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 Chapter 1 
 
    Berkshire, December 31, 1810 
 
    “You know precisely whom I will marry, Grandfather. You tease me to enjoy yourself, but all the games in the world will not change that Major Barnett will someday be my husband.” 
 
    As she spoke, Lady Jane Randolph regarded her grandfather in half amusement, half exasperation. Grandfather MacDonald sprawled in his chair by the fire in the small drawing room in Jane’s father’s manor house, his blankets in disarray. Grandfather always occupied the warmest place in a room, in deference to his old bones, but he was not one for sitting still. 
 
    His lined face held its usual mirth, his blue eyes twinkling. Grandfather MacDonald liked to hint and joke, pretending a connection to the Scottish witches from Macbeth, who, he said, had given him second sight. 
 
    “What I say is true, lass.” Grandfather fluttered his hands, broad and blunt, which her grandmother, rest her soul, had claimed could brandish a strong sword and then pick out a tune on the harpsichord with such liveliness one could not help but dance. Indeed, Grandfather often sat of an evening at the pianoforte, coaxing rollicking music from it. 
 
    Grandfather had been quite a dancer as well, Grandmother had said, and every young woman had vied for a chance to stand up with the swain. When Hamish MacDonald had first cast his eyes upon her, Grandmother had wanted to swoon, but of course she’d never, ever admitted this to him. 
 
    “Mark my words,” Grandfather went on. “At Hogmanay, the First-Footer over the threshold will marry the most eligible daughter of the house. Hogmanay begins at midnight, and the most eligible young lady in this house is you.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Jane returned to her embroidery, a task she was not fond of. “But you know I already have an agreement with John. No First-Footer need bother with me. There will be other young ladies—Mama and Papa have invited all their acquaintance.” 
 
    “But you are not yet engaged.” Grandfather’s eyes sparkled with a wicked light seventy years hadn’t dimmed. “No announcement in the newspapers, no date for the happy event, no ring on your finger.” 
 
    “There is the small matter of war with France.” Jane had marred the pattern in her embroidery, she noticed, an inch back. Sighing in annoyance, she picked out the thread. “Major Barnett is a bit busy on the Peninsula just now. When Bonaparte is defeated, there will be plenty of time for happy events.” 
 
    Silence met her. Jane looked up from repairing her mistake to find her grandfather glaring at her, his joviality gone. 
 
    “Am I hearing ye right?” he demanded. “Ye’re discussing your nuptials like ye would decide which field to plant out in the spring. In my day, lassie, we seized the hand of the one who struck our fancy and made sure we hung on to them for life. Didn’t matter how many wars we were fighting at the time, and when I was a lad, Highland Scots were being hunted down if we so much as picked up a plaid or spoke our native tongue. Didn’t stop Maggie and me running off together, did it?” 
 
    Grandfather adored going on about his wild days in the heather, how he and Grandmother never let anything stand in the way of their great passion. 
 
    Times had changed, Jane reflected with regret. The war with Napoleon dragged on, the constant worry that France would invade these shores hovering like a distant and evil thunderstorm. She and John must wait until things were resolved—when John came home for good, there would be time enough to make plans for their life together. 
 
    The thought that John might never return, that a French artillery shell might end his life, or a bayonet pierce his heart, sent a sudden chill through her. 
 
    Jane shuddered and drew a veil over the images. There was no sense in worrying. 
 
    She missed another stitch and set the embroidery firmly aside. Grandfather could be most distracting. 
 
    “John is in Portugal,” she reminded him. “Not likely to be our First-Footer tonight. But someday, perhaps.” 
 
    “Course he’s not likely to be the First-Footer.” Grandfather scowled at Jane as though she’d gone simple. “He’s a fair-haired man, ain’t he? First-Footer needs to be dark. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Your betrothed lives here?” Captain Spencer Ingram shook snow from his hat as he climbed from the chaise and gazed at the gabled, rambling, half-timbered monstrosity before him, a holdover from the dark days of knights and bloodthirsty kings. 
 
    “Not betrothed,” Barnett said quickly. “A childhood understanding. Will lead to an engagement in due time. Probably. Always been that way.” 
 
    Barnett did not sound as enthusiastic as a man coming home to visit his childhood sweetheart might. Spencer studied his friend, but Barnett’s ingenuous face was unconcerned. 
 
    Though it was near midnight, every window in the house was lit, and a bonfire leapt high in the night in the fields beyond. Spencer would have preferred wandering to the bonfire, sharing a dram or tankard with villagers no doubt having a dance and a fine time. 
 
    The house looked cozy enough, despite its ancient architecture. Lights glowed behind the thick glass windows, welcoming on the frigid evening. The snow was dry and dusty, the night so frozen that no cloud marred the sky. Every star was visible, the carpet of them stretching to infinity. Even better than the bonfire would be a place on the roof and a spyglass through which to gaze at the heavens. 
 
    A pair of footmen darted out to seize bags from the compartment in the back of the chaise. Both valises were small, in keeping with soldiers who’d learned to travel with little. 
 
    The chaise rattled off toward the stable yard, the driver ready for warmth and a drink. The footmen scurried into the house and disappeared, the front door swinging shut behind them. 
 
    Spencer leapt forward to grab the door, but it clanged closed before he reached it. 
 
    “What the devil?” Spencer rattled the handle, but the door was now locked. “I call this a poor welcome.” 
 
    To his surprise, Barnett chuckled. “Lady Jane’s family keeps Scots traditions. A visitor arriving after midnight on New Year’s—no, we must call it Hogmanay to follow their quaint customs. A visitor arriving after midnight on Hogmanay needs to beg admission, and must bring gifts. I have them here.” He held up a canvas sack. “Salt, coal, whisky, shortbread, and black bun.” 
 
    “Black what?” 
 
    “Black bun. A cake of fruit soaked in whisky. It is not bad fare. I obtained the cake from a Scotswoman—the landlord’s wife at our accommodations when we first landed.” 
 
    Spencer had wondered why Barnett insisted on traveling to that inn, well out of the way, the venture taking precious time. 
 
    Barnett grinned. “The whole rigmarole is to prove we aren’t Norsemen come to pillage the family. ’Tis greatly entertaining, is it not?” 
 
    Spencer had other ideas of entertainment. “We stand shivering outside while they decide whether to admit us? There is a good bonfire yonder.” He gestured to the fire leaping high in the fields, shadows of revelers around it. 
 
    “They’ll be waiting just inside. You will see.” 
 
    Barnett stepped up to the door the footmen had all but slammed in their faces and hammered on it. 
 
    “Open, good neighbors. Give us succor.” Barnett shot Spencer a merry look. “We must enter into the spirit of the thing.” 
 
    Spencer heard the bolts rattling, and then the door opened a sliver. “Who is there?” a creaky, elderly man’s voice intoned. 
 
    “Admit us, good sir.” Barnett held the sack aloft. “We bear gifts.” 
 
    The door opened wider to show a wizened, bent man wrapped in what looked like a long shawl. Spencer sensed several people hovering behind him. 
 
    “Then come in, come in. Out of the cold.” The man added something in the Scots language Spencer didn’t understand and swung the door open. 
 
    Barnett started forward, then stopped himself. “No, indeed. You must lead, Spence. A tall, dark-haired man brings the best luck.” 
 
    He stepped out of the way and more or less shoved Spencer toward the door. Spencer removed his hat and stepped deferentially into the foyer. 
 
    Warmth surrounded him, and light. In the silence, he heard a sharp intake of breath. 
 
    Beyond the old Scotsman in his plaid shawl, in the doorway to a room beyond, stood a young woman. She was rather tall, but curved, not willowy. Her hair was so dark it was almost black, her eyes, in contrast, a startling blue, like lapis lazuli. They matched the eyes of the old man, but Spencer could no longer see him. 
 
    The vision of beauty, in a silk and net gown of shimmering silver, regarded him in alarm but also in wonder. 
 
    “Well met, all ’round,” Barnett was saying. “Spence, let me introduce you to Lord and Lady Merrickson—the house you are standing in is theirs. Mr. MacDonald, Lady Merrickson’s father, and of course, this angel of perfection is Lady Jane Randolph, Lord Merrickson’s only daughter and the correspondent that keeps me at ease during the chaos of army life. Lady Jane, may I present Captain Spencer Ingram, the dearest friend a chap could imagine. He saved my life once, you know.” 
 
    Lady Jane came forward, gliding like a ghost on the wind. Spencer took her hand. Her eyes never left his as he bowed to her, and her lips remained parted with her initial gasp. 
 
    Spencer looked at her, and was lost. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Captain Ingram fixed Jane with eyes as gray as winter and as cool, and she couldn’t catch her breath. A spark lay deep within those eyes, gleaming like a sunbeam on a flow of ice. 
 
    He was not a cold man, though, she knew at once. He was containing his warmth, his animation, being polite. Of course he was—he’d been dragged here by John, likely expecting an ordinary English family at Christmas, only to be thrust into the midst of eccentric Randolphs and MacDonalds. 
 
    Jane forced her limbs into a curtsey. “Good evening, Captain Ingram,” she said woodenly. 
 
    Captain Ingram jerked his gaze to her hand, which he still held, Jane’s fingers swallowed by his large gloved ones. Ingram abruptly released her, a bit rudely, she thought, but Jane was too agitated to be annoyed. 
 
    “Greet him properly, Jane,” Grandfather said. He pushed his way forward, leaning on his stout ash stick, and gave Captain Ingram a nod. “You know how.” 
 
    Jane swallowed, her jaw tight, and repeated the words Grandfather had taught her years ago. “Welcome, First-Footer. Please partake of our hospitality.” 
 
    Why was she so unnerved? Grandfather couldn’t possibly have predicted that John would step back and let his friend enter the house first, in spite of their conversation earlier today. Grandfather didn’t truly have second sight—he only pretended. 
 
    Captain Ingram’s presence meant nothing, absolutely nothing. After the war, John would propose to Jane, as expected, and life would carry on. 
 
    Then why had her heart leapt when she’d beheld Captain Ingram’s tall form, why had a sense of gladness and even relief flowed over her? For one instant, she’d believed Grandfather’s prediction, and she’d been … happy? 
 
    A mad streak ran in Jane’s mother’s family—or so people said. It was why Grandfather MacDonald spouted the odd things he did, why her mother, a genteel but poor Scotswoman, had been able to ensnare the wealthy Earl of Merrickson, a sought-after bachelor in his younger days. Jane’s mother had enchanted him, people said, with her dark hair and intense blue eyes of the inhabitants of the Western Isles. So far, her daughter and son had not yet exhibited the madness of the MacDonald side of the family, thankfully. 
 
    Only because Jane, for her part, had learned to hide it, she realized. Given the chance, she’d happily race through the heather in a plaid or dance around a bonfire like the ones the villagers had built tonight. And feel strange glee at the thought she might not marry John after all. 
 
    John, oblivious to all tension, hefted a cloth sack. “I’ve brought the things you told me to, Mr. MacDonald.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Grandfather said. “Jane, take the bag and lay out the treasures in the dining room.” 
 
    Jane’s cousins surged to her. They were the carefree Randolph boys, from her father’s side of the family. The three lads, ranging from sixteen to twenty-two, fancied themselves men about town and Corinthians, well pleased that Jane’s brother, who was spending New Year’s with his wife’s family, stood between themselves and the responsibility of the earldom. In truth, they were harmless, though mischievous. 
 
    “Come, come, come, Cousin Jane,” the youngest, Thomas, sang as they led the way to the dining room. 
 
    Jane took the bag from John, trying to pay no attention to Captain Ingram, who had not stepped away from her. “How are you, John? How very astonishing to see you.” 
 
    John winked at her. He had blue eyes and light blond hair, the very picture of an English gentleman. “Amazing to me when we got leave, wasn’t it, Spence? Thought I’d surprise you, Janie. Worked, didn’t it? You look pole-axed.” 
 
    Jane clutched the bag to her chest, finding it difficult to form words. “I beg your pardon. I am shocked, is all. Did not expect you.” 
 
    John sent Captain Ingram a grin. “I beg your pardon, she says, all prim and proper. She didn’t used to be so. You ought to have seen her running bare-legged through the meadows, screaming like a savage with me, her brother, and her cousins.” 
 
    Jane went hot. “When I was seven.” 
 
    “And eight, and nine, and ten … until you were seventeen, I imagine. How old are you now, Janie? I’ve forgotten.” 
 
    “Twenty,” Jane said with dignity. 
 
    “Mind your tongue, Barnett,” Captain Ingram broke in with a scowl. “Lady Jane might forgive your ill-mannered question, as our journey was long and arduous, but I would not blame her if she did not. Allow me to carry that for you, my lady.” 
 
    He reached for the bag, which Jane relinquished, it being rather heavy, and strode with it into the dining room where the rest of the family had streamed. 
 
    “He’s gallant that way,” John said without rancor. “I knew you’d approve of him. You’ve grown very pretty, Jane.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jane said, awkward. “You’ve grown very frank.” 
 
    “That’s the army for you. You enter a stiff and callow youth and emerge a hot-blooded and crude man. I crave pardon for my jokes. Have I upset you?” 
 
    “No, indeed,” she said quickly. 
 
    In truth, Jane wasn’t certain. John was changed—he had been, as he said, stiff and overly polite when he’d come out of university and taken a commission in the army. This grinning buffoon was more like the boy she’d known in her youth. 
 
    John offered her his arm. “Shall we?” 
 
    Jane acquiesced, and John propelled her into the dining room. The cousins had already emptied the sack and now sifted through its contents with much hilarity. 
 
    “A lump of coal—that’s for you, Thomas.” His oldest brother threw it at him, and Thomas caught it good-naturedly. 
 
    “Excellent fielding,” John said. “Do you all still play cricket?” 
 
    “We do,” Thomas said, and the cousins went off on a long aside about cricket games past and present. 
 
    Lord Merrickson roared at them to cease, though without rancor. Lady Merrickson greeted John and Captain Ingram with a warm smile. John took on the cross-eyed, smitten look he always wore in front of Jane’s mother. Jane did not believe him in love with her mother, exactly, but awed by her. Many gentlemen were. 
 
    Captain Ingram, on the other hand, was deferential and polite to Lady Merrickson, as was her due, but nothing more. 
 
    As Ingram moved back to Jane, she noted that his greatcoat was gone—taken by one of the footmen. His uniform beneath, the deep blue of a cavalryman, held the warmth of his body. 
 
    He leaned to her. “Do they ever let you insert a word?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Jane tried not to shiver at his voice’s low rumble. “On occasion,” she said. “I play a fine game of cricket myself. Or used to. As John said, I am much too prim and proper now.” 
 
    “No, she ain’t,” the middle Randolph cousin, Marcus, proclaimed. “Just this summer she hiked up her petticoats and took up the bat.” 
 
    “A pity I missed it,” John said loudly. “We ought to scare up a team of ladies at camp, Ingram. Officers wives versus …” 
 
    Marcus and Thomas burst out laughing, and the oldest cousin, Digby, looked aghast. “I say, old chap. Not in front of Jane.” 
 
    “Your pardon, Jane.” John looked anything but sorry. He was unusually merry tonight. Perhaps he’d imbibed a quantity of brandy to stave off the cold of the journey. 
 
    “I am not offended,” Jane answered. “But my mother might be.” 
 
    Lady Merrickson was not at all, Jane knew, but the admonition made John flush. “Er …” he spluttered. 
 
    “Whisky!” Digby snatched up the bottle and held it high. “Thank you, John. All is forgiven. Marcus, fetch the glasses. Mr. MacDonald, the black bun is for you, I think.” 
 
    Grandfather snatched up the cake wrapped in muslin and held it to his nose. “A fine one. Like me old mum used to bake.” 
 
    Grandfather’s “old mum” had a cook to do her baking, so Jane had been told. His family had lived well in the Highlands before the ’45. 
 
    Outside, the piper Grandfather had hired began to drone, the noise of the pipes wrapping around the house. 
 
    “What the devil is that?” John demanded. 
 
    “I believe they are bagpipes,” Captain Ingram said. His mild tone made Jane want to laugh. “You have heard them in the Highland regiments.” 
 
    “Not like that. Phew, what a racket.” 
 
    Grandfather scowled at him. “Ye wouldn’t know good piping from a frog croaking, lad. There are fiddlers and drummers waiting in the ballroom. Off we go.” 
 
    The cousins, with whisky and glasses, pounded out of the dining room and along the hall to the ballroom in the back of the house. John escorted Jane, hurrying her to the entertainment, while Captain Ingram politely walked with Grandfather. The terrace windows in the ballroom framed the bonfires burning merrily a mile or so away. 
 
    Three musicians waited, two with fiddles, one with a drum. They struck up a Scottish tune as the family entered, blending with the piper outside. 
 
    Guest who’d been staying at the house and those arriving now that the First-Footer ritual was done swarmed around them. They were neighbors and old friends of the family, and soon laughter and chatter filled the room. 
 
    Grandfather spoke a few moments with Captain Ingram, then he threw off his shawl and cane and jigged to the drums and fiddles, cheered on by Jane’s cousins and John. Ingram, politely accepting a whisky Digby had thrust at him, watched with interest. 
 
    “I am not certain this was the welcome you expected,” Jane said when she drifted near him again. 
 
    “It will do.” Ingram looked down at her, his gray eyes holding fire. “Is every New Year like this for you?” 
 
    “I am afraid so,” Jane answered. “Grandfather insists.” 
 
    “He enjoys it, I’d say.” 
 
    Grandfather kicked up his heels, a move that made him totter, but young Thomas caught him, and the two locked arms and whirled away. 
 
    “He does indeed.” Some considered Jane’s grandfather a foolish old man, but he had more life in him than many insipid young aristocrats she met during the London Season. 
 
    The music changed to that of a country dance, and couples formed into lines, ladies facing gentlemen. John immediately went to a young lady who was the daughter of Jane’s family’s oldest friends and led her out. 
 
    “Lady Jane?” Ingram offered his arm. “I am an indifferent dancer, but I will make the attempt.” 
 
    Jane did not like the way her heart fluttered at the sight of Captain Ingram’s hard arm, outlined by the tight sleeve of his coat. Jane was as good as betrothed—she should not have to worry about her heart fluttering again. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Jane felt cheated. Grandfather’s stories of his courtship with her grandmother, filled with passion and romance, flitted through her mind. The two had been very much in love, had run away together to the dismay of both families, and then defied them all and lived happily ever after. For one intense moment, Jane wanted that. 
 
    Such a foolish idea. Better to marry the son of a neighbor everyone approved of. Prudence and wisdom lined the path to true happiness. 
 
    Jane gazed at Captain Ingram, inwardly shaking more than she had the first time she’d fallen from a horse. Flying through the air, not knowing where she’d land, had both terrified and exhilarated her. 
 
    “I do not wish to dance,” she said. Captain Ingram’s expression turned to disappointment, but Jane put her hand on his sleeve. “Shall we walk out to the bonfires instead?” 
 
    The longing in his eyes was unmistakable. The captain had no wish to be shut up in a hot ballroom with people he didn’t know. Jane had no wish to be here either. 
 
    Freedom beckoned. 
 
    Captain Ingram studied Jane a moment, then he nodded in resolve. “I would enjoy that, yes.” 
 
    Jane led him from the ballroom, her heart pounding, wondering, as she had that day she’d been flung from her mare’s back, if her landing would be rough or splendid. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    As much as he wished to, Spencer could not simply rush into the night alone with Lady Jane. Such a thing was not done. Lady Jane bade two footmen, who fetched Jane’s and Spencer’s wraps, to bundle up and accompany them with lanterns. The lads, eager to be out, set forth, guiding the way into the darkness. 
 
    Five people actually tramped to the bonfires, because the youngest of the cousins, Thomas, joined them at the last minute. 
 
    “You’re saving me,” Thomas told Spencer as he fell into step with them. “Aunt Isobel wants me standing up with debutantes, as though I’d propose to one tomorrow. I ain’t marrying for a long while, never fear. I want to join the army, like you.” 
 
    “Army life is harsh, Mr. Randolph,” Spencer said. “Unmerciful hours, drilling in all weather, not to mention French soldiers shooting at you.” 
 
    “Not afraid of the Frenchies,” Thomas proclaimed. “Tell him, Janie. I want to be off. I’ll volunteer if Uncle won’t buy me a commission.” 
 
    “He does speak of it day and night,” Lady Jane said. She walked along briskly but not hurriedly, as though the cold did not trouble her at all. “Do not paint too romantic a picture of army life, please, Captain, or you might find him in your baggage when you go.” 
 
    “Perhaps Major Barnett should speak to him as a friend of the family,” Spencer said, trying to make his tone diffident. 
 
    Jane laughed, a sound like music. “It is Major Barnett’s fault Thomas wants to be a soldier in the first place. John writes letters full of his bravado. Also of the fine meals he has with his commanding officers, and the balls he attends, which are full of elegant ladies.” 
 
    Spencer hid his irritation. Lady Jane held a beauty that had struck him to the bone from the moment he’d beheld her—her dark hair and azure eyes more suited to a faery creature floating in the mists of a loch than a young miss dwelling on a country farm in the middle of England. 
 
    If Spencer had been fortunate enough to have such a lady waiting for him, he’d write letters describing how he pined for her, not ones about meals with his colonel and wife. As far as Spencer knew, Barnett did not have a mistress, but he did enjoy dancing and chattering with the officers’ wives and daughters. Man was an ingrate. 
 
    Barnett had mentioned the daughter of his father’s closest neighbor on occasion, but not often. Never rejoiced in receiving her letters, never treasured them or read bits out. Nor hinted, with a blush, that he couldn’t possibly read them out loud. 
 
    He’d only spoken the name Lady Jane Randolph that Spencer could remember a few weeks ago, when he’d announced he’d be returning to England for New Year’s. He’d obtained leave and had for Spencer as well. 
 
    Spencer had been ready to go. Melancholia commanded him much of late, as he saw his future stretching before him, bleak and grim. If he did not end up dead on a battlefield with French bullets inside him, he would continue life as a junior officer without many prospects. Bonaparte was tough to wedge from the Peninsula—he’d already taken over most of the Italian states and much of the Continent, and had his relatives ruling corners of his empire for him. Only England and Portugal held out, and there was nothing to say Portugal would not fall. 
 
    Even if Napoleon was defeated, there was noise of coming war in America. Spencer would either continue the slog in the heat and rain of Portugal or be shipped off to the heat and rain of the New World. 
 
    Even if Spencer sold his commission in a few years, as he planned, what then? He itched to see the world—not in an army tent or charging his horse across a battlefield, but properly, on the Grand Tour he’d missed because of war. But Bonaparte was everywhere. 
 
    More likely, Spencer would go home and learn to run the estate he’d eventually inherit. He didn’t like to think of that day either, because it would mean his beloved father had died. 
 
    John Barnett, rising quickly through the ranks, courtesy of familial influence, had this beautiful woman to return to whenever he chose, one with a large and friendly family in the soft Berkshire countryside. 
 
    And the idiot rarely spoke of her, preferring to flirt with the colorless daughters of his colonels and generals. 
 
    If Bonaparte’s soldiers didn’t shoot Barnett, Spencer might. 
 
    The village was a mile from the house down a straight road, easy to navigate on a fine night, but Spencer shivered. 
 
    “Are you well, Captain Ingram?” Lady Jane asked in concern. “Perhaps we shouldn’t have come out. You must be tired from your travels. Holidays are not pleasant when one has a cold.” 
 
    “I am quite well,” Spencer answered, trying to sound cheerful. “I was reflecting how peaceful it all is. Safe.” No sharpshooters waiting to take out stragglers, no pockets of French soldiers to capture and torture one. Only starlight, a quiet if icy breeze, a thin blanket of white snow, a lovely woman walking beside him, and warm firelight to beckon them on. 
 
    “Yes, it is. Safe.” Lady Jane sounded discontented. 
 
    “Janie longs for adventure,” Thomas confided. “Like me.” 
 
    “I, on the other hand, believe this a perfect night,” Spencer said, his spirits rising. “Companionship, conversation. Beauty.” 
 
    Thomas snorted with laughter, but Spencer saw Jane’s polite smile fade. 
 
    At that moment, village children ran to envelope them and drag them to the bonfire. 
 
    The footmen eagerly joined friends and family around the blazes. A stoneware jug made its rounds to men and women alike, and voices rose in song. 
 
    Jane released Spence’s arm, the cold of her absence disheartening. She beamed in true gladness as village women greeted her and pulled her into their circle. 
 
    Spencer watched Lady Jane come alive, the primness she’d exhibited in her family home dropping away. Her face blossomed in the firelight, a midnight curl dropped to her shoulder, and her eyes sparkled like starlight—his faery creature in a fur-lined redingote and bonnet. 
 
    Barnett has a lot to answer for, he thought in disgust. She deserves so much more. 
 
    But who was Spencer to interfere with his friend’s intentions? Perhaps Barnett loved her dearly and was too bashful to say so. 
 
    The devil he was. When Barnett had greeted Jane tonight, he’d betrayed no joy of at last being with her, no need for her presence. He was as obtuse as a brick. Barnett had Jane safely in his sights, and took for granted she’d always be there. 
 
    Man needed to be taught a lesson. Spencer decided then and there to be the teacher. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Jane had forgotten how much she enjoyed the bonfires at New Year’s. The villagers had always had a New Year’s celebration, and when Grandfather came to live with Jane’s family after Grandmother’s death, he’d taught them all about Hogmanay. None of the villagers were Scots, and in fact, had ancestors who’d fought Bonnie Prince Charlie, but the lads and lasses of Shefford St. Mary were always keen for a knees-up. 
 
    Jane had come to the bonfires every year as a child with her brother and cousins, and tonight, she was welcomed by the village women with smiles, curtseys, and even embraces. 
 
    The villagers linked hands to form a ring around one of the fires. Jane found her hand enclosed in Captain Ingram’s large, warm one, his grip firm under his glove. Thomas clasped her other hand and nearly dragged Jane off her feet as they began to circle the fire at a rapid pace. 
 
    She glanced at Captain Ingram, to find his gray eyes fixed on her, his smile broad and genuine. His reserve evaporated as the circle continued, faster and faster. He’d claimed to be an indifferent dancer, but in wild abandon, he excelled. 
 
    Jane found she did too. Before long, she was laughing out loud, kicking up her feet as giddily as Grandfather had, as the villagers snaked back and forth. This was true country dancing, not the orchestrated, rather stiff parading in the ballroom. 
 
    The church clocks in this village and the next struck two, the notes shimmering in the cold. Village men seized their sweethearts, their wives, swung them around, and kissed them. 
 
    Strong hands landed on Jane’s waist. Captain Ingram pulled her in a tight circle, out of the firelight. A warm red glow brushed his face as he dragged Jane impossibly close. Then he kissed her. 
 
    The world spun, silence taking the place of laughter, shouting, the crackle of the fire, the dying peal of the bells. 
 
    Spencer Ingram’s heat washed over Jane, dissolving anything stiff, until she flowed against him, her lips seeking his. 
 
    The kiss was tender, a brief moment of longing, of desire simmering below the surface. Jane wanted that moment to stretch forever, through Hogmanay night to welcoming dawn, and for the rest of her life. 
 
    Revelers bumped them, and Spencer broke the kiss. Jane hung in his arms, he holding her steady against the crush. 
 
    She saw no remorse in his eyes, no shame that he’d kissed another man’s intended. Jane felt no remorse either. She was a free woman, not officially betrothed, not yet belonging to John, and she knew this with all her being. 
 
    Spencer set her on her feet and gently released her. They continued to study each other, no words between them, only acknowledgment that they had kissed, and that it had meant something. 
 
    Thomas came toward them. “We should go back, Janie,” he said with regret. “Auntie will be looking for us.” 
 
    He seemed to have noticed nothing, not the kiss, not the way Jane and Spencer regarded each other in charged silence. 
 
    The moment broke. Jane turned swiftly to Thomas and held out her hand. “Yes, indeed. It is high time we went home.” 
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    “A bone to pick.” Spencer closed the door of the large room where Barnett amused himself alone at a billiards table in midmorning sunlight. His eyes were red-rimmed from last night’s revelry, but he greeted Spencer with a cheerful nod. 
 
    “Only if you procure a cue and join me.” 
 
    Spencer chose a stout but slender stick from the cabinet and moved to the table as Barnett positioned a red ball on its surface and rolled a white toward Spencer. 
 
    Spencer closed his hand over the ball and spun it toward the other end of the table at the same time Barnett did his. Both balls bounced off the cushions and rolled back toward them, Spencer’s coming to rest closer to its starting point than Barnett’s. Therefore, Spencer’s choice as to who went first. 
 
    He spread his hands and took a step back. “By all means.” 
 
    Spencer was not being kind—the second player often had the advantage. 
 
    He remained politely silent as Barnett began taking his shots. He was a good player, his white ball kissing the red before the white dropped into a pocket, often clacking against Spencer’s white ball as well. Spencer obligingly fished out balls each time so Barnett could continue racking up points. 
 
    Only when Barnett fouled out by his white ball missing the red by a hair and coming to rest in the middle of the table did Spencer speak. 
 
    “I must tell you, Barnett, that I find your treatment of Lady Jane appalling.” 
 
    Barnett blinked and straightened from grimacing at his now-motionless ball. “I beg your pardon? I wasn’t aware I’d been appalling to the dear gel.” 
 
    “You’ve barely spoken to her at all. I thought this was the lady you wanted to marry.” 
 
    Barnett nodded. “Suppose I do.” 
 
    “You suppose? She is a beautiful woman, full of fire, with the finest eyes I’ve ever seen, and you suppose you wish to marry her?” 
 
    “Well, it’s never been settled one way or another. We are of an age, grew up together. Really we are the only two eligible people for miles. We all used to play together—Jane, her brother, her cousins, me.” Barnett laughed. “I remember once when we dared her to climb the face of Blackbird Hill, a steep, rough rock, and she did it. And once—” 
 
    Spencer cut him off with a sweep of his hand. “A spirited girl, yes. And now a spirited woman fading while she waits for you to say a word. She’s halting her life because everyone expects you to propose. It’s cruel to her to hesitate. Criminal even.” 
 
    “Jove, you are in a state.” Barnett idly took up chalk and rubbed it on the tip of his cue. He leaned to take a shot, remembered he’d lost his turn, and rose again. “What do you wish me to do? Propose to her, today?” He looked as though this were the last thing on earth he’d wish to do. 
 
    “No, I believe you should let her go. If you don’t wish to marry her, tell her so. End her uncertainty.” 
 
    “Hang on. Are you saying Jane is pining for me?” Barnett grinned. “How delicious.” 
 
    Spencer slammed his cue to the table. “I am saying you’ve trapped her. She feels obligated to you because of family expectations, while you go your merry way. Your flirtations at camp border on courtship, and I assumed your intended was a dull wallflower you were avoiding. Now that I’ve met her … You’re an idiot, Barnett.” 
 
    “Now, look here, Ingram. Captain.” 
 
    “You outrank me in the field, sir. In civilian life, no. Lady Jane is a fine young woman who does not need to be tied to you. Release her, let her find a suitor in London this Season, let her make her own choice.” 
 
    Barnett’s mouth hung open during Spence’s speech, and now he closed it with a snap. “Her own choice—do you mean someone like you?” 
 
    Spencer scowled at him. “First of all, your tone is insulting. Second, when I say her own choice, I mean it. Cease forcing her to wait for you to come home, to speak. Let her begin her life.” 
 
    Barnett laid down his cue with exaggerated care. “Very well. I suppose you pulling me away from that Frenchie’s bayonet gives you some leave to speak to me so. Happen I might propose to her this very day. Will that gain your approval?” 
 
    Not at all. Spencer had hoped to make Barnett realize he didn’t care for Lady Jane, never had, not as anything more than a childhood friend. 
 
    The man who proposed to Jane should be wildly in love with her, ready to do anything to make her life perfect and happy. She should have no less. 
 
    When Spencer had kissed her— 
 
    The frivolous, New Year’s kiss had instantly changed to one of intense desire. Need had struck Spencer so hard he’d barely been able to remain standing. He’d wanted to hold on to Jane and run with her to Scotland, to jump the broomstick with her before anyone could stop them. 
 
    She never would. Spencer already understood that Jane had a deep sense of obligation, which she’d thrown off to dance in the firelight last night, like the wild thing she truly was. But today, she’d be back to responsibility. He hadn’t seen her this morning, not at breakfast, which he’d rushed to anxiously, nor moving about the house, and he feared she’d decided to remain in her rooms and avoid him. 
 
    Spencer did not know what he’d say to her when she appeared. But he refused to put the kiss behind him, to pretend it never happened. 
 
    He didn’t want Jane to pretend it hadn’t happened either. He’d seen in her eyes the yearnings he felt—for love, for life, for something beyond what each of them had. 
 
    Spencer faced Barnett squarely. “Do not propose to her,” he said. “Do not force her to plunge further into obligation. She won’t refuse you. She’ll feel it her duty to accept.” 
 
    “It is her duty, damn you. What am I to do? Leave her for you?” When Spencer didn’t answer, Barnett’s eyes widened. “I see. Devil take you, man. I brought you home as a friend.” 
 
    Spencer held him with a gaze that made Barnett’s color rise. “That is true. Are you going to call me out?” 
 
    Barnett hesitated, then shook his head. “I’ll not sully our friendship by falling out over a woman.” 
 
    Spencer fought down disgust. “If you loved her, truly loved her, you’d strike me down for even daring to suggest I wanted her, and then you’d leap over my body and rush to her. You don’t love her, do you? Not with all your heart.” 
 
    Barnett shrugged. “Well, I’m fond of the gel, naturally.” 
 
    “Fond is not what I’d feel, deep inside my soul, for the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.” Spencer slapped his palm to his chest. “Release her, Barnett. Or love her, madly, passionately. She merits no less than that.” 
 
    Spencer seized his white ball and spun it across the table. It caromed off one edge, two, three, and then struck the red ball with a crack like a gunshot and plunged into a pocket. 
 
    “Add up my points,” Spencer said. “If you will not tell Lady Jane what is truly in your heart, I will.” 
 
    He strode from the room, his heart pounding, his blood hot. The captain is a volatile man, he’d heard his commanders say of him, Once he sets his mind on a thing, step out of his way. 
 
    Behind him, Barnett called plaintively, “What about the game? I’ll have to consider it a forfeit, you know.” 
 
    A forfeit, indeed. 
 
    Spencer went down the stairs to the main hall and asked the nearest footman to direct him to Lady Jane. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The gardens were covered with snow, the fountains empty and silent, but they suited Jane’s mood. She ought to be in the house entertaining guests, or helping her mother, or looking after Grandfather, but she could not behave as though nothing had shaken her life to its foundations. 
 
    She should be glad John was home, feel tender happiness as the reward for waiting for his return. 
 
    All she could think of was Spencer Ingram’s gray eyes sparkling in the firelight after he’d kissed her. Could think only of the heat of his lips on hers, the fiery touch of his tongue. It was as though John Barnett did not exist. 
 
    Was she so fickle? So featherheaded that the moment another man crossed her path, she eagerly turned to follow him? 
 
    Or was there more than that? John had more or less ignored her since he’d arrived. Instead of resenting his indifference, Jane had been relieved. 
 
    Relieved. What was the matter with her? 
 
    A pair of statues at the far end of the garden marked the edge of her father’s park. Both statues were of Hercules—the one the right battling the Nemean lion; on the left, the hydra. Beyond these guardians lay pastureland rolling to far hills, today covered with a few inches of snow. 
 
    Jane contemplated the uneven land beyond the statues and reluctantly turned to tramp back. 
 
    A man in a blue uniform with greatcoat and black boots strode around the fountains and empty flower beds toward her. He was alone, and his trajectory would make him intersect Jane’s path. No one else wandered the garden, few bold enough to risk the ice-cold January morning. 
 
    Running would look foolish, not to mention Jane had nowhere to go. The fields, cut by a frozen brook, offered hazardous footing. Plus she was cold and ready to return to the house. Why should she flee her own father’s garden? 
 
    Jane continued resolutely toward Captain Ingram, nodding at him as they neared each other. “Good morning,” she said neutrally. 
 
    “Good morning,” he echoed, halting before her. “Is it good?” 
 
    Jane curled her fingers inside her fur muff. “The weather is fair, the sun shining. The guests are enjoying themselves. The New Year’s holiday is always pleasant.” 
 
    Ingram’s eyes narrowed. “Pleasant. Enjoying themselves.” His voice held a bite of anger. “What about you, Lady Jane? Are you enjoying yourself?” 
 
    “Of course. I like to see everyone home. If my brother and his wife could come, that would be even more splendid.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Jane started, her heart beating faster, but she kept her tone light. “I beg your pardon? I truly do long to see my brother.” 
 
    “You are miserable and cannot wait for the morning Major Barnett and I ride away.” 
 
    Jane lost her forced smile. “You are rude.” 
 
    “I am. Many say this of me. But I am a plain speaker and truthful.” His gray eyes glinted as he fixed an unrelenting gaze on her. “Tell me why the devil you are tying yourself to Barnett.” 
 
    Why? There was every reason why—Jane simply had never thought the reasons through. “I have known him a very long time …” 
 
    Spencer stepped closer to her. “If you were madly in love with him, you’d have slapped me silly when I tried to kiss you, last night. Instead you joined me.” 
 
    Jane rested her muff against her chest, as though it would shield her. “Are you casting my folly up to me? Not very gentlemanly of you.” 
 
    To her surprise, Spencer smiled, his anger transforming to heat. It was a feral smile, the fierceness in his eyes making her tremble. 
 
    “I am the fool for kissing you,” he said in a hard voice. “I couldn’t help myself. I think no less of you for kissing me back. In fact, I have been rejoicing all night and morning that you did. Haven’t slept a bloody wink.” 
 
    Jane swallowed. “Neither have I, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “Then you give me hope. Much hope.” 
 
    He took another step to her, and Jane feared he would kiss her again. 
 
    Feared? Or desired it? 
 
    She pulled back, but not because he frightened her. She stepped away because she wanted very much to kiss him, properly this time. She’d fling her arms around him and drag him close, enjoying the warmth of him against her. 
 
    She touched the muff to her lips, the fur tickling. 
 
    Spencer laughed. “You are beautiful, Lady Jane. And enchanting. A wild spirit barely tamed by a respectable dress and winter coat.” 
 
    “Hardly a wild spirit.” Jane moved the muff to speak. “I embroider—not well, I admit—paint watercolors rather better, and help my mother keep house.” 
 
    “Your grandfather told me stories of himself and your grandmother last night. You are much like her.” 
 
    Jane wanted to think so. Maggie MacDonald, what Jane remembered of her, had been a laughing, happy woman, given to telling frightening stories of ghosts that haunted the Highlands or playing games with her grandchildren. She also loved to dance. Jane had a memory of her donning a man’s kilt and performing a sword dance as gracefully and adeptly as any warrior. Grandfather had watched her with love in his eyes. 
 
    “She was a grand woman,” Jane said softly. “I can’t begin to compare to her.” 
 
    “She is in your blood.” Spencer took another step, pushing the muff downward. “I saw that when we were at the fire. You were free, happy. I will stand here until you admit it.” 
 
    “I was.” Jane could not lie, even to herself. “Last night, I was happy.” 
 
    “But this morning, you have convinced yourself you must be this other Jane. Dutiful. Tethered. Unhappy.” 
 
    Jane ducked from him and started toward the statues at the end of the garden. She had no idea why she did not rush to the house instead—Hercules was far too busy with his own struggles to help her. 
 
    Unhappy. Yes, she was. But that was hardly his business. 
 
    She heard Spencer’s boots on the snow-covered gravel behind her and swung to face him. “Why do you follow me, sir? If I am miserable, perhaps I wish to console myself in solitude.” 
 
    “Because I want to be with you.” Spencer halted a foot from her. “There, I have declared myself. I want to be with you, and no other. I do not care one whit that you and Barnett have an understanding. He is not in love with you—I can see that. Such news might hurt you, but you must know the truth.” 
 
    It did hurt. Jane had grown complacent about her friendship with John, pleased she could live without worry for her future, thankful she had no need to chase gentlemen during her Season and could simply enjoy London’s many entertainments. She assisted other ladies to find husbands instead of considering them rivals. 
 
    Spencer’s arrival had shattered her complacency, and now its shards lay around her. 
 
    She fought to maintain her composure. “Are you suggesting I throw over Major Barnett and declare myself for you?” 
 
    “Nothing would make me happier.” 
 
    Spencer leaned close, and again, Jane thought he’d kiss her. Anything sensible spun out of her head as she anticipated the brush of his lips, the warmth of his touch. He came closer still, his gaze darting to her mouth, his chest rising sharply. Jane’s very breath hurt. 
 
    When he straightened, disappointment slapped her. 
 
    “Nothing would make me happier,” Spencer repeated. “But I’m not a blackguard. If you have no regard for me, if you cannot imagine yourself loving me, then I will not press you. I won’t press you at all. What I want, my dear lady, is your happiness. I know in my heart it does not lie for you with Major Barnett.” 
 
    Jane shook her head. “The world is convinced it does.” 
 
    “Then the world is a fool. I would be the happiest man alive if you chose me. But I won’t ask you to, won’t coerce you.” His dark brows came down. “I want you to be free, Jane. Free to choose. Go to London. Have your Season—laugh, dance, live. If you find a better man than I there, then I’ll … well, I’ll sink into despondency for a long while, but that despondency will have a bright note. I’ll know you are happy. Find that man, and I will dance at your wedding. I promise.” 
 
    Her breath came fast. “You amaze me, sir.” 
 
    “Why?” Again a smile, bright and hot. “I admire you. I hate to see you pressed into a box, your nature stifled, all because of an ass like Major Barnett.” 
 
    Jane attempted a frown. “Should I throw off my friends the moment they displease me? Is this freedom?” Her voice shook, because in her heart, his words made her sing. 
 
    “You know Barnett has been displeasing you for years,” Spencer said. “Else you’d have looked happier to see him.” 
 
    Truth again. Was this man an oracle? 
 
    “How dare you?” Jane tried to draw herself up, but her question lacked conviction. Spencer unnerved her, turned her inside out, made her want to laugh and cry. “This is none of your affair, sir.” 
 
    She ought to threaten to call her father, have Captain Ingram ejected from the house, even arrested for accosting her. Or she could simply slap him, as he’d told her she should have done last night. 
 
    Spencer’s gaze held her, and Jane could do nothing. 
 
    “It is my affair because I care about you,” he said. “But I do not matter. You do. Please, Jane, be happy.” 
 
    Blast him. Before he’d arrived, Jane’s life had been tranquil. At ease. Now confusion pounded at her, and shame. 
 
    Because she knew good and well she hadn’t been tranquil at all. She’d been impatient, angry. Stifled, as he said. 
 
    Spencer’s eyes held anguish, rage, and need. Jane knew somehow that Spencer Ingram would always speak truth to her, whether she liked it or not. 
 
    And she knew she wanted to kiss him again. 
 
    The house was far away, and high yew hedges edged the path on which they stood. No one was about, not even a gardener taking a turn around the empty beds. Most of the servants had been given a holiday. 
 
    Jane took the last step toward Spencer. As he regarded her in both trepidation and simmering need, Jane wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. 
 
    His lips were parted, his breath heating hers an instant before he hauled her against him, his answering kiss hard, savage. 
 
    The world melted away. All Jane knew was Spencer’s solid, strong body, his hands holding her steady, his mouth on hers. 
 
    He pulled her closer, the tall length of him hard against her softness. His lips opened hers, mouth seeking, whiskers scratching her cheek. He filled up everything empty inside her, and Jane learned warmth, joy, longing. 
 
    We never let anything stand in the way of us, Grandfather always said about himself and his beloved Maggie. 
 
    That was long ago, Jane would reason. 
 
    But this was now. 
 
    Jane abruptly broke the kiss. Spencer gazed at her, desire plain in his eyes. He traced her cheek, and her heart shattered. 
 
    Jane drew away from him, and ran. She snatched up the freedom he offered her and sprinted down the main path, her arms open, muff hanging from one hand, and let the cold air come. 
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    “John, may I have a word?” 
 
    Jane was surprised she had breath left after her mad dash through the garden. She’d taken time to shed her outdoor things and compose herself before she sought John. 
 
    She found him in the library, book in hand, but he wasn’t reading. John gazed rather wistfully out the window to the park in front of the house, the book dangling idly. 
 
    When he heard Jane, he rose to his feet and pasted on a polite smile. “Good morning, Jane. Did you have a nice walk?” 
 
    Jane halted, her cheeks scalding. Had he seen the kiss? Or been told about it? 
 
    John’s face, however, held the bland curiosity of a man who had been thinking of everything but Jane, only recalled to her existence by her presence. 
 
    “The walk was agreeable,” Jane said hastily. She glanced behind her to make certain the few servants who’d agreed to stay and help today did not linger in the hall. She dared not close the door in case a guest insisted that Jane shut into a room with her old friend meant either her ruin or their engagement. 
 
    She had no idea how to begin, so she jumped to the point, bypassing politeness. 
 
    “John, I would take it kindly if you did not propose to me.” 
 
    John stared at her as though he didn’t understand her words, then his brows climbed, his mouth forming a half smile. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    Jane balled her hands and plunged on. “Please do not propose marriage to me. It will be easier for both of us if I do not have to refuse you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Oh.” John gaped at her. His features were still very like those he’d had as a child—round cheeks, soft chin, bewildered brown eyes. “Damn and blast—Ingram has got at you, has he? Viper to my bosom.” 
 
    “Captain Ingram?” Good heavens, had Spencer discussed this with John? “Captain Ingram has nothing to do with this,” Jane said heatedly. “Or, if he does, it is that he made me see keeping silent is hurting you as well as myself. We do not care for each other—not in the ’til-death-do-us-part fashion, in any case. Of course I have affection for you as a friend, and always will. We grew up together. But that does not mean we should continue as man and wife, no matter how many members of our family and friends believe so.” 
 
    John’s astonishment grew as Jane rambled, and she trailed off, her face unbearably hot. 
 
    John lifted his chin. “I cannot believe you so flighty, Jane, that you could allow a man, who pretends to be a gentleman, change your thoughts so swiftly.” 
 
    “He did not.” Jane shook her head, her heart squeezing. “I’ve had these thoughts a long time, even if I did not admit them to myself. But I did not want to hurt you, my dear old friend. I believe now that not speaking will do even more harm. What happens if, in a year or two, you meet a lady you truly love? One who could be your helpmeet, your friend, the mother of your children? And you were already betrothed or married to me? Let us prevent that tragedy here and now.” 
 
    John scowled. “Or is it that you wish to fall in love with another and not be tied to me?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Jane said. “I have no intention of marrying anyone.” 
 
    She flushed even as she spoke. Spencer tempted her, yes, but she barely knew him. She would not fly from an understanding with John to an elopement with Spencer in the space of a day. 
 
    Would she? 
 
    “I believe you,” John said in a hard voice. “Your nose held so high, your frosty demeanor in place. You’ve grown cold, Jane. If I haven’t spoken to you about sharing a stall for life, it is because you are quite disagreeable these days. Your letters to me are so formal, about what calves were born and who danced with whom at the village ball. Enthralling.” 
 
    Jane’s coolness evaporated in a flash. “These in answer to the very few letters you have sent me. I’ve not heard from you since summer, in fact. Do not bother to use the excuse of battles, because your mother has had plenty of letters from you, as has my brother, and I know that the sister of a man in your regiment has heard plenty from him—the letters arrive in England on the same ship. But none from you to me.” 
 
    John reddened. “Hardly seemly, is it, writing to a lady to whom I am not engaged?” 
 
    “It did not stop you the first year you were gone, nor has it stopped you scolding me for not writing scintillating letters to you.” 
 
    John attempted a lofty tone. “You are such a child, Jane.” 
 
    “No, I am not. I am twenty, as I reminded you last night, older than several ladies of my acquaintance who are already married. Old enough to be on the shelf, as you know. But I will not tie us to a marriage neither of us wants to avoid that fate.” 
 
    “Ah, so that is why you were always sweet to me, eh, Janie? So you’d never be an ape-leader?” John’s mouth pinched. “I’ll have you know that I planned to speak to you this week, my dear, but not to propose. To tell you there is the sister of an officer who has caught my eye, and as you have become so cool, and she is quite warm, that we should agree to part.” 
 
    Jane’s heart stung, and she regarded him in remorse. She hadn’t wanted to anger John, but how could he not be angry? His stabs at her came from his bafflement and hurt, but Jane sensed that he was more insulted at her refusal than deeply wounded. 
 
    John would return to his regiment and happily court the officer’s sister, and forget he ever had feelings for Jane. In fact, John had behaved, since his arrival, as though he’d forgotten those feelings already. 
 
    Hopefully, in time, John would forgive her, and they’d continue as friends, as they had been all their lives. But friends with no obligation attached. 
 
    “Good-bye, John,” Jane said, and quietly walked out of the room. 
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    Spencer did not see Jane the rest of the day. He walked through the gardens, the park, the woods, then took a horse and went on a long ride. It was snowing by the time he returned, and dark. 
 
    He did not see Barnett either, which was a mercy. Spencer then realized he’d seen no one at all as he returned to his chamber. He washed and changed and descended in search of supper, but the residents of the house were elusive. Where had they all gone? 
 
    “Hurry up, lad,” a voice with a Scottish lilt said to him. “You’re the last.” 
 
    “The last for what, sir?” Spencer asked Lady Jane’s grandfather as the elderly man tottered to him. 
 
    “The hunt, of course. Here’s your list. You’re with Thomas and my daughter. Off you go.” 
 
    Spencer gazed down at a paper with a jumble of items written on it: A flat iron, a locket, a horseshoe, a thimble, and a dozen more bizarre things that did not match. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked in bewilderment. 
 
    “A scavenger hunt, slow-top. The first team to gather the things wins a prize. Go on with ye.” 
 
    Spencer hesitated. “Where is Jane? Lady Jane, that is.” 
 
    “With the older cousins and a friend from down the lane. Why are you still standing here?” 
 
    “The thing is, sir, I … I’m not sure who to speak to …” 
 
    The old Scotsman waved him away, his plaids swinging. “Aye, I know all about it. Give the lass time to settle, and she’ll come ’round. She only gave Major Barnett the elbow a few hours ago.” 
 
    Spencer’s heart leapt. “She did?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank the Lord. Now, hurry away. Enjoy yourself while you’re still young.” 
 
    Spencer grinned in sudden hope. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” 
 
    As he dashed away, he heard Grandfather MacDonald muttering behind him. “In my day, I’d have already put the girl over my shoulder and run off with her. Otherwise, she’d not think I was sincere.” 
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    Jane handed her spoils—a blue beaded slipper, a quizzing glass, and a small rolling pin—to her cousin Digby, and slipped into the chamber she’d spied her grandfather ducking into. The small anteroom was covered with paintings her father’s father had collected. A strange place for Grandfather MacDonald to hide—he believed Van Dyke and Rubens over-praised. Only Scottish painters like Allan Ramsay and Henry Raeburn had ever been any good. 
 
    “Grandfather.” 
 
    Grandfather looked up from a settee, where he’d been nodding off, but his eyes were bright, alert. He came to his feet. 
 
    “Yes, my dear? Are you well?” 
 
    “No.” Jane sank down to a painted silk chair. “Everything is turned upside-down, Grandfather. I need your advice.” 
 
    “Do you?” Grandfather plopped back onto the settee, smile in place. “Why come to me, lass? Not your mum?” 
 
    “Because when things are topsy-turvy, you seem to know what to do.” 
 
    “True. But so do you.” 
 
    Jane shivered. “No, I do not. I was perfectly happy with my life as it was. Then John began to change, and Captain Ingram—” 
 
    “A fine young man is Ingram,” Grandfather said brightly. “My advice is to run off with him. You like kissing him well enough.” 
 
    Jane’s face flamed. “Grandfather!” 
 
    “I do not know why you are so ashamed. I saw you kissing him in the garden, and young Thomas says you kissed him at the bonfire.” Grandfather shook his head in impatience. “Latch on to him, Janie, and kiss him for life.” 
 
    Jane’s face grew hotter, her mortification complete. “You ought to have made yourself known instead of lurking in the shrubbery.” 
 
    “Tut, girl. I was out for a walk, a good stride through the yew hedges. Not lurking anywhere. You were standing plain as day by those ridiculous statues. Which is why I don’t understand your shame. You did not kick Ingram in the dangles and run away. You embraced him. With enthusiasm.” 
 
    “Even so.” Jane’s embarrassment warred with elation as she thought of the kiss. “I cannot disappoint my family and uproot my life on a whim.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because …” Jane waved her hands. “What a fool I’d be. I barely know Captain Ingram. He might be the basest scoundrel on land, ready to abandon me at a moment’s notice. The real world is not a fairy tale, Grandfather.” 
 
    “Thank heavens for that. Fairy tales are horrible—the fae ain’t the nice little people painted in books for maiden ladies. Trust me. I’m descended from witches, and I know all about the fae.” 
 
    “Of course, Grandfather.” If not stopped, Grandfather could go on for some time about how Shakespeare based Macbeth’s witches on the women in his mother’s family. “What I mean is I can’t simply change everything because a handsome gentleman kissed me,” she said. 
 
    “You can, you know. This is why you came to me for advice, young lady, and not your mum. Isobel is my pride and joy, she is, but she’s the practical sort. The airiness of your grandmother and the wickedness of my side of the family didn’t manifest in her. Isobel’s more like me dad, a stolid Scotsman who never put a foot wrong in his life. Didn’t stop the Hanoverians taking all he had.” Grandfather’s gaze held the remote rage of long ago, then he shook his head and refocused on the present. 
 
    “Janie, you are unhappy because you believe life should be simple. You long for it to be. You fancied yourself willing to marry Barnett because it was the easy choice. He’s familiar to your family, you know what to expect from him, and you’d congratulated yourself for not having to chase down a husband to look after you the rest of your life. But you’d be disappointed in him. He might be the simplest choice for a husband, but you’d end up looking after him, and you know it.” 
 
    “Why is such a thing so bad?” Jane asked, heart heavy. “Grandmother looked after you.” 
 
    Grandfather shook his head. “She and I looked after each other. And we did not have a peaceful life at first—our families were furious with us, and we had to weather that, and find a way to live, and raise our children. It weren’t no easy matter, my girl, but that is the point. Life is complicated. It’s hard, hard work. So many try to find a path around that, but though that path might look clear, it can be full of misery. You sit helplessly while things happen around you instead of grabbing your life by the horns and shaking it about. Happiness is worth the trouble, the difficult choices, the path full of brambles. Do not sit and let things flow by you, Jane. You deserve much more than that. Take your happiness, my love. Do not let this moment pass.” 
 
    Jane sat silently. She felt limp, drained—had since she’d told John they could never be married. She thought she’d feel freedom once she’d been truthful with John, as Spencer had told her she would, but at present, Jane only wanted to curl up and weep. 
 
    “But I could misstep,” she said. “I could charge down the difficult path and take a brutal tumble.” 
 
    “That you could. And then you rise up and try again. Or you could huddle by the wayside and let happiness slip past. If you don’t grab joy while you can, you might not have another chance.” 
 
    Jane’s heart began to beat more strongly. “I am a woman. I must be prudent. A man who falls can be helped up by his friends. A woman who falls is ostracized by hers.” 
 
    Grandfather shook his head. “Only if those friends are scoundrels. I imagine your family would stand by you no matter what happened. I know I would.” He raised his hands, palms facing her. “But you are worrying because you’ve been taught to worry. Do you truly believe Ingram is a hardened roué? With a string of broken hearts and ruined women behind him? We’d have heard about such things. Barnett would have told us—you know how much he loves to gossip. And he wouldn’t have brought Captain Ingram home to you and your mum and dad if he thought the man a bad ’un, would he?” 
 
    Jane had to concede. “I suppose not …” 
 
    “Your dad knows everyone in England, and he’s no fool. He’d have heard of Ingram’s reputation if the man had a foul one, and he’d have never let him inside. It’s harder than you’d think to be a secret rake in this country. Someone will know, and feel no remorse spreading the tale.” 
 
    Jane didn’t answer. Everything Grandfather said was reasonable. Still, she’d seen what happened when a woman married badly—she found herself saddled with an insipid, feckless man who did nothing but disgrace his family and distress his friends. 
 
    The man John could so easily become … 
 
    “Spencer Ingram seems a fine enough lad to me,” Grandfather went on. “Family’s respectable too, from what I hear. Besides, Ingram is a good Scottish name.” 
 
    “Of course.” Jane gave a shaky laugh. “That is why you like him.” 
 
    “One of the reasons. There are many others.” Grandfather jumped to his feet. “What are you waiting for, Janie? Your happiness walked in the door last night. Go to it—go to him.” 
 
    “I don’t regret telling John I will never marry him,” Jane said with conviction. “And I suppose you’re right. I won’t send Captain Ingram away, or push him aside because I’m mortified. He will be visiting a while longer. We can get to know each other, and perhaps …” 
 
    Her words faded as Grandfather snorted. “Get to know each other? Perhaps? Have you heard nothing I’ve said?” His eyes flashed. “You are trying to make things comfortable again, which means pushing aside decisions, waiting for things to transpire instead of forcing them to.” 
 
    He pointed imperiously at the door. “Out you go, Jane. Now. Find Captain Ingram. Tell him you will marry him. No thinking it over, or lying awake pondering choices, or waiting to see what happens. Go to him this instant.” 
 
    Jane rose, her heart pounding. “I can’t tell him I’ll marry him, Grandfather. He hasn’t asked me.” 
 
    “Then ask him. Your grandmother did me. She tired of me shillyshallying. So she stepped up and told me I either married her, or she walked away and looked for someone else.” 
 
    Jane covered her fears with a laugh. She could picture Maggie MacDonald doing just that. “But I am not Grandmother.” 
 
    Grandfather’s eyes softened. “Oh, yes, you are. You are so like her, Janie, you don’t realize. Her spitting image when she was young, and you have her spirit. She knew it too.” Tears beaded on his lashes. “I miss her so.” 
 
    “Oh, Grandfather.” Janie launched herself at him, enfolding him into her arms. Grandfather rested his head on her shoulder, a fragile old man, his bones too light. 
 
    After a time, they pushed away from each other, both trying to smile. 
 
    “Go to him, Janie,” Grandfather said. “For her sake.” 
 
    Jane kissed his faded cheek and spun for the door. As she turned to close it behind her, she saw Grandfather’s tears flow unchecked down his face, he wiping them away with a fold of his plaid. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Spencer observed that Barnett did not seem too morose that Lady Jane had thrown him over. He watched Barnett fling himself into the hunt, crowing over the things he’d found for his group, all the while glancing raptly at the daughter of guests from Kent. His behavior was not so much of a man bereaved as one reprieved. 
 
    Spencer knew that if Jane had given him the push, he’d be miserable, tearing at his hair and beating his breast like the best operatic hero. 
 
    He feared Jane had dismissal in mind when she gazed down from the upper gallery and caught his eye. She gave him a long look before she skimmed down the stairs and disappeared into the library. 
 
    Spencer, who’d found none of the items on his list, his heart not in the game, handed his paper to Thomas and told the lad to carry on. 
 
    “Jane?” Spencer whispered as he entered the library. It was dark, a few candles burning for the sake of the gamers, the fire half-hearted against the cold. The chill was why no one lingered here—the room was quite empty. 
 
    Spencer shut the door. “Jane?” 
 
    She turned from the shadows beside the fireplace. Spencer approached her, one reluctant pace at a time. 
 
    When he was a few strides away, Jane smiled at him. That smile blazed like sunshine, lighting the room to its darkest corners. 
 
    “Captain Ingram,” Lady Jane said. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    Spencer ceased breathing. He knew his heart continued to beat, because it pounded blood through him in hot washes. But he felt nothing, as though he’d been wound in bandages, like the time a French saber had pierced his shoulder and the surgeon had swaddled his upper body like a babe’s. 
 
    That shoulder throbbed, the old pain resurfacing, and Spencer’s breath rushed back into his lungs. 
 
    “Jane …” 
 
    “I am sincere, I assure you,” Jane said, as though she supposed he’d argue with her. “I know I am doing this topsy-turvy, but—” 
 
    Spencer laid shaking hands on her shoulders, the blue silk of her gown warmed by her body. “Which is the right way ’round for you, my beautiful, beautiful fae.” 
 
    “Grandfather would faint if he heard you say so,” Jane said with merriment. “I believe he’s rather afraid of the fae. Even if he married one.” 
 
    Spencer tightened his clasp on her. He never remembered how Jane ended up in his arms, but in the next instant he was kissing her, deeply, possessively, and she responded with the mad passion he’d seen in her eyes. 
 
    That kiss ended, but they scarcely had time to draw a breath before the next kiss began. And the next. 
 
    They ended up in the wing chair that reposed before the fire, placed so a reader might keep his or her feet warm. Spencer’s large frame took up most of it, but there was room for Jane on his lap. 
 
    They kissed again, Spencer cradling her. 
 
    How much time sped by, Spencer had no idea, but at last he drew Jane to rest on his shoulder. 
 
    “Shall we adjourn to Gretna Green?” he asked in a low voice. 
 
    Jane raised her head, her blue eyes bright in the darkened room. “No, indeed. I wish my family and friends to be present. But soon.” 
 
    “How fortunate that my leave is for a month. Time enough to have the banns read in your parish church. And then what? Follow me and the drum? It can be a hard life.” 
 
    Jane brushed his cheek. “I do want to go with you. I am willing to face the challenge, to forsake the safer path.” She spoke the words forcefully, as though waiting for Spencer to dissuade her. 
 
    He had no intention of it. With Jane by his side, camp life would cease to be bleak. “I plan to sell my commission a few years from now, in any case. I do not see myself as a career army man, though I am fond of travel.” 
 
    “I long to travel.” 
 
    The words were adamant. With Jane’s restlessness and fire, Spencer believed her. “After that, I will have a house waiting for me,” he said. “One of my father’s minor estates.” 
 
    Her smile beamed. “Excellent.” 
 
    “Not really—it needs much work. Again, I am not promising you softness.” 
 
    “I do not want it.” Jane kissed his chin. “I am resilient. And resourceful. I like to be doing things, and I do not mean embroidery. Come to think of it, my grandmother never did embroidery in her life.” 
 
    “I know.” Spencer nuzzled her hair. “Your grandfather spoke much about her when I met him in London.” 
 
    Jane stilled. Very slowly, she lifted her head. “You met my grandfather in London?” 
 
    Spencer nodded. “Last spring. I was on another leave-taking, much shorter, to visit my family. I spent a night in London, and at the tavern near my lodgings, I met an amusing old Scotsman who was pleased to sit up with me telling stories. I mentioned my friendship with Barnett, and your grandfather was delighted.” 
 
    “He was, was he?” Jane’s tone turned ominous. 
 
    “Indeed. But when I arrived last night, he asked me not to speak of our previous meeting to anyone. I have no idea why, but I saw no reason not to indulge him.” 
 
    He leaned to kiss her again, to enjoy the taste of her fire, but Jane put her hand on his chest. 
 
    “Will you excuse me for one moment, Spencer?” 
 
    Spencer skimmed his fingertips across her cheek. “When you speak my name, I cannot refuse you, love.” 
 
    Her eyes softened, but she scrambled from his lap. Spencer rose with her, a steadying hand on her waist. “I won’t be long,” she promised. 
 
    Jane strode from the room, her head high. Spencer watched her go, then chuckled to himself and followed her. 
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    “Grandfather.” 
 
    She found he’d moved to a smaller, warmer sitting room, only this time he’d truly nodded off. The old man jumped awake and then to his feet, the whisky flask he’d been holding clanging to the floor. 
 
    “What the devil? Janie, what is it?” 
 
    Jane pointed an accusing finger at his face. “You met Captain Ingram in London this past spring.” 
 
    “Did I?” Grandfather frowned, then stroked his jaw in contemplation. “Now that you call it to my mind, I believe I did. My memory ain’t what it used to be.” 
 
    “I cry foul.” Jane planted her hands on her hips. “You knew he was John’s friend. You put the idea into John’s head to bring Captain Ingram here for Hogmanay, didn’t you? Do not prevaricate with me, please.” 
 
    “Hmm. I might have mentioned our meeting in a letter to young Barnett.” 
 
    “And you told John to send Captain Ingram into the house first.” 
 
    “Well, he is dark-haired. And tall. And what ladies believe is handsome.” Grandfather spread his hands. “My prediction came true, you see? You will marry this year’s First-Footer. I see by your blush that he has accepted your proposal.” 
 
    Jane’s cheeks indeed were hot. “Prediction, my eye. You planned this from the beginning, you old fraud.” 
 
    Grandfather drew himself up. “And if I did? And if I met Ingram’s family and determined that they were worthy of you? Captain Ingram is a far better match for you than Barnett. My lady ancestors were witches, yes, but they always had contingencies to make certain the spell worked.” 
 
    Deep, rumbling laughter made Jane spin around. Spencer leaned on the doorframe, gray eyes sparkling in mirth. 
 
    “Bless you that you did,” he said. He came to Jane and put a strong hand on her arm. “You and your ancestors will always have my gratitude, sir. Jane and I will be married by the end of the month.” 
 
    Grandfather gave Jane a hopeful look. “All’s well, that end’s well?” 
 
    Jane dashed forward in a burst of love and caught her grandfather in an exuberant embrace. “Yes, Grandfather. Thank you. Thank you. I love you so much.” 
 
    “Go on with you now.” Grandfather struggled away, but the tears in his eyes touched her heart. “The pair of ye, be off. Ye have much more kissing to do. It’s Hogmanay still.” 
 
    Spencer twined his hand through Jane’s. “An excellent suggestion.” 
 
    “And don’t either of you worry about Barnett. I’ve already caught him kissing Miss Pembroke.” 
 
    Jane blinked. Miss Pembroke was the daughter of her parents’ friends from Kent. “He is quick off the mark. The wretch.” 
 
    “Then he can toast us at our wedding,” Spencer said. He pulled Jane firmly to the door. “I believe I’d like to adjourn to the library again, to continue our … planning.” 
 
    Jane melted to him, her anger and exasperation dissolving. She needed this man, who’d come to her so unexpectedly to lift her out of her dreary life. “A fine idea.” 
 
    In the cool of the hall, Spencer bent to Jane and whispered in her ear. “You are beauty and light. I love you, Janie. This I already know.” 
 
    “I already know I love you too.” 
 
    They sealed their declaration with a kiss that burned with a wildness Jane had been longing for, the fierce freedom of her youth released once more. 
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    Left alone in the sitting room, Hamish MacDonald raised his flask to the painting of a beautiful woman whose flowing hair spilled from under a wide-brimmed hat. She smiled at him over a basket of flowers, her bodice sliding to bare one seductive shoulder. Her eyes were deep blue, her hair black as night. 
 
    “I did it, Maggie,” he said, his voice scratchy. “I’ve seen to it that our girl will be happy. Bless you, love.” 
 
    He toasted the portrait, done by the great Ramsay, and drank deeply of malt whisky. 
 
    He swore that Maggie, his beloved wife, heart of his heart, forever in his thoughts, winked at him. 
 
    The End 
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