always dreamed of a marriage like the one his parents had created. To him, they represented closeness and trust and love; they were an ally to one another an ally in the worst of times as well as a friend in the best of times. 
His father chuckled, his gaze momentarily lingering upon his wife. “In my opinion, dear son, there is no should. You should not marry because you believe you have to. You should not marry if you do not choose so. There is no should.” Again, he chuckled, “At least, there shouldn’t be a should.”
Leopold found his mother’s hands tremble as they rested upon his shoulders. He glanced up and saw her shoulders shaking with silent laughter. “My dear,” she said to her husband, “you do have a unique way with words.” An affectionate smile came to her face as she shook her head at her husband. Then her gaze moved back to Leopold. “My dear, I believe what your father is trying to say is that duty and responsibility are all well and good, but in the end we need to remember that what makes us happy is rarely rational, rarely born out of duty and responsibility.” Her hand slipped from his shoulders, and she crossed the floor once more, coming to stand by her husband’s side, one hand settling gently upon his shoulder. For a moment, their eyes met and lingered before she turned and looked back at her son. “If you marry,” she told him, the deepest of certainties ringing in her voice, “then let it be for love. It is the only path to true happiness.”
Leopold looked at his parents. “How did you know?” He asked as he rose to his feet, his gaze moving from one parent to the other. “How? You knew each other for only a few weeks.” He shook his head, dumbfounded. “How did you know?”
To Leopold’s displeasure, all his parents did was smile at one another and assure him that he would know when the time came, when he met that one person, he was to share his life with.
Leaving his father’s study, Leopold walked into the hall just when the door opened. His good friend Sebastian strode in, his face taut, his shoulders tense. “Hello, there,” Leopold greeted him. “I must say, you look about as miserable as I feel myself.” He stopped in front of him, shaking his head. “We are a pair
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