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      Fourteen-year-old Jane Marwick smoothed her palms down the crisp fabric of her pale pink gown with embroidered rosebuds and narrow lace trim and sighed, feeling so grown-up. She was certainly more grown-up than Lady Hannah Lumley, whose eleventh birthday they were celebrating. Mama let Jane wear her hair up for the party but refused to allow her maid to pin jewels among the forced curls.

      “In a few years when you’re invited to dance in someone’s ballroom you shall be adorned with diamonds and pearls, but in a garden, one must restrain one’s desire to overdress. You’ll be more to your advantage allowing your natural beauty to show.”

      Natural beauty. If Mama could see it, Jane hoped others could, too, but it certainly didn’t show in the reflection in her mirror. In particular, she hoped one Stephen Lumley, cousin to her best friend and neighbor Lady Hannah, had noticed. Just the thought of Stephen gave her butterflies, and the sight of him sent those butterflies dancing in the wind. He was so handsome. His thick black hair picked up the sunlight in streaks of silver, and his deep brown eyes were so very expressive. She had to admit the emotion she was accustomed to seeing there was laughter, and often at her expense, but it made his eyes sparkle.

      Spying him playing lawn bowls with Hannah’s brothers, Jane skipped across the neatly trimmed grass. “Hello, Stephen.”

      “Jane.” He nodded his greeting, not looking away from where his ball rolled. “Knightwick, I vow you won’t beat that pitch.”

      Lord Knightwick prepared to toss his ball toward the smaller one that was their target while David and Stephen watched. Jane refused to be ignored. That might have been fine in the past, but she was nearly a grown woman now. While she didn’t expect the boys to suddenly fawn over her, at least Stephen could notice her new dress. “May I join in the next game?”

      “Of course,” David answered. “Why don’t you see if Hannah would also like to play?”

      Knightwick and David were Hannah’s older brothers, and were as handsome as their cousin, but Jane didn’t feel the same response when she spoke to one of them. Knightwick was much too old to even consider as a possible beau at twenty-one years old. Only a few months older than Stephen, David was closer to her own age, but none of the three demonstrated they felt anything for her beyond that of their sisters’ friend.

      Mama said she was too young to think about beaus, but as much as she tried, Jane couldn’t convince her heart of that. Hannah understood how she felt but was likely only humoring her desperate need for attention. Hannah still enjoyed playing with dolls in the nursery with her younger sisters.

      Determined to spend time with Stephen, she said, “That’s a lovely idea. Hannah and I could team up with you and David. It wouldn’t be fair for Hannah and me to play against the two of you, since you’re older and have sharper skills, so Stephen and I could be one team and Hannah and David the other.”

      “David and I play equally well,” Stephen said, “so the resulting difference in score would be no different than if you girls played without us.”

      He was such a stubborn boy. She might allow him this win, but she had the rest of the afternoon to be close to him.

      Nothing anyone said would keep Jane away from Stephen’s side whenever they were both at Bridgethorpe Manor, Hannah’s home and Jane’s closest neighbor. In recent months she’d admit she visited there as much in hope of seeing him as her best friend.

      When the party moved inside for cakes and lemonade, she made certain she sat close to him. “What is that you’re eating?” she asked, setting down her dish at the small table where he and David were.

      “Strawberry trifle. Surely you can see that.”

      She swiped the tip of his nose with her napkin. “If I had, I would have been careful not to embarrass myself with the whipped cream.”

      His grin made her want to find Hannah and giggle over how his smile affected her. She fisted her hands in her lap to refrain from doing something so childish. “Will you be playing cards later?”

      Stephen looked askance at David, who turned to stare out the window while biting back a smile. “I haven’t decided what I’ll do next. Doesn’t Hannah want to play with you?”

      “Hannah is a mere girl and I’m a young lady now.” How could he not see the obvious truth of that? “I should associate with the older people now.”

      David coughed and stood to leave. “Ask Mother what activities she has planned for the older guests, Jane. Although since it’s Hannah’s birthday, I’m sure she would enjoy your company.”

      Jane twisted her lips with guilt and her stomach burned, realizing her rudeness. She’d almost forgotten the party was for Hannah. Her friend sat in a small gathering of other girls, so at least she wasn’t alone, but Jane was her closest friend and she needed to be more considerate. And she would be, just as soon as she grew bored with Stephen’s company.

      Since he and David were gone most of the year at school, she looked forward to spending as much time as possible with him during the summer. The older they got, however, the more he and David stayed away from the girls, making it quite clear they didn’t want their company. It hurt to be set aside like an old toy.

      Studying him from the corner of her eye, Jane reached for her glass, only to tip it over. Lemonade spread on the lovely damask linen tablecloth almost as quickly as heat rose on Jane’s face. She jumped to blot the spill with her napkin. Stephen rose to help, and between them they had most of the mess cleaned by the time a footman appeared to finish the work.

      Jane stepped closer to Stephen, folding her arms across her chest in frustration. “Drat. I shall never learn to deport myself as a lady. Mama keeps telling me that, but I refuse to listen. I’m determined to accomplish this before we go to Town for my Season.” If she couldn’t carry herself with elegant style, she would never find a husband. Even an old friend such as Stephen would look beyond her for a wife if she couldn’t move with grace.

      “When are you traveling to Town? There might still be enough time.”

      “In four years, when I’m eighteen, of course. I hope Papa will let me go when I’m only seventeen, but he is adamant I wait.” Papa was her biggest frustration when it came to matters of becoming an adult. Mama was much more agreeable to letting Jane act mature, but Papa still called her his little girl.

      Stephen choked on his lemonade and set down his glass as he fell into a brief coughing fit. When he found his voice again his lips twitched when he spoke. “You have plenty of time to practice.”

      “Will you be in Town for the Season?”

      “In…four years?” His brown eyes laughed at her, but it didn’t matter. He loved to tease, and since it meant he was paying attention to her, she accepted it.

      “Yes.” Was he being obtuse? “Why would I care if you’re there before then? I hope to dance with you.”

      “As it happens, it’s likely I won’t be in London for many years. More than four, to be certain.”

      Her heart sank until she realized that meant he would be at home, which would allow her to see him year-round, or as often as he visited Bridgethorpe Manor. That would be much better than a few months in London, although she would be dressed in finery at the balls in Town and he would see how lovely she’d become. “Mayhap I can convince Mama to have an assembly here in the autumn when the weather is still fine, once I’m old enough to attend.”

      “I won’t be available to attend. I’ve joined the cavalry. I leave next week for the Continent.” He tore his gaze from hers and plucked a button on his coat so she couldn’t read his expression.

      Jane’s mouth went dry and her head grew light as her blood pooled in her feet. He couldn’t have done something as…as foolish as that! Surely, he was jesting. “That can’t be true. The cavalry? Why would you do something like that?”

      “Why?” He looked at her as if she had two heads. “To protect king and country, of course. Isn’t that why most men go to battle?”

      “Well, no. Some do it because it’s expected of them as a younger son. But you are your father’s only son. Don’t you plan to farm like he does?”

      Stephen’s condescending smile made her feel like a child. “My father is young still. I don’t plan to make the cavalry my living forever. I’ll take over the farm when I return from the Continent.”

      Living. She knew he meant income, but in the context of battle it meant something completely different to her. “You don’t know that you’ll come home. You might…die.” The word created a painful lump in her throat, but she was able to keep her tears at bay.

      Laughing softly, Stephen plucked at one of the curls her maid had worked so hard to create. “I have no intention of dying in some field so far from home. I’ll be back before you even notice I’ve been gone.”

      That was far from the truth. In her heart she would feel the moment he left. She would have an empty place in her heart that wouldn’t be repaired until he returned. “I will wait for you.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, her words meant for him alone.

