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  Prologue

January 9, 1812
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Alexander Madoch tossed the newspaper he had been reading on the table and tapped the section he wished his friend Jonathan Lester to read. Then, he picked up a hunk of cheese, popped it into his mouth, and rising from his chair, walked to the window that overlooked the street. 
Two horses, wearing the colours of his uncle’s stable, carried a pair of finely dressed women toward the beach. The ladies were not alone, however, as a group of young swains followed close behind. He smiled as he watched the positioning of the gentlemen shift, one nudging the other out of the way to get closer to one or the other of the ladies.
“So the little termagant has decided to marry, has she?” Jonathan said, drawing Alex’s attention back to the room. “I feel sorry for the chap that has to put up with her.”
Alex turned from the window. “That chap shall be me. It seems we must make a trip to London.”
“You? After the way she turned you out?” Jonathan shook his head and scowled. “I’d not be chasing after the likes of her again. Begone and good riddance, I would say.”
Alex turned back to the window. 
A young man was finally riding next to one of the young ladies. They were a good distance off, but still he could see how the young woman turned to the gentleman and slowed to allow him to ride more fully at her side. 
He bit his lip and tilted his head as he watched the pair ride away. That was what he had wanted those many years ago: a lady, a particular lady, to ride away with him. 
“She was not wrong in her refusal,” he said without turning toward his friend.
Jonathan huffed his disagreement.
“The risk truly was too great. I had no guarantee of success.” Alex glanced over his shoulder at his friend. 
Jonathan pushed the paper away from where it lay in front of him. “You also had no guarantee of failure. As I see it, you had only to increase in your standing. Anyone admitted to your confidence knows how hard you work and how you do not begin a venture unless there is a very promising chance of success.”
Alex remained looking out the window. It would do no good to argue the point with his friend, for he had wholeheartedly agreed with such a sentiment at first. In fact, if he allowed himself to consider it, he still felt somewhat bitter over the fact that Anne had not believed enough in his success to accept him. 
“I did fall into some wonderful chances that I did not expect.” He chuckled slightly as he turned toward his friend. “Would she not be surprised to learn of my connection to Prinny?”
When he had first arrived here, next to the sea, to take up his chosen profession, he had not expected that his uncle would be the one to help Prince George find his Brighton retreat, nor had he expected his uncle to recommend him for the position of manager of the Prince Regent’s riding school and stables. His friend had also benefitted from the arrangement, because Alex had engaged him, as quickly as could be done, as his man of business and an assistant in his duties to His Majesty.
“That would put an end to her argument of your lack of connections,” Jonathan agreed.
Alex began to nod his agreement but then changed it to a shake. “No.” His head shook from side to side with more determination as his thoughts settled firmly into his mind. “No. Miss de Bourgh is not to know of my connections. None of them. Nothing beyond those I have through my uncle.”
“Have you taken leave of your senses?” Jonathan’s expression matched the disbelief in his words, and Alex could understand why. They both knew that convincing Miss Anne de Bourgh to accept anyone without a known title and fortune – or at the very least connections of the most excellent calibre – was going to be nigh unto impossible. Nigh unto impossible. Not entirely impossible. 
Or so he hoped. 
“I need her to accept me. Not my money and not my connections. I want her as my wife, but only if she accepts me without any...” His right hand circled in the air as if fluffing something. “… of those accoutrements.”
Jonathan pulled the paper back to him. “Did you read this?” He lifted the paper and gave it a shake before scanning to find the announcement. “She has required that all potential suitors have, and I quote ‘in their possession a title, as well as solvent and accurate financial reports,’ and…” He held up a finger to emphasize his point. His tone dripped with disdain as he continued. “‘Please be advised that references and documentation showing adherence to the above criteria will be required.’ Exactly how do you propose to gain an audience with her majesty when you do not have a title and are unwilling to mention your connections?”
Alex chuckled to himself as he crossed the room and opened the door to call to the butler. Jonathan would not like this answer. Not even the tiniest bit. 
Having given instructions to see that all was made ready for his trip, Alex turned, with a smile, to his friend. “How have I always gained an audience where none was extended?”
Jonathan groaned. “No. You cannot mean to make me assist you.” 
“It is your job.” 
His friend’s eyes closed and after he had expelled a great sigh, he asked, “To whom am I to write about soirees?”
Ah, he knew he could count on Jonathan’s cooperation even when he did not want to give it. They were too good of friends for something as monumental as pursuing England’s most stubborn heiress and convincing her to capitulate her position to separate them. 
“Do you still correspond with Brownlow?” he asked. 
“On occasion, but that is a business matter and this…” he waved at the paper as he rose to follow his friend from the room.
