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          A SCOT AT A BALL
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        London, January 1804 (or a variation thereof)

      

      

      If asked, Sarah Mortensen, youngest daughter of two to Baron Hartmore, would have sworn that she was dreaming. After all, life had never quite felt like this, had it? In Sarah’s experience, life was hard and harsh, binding her hands and forcing her down a path she would never have chosen freely. Indeed, not too long ago, her parents had seen her betrothed in order to settle her father’s gambling debts, betrothed to a man with a soul as black as the deep of night.

      That was the life Sarah knew.

      Not this.

      This was…different because the man holding her hand and pulling her along, out of the crowded ballroom and down the darkened hallway, was not her former fiancé. He was a stranger, to be certain; yet he was a stranger Sarah had come to know. At least, in a way. After all, she did not even know his full name. All she knew was that he…made her feel.

      Doing her best to keep up with his large strides, Sarah felt her heart beat loudly, wildly in her chest. Her legs felt weak, her limbs trembling, and yet the smile that had come to her face upon first seeing Keir at the Whickertons’ ball remained. She could feel it upon her face. She could feel the effects of it traveling through her veins to every fiber of her being.

      Yes, he did make her feel.

      He made her feel wonderful and excited and hopeful.

      Sarah had never truly been hopeful. At least, she could not recall. Yet everything had changed a few weeks back when she had agreed to a feigned kidnapping, orchestrated by the Dowager Countess of Whickerton, in order to break Sarah’s forced engagement. And whose help had the dowager elicited to see Sarah kidnapped out of her parents’ townhouse in the middle of the night?

      Sarah’s smile deepened as Keir looked back at her, a teasing grin upon his features. His hand tightened upon hers, warm and real, holding on, not letting go. “’Tis a beautiful night,” Keir said in that Scottish lilt Sarah had come to love. “Come,” he tugged her forward. “I’ll show ye the stars.” He chuckled as though some sort of evil plan hid behind these words; and yet Sarah had never known Keir to have any evil thoughts whatsoever.

      Reaching for a heavy woolen cloak, Keir draped it upon Sarah’s shoulders, bundling her up warmly. All the while, his kind blue eyes lingered upon hers, whispering something Sarah could not quite grasp. Yet her heart tripped and danced and tripped again. Having Keir here, right in front of her, so close after a week of thinking she would never lay eyes on him again, felt surreal. A part of Sarah feared he might disappear at any moment, that he was no more than a figment of her imagination, an expression of her heart’s desire to see him again. “Are you truly here?” she asked him yet again.

      As before on the dance floor, Keir chuckled, that mischievous gleam in his eyes. “Do ye wish for proof?” he asked, and once again something hidden seemed to rest beneath his words.

      Sarah felt herself blush, heat shooting into her cheeks, and she instinctively dropped her gaze.

      Amusement rumbled in Keir’s throat before she felt the soft touch of his fingertips upon her chin, urging her to look back up at him. “I like ye better with a bit of color upon yer cheeks,” Keir murmured, something deeply intense in his blue eyes. “When I first saw ye across the ballroom, ye looked awfully pale that for a moment I wasna quite certain ’twas really ye.”

      Sarah nodded. “I thought I was seeing things,” she admitted, remembering the moment Keir had suddenly stood there amongst the other guests. “I thought I might have…strayed into a dream.” Indeed, Sarah had dreamed of Keir before, of the two of them walking beneath the stars, of him pulling her into his arms and…

      Keir chuckled. “Ye’re blushing again, lass,” he remarked with a raised brow. “Will ye not tell me what happened in that dream ye had? It must’ve been something utterly…tempting.”

      As always, Keir knew precisely what to say to make Sarah feel mortified, to make her cheeks burn crimson, to make her want to hide somewhere and never again meet his eyes. He had that effect on her. From the start. And yet, at the same time, Sarah liked that he knew her so well, that he always said what was on his mind, that she did not have to guess at his intentions. It somehow seemed to even the odds, for Keir was able to read her face like an open book.

      Indeed, Sarah felt compelled to answer him honestly. And yet she did not quite know why he had come tonight, what his motives were. “Why are you here?” Sarah asked instead of answering him, willing her heart to calm its rapid beating and allow her mind to take the lead.

      For a moment, Keir simply looked at her, his knowing gaze sweeping her face like a caress, as though he could unearth anything by simply looking at her. More often than not, in the past, that had been the truth. “Let us walk outside for a bit,” he said, shrugging into his own coat and then offering her his arm. “I promised I would tell ye everything, and I meant it.”

      Swallowing, Sarah nodded, uncertain what awaited her. Of course, her foolish heart had hope while her mind urged her to be cautious. In her experience, few men could be trusted, and Keir had lied to her…or at least kept a lot from her. But why?

      Snow still glistened wherever Sarah looked as they made their way slowly across the terrace. A crescent moon hung in the sky overhead, countless stars sparkling nearby. Indeed, the night looked a lot like the one in her dream, and her thoughts were involuntarily drawn back to that moment.

      Gritting her teeth, Sarah shook her head, trying her best to focus her thoughts. “Tell me why you’re here,” she demanded, allowing her hand to slip from his arm. “Who are you? And how do you know the Whickertons? For you clearly do.”