      Tipping his head to one side, he held her gaze and she wondered what he was thinking. Most likely he thought her a childish ninny. Yet his lips spread in a warm, kind smile. “Then I look forward to calling upon you when I return. And to standing up with you at that dance.”
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      After riding for what seemed like a lifetime, Stephen Lumley reached the hill beneath which lay his uncle’s land, Bridgethorpe Manor. The property looked a little odd viewing through only his good eye, but it meant he was almost home. He could rest there for a few days until he had the strength to ride on to Larkspur Cottage, where he’d grown up.

      He hurt everywhere. The burned, scarred skin on his cheek still felt as though someone were tearing it in two. His left eye saw the same blackness with or without the eye patch, and his left ear still rang loud enough to wake an entire cemetery. Yet he was alive and for that he would be forever grateful.

      When he reached the stables, Stephen slid out of the rented hack he’d driven from London and nearly landed on the boy who’d come to take care of his horse. A groom ran to his side and helped him to the house. The Earl of Bridgethorpe’s butler met them at the door, growing pale when he realized who was there. “Mr. Lumley, let me call someone to help. I’ll have a room made ready for you.”

      “Thank you, Dankworth. I must sit now.” And stay sitting until his head quit swaying, after which he would eat enough for three men. Without much coin in his pockets, he hadn’t ordered much to eat each time he’d stopped to rest the horse. London was such a long way away. The man he used to be was even farther, lost on a battlefield on the Peninsula.

      Dankworth and a footman settled him in the morning room. The chair wasn’t the most comfortable in the house, but he sank into it and inhaled the familiar scents of his family.

      “Stephen? Where are you?” His cousin Hannah’s voice echoed off the marble walls. She skidded to a halt in the doorway and composed herself. “I’m so pleased you’ve called on us. You look exhausted.”

      He stood to greet her, noticing how her smile waivered when she looked him in the eye—the good one, of course, as the other was covered by a patch. At least she hid her shock at how different he appeared now.

      Her brother David nearly ran into the room. “Cousin, how are you?” His brow furled momentarily when he saw Stephen but he quickly schooled his features into a polite mask. Stephen would prefer the teasing cousin of their past.

      Swallowing down his bitterness of the familiar reaction, Stephen offered him a wry smile. “I am as you see me. Still the sum of all my parts, although some work better than others.”

      “You are home, that’s all that matters,” Hannah said. Her hands fluttered uselessly and she hesitated as she stepped toward him, but ended up giving him an awkward hug due to his injuries. She sat in the chair beside him and held her hand to her neck, looking at her brother.

      David cleared his throat. “Will you excuse us, Hannah?”

      “Of course.” Before she left, she hugged Stephen again. “I love you and I’m so glad you’re here.”

      She’d always been affectionate, but her voice waivered on the verge of crying. When she left the room, he asked, “What’s the matter? Hannah normally says hello and runs off to play with her dolls.” He returned to his seat.

      Taking the empty chair, David said, “She’s grown up quite a bit since you left. There is news, however, that likely has her upset still.” He called for Dankworth to bring a bottle of whiskey.

      Stephen’s stomach dropped. What sort of news required whiskey? Something terrible had happened.

      “I’m afraid it’s bad news, and I wish there’d been time to let you know.” David paused, his brow furling as he took a deep breath. “There was a fire at Larkspur. The house sustained major damage. And I’m sorry to tell you, your parents died in the fire.”

      Blinking, Stephen ran the words through his mind in hopes of realizing David hadn’t said what he heard. “Both? They’re gone?”

      David nodded.

      Stephen’s body went cold and he leaned back in the chair, no longer able to keep himself upright. His muscles went limp as a rag as the last of his energy drained out of him. “It can’t be. When?”

      “Yesterday.

      He was numb, unable to say anything. Just a month ago his mother had written him at the hospital about how excited she was to hear he was coming home at last. In spite of knowing how much he hated parties, she planned one to welcome him. And now she was gone.

      And Father, too. No more would they ride their fields and survey the crops. They wouldn’t join a hunt with their neighbors…Well, that wouldn’t happen regardless, due to Stephen’s injuries. He could remain in the saddle well enough but didn’t trust himself at jumps or sudden turns.

      Alone—he was alone now. He had his aunt and uncle, of course, and his many cousins, but no immediate family. A heavy band tightened around his chest making it difficult to breathe.

      David must have recognized Stephen’s need for privacy to adjust to this news. “My mother has guests arriving this afternoon, but no one will mind if you prefer to stay in your bedchamber. If you would like, I’ll have supper sent there for you.”

      Forcing himself to his feet, Stephen waited for the room to stop spinning before walking toward the door. “Yes, please. I don’t feel up to seeing anyone.” Beyond the constant pain that wracked his joints these days, he now had a twisting knot of despair swelling in his heart.

      “Jane will be here.”

      His sweet, sweet girl, the one person he’d been most excited to see. Well, excited and terrified all at once. In one of his letters, he’d asked Hannah to tell Jane about his injuries and what to expect when he came home, but nothing could prepare her for the sight of the scars on his face. He was afraid to see her reaction. She might want nothing more to do with him, and he couldn’t bear that. His innocent fondness had grown during the long nights when he slept in his tent, and she’d become the dream of his future.
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      Sitting in the blessed darkness of the library at Bridgethorpe Manor, a snifter in one hand, the empty brandy decanter in the other, Stephen ignored the sounds of merriment ringing throughout the house. His uncle, the Earl of Bridgethorpe, would complain about Stephen’s waste of good liquor when he discovered it—or he would if he were of a mind to notice. But the earl was no longer the man he was when Stephen had last visited and was unlikely to notice the empty vessel before Dankworth, his butler, refilled it on the morrow.

      After swallowing the last of the liquid in his glass, Stephen contemplated switching to whiskey. He wasn’t yet drunk enough. He could tell, because he was still all too aware of his circumstances. The burns on the side of his face stung almost as badly as his gut did.

      He hadn’t imbibed enough because he was thoroughly cognizant that his parents were undeniably dead. Besides that, he could still pronounce cognizant in his head.

      Yes, another bottle was called for. He pushed back the chair from the massive desk. As he rose, he caught the toe of his boot on the chair leg and stumbled, falling against the glass doors of the bookshelf behind him. “Steady, man. Best foot forward.”

      He righted himself and swayed, and then the room took a turn, so he grabbed the back of the chair to steady himself. The room stopped spinning a moment before his head did. Drawing in a deep breath, he lurched toward the liquor cabinet. Since he’d failed to light a candle, only the moon glow from the window helped him navigate.

      Earlier when the maid entered the room to light the fire, he’d scared her off with his barking demand to have his privacy. Warm, cozy and cheerful—that’s what a fire was. Nothing was farther from how Stephen felt, and how he wanted to continue to feel—cold, lost, a hollow shell. He raised his empty glass in mock salute and the room tilted again. “Welcome home, Captain Lumley.”

      The two remaining cut-crystal decanters danced in front of him, taunting him to choose. Port? Whiskey? If the blasted bottles would stand still long enough, he could tell which was which by the shape. Deciding he didn’t really care, he grabbed the first one his fist closed around.

      The doorknob rattled and the door opened, spilling in the gay music from above stairs, and just as quickly it closed. Stephen spun so quickly the bottle slipped from his grip and crashed to the floor.

      A woman gasped. “Who is there?”

      “No one,” he answered. “No one of any con…sequence.” His tongue wasn’t following orders.

      “Captain? Is that you?”

      He recognized Miss Jane Marwick’s angelic musical voice. His Jane. At least, she’d been thus in his heart these six years he’d been away. His beauty with her skin of porcelain, thick blonde hair and bright blue eyes. “Has so much changed, then? I used to be Stephen.”

      “You’re drunk.”

      “In a manner of speaking.” He waved a hand to indicate the glass at his feet. “But not as drunk as I planned to be. I’m still capable of string coherent words together.”

      “Let me call Dankworth. He’ll have someone clean that up.”

      “Don’t bother. It’s all soaked into the carpet by now. ’Sides, he’s busy with the houseguests in the large drawing room, which is where you should be.”

      Jane glided slowly into the room, her steps soundless.

      He motioned to the mess in between them. “Stay back, you’ll cut your feet.”

      “My feet are fine, and it’s much better the carpet is soaked than your stomach. Perhaps you should go to your room and lie down. Shall I help you or would you prefer a footman?”

      “I would prefer to keep drinking. If you’ll leave me, I shall get back to it.”

      She stood so close he could just make out the worry line between her eyebrows. They’d known each other for most of their lives, since her father’s property abutted Bridgethorpe’s estate, and the families were close. He hated himself for making her worry.

      Had Stephen known his aunt and uncle had invited a houseful of guests, he wouldn’t have stopped here on his way home. He would have gone straight to see his parents. But the fates must have been looking kindly on him to guide him here, since he had no parents to return to, so he should be glad to see Jane. He was, truly—or he would be when he was sober and feeling less pitiful.

      Jane walked away from the glass. “At least come sit.”

      How he’d missed her voice. Her laughter, even more, but she was clearly not going to laugh anytime tonight. The two were a calming balm to his aching heart. He followed her to the two upholstered chairs that sat in front of the cold fireplace. “Yes, I shall sit. And tell you tales to make you laugh. I need your laughter, dearest Jane.”

      “You need a good night’s sleep, more like. But if you won’t go above stairs, I would feel safer if you were sitting.” She helped him into the first chair and tried to step back.

      He kept his grip on her warm, soft hand and tugged, pulling her quite ungracefully onto his lap. She squawked as she fell but didn’t seem to fight him. After rearranging her slender form on his lap, he wrapped his arms around her and inhaled deeply of her honeysuckle scent, his nose buried in her upswept hair. “My sweet, sweet, Jane.”

      “I shouldn’t be sitting thusly,” she whispered, and leaned away with a shiver. However, she didn’t try to get away.

      “You shouldn’t be in this room with a drunken soldier, either.” Still, he was grateful she was. He needed her more than anything in his life at that moment.

      “I thought I was with a dear man who has suffered too much pain to bear, but perhaps I was mistaken.” Jane brushed back the hair above his scars and he remembered she hadn’t seen him in the light.

      “Too much pain? What do you know of the pain I bear?” His voice sounded angrier than he meant it to. Once she saw his face, she would run away like the women he’d encountered on his trip to Bridgethorpe. He didn’t think he could bear her rejection.

      “Hannah told me of your wounds, so I know they are severe. I didn’t expect you to take part in the festivities, after the loss of your parents. It was all quite untoward, your aunt and uncle moving forward with the house party, but what could they do? Some of the guests had already begun their journeys here by the time Lady Bridgethorpe heard the news about your father. It was far too late—”

      “Jane?”

      “Yes?”

      “Be still.” His fumbling fingers found her small, pointed chin and turned her face so he could capture her lips. He heard her feminine gasp and slight whimper just as he felt the warmth of her lips against his, so soft, so pliable. She tasted of mint, fresh and clean. He groaned with the desire to continue their chaste kiss, but in spite of the alcohol he knew he must stop.

      Squeezing her tightly to his chest, he rested his forehead against her high pile of curls. “Oh, Jane. Nothing has gone as I planned. I wanted so much for us. I was going to be the perfect husband. Find us a cottage near our families where we could raise a family as large as Bridgethorpe’s. Make you so happy every day of our lives. But the fates had other ideas. I shall be no woman’s husband, make no woman happy.”

      She pushed at his chest, forcing herself upright. “Please don’t speak this way. You’ve imbibed too much and don’t know what you say. Besides, it isn’t proper for me to be in here. Perhaps one of your cousins could help you find your bedchamber. Allow me to go find David or Knightwick. Or a footman if you would prefer.”

      He snorted loudly before he shook his head. “What do I need of my cousins, when the fates have taken care of all my needs? I needed a house—my father died, and I am his heir. Of course, the house burned down around him so there is still that problem. I’m the heir of a pile of blackened timbers it would seem.”

      Stephen waved his hand in the vague direction of Spain. “Fate has been increasingly kind. I grew tired of the war, and some bloody French blackguard aimed a mortar at me. I’m no longer called to battle.” He felt her flinch, and he grimaced at his choice of words. “Apologies, dear Jane. Some ill-mannered Frenchman, I meant to say.”

      Jane jumped to her feet and backed away until she reached the mantel. “You oaf, it wasn’t your language that disturbed me. I’ve heard worse.”

      Hands on her slender hips, she paused, and then shook her head and paced again before he could reply. Her hands waved wildly as she continued. “Why is it men think we women do not feel deeply the pain of those we care about? I hurt for you, Stephen. I was sick with fear when Hannah told me you’d been injured. That bloody Frog could have killed you!”

      Stephen frowned and tilted his head so he could better hear her beyond the loud ring in his head. Did she just call the Frenchman a bloody frog? A grin tugged at his lips, but he fought it for fear of angering her more. How much time had she spent with his cousins while he was away? She’d picked up some interesting habits. She was no longer the meek girl who had followed them around.

      Jane stood with her back to him, her arms folded across her chest as if hugging herself. He wanted to take her in his arms again, but she felt so perfect there—and his need for comfort was so deep—that he feared losing control if he did. When she spoke again, her tones were the well-modulated voice of a young lady. “Injuries or no, many women would be glad of an offer from the man I knew. You were kind, and witty, and caring, all good qualities in a husband.”

      Many women…was this her way of giving him his congé? That couldn’t be so…they didn’t have the sort of relationship one might end that way. When he’d joined the army, they were merely friends since she’d been so young. After one of his few visits home, he realized there was a hint of an understanding they would one day be something more than friends. He hadn’t asked for any promises, since he couldn’t promise he would live to return home to her, but he could tell by the way she looked at him, hope and sadness battling for expression, that she knew how he felt.

      Jane would be better off now if she believed she was free of any obligation toward him. If only he could bring himself to say the words, tell her she would be better off without him. “I’ll not be marrying,” was the closest he could find.

      Her voice rang with tension. “Those are the harsh words of a man in pain, or one who is in his cups. In your case, I imagine both are responsible. You cannot make such a decision in one day, no matter how awful that day is. Allow yourself time to heal before saying something so permanent.”

      “There are some things that will never heal.” He tugged at the eye patch string, although he doubted she could see it in the moonlight. His scalp itched where the string rubbed against his skin, yet he couldn’t scratch without making a mess of his hair. He needed a haircut, but the string would probably still bother him.

      Jane peered over her shoulder. “Do you mean…are you unable to have children?”

      “What? Who spoke of children?”

      “If you were trying to imply you couldn’t perform your…marital relations, I understand. But that shouldn’t prevent most women from seeing you as a good husband.”

      She looked so innocent when she practically whispered marital relations, he struggled not to laugh. Wiping away the threatening grin, he assured her, “My wife would have no complaints in the intimacy of our marriage.”

      Her eyes widened, the whites reflecting the moonlight. Her hand flattened over her heart. “Well, that is good to know. For your future wife, that is. And I notice you are speaking of your wife. You obviously don’t believe your denial, either—you do still wish to marry.”

      “No, I do not see, even with my good eye. I will never be a good husband to any young lady.”

      “Oooh, of course you don’t see. Not only are you in your cups, you are a foolish man. The most ridiculous man of my acquaintance, at this moment.”

      “Ridiculous, pitiful, useless. All are fitting words for Captain Lumley,” he agreed. He needed another drink and looked around for his glass.

      “Stop wallowing in your pity. Do not even speak to me again until you are sober. You know not what you say.”

      “Do you deny what I’ve said is the truth? My parents are truly dead and buried. My body broken beyond repair. These things are true.”

      “If you were sober, I would argue the bit about beyond repair. But it’s the other things of which I speak; when you awaken sober tomorrow you will no longer be ridiculous, and you are never pitiful and useless.”

      He shook his head, sending the room in a quick spin, and he grabbed the arms of the chair to keep from falling off. When it slowed, he said softly, “I cannot marry. I have nothing to offer. I have no title, and I am not fit to work. My father’s living won’t provide for a family, not in the manner to which you are accustomed. And the Smart Money the king paid me for my injuries simply proves my decision not to leave the army a year ago wasn’t very smart, indeed.”

      Jane took a step closer, but stopped. “Where is the man I loved? He was there the last time we spoke.”

      Stephen sighed, his throat closing in pain. Those were such happy days when he’d visited home. “That was two and a half years ago. He is gone. Was laid to rest on the battlefield. They discharged this empty shell to carry on in his place.”

      A faint sniffle escaped her. “I am glad you are home.”

      How could she be, when he was not? There was not a glad bone in his body. The war wasn’t won, and he wouldn’t be there to finish it. He’d failed at the only mission he had in life, aside from that of marrying Jane. He felt he needed to accomplish the first to earn the right to the second. To be a man worthy of her love. Why would she be glad he was home, unless she still wanted to marry him?

      And why would she want to marry a wreck of a man such as him, unless she pitied him? A bitter taste built in his mouth at the thought. He swung his arm out to end the conversation and an Oriental vase went flying into the wall. “Enough, woman! I don’t want your pity. I want no one’s pity. All I ask is to be left alone in my misery.”

      Jane jumped back as if he’d struck her. “Forgive my intrusion. You are not the man I once thought I would marry.” She strode to the door.

      He jumped up, almost pitching himself headfirst into the marble framing the fireplace. He stormed after her. “Ha, I was correct. No woman would want to marry a penniless, broken soldier.”

      Spinning to face him, she said harshly, “I would never turn away from the man I loved.”

      “Then you will? Marry me, Jane?”

      Her jaw went lax. She blinked and frowned. Then burst into tears. “How could you?”

      Her turnabout sent him reeling. Grasping her arms, he pulled her into a hug. “What did I do?”

      “You’ve ruined everything.” She struggled in his embrace, pushing against his chest to free herself.

      “Yes, I know. It’s what I’ve said from the beginning. When I didn’t leave the army as planned, I ruined all our plans. But how was I to know how events would turn? I cannot expect you to forgive me when I can’t forgive myself.”

      “No, you ruined what should have been the greatest moment in my life. How could you ask me to marry you in such a state? You’re a drunken beast!” Jane shoved him away and ran out of the library, slamming the door behind her.

      Stephen shivered in the sudden cold of the empty room. Drowning in his pain, he’d just cast away the last good thing in his life. He’d proven how unworthy he was to receive her love.
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      As she left the library Jane rushed past the startled footman who tried in vain to vanish unnoticed behind a large planter. Blinded by her tears, she still found her way because she knew the house like her own. With the guests gathered one floor above, she didn’t dare go to Hannah’s room to hide until a maid could be sent to find her parents. Only one room on the ground floor suited her need for privacy.

      Lady Bridgethorpe’s small morning room, tucked in a back corner of the large ground floor, was thankfully empty and dark at this hour. Jane sought out the upholstered chair where she often sat and painted with Hannah, sinking into it and tucking her feet up beside her thighs as if she were a small child. There she poured her pain out through her tears, soaking her delicate linen handkerchief.

      How many years she’d waited for an offer of marriage she couldn’t say, but it was something she and Hannah had giggled over and dreamed of as soon as they were old enough to accept their lot in life. A young lady of good family learned from an early age how to manage a household of servants, and how important her role was in providing her husband an heir. While her secret dream had been to teach children, that was not the life for a well-dowered young lady with a titled father. Regardless he was a lowly baronet, she was expected to marry well and have children.

      In her fourteenth year, something changed in how she looked at her dear friend Stephen. She might have been too young to know such things, but her heart told her Stephen was the man she would marry. When he’d bought his colors and gone off that year to fight the evils that threatened the British Empire, she continued to learn how to be the best wife possible. She practiced becoming Stephen’s wife.

      Fresh sobs tore through her, and she didn’t realize anyone was in the room until soft footsteps sounded behind her chair. She swallowed her cries and batted at the streams of tears on her cheeks.

      Lady Hannah Lumley knelt on the floor next to the chair. “A footman said I would find you here. What happened, Jane?”

      “The worst has happened. It’s too difficult to be borne.” Voice wavering, she burst into tears again.

      Taking Jane’s hand, Hannah said, “I don’t understand. Please tell me what has you so upset. Did one of the gentlemen make improper advances? I shall send my brothers after him, and your father, too.”

      “None of your guests have been untoward.” She hiccupped while fighting to find her voice. “I am merely disappointed in Stephen.”

      “Disappointment doesn’t make one cry like you were when I walked in. What can he have done to distress you so?”

      Blotting at her eyes with the wet handkerchief, Jane whispered, “He asked me to marry him.”

      Hannah gasped. “But that is good news. It’s what we expected he’d do once he returned from the Continent.”

      Jane shook her head, her throat tightening with emotion. “Not this way. He is ape-drunk, slurring his words. After professing himself to be a useless, pitiful wreck, after making it perfectly clear he would never marry and burden any woman with his care, he mistook my arguments of his value as a person to mean I was saying I wanted to be his wife.”

      “But you do wish to be his wife.”

      “I did, but I am no longer certain about him. He frightened me with his yelling and throwing things. He was so angry, and so drunk. All I could think of is Uncle Bailey, and I could never marry a man like that. Besides, I deserve to be courted. To be asked properly after he confesses his love for me. Not ‘so you’ll do it then’ after he’s declared himself to be the lowest prospect a woman could consider.” She burst into another bout of tears.

      Sitting back on her heels, Hannah was silent for a moment, studying the carpet. Then she cleared her throat. “Perhaps we can just pretend this never happened. No one knows of it except the three of us, and Stephen is not likely to tell anyone he proposed.”

      “I don’t know that I can put it aside. He was so angry when he thought I pitied him for his injuries. He swung at me, and I feared he meant to hit me. What if this is who he is now? Has war changed him so much? I haven’t spoken to him but twice in the past six years. I’ve been a fool, Hannah, to think he would remain unchanged after all he’s seen and experienced. I’ve heard stories of soldiers who mistake their families for the enemy and kill or harm them.”

      Hannah’s quiet voice was edged with cold steel. “Now, you know Stephen would never hurt you,” she said in his defense.

      “I want to believe that, but my mind is awhirl with so many thoughts. Foremost is the fear that I’ve wasted two Seasons in London keeping my heart safe for Stephen when I should have been looking for a husband.”

      “Never say it. You truly no longer wish to marry him?”

      A knock at the door interrupted them. David stuck his head inside. “Might I come in?”

      “Of course,” both girls answered, and Jane dabbed again at her tears.

      He went straight to the mantle and lit a candle. “There we are. Why do you girls sit in the dark?”

      “I never noticed it,” said Hannah. “I was concerned for Jane.”

      “Yes, well, one of the footmen pulled me from the card table and said I must attend you. What’s it to be? Pistols at dawn? A cut direct at Almack’s next spring? Who has committed the offense?”

      Jane looked at Hannah, pleading for her not to speak.

      “Jane? Why won’t you tell me?” David’s voice lost its humor. He stepped closer, studying her face. “This is serious. I’d supposed some young buck slighted one of you by refusing to stand up with you for a country dance. Tell me what has happened. Jane, you know your secrets are safe with me.”

      Yes, she knew. David, his older brother Lord Knightwick, Hannah and she were like brothers and sisters. But would he side with his cousin Stephen over her? She supposed she must find out one way or another, since David would learn eventually. “You must swear never to speak of this to anyone. I would die if anyone outside our families found out.”
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