“Is a business matter,” Alex said to complete Jonathan’s thought. “Your job is to see that I make all the proper connections and that all the required meetings are arranged so that I have the best chance of being successful in my enterprises, is it not?”
His friend sighed and shook his head. “Even though I still hold that this is not a matter of business, I shall give you every opportunity I can arrange. However, I will have you know that I am still not in favour of the idea.”
That was easily seen – and understandable. A fellow could not have a better friend than Mr. Jonathan Lester. Alex clapped that staid and true friend on the shoulder. “As far as I am concerned, this is the most important undertaking in which you will ever take part. That is, of course, until you find yourself a lady of your own to pursue in earnest.”
Jonathan groaned once again as they left the dining room.
Alex stopped abruptly and turned to face his friend. “We must not fail in this endeavour.” He placed a hand on each of Jonathan’s shoulders. “We simply cannot fail.” A twice broken heart might not mend.
His friend nodded in an up-and-down, side-to-side sort of fashion that spoke of how difficult it was to say the words that accompanied the action. “Very well. I can see how important this is to you, and I will do my best to help you secure her. Though I question your sanity, I will do it for you.”
“Thank you. That is all that I ask.” A smile lit Alex’s face. His happy future was just within his grasp – finally. “Now, to tell my uncle that I shall be leaving for town in two days.” 
As he exited the house, Alex expelled a great puff of breath as the burden of Anne’s rejection those six years ago lifted, and his body and mind lightened. In truth, he had not felt such welcome vigour in some time. He had no doubt that the challenge that lay before him would tax him to the end of his patience. She always had. But… He drew a deep, satisfying breath as he walked toward the stables. The prize ─ ah, the prize for endurance would be satisfying indeed. 
Finally, his heart would feel whole.






  
  Chapter 1

January 21, 1812
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As she hurried across the ballroom toward her cousin, Anne de Bourgh bit back a small smile at the expression of disapproval Mary, the new Lady Rycroft, gave him when he slid his arm around her waist and tugged her closer to his side. 
Samuel – Lord Rycroft – had never been one to hold very firmly to propriety. Anne remembered him often getting into trouble for some sort of mischief every time he visited Rosings when he was young. Of course, he had not visited often, since her mother and his mother, though sisters, could only tolerate each other in small doses that were administered with years, not months, between them. 
She sighed. 
Her aunt, Lady Sophia, was easy to like. It was her mother, Lady Catherine, who was the challenge. 
Not even Anne could tolerate her mother’s constant nattering and interference for any length of time. It was why she had feigned illness so often and had hidden in her room. She could not hold back her smile this time. On how many of those occasions had she escaped from her mother by taking to her room and climbing down the trellis? The number was not small! 
“You are even more beautiful when you smile.” Mr. Blackmoore, the living, breathing annoyance whom Anne had been attempting to avoid all evening, stepped into her path. 
Her lips ceased smiling and instead curled as they did when she was forced to take that dreadful concoction her mother had gotten from the apothecary and insisted on giving to her at the first sign of a sniffle. No! That was unfair to the concoction. This gentleman left a far less pleasant taste in one’s figurative mouth simply by being. Why could he not understand her refusals? She made no reply as she attempted to step around him.
“Come, Miss de Bourgh,” he said, taking her by the elbow, “a dance is about to begin. Will you not join me?”
Anne pulled her arm away from him. “Indeed, I will not. I have told you more than once that I do not wish to make or keep your acquaintance.” Again, she endeavoured to step around him only to be prevented.
“Miss de Bourgh, it is just one dance. How can you deny me the pleasure of such lovely company as yourself? Surely, you cannot be so cruel.”
Anne crossed her arms and chuckled mirthlessly. “I assure you that I can be.” She was her mother’s daughter after all, which meant she could be rather immovable, and unpleasantly so, when she chose to be.
“Blackmoore.” Lord Rycroft’s voice held a warning. The gentlemen, though friends, had not re-established the camaraderie they had shared prior to an incident involving Mary.
“Rycroft.” Mr. Blackmoore nodded his head in greeting.
“I did not invite you to this soiree to harass my guests.” Rycroft tipped his head to the side and raised a brow. Anne could see the slight clenching of his jaw and knew that he was more than just a little disturbed by the actions of his former friend.
“I was merely asking Miss de Bourgh for a dance.”
Rycroft shifted his gaze to Anne. “And does the lady wish for a dance?”
“If she does not, then she shall have to sit out the entire evening.” Blackmoore smiled at Anne. It was not a friendly smile but one of cunning and calculation, and exactly the type of smile that Anne despised the most. 
“My card is full,” she lied.
“Surely not.” Blackmoore’s hand reached out to take her card, but Anne quickly pulled her hand out of his reach.
“This is not my card, sir. I fear I have left my card in the retiring room. I was just on my way to ask if Lady Rycroft would accompany me to retrieve it.”
“Not your card?” Blackmoore’s tone spoke of disbelief.
“That is what I said.” Anne smiled as her eyes held firmly to his for a moment before she dipped a curtsey and, with an if you will excuse me, stepped around Blackmoore and hurried toward Mary, leaving her pursuer to her cousin’s care. 
She stamped her slippered foot and crossed her arms as she came to stand next to Lady Rycroft. Her mother would be horrified because a lady did not stamp her foot. However, at the moment, as Anne scowled at Mr. Blackmoore, she did not care what a lady did or did not do. “He is without equal,” she muttered with her eyes still on Blackmoore.
“Are you well?” Mary asked.
Anne turned her attention to Mary. “I am well, but he is not. There is something seriously wrong with that man’s head.” Her hand flew to cover her mouth as she realized that Mary was not alone. “Forgive me.” Her cheeks flushed crimson. “I struggle to keep my thoughts to myself at times.”
Lord Brownlow chuckled. “That is a trait that is not unlike your cousin.”
“Indeed,” Mary said with a laugh and a gently pointed look that made Anne wish she had cared a trifle more about what a lady did or did not do before she had acted and spoken so freely. 
“Lord Brownlow,” Mary continued, “this is Miss de Bourgh. Miss de Bourgh, Lord Brownlow.”
“A pleasure,” Brownlow said with a bow.
“Is it?” Anne said in surprise.
Again, Lord Brownlow chuckled. “It is.”
“Then, I thank you,” she said with a curtsey before turning to Mary. “I fear my determination to avoid a certain situation requires me to ask you to accompany me to the retiring room.” She glanced back toward where Blackmoore and Rycroft still stood conversing. 
“As much as I would like to continue talking to Lord Brownlow,” she smiled at the gentleman, “I find that doing so puts me at risk of speaking to him again,” she tipped her head toward Blackmoore, “and I have no desire to do so.”
“If you are positive it cannot wait –” 
“It cannot. I assure you.” The faster she was away from that man, the better. 
“Well, then, I shall accompany you. Lord Brownlow, if you will excuse us.”
“Certainly, Lady Rycroft, Miss de Bourgh.” He nodded to each lady in turn.
Anne began to walk away from him but then stopped and returned. “Do you have a dance that is free?” she asked in a whisper.
“I do,” he whispered in reply.
Anne cast a wary eye toward Blackmoore. “Which one?”
“The one after supper remains open.”
“That will do,” Anne said. “I look forward to dancing with you, and I do apologize for being so forward, sir. However, I may have told someone that my card was full, and I must now fill it.”
Brownlow chuckled softly. “If you need a second dance, Miss de Bourgh. I have the last of the evening available as well.”
Anne sighed, and her shoulders drooped in relief. “That would be most helpful.”
“I am pleased to be of assistance.” Lord Brownlow shook his head as she scooted away.
Mary took Anne’s arm as they left the ballroom. “You do know that ladies are not to ask gentlemen for dances, do you not?”
Anne nodded. “I would not have done so if it had not been necessary.” She looked up and down the hall, and, seeing that no one was near and feeling confident that she would not be heard, she continued. “Mr. Blackmoore insists on importuning me at every turn. I could not see a way to avoid dancing with him and still be allowed to dance with others.” She smiled sheepishly. “So, I lied.” She looked away from the disapproving look that Mary gave her. “I know it is wrong,” she said softly, “but I should be able to refuse a man like him without refusing all others.”
Mary patted Anne’s hand. “I agree that it is not fair.”
“If you would rather…” Anne looked up at Mary, who, like Kitty and Elizabeth, had become a dear friend over the past two weeks. “I could plead a headache and borrow a room in which to rest.”
Mary shook her head. “There is no need for that. We shall just have to find enough gentlemen to fill your card so that your words no longer remain untrue.” 
And so, they did. With Mary’s help, Anne’s card was full before they had returned to the ballroom.
For much of what remained of the first half of the evening, Anne remained near Mary or Lady Sophia, which had been quite the delightful and revealing experience, for she had not realized just how pleasant it could be to sit or stand near someone who did not constantly remind you to straighten your posture or smile more engagingly or less widely or less frequently or more often. 
And she had even managed to sit for supper without her mother near! It may not have been a miracle above all miracles, but to Anne it was no small thing. When the meal was over and all exhibitions of talent were completed, Anne once again sought to limit the amount of time she had to spend with her mother.
After one particularly lively dance in the latter half of the evening, Anne, at Lady Sophia’s insistence, took a seat not far from an open balcony door. The breeze was refreshing, and Anne closed her eyes and filled her lungs with the deliciously cool air. 
Her feet were beginning to hurt, and she was certain her arms would be nearly unusable by morning. She had not realized just how much exertion there was in dancing. It was tiring, but the fatigue was not unwelcome. In fact, she found it exhilarating. She had not enjoyed herself this much since the last time she had sneaked out of her bedroom to ride. Riding had always been a pleasure to Anne, but her mother disapproved of too much exertion and exposure to the elements.
Anne was just beginning to ruminate on the ridiculousness of being confined to one’s room to preserve one’s health when she heard a familiar and unwelcome name.
“Madoch,” Lord Brownlow said, “I feared you were not going to show.”
“I do apologize for my tardiness, but I had an unexpected call to which I had to attend. There really was no avoiding it.”
Anne cautiously turned to look at the speaker. It could not be him. It simply could not be. He was not of the gentleman class. She paused and sighed. Perhaps she was lowering him a bit more than he deserved. His father was a gentleman, but he was a second son, that much was true. 
Her breath caught in her chest as her eyes found the gentleman standing with Lord Brownlow. “Alex,” the name fell from her lips on a sharp exhale. It was him! He was here. How could he be here? Why was he here? Did he not still reside in Brighton? Why was he in town? 
Oh, this was not good! He could not see her. He must not see her. Her heart might break a second time if she had to actually speak to him. She glanced from him to the open balcony door and then back to him, before rising from her seat and making her escape. 






  
  Chapter 2
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The air outside the ballroom was even cooler than the breeze Anne had felt inside, for, out here, there were no throngs of dancing people nor were there scores of candles casting their light and warmth. There were a few torches and lanterns, but not enough to do more than scatter the shadows of the night. 
She folded her arms and rubbed the upper parts of them as she looked left and then right. If she remembered correctly, the library was to the right, three windows down, and open. That is the door to the garden had been open when she and Mary had gone looking for her cousins, Darcy and Richard, to fill her dance card. She certainly hoped no one had closed it, for she knew that being both alone and so far away from her chaperone was putting herself at risk, but what was she to do? He was in the ballroom, which meant she could not be. 
Everything would be as it should be just as soon as she reached the safety of the library. Kitty and Richard had not been seen for a while. So, it stood to reason that Kitty had probably required a rest again since her head was still not quite right after her fall and required her to frequently seek solitude. 
Therefore, even if the door was closed, they would let her in, and then, everything would, indeed, be well. With that in mind, Anne began heading for the library as quickly as could be done without looking like a fox fleeing a pack of hounds. 
As she went, Anne considered how feigning a head injury might be a handy way to avoid her mother. It was an option she had not yet attempted to this point in her life. It could work, and for an extended amount of time. But then, would the care required to attend to such an injury be too much to bear? 
She stopped to consider the option. No, it would not do. Her mother would hover or have a surgeon posted outside her door. That was most certainly not the wished-for result. Chances and new schemes were often worth the attempt but only if they did not lead to her avoiding one untenable situation merely to be cast into another that was far worse. One must always – or most times, at least – consider carefully the ramifications of what one pretended. 
Of course, there were moments when there just was not time to ponder every eventuality – such as when a lady’s uncle and mother were arranging an unwanted marriage for her or when a lady needed to make a quick exit to avoid a former suitor who still caused her heart to ache whenever she passed a stable of horses. 
Still quite lost in her thoughts, she began slowly walking toward the library. 
The stables at Rosings had not been nearly as pleasant an escape in the past six years as they had been before the day when she had sent Alex away. It had been the right decision. She knew it was, but that did not make it any less painful – not then, not now. 
Footfalls on the stone of the balcony broke into her thoughts, and after giving a glance over her shoulder, she lifted her skirt and made to run the few remaining steps to the library. 
However, Mr. Blackmoore was quicker than she and had her by the arm before she could flee.
“Miss de Bourgh, it seems we are meant to marry.” 
“Marry?” Her heart climbed into her throat as the reality of the situation in which she found herself settled into her startled mind. She twisted and pulled at the arm he held. “I think not!” She could not marry him. 
He slid an arm around her and hauled her closer to him. “But we are in a very compromising position, are we not?” He wore that sly smile of his once again. “Such a scandal as this will put to an end any other offers of marriage but mine.” He bent his head to kiss her, but she turned her head to the side and pushed at his chest.
“I would rather die an old maid than be married to the devil.” She turned her head the opposite direction of his mouth once again and pushed some more.
He chuckled near her ear. “The devil?” 
The feeling of his breath on her skin made her shiver in revulsion
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