      Keir took another two steps and then turned to look at her. To Sarah’s surprise, she saw no guilt or regret upon his face but mirth instead. “My name is Keir MacKinnear, son to the laird of Clan MacKinnear in the Scottish Highlands.” Humor gleamed in his eyes. “The rest, I’m afraid, is a rather long story.” He chuckled, running a hand through his hair. Sarah’s gaze lingered upon the little braids he always wore, running from his temples back, where he kept his long hair tied. “I suppose it all began about fifty-five years ago.”

      Sarah’s jaw dropped, and she gawked at him. “Fifty-five years? Whatever do you mean?” She moved closer, a part of her remembering the many stories Keir had told her during their time together in the woods. She remembered the gentle rhythm of his voice as it had drawn images out of thin air, creating in her mind’s eye visions of times past, of people she had never known and events she had not witnessed.

      “Aye, I know the Whickertons,” Keir finally admitted, his eyes looking directly into hers. “I know them because my own grandmother and the dowager have been the best of friends for decades, long before they even met their husbands and found themselves situated far apart, one near London and the other in the Highlands.”

      Sarah exhaled a slow breath, trying to imagine Grandma Edie as a young woman, meeting the man of her dreams, falling in love. “If that is true,” Sarah began carefully, reminding herself that those who trusted too quickly often came to regret it, “why is it that I’ve never heard of you? Why did—?” Sarah paused, suddenly wondering why Christina, one of Grandma Edie’s granddaughters and Sarah’s oldest friend, had not told her about Keir. Surely, Christina knew of him, had in all likelihood met Keir before; and yet when the two of them had spoken the other day, Christina had said nothing. Why?

      Sarah closed her eyes, overwhelmed by the many questions that raced through her head. It seemed that quite a few plans had been afoot, and that although she had been at the center of each one of them, she had been told very little.

      Keir’s hands grasped hers, and Sarah lifted her eyes to look at him. “Why was I not told?” She swallowed hard. “I feel like a fool. All of you knew, and—”

      Pulling her closer, Keir shook his head, his gaze urging her to abandon this line of thought. “We didna tell ye because,” the right corner of his mouth quirked upward, “ye are an awful liar, lass.” He chuckled. “Ye know ye are.”

      Feeling herself blush yet again, Sarah closed her eyes, knowing his words to be true, wishing they were not.

      “Listen,” Keir began, his hands clasping hers tightly, “Grandma Edie insisted ye not be informed because she worried that somehow my identity could be revealed. She said nothing to protect me.” Something apologetic rested in his gaze, and Sarah felt her apprehension wane. “And perhaps she simply wanted ye to have a wee bit of an adventure.” He grinned at her wickedly.

      “I understand.” Sarah nodded, shocked that she had not even once thought of what would happen to Keir if his involvement in her kidnapping—feigned or not—became known. “Yes, of course. Of course, you were right. I am a terrible liar. If any of you had told me, I might’ve…said something, revealed something when Lord Blackmore…” A shiver went through her at the memory of their last encounter. She remembered well the way her former fiancé had advanced upon her, the way she had retreated, terrified out of her mind. Yes, something unwise could have easily slipped past her lips, dooming Keir. The thought alone was awful, and Sarah felt tears rise to her eyes.

      Keir’s hand once more grasped her chin, urgency in his gaze now. “What happened?”

      “I’m sorry.” Sarah blinked away her tears. “I’m sorry I put you at risk. I didn’t even realize…” She closed her eyes, remembering everything Keir had done for her, the way he had stood at her side, always, the way he had helped her stand tall again after a lifetime of cowering. And how had she repaid his devotion? His loyalty?

      By doubting him.

      “Sarah!” Keir’s voice felt like a slap, jarring her out of her thoughts. “Dunna do this again, lass. All of us agreed to this plan out of our own free will. Nothing that happened or could’ve happened is yer fault.” His gaze held hers imploringly. “Do ye hear me? I need ye to understand this.”

      Sarah nodded; yet she could not suppress those flickers of doubt she felt deep within. So many people had risked so much to see her safe, to free her from her engagement. At the time, she had been too terrified of Grandma Edie’s ludicrous plan to see it.

      But she did now.

      And she was grateful.

      So very grateful.

      Keir nodded in acknowledgment. “Verra well. Then tell me,” he paused, and for a second a muscle in his jaw tightened, “what happened with Blackmore.”

      Sarah’s heart and mind shied away from the memory. Still, the fierceness of Keir’s gaze told her that he would not let this go. Once again, he had become her protector, guarding her safety at all cost.

      As he had before.
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          SUDDEN STRANGERS
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      The crimson had faded from Sarah’s cheeks, and in the pale moonlight she almost seemed as white as a sheet as she stood before him, her limbs trembling.

      Keir disliked seeing her thus. In fact, he hated seeing her thus. He hated that look of fear in her large eyes. He hated the way she seemed to shrink and grow smaller, retreating into herself. He hated that she would not meet his eyes.

      “What happened?” Keir asked once more, dreading to know; yet he knew his imagination would fill the blanks in a far worse manner than the truth, would it not? He prayed it was so. “Grandma Edie said ye cried off. How did Blackmore…take it?” Aye, more than once, Keir had wondered how the proud baron would react, if he would bow out gracefully or if he was one to seek revenge upon a perceived wrong done to him.

      Keir guessed it was the latter.

      Sarah heaved a deep sigh. “He was angry.” Her voice wavered as she spoke. “Of course, he was. Who would not be?” Again, she closed her eyes, and Keir could see the memories of that day flash across her face. “I said what Grandma Edie told me to say. I told him I could no longer marry him. I hinted that,” she swallowed, and her eyes opened to meet his, “I was no longer innocent.”

      Keir grinned, and a deep blush shot up into her face. Aye, she was no longer as innocent as she had once been. As ill-advised as their kisses had been, Keir did not regret a single one.

      Instantly, Sarah dropped her gaze. “I apologized and told him that he deserved better,” she finished quickly, clearly mortified to the tips of her hair.

      Keir chuckled, loving the sight of her. As uncomfortable as she felt recounting the events of that day, the honest emotions that played across her features were riveting.

      Always had been.

      Yet…there was more. Keir was certain of it. “What did he say then?” He cleared his throat, gently running the pad of his thumb over Sarah’s chin. “I assume he didna simply wish ye well and walk away, did he?”

      Swallowing hard, Sarah shook her head. “He did not. He…became angry. Furious.” Her mouth opened and closed as she searched for words. “The way he glared at me with such seething hatred…I felt as though I would burst into flames at any moment. And then he…” Her jaw began to tremble, and Keir could feel it travel all the way down his arm. “He suddenly came toward me. I…I was certain he would…slap me or…”

      “Did he?” Keir demanded through gritted teeth, wishing he had been there, cursing himself for ever leaving her side. Had he not been tasked with protecting her?

      Sarah shook her head, and Keir released the breath he had been holding. “Perhaps he would have but he did not have the chance.”

      Keir felt his brows quirk upward, surprised to see a gentle smile tease the corners of Sarah’s mouth.

      “Loki came to my rescue.”

      For a moment, Keir stared at Sarah. “Loki?” Aye, he remembered the brown-gray cat with the haughty eyes he had first encountered in the cabin in the woods when preparing it for their stay. The mischievous feline had taken an instant liking to Sarah, guarding her as fiercely as Keir himself.

      Sarah nodded. “He arrived with Grandma Edie.” A breezy chuckle left her lips as she shook her head in disbelief. “I thought I was dreaming when I saw him fling himself at Blackmore, hissing and spitting. I thought it couldn’t possibly be true, and I instantly turned around to—” Her lips clamped shut, and the smile vanished from her face, her blush deepening once more.

      Keir nodded, understanding her perfectly. “Aye, I shoulda been there. I’m sorry, lass. I promised to protect ye, and I shoulda made certain ye were safe.”

      Looking up at him, Sarah shook her head. “No, I…I simply hoped to see you again.” Keir could see that she struggled to hold his gaze, years-long instincts telling her to bow her head. But she did not, and Keir felt proud of her. “You promised to return Loki to me, and you kept that promise. Still, I had hoped…”

      Keir exhaled slowly, and his fingers finally released her chin. As close as they had come to be during their fortnight in the woods, they had since spent many days apart. They were no longer the only two people in the world, cut off from everything, the small cabin in the woods their whole world.

      Keir’s gaze swept over Sarah’s elaborate coiffure, tracing the perfect curls that danced down her temples. One had been picked apart by nervous fingers, the little wisps of hair twirling every which way, wild and untamed. Keir loved the sight of them, and yet he mourned the loss of the small braids he had shown her. The little braids he himself wore. The little braids that suddenly not only made him think of his sister.

      But of Sarah as well.

      Regret filled him, for their loss weighed far more heavily than he would have expected. It was as though the bond that had once been between them was suddenly no more. Had a fortnight apart truly changed everything? Had they lived in a dream world out in the woods, experiencing something that could never stand against the harsh light of day?

      “Why…?” Sarah hesitated, her teeth gnawing upon her lower lip. “Why did you not bring him to me?” Tears shimmered in her eyes, and Keir felt an inkling of that bond reawaken.

      “I wanted to,” he told her honestly, delighting in the way her face began to glow, as though he had promised to fetch the moon from the sky for her. “I planned to.” He shrugged a bit helplessly.

      “Grandma Edie,” Sarah exclaimed knowingly, rolling her eyes good-naturedly at the old dowager’s meddlesome tendencies. “Of course.”

      “She asked me to run a few errands for her and insisted Loki remain with her.” He grinned at Sarah. “I knew she was planning something but as always I couldna know what.” Again, Keir remembered what the dowager countess had asked of him upon his return to London, and he wondered why she had secured his aid, yet again, should Sarah have need of him. Was the dowager simply being cautious? Or did she already know of trouble brewing upon the horizon?

      Keir wanted to ask Sarah but did not wish to upset her. “I’m sorry,” he said instead. “I shoulda insisted.” I know I wanted to.

      Pulling the cloak more tightly around her shoulders, Sarah waved his words away, as though they held little meaning. Yet the look in her eyes called her a liar.

      Keir smiled at her. “Are ye cold?”

      Trembling, she rubbed her arms.

      “Do ye wish to return inside?”

      For a moment, Sarah seemed ready to agree. Then, however, she hesitated, and her gaze moved heavenward. “Perhaps a little bit longer,” she murmured, her eyes aglow as she watched the night sky. “You promised to show me the stars.” She looked at him and smiled.

      “Aye, I did.” Stepping behind Sarah, Keir wrapped his arms around her, ignoring her startled expression. “I like ye better warm, remember?” he murmured in her ear as he pulled her deeper into his embrace.

      Sarah gasped as his words undoubtedly brought back memories of another night. She had been near freezing, and he had held her close, warming her and whispering those very words to her.

      “Better?” Keir asked after a while when her trembling ceased, and she allowed her head to fall back and rest against his shoulder.

      A contented sigh drifted from her lips, and she nodded, her gaze sweeping the night sky almost lovingly. “It’s beautiful. So very beautiful.” For a long while, neither one of them said a word before Sarah spoke up once more. “I dreamed of such a night once.”

      “Once?” Keir glanced down at her, noting the rosy glow of her cheeks, and grinned. “Was it perhaps the night before that morning when ye came downstairs and suddenly couldna meet my eyes?”

      Dropping her gaze, Sarah tried to squirm out of his arms. Perhaps she had not meant to speak out loud, forgetting herself in the moment. Aye, she’s one easily embarrassed.

      Keir turned her around, his hand grasping hers as he met her reluctant gaze. “What happened in yer dream?”

      Sarah’s lips parted, and yet no words fell from them. Her large eyes were wide, almost unblinking, but she did not drop her gaze. And when Keir gave her arm a gentle tug, she came.

      “Tell me what happened in yer dream, little wisp,” Keir murmured as he slipped his hands around her middle, drawing her to him. I missed calling her that.

      Sarah’s eyes were luminous, and her breath quickened as the distance between them shrank. “I think you know.”

      Keir grinned, and he allowed his gaze to drop to her lips. “Perhaps I do.” He met her eyes. “Had ye told me that morning,” he murmured, “I woulda kissed ye then and there.” He leaned closer, touching his nose to hers. “I know I wanted to.”

      Sarah bit her lower lip. “I wanted you to as well, but I thought—”

      Before Sarah could lose herself in another complicated misconception, Keir dipped his head and kissed her. Once again, he knew it to be ill-advised, and once again, he did not care.

      Pulling her deeper into his embrace, Keir kissed her as he had wanted to for the past fortnight. It seemed as though an eternity had passed since their time in the woods, since their shared kisses, their nights sleeping in each other’s arm All of a sudden, they were strangers again, meeting here in London as though for the first time.

      Aye, Keir wanted that old familiarity back. He wanted to look at her and know what she was thinking. He wanted to tease her until she blushed to the roots of her hair. He wanted to be able to reach for her without fearing that someone might see. They stood worlds apart, their paths guiding them in opposite directions, and yet Keir could not shake the feeling that he was meant to remain at her side. Was that not why he had so readily agreed to guard her once again should the need arise?

      Sarah’s chilled fingers slid up his neck and into his hair, warming against his skin as she returned his kiss with an eagerness that matched his own. As shy and insecure as Sarah often seemed, she always grew bold and daring whenever she was in his arms. What did that mean?

      Looking down into Sarah’s eyes, Keir breathed in deeply. “I could kiss ye all night, little wisp,” he murmured, once again touching his mouth to hers, “but we’ll cause another scandal if we’re found out here like this.”

      Sarah’s breath came fast. “I don’t think I care.”

      Keir laughed. “Ye’re truly one of a kind, lass. One of a kind.” Aye, he felt absolutely certain that he had never met a woman like Sarah before, and he doubted he ever would again. Perhaps it was a thought worth dwelling on.
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          A FAMILY BREAKFAST

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Sarah woke with a smile upon her face, for her thoughts still lingered upon the moments she had spent with Keir beneath the stars. Yet there was a part of her that wondered if she had merely been dreaming. Was Keir truly in London? Right here in the Whickertons’ townhouse? His chamber only a few doors down from her own?

      The thought alone filled Sarah’s heart with joy and made her pulse quicken. For the past fortnight, she had done her utmost to remind herself that Keir was lost from her life for good. That he had been hired by the dowager countess in order to ensure the successful completion of her plan.

      Nothing more.

      Only that was not the truth, was it? At least, not the whole truth. Keir was not merely someone the dowager had hired to fulfill a task. No, he was a friend. Family even, not unlike she was.

      Sitting up in bed, Sarah found Loki curled up beside her. The brown-gray feline cracked open one eye, peered at her for a second, and then snuggled back down, purring contentedly. Sarah smiled, stroking his head and scratching him behind his ears the way he liked it. “Did you know who he truly was?” She sighed. “I wish I had known. I mean, I understand why they did not tell me, but I still wish I had known.” If only I’d known that there was a chance to see him again when we parted ways.

      Sarah paused, and Loki made a discontented sound deep in his throat when her fingers ceased their ministrations. “Eventually, he will return home, won’t he?” she murmured into the stillness of the morning. “Of course, he will.”

      At the thought, Sarah’s heart instantly sank. Although Keir had told her very little the night before, their focus upon the events that had so recently transpired, she knew that he cared deeply for his family, knew that his place was with them…and that this place was far away.

      Up north.

      In the Highlands.

      Tears pricked at the backs of Sarah’s eyes, and a heavy lump settled in her throat. Indeed, hope was a dangerous thing. It made one forget what was true and what was not. Blurred the line between attainable and impossible. Made one throw caution to the wind and rush headlong into something that would ultimately break one’s heart.

      “I’m falling in love with him,” Sarah whispered as tears ran down her cheeks. She had hoped, prayed that it was not so, but she could no longer lie to herself. Even Christina had seen it, had she not? Only days earlier, her oldest friend had teased her about it. Then, Sarah had shaken her head and laughed, not allowing that thought to linger, afraid of what she might discover if she dared look at it more closely.

      Yet seeing Keir last night so unexpectedly, all her defenses had come down. His mere presence had wiped them away so easily. Her heart had rejoiced at the sight of him; every feeling she had ever had growing bigger and taller and…out of control.

      And now, she knew.

      Now, there was no going back.

      As a knock sounded on her door, Sarah quickly wiped the tears from her face, blinking her eyes rapidly to chase away those that lingered. “Come in!”

      With her usual cheerfulness, Molly bustled into Sarah’s chamber. “Good morning, Miss Sarah. I trust you slept well.” With her brown hair pulled back tightly, the young woman possessed a bit of a stern expression, but Sarah knew of Molly’s kind nature as she had been her family’s lady’s maid for years. With her father’s growing gambling debts, their finances had not allowed for more than one lady’s maid, and so, she had shared Molly with her mother. Thankfully, the dowager had managed to bring Molly along after making Sarah her companion and thus removing her from her parents’ house and harmful influence. Oh, what would I do without Grandma Edie?

      “I’m well,” Sarah replied, careful not to meet the other woman’s gaze directly as she slipped out of bed. “But I’m famished.”

      Molly beamed then strode toward Sarah’s armoire. “Then let’s see you readied for breakfast.”

      Sarah nodded eagerly, for, of course, a steaming cup of tea and a buttered scone sounded heavenly. Still, it was the thought that Keir would no doubt be downstairs in the breakfast parlor alongside the Whickertons that saw Sarah rushing from her chamber with ill-concealed eagerness. Oh, dear, my face truly is an open book.

      At the sound of the family’s voices, Sarah pulled to a halt outside the parlor. She inhaled deeply, trying to calm herself, even though her feet still seemed to be dancing on the spot. As much as the thought of Keir leaving devastated her, she could not bring herself to stay away. After all, it would not lessen the pain once his departure finally came, would it? Perhaps she simply ought to consider herself fortunate to have a few more days with him and not think about tomorrow. Had she not done so before? Out there in the woods? Yes, Sarah had lived in the moment in those days, savoring Keir’s company as well as the freedoms her new situation granted her. Oh, thinking back, Sarah realized how deeply she had enjoyed those days.

      Inhaling one more deep breath, Sarah moved forward and stepped across the threshold and into the parlor. Of course, it was filled with people, happy faces everywhere, inquisitive voices calling out to her; and yet all Sarah saw was Keir.

      Seated at the far-right side of the table, he looked up and their eyes met. Sarah felt her stomach do a little flip, and she prayed she would make it to her seat without incident. Indeed, her legs felt a little unsteady. Even more so, when a teasing grin appeared on Keir’s face and he had the audacity to wink at her!

      “How did you sleep?” Christina asked with a wide smile as Sarah seated herself most carefully beside her old friend. “You look a bit flushed. Was there something that…kept you awake?”

      Sarah wanted to sink into a hole in the ground. Of course, none was conveniently located, and so instead, her only option was to remain where she was as heat slowly crept up her neck and into her cheeks. It felt as though her head had suddenly burst into flames; her cheeks glowing like embers in the grate. Oh, if only my face didn’t reveal every tender emotion, every embarrassing thought.

      Around the table, smiles met her when Sarah finally dared raise her eyes. After all, all the Whickertons had seen her leave the ballroom on Keir’s arm the night before. Naturally, they were curious about what had happened between them. Yet, the Whickertons were not mean-spirited. They were not poking fun at her to embarrass her. No, this was the kindhearted, good-natured teasing Sarah had observed since first meeting them. The kind she had never found in her own family. The kind that came naturally to the Whickertons. It was a way of communicating which made life seem lighter, less burdened because so long as one shared a laugh, the world would eventually right itself.

      Sarah managed a weak smile. “No, I slept perfectly fine. Thank you.” She ignored Christina’s wide grin, her eyes moving down the table, irresistibly drawn to Keir.

      Yet, he, too, was grinning from ear to ear, clearly delighted, not at all embarrassed. Of course, he is not the one being teased! Or had the Whickertons reacted similarly to his appearance in the breakfast parlor?

      Sarah wished she knew.

      “How much longer do any of you intend to stay in town?” Louisa asked with a sideways smile at Sarah before she redirected her attention toward her family. “I know the Season has only just begun, but…we discussed returning to Barrington Hall.” Sharing a tender smile with her husband Phineas, Viscount Barrington, Louisa slipped her hand into his, and he held it tightly within his own. “I admit I want to be there when Anne’s baby is born.”

      Although cousin to the Whickerton siblings, Anne had always felt like another sister. Sarah knew her well, for she had always been very close with Louisa and Leonora. And then, a year before Louisa had married Phineas, Viscount Barrington, Anne had married the man’s younger brother Tobias Hawke. As far as Sarah knew, both couples were close, especially after Louisa and Phineas had been blessed with a beautiful little girl not too long ago and Anne and Tobias were now expecting their own child.

      “I agree,” Harriet exclaimed, her unruly, red curls dancing about her head untamed. “As you all know, I never cared much for Town.” She grinned at her husband, the Duke of Clement, a rather stern and proper man. Still, every once in a while, Sarah thought to see Harriet’s exuberance and zest for life rub off on him. In these moments, his eyes would sparkle with mischief and Sarah thought him a changed man.

      The Duke of Clement—or Sweet Jack, as Harriet insisted on calling him—nodded in agreement, a matching grin upon his face. “How could any of us forget, my dear?”

      Harriet narrowed her eyes at him. “Call me my dear one more time and I shall—!”

      Jack laughed, suddenly not seeming all that proper anymore. “I shall not dare,” he promised her solemnly, then added, “Sweeting.”

      Harriet’s eyes narrowed in feigned outrage before she shook her head, tossing her curls about, and leaned into her husband, who did not hesitate to drape an arm about her shoulders. “We could ride across our meadow again,” she murmured quietly, looking up into his eyes.

      Something still and utterly mesmerizing fell over Jack’s face before he nodded. “I’d like that.”

      One by one, everyone chimed in, voicing their delight to leave the city behind and return to the country. Juliet and Leonora, the two quieter Whickerton sisters, had always preferred the solitude of nature to the bustling vitality of the city.

      Christina’s husband Thorne chuckled. “Correct me if I’m wrong,” he began, looking around the table, “but did we not just all rush to Town barely a month past?”

      Christina eyed her husband with a chiding look. “You know that was because of Sarah.” She smiled at her. “But now that she is safe and sound and back with us, there is no reason to linger, is there?” She looked over to Juliet and Christopher. “I think the children do like it better in the country. It is so much more exciting.”

      Juliet nodded, exchanging a look with her husband. “Yes, Bash keeps asking when we’ll return. Apparently, he and Samantha have plans to fortify the fort.” She shared a look with Christina that was unique to mothers, Sarah found. It was something she could not quite grasp, like a fleeting breeze brushing by her. No matter how hard she tried to reach for it, keep it from slipping away, her hands only ever closed over thin air.

      Lord and Lady Whickerton voiced no objection to the plans being made around the breakfast table. Only Grandma Edie sighed a rather exasperated sigh. “More traveling? Keep in mind that I’m an old woman, and my rather brittle bones do prefer to stay in one place.”

      Sarah grinned—as did the Whickertons—for while Grandma Edie continued to lament her old age, the woman seemed like a force of nature, all but invincible. Sarah wondered if perhaps it was merely a disguise she put on in order to appear unobtrusive, free to meddle to her heart’s delight without anyone the wiser.

      “If you wish to remain in Town, Grandmother,” Troy, only son to Lord and Lady Whickerton, remarked with an ill-concealed smirk upon his face, “we would be happy to keep you company. Is that not so, Darling?”

      Nora, Troy’s new wife of only a few weeks, nodded. “Of course. Whatever you need.” She smiled at the old lady, that same knowing spark in her eyes. Clearly, no one truly expected Grandma Edie to remain behind.

      Still, Sarah reminded herself that as Grandma Edie’s companion, it now fell to her to keep the dowager company. “Is that not what I am here for?” she remarked, offering the dowager a grateful smile. “Am I not your companion now?”

      The dowager chuckled. “Oh, sweet girl, I only said that for your father’s benefit,” her expression darkened, “and to pry you from Blackmore’s grip.” She scoffed. “That man could do with a sound lashing if you don’t mind me saying so.” The family chuckled, their heads nodding up and down in agreement. “You’re as free as a bird, my dear, to go where the wind carries you.”

      Caught off guard, Sarah blinked her eyes. Did Grandma Edie truly mean that? But why? Perhaps she did not want Sarah to remain with them after all. Had she perhaps been a fool to believe that the Whickertons thought of her as fam—?

      “Dear, I can see what you’re thinking,” the dowager interrupted Sarah’s thoughts, “and you’re wrong. You’re family, and you’ll always be welcome here. However,” she held Sarah’s gaze, “we want you to be here because it is your wish, not because you think you do not have a choice.”

      Tears came to Sarah’s eyes as the dowager looked at her, the expression in her pale blue eyes heartwarming and yet unwavering. If only Sarah’s own parents had ever looked at her or her sister that way. If only they had ever cared about their daughters’ happiness. How different my life would have been! And Kate’s!

      The dowager rapped her cane on the floor. “Well, I suppose we’re off to the country again.” She turned to look down the table at Keir. “Will you join us, dear boy? Or return home?” She smiled at him warmly. “Your family must be missing you fiercely…not that we would not love to keep you here a little while longer.” She chuckled. “After all, they already had you for the first thirty years of your life. Perhaps the next thirty should be ours.”

      The Whickertons laughed while Sarah felt her heart pause in her chest. Her gaze remained fixed upon Keir as her mind pictured the moment of their final farewell. Deep cracks appeared in her heart, and she almost started weeping right there at the breakfast table.

      “Or is there another kidnapping that requires your attention?” Harriet asked laughing.

      Juliet put a quick finger to her lips. “Shhh!” She glanced around the room with caution in her eyes. “Don’t say that. Someone might overhear.”

      Harriet shrugged. “Who? A spy?”

      “Well…”

      Sarah closed her eyes and inhaled a deep breath, her mind no longer focused on the conversation. Indeed, considering anything that might take Keir away was painful and heartbreaking…and Sarah wished it were not so. Oh, why did I have to be such a fool? Why did I not guard my heart better?

      Inevitably, Sarah’s eyes opened, seeking Keir’s, and her breath shuddered past her lips when she found his gaze directed at her.

      More than anyone Sarah had ever known, Keir possessed laughing eyes. Eyes that teased and smiled. In fact, he often seemed to smile with his whole body; he had a light-heartedness about him that made her own heart feel like dancing on the spot. He had such an effect on people, or at least on her, and perhaps it had been that which had made her trust him so quickly.

      Now, however, there was something tense and serious in his gaze. Sadness even. And for a moment, Sarah allowed herself to believe that he was as devastated by the thought of his impending departure as she was. Will he miss me? she wondered. Will he think of me every once in a while?

      “Oh, I shall never forget it!” Christina exclaimed rather loudly, and Sarah flinched. “I thought my heart would stop. I was so terrified.”

      Sarah blinked, uncertain what topic was being discussed.

      Christina pointed a stern finger at Sarah, yet her eyes remained kind. “Don’t you ever allow yourself to be kidnapped again, do you hear?” The corners of her mouth quirked upward, and she smiled. “Or at least not without telling me so beforehand.”

      Sarah managed a weak smile. “I promise.” She paused. “But I thought your grandmother would inform you.” Her gaze moved to Grandma Edie, who conveniently ignored her.

      Harriet laughed. “She only told us once you had already been taken. We were beside ourselves, and then in the middle of our panicked discussion of what to do, how to help, she remarked rather casually that we were not to worry, that you were all right.” She scoffed, trying her best to glare at her grandmother.

      Despite the ache in her heart, Sarah smiled. Yes, that sounded like Grandma Edie. “And she didn’t tell me that—” Sarah broke off when she realized what she was about to say. Her eyes snapped around and once again locked onto Keir’s.

      “She did not tell you what?” Christina inquired, that knowing spark in her blue eyes yet again. Then she, too, glanced at Keir.

      Sarah swallowed, afraid to speak, afraid not to speak. Afraid that either way, all would know how deeply she had come to feel for Keir. Yet, perhaps they already knew. Perhaps they, too, could read it upon her face.

      A knock upon the door saved Sarah from a response, and every head turned as a footman entered. “A letter for Miss Mortensen,” he intoned, then walked down the table toward her, holding out a silver platter.

      Sarah’s fingers began to tremble the moment she recognized Kate’s handwriting.

      “Who is it from?” Harriet inquired with her usual boldness.

      Pushing to her feet without another thought, Sarah clutched the letter to her chest. “From my sister,” she mumbled as she stepped away. “Pardon me, but I…I…”

      “Of course.” Christina cast her a warm smile. “Go and read it in peace.”

      Sarah nodded and rushed toward the door. There, though, she paused momentarily, her gaze darting to Keir, his own tense and full of concern. Yes, he knew what this letter meant. Knew that she worried about her sister. And for one fleeting moment, Sarah thought he would rise and follow her out. Of course, he could not. After all, he was not…

      Truly, he was no one to her.

      And yet he had come to mean everything.

      With trembling fingers, Sarah broke the seal as her feet carried her from the breakfast parlor. She prayed that this day would not bring more heartache.
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      Quickening his steps, Keir turned down another hallway, his gaze darting left and right. Ever since Sarah had received her sister’s letter, she seemed to have disappeared.

      Keir knew how deeply Sarah worried about her sister. During their time together in the woods, they had spoken at length about their families. He had told her of his own sister, Yvaine, of how she had vanished one day, of how he wished he could speak to her again, see her again. And Sarah had reciprocated in kind. She had shared moments of her own childhood with her sister, Katherine, with him. She had confided in him, spoken of a sense of unease, something deep down in her being that made her doubt her sister’s well-being despite reassuring letters that arrived almost like clockwork.

      The moment this letter had arrived, Sarah’s eyes had darkened, the blue in them intensifying in a way that had quickened Keir’s pulse. He knew her well. He knew how to read her. Aye, Sarah’s expression easily betrayed her emotions, her thoughts, her fears. It had always been thus…at least, as far as Keir knew. After all, he had only known her for a matter of weeks.

      And yet somehow it felt as though…he had known her forever.

      Rounding a corner, Keir stepped into a small parlor in the very back of the house, not truly expecting to find Sarah, utterly surprised to see her standing by the window. How she had found her way here, he did not know. Perhaps she, too, had rushed along these corridors almost blindly, simply seeking a place of refuge.

      Now, she stood completely still, her back to him and one hand resting upon the cool windowpane. Loki wound around her feet, brushing up against her legs, his amber gaze darting upward in concern.

      Keir paused in the doorway then stepped inside and closed the door behind himself. He knew he ought not, but, at the same time, he wanted to be alone with her. “Are ye all right?” He moved closer, watching her carefully, seeing her shoulders rise and fall with a deep breath. “Is yer sister all right?”

      Another deep breath followed before Sarah turned from the window. Her cheeks were pale and her eyes wide, yet a frown began to crease her forehead. She met his gaze and then shrugged. “I do not know.” Her eyes darted down to the letter in her hands. “She writes…as she always does.” Their eyes met, Sarah’s need for comfort evident. “She writes that she’s well, that her family is well.” Sarah shook her head, the frown upon her face deepening.

      “Ye dunna believe her,” Keir stated, knowing it to be true. “Why?” He stopped an arm’s length away from her, his gaze trailing over her features.

      With a helpless expression upon her face, Sarah shrugged. “I do not know. I cannot explain it. I simply…” Again, she shrugged. Then she looked at the letter in her hands, her eyes returning to the words written there. “She writes that she’s looking forward to the birth of her child, that she cannot wait to hold all her children in her arms again.” She looked up and met Keir’s eyes. “It sounds…odd. I don’t know what exactly it is, but something about the way she writes feels…wrong somehow. As though she is not herself.”

      Keir nodded. “What is it that ye fear?”

      “I don’t know.” She threw up her arms in frustration, a spark of anger lighting up her eyes. “I simply don’t know!” She took a step toward him, her eyes seeking his. “What am I to do? Is this madness? Why can I not trust her words?”

      Keir remembered well how Sarah had spoken to him of her sister, about how Katherine had married young and was now already a mother of two little girls. Her husband was a young earl, good-looking and polite, and their parents were quite in raptures about their daughter’s most advantageous match. Yet…

      “Trust yer instincts,” Keir told Sarah, reaching out a hand and grasping hers. He could feel it tremble, and he held it tighter. “There doesna have to be a reason. Ye dunna have to be able to explain why ye’re worried. If ye are, ye are. Trust that. Trust yerself.”

      Heaving a deep sigh, Sarah nodded. “I have to go see her. I’ll never be able to let this go if I don’t see for myself that she is well. Truly well.”

      “Ye should go and speak to the dowager.” Keir could not help but wonder if this was the trouble the dowager had foreseen, if this was the reason why she had asked him, only a few days ago, if he would be willing to come to Sarah’s aid yet again.

      “I already spoke to her,” Sarah replied, and he could feel her hand shifting beneath his, moving so that her palm slid against his, her fingers tightening around his hand as much as he held hers. “She told me to go and visit Kate. She said as long as I’m not convinced of her well-being, I need to go.” Sadness lingered in her eyes, and Keir was surprised to see sudden tears well up.

      Without thinking, he moved closer, his other hand reaching to cup her cheek. “What is it?” Her skin felt warm against his own, and he felt her shuddering breath tease his lips.

      Sarah closed her eyes and for a moment leaned into his touch before she lowered her head, as though she could not bear to look at him. Then she suddenly stepped back, brushing away his hands. Quick steps carried her to the door; yet once there, she paused as she had before in the breakfast parlor and looked back at him. “Have you decided yet how much longer you will be staying in England,” she swallowed hard, “before you return home?”

      As understanding dawned, Keir felt Keir felt every muscles in his body tense up and then relax, like a breath drawn in and then let out. “I’m not sure,” he told her with a shrug, burning to see how she would react. “Truth be told, I never planned on staying this long.”

      Sarah’s lower lip quivered, and she pressed them both together before nodding in acknowledgment of his words. In the next instant, she spun around and hurried away, Loki following upon her heel.

      In a rush, Keir exhaled the breath he had been holding. Indeed, he ought not have spoken to her the way he had. Yet her reaction had been quite telling. She feared their separation, the loss of whatever it was that had so suddenly developed between them. Keir felt it, too. He had felt it almost from the very beginning, for within a matter of days of meeting her, the thought of bidding her farewell had become painful. It was odd, was it not? To feel about another so deeply after so short a time? Still, Keir did. There was no denying that. He did not wish to leave her. He was, in fact, determined to stay, to stay by her side once more as she embarked on this new endeavor. After all, she would need help. As capable as Sarah had proven herself to be in many ways, she was almost shockingly inexperienced when it came to handling interactions with the world around her. Aye, she would need his help and Keir knew he was glad to offer it.

      A sudden sound drew Keir’s attention back to the door, and he was surprised to find none other than the dowager countess standing there, leaning heavily upon her walking cane. How she had managed to sneak up on him was beyond Keir. After all, an elderly lady with a walking stick ought not be able to approach a trained hunter without him noticing her long before she reached his side.

      Keir smiled. Aye, Sarah is a distraction to be sure. “Ye move quite silently, my lady, if ye so choose.”

      The dowager chuckled, stepping farther into the room on rather loud feet. “We all are capable of a great many things…if we so choose.” Her pale blue eyes met his, and once again Keir could not shake the feeling that she was sizing him up, looking for something very specific. “How much longer are we to continue playing this game?” Her eyebrows rose challengingly as she regarded him with great care.

      Keir grinned. “I must say I’m surprised by yer question since it was ye who started this game. Is that not so? Did ye not withhold information in order to satisfy yer curiosity?”

      The dowager did not look offended in the least. Quite on the contrary, Keir thought to detect a spark of pride, of approval in her gaze. “I assure you it was not done out of curiosity…which, of course, does not mean I was not curious.”

      Keir stepped toward her; his gaze trained upon her face. “Then why?” he inquired, wondering if this time around he would actually receive an answer. “Why the secrecy? Why the half-truths?”

      The dowager sighed deeply, her watchful eyes never leaving his face. “Do you truly not know?”

      Keir felt his gaze narrow and his patience run out. He huffed out a rather exasperated breath, fighting hard to contain a grin that fought to break free. As much as the dowager aggravated him, he had come to love the old lady dearly. “Tell me honestly then,” he demanded, his own brows now rising in challenge, “are ye matchmaking again? Are ye trying to…match me with Sarah?”

      The faint stutter in his voice did not escape Keir. Nor did it escape the dowager. It betrayed him. It betrayed how deeply he had come to feel for Sarah, for a lass he had known no more than a few weeks. Indeed, the thought of the dowager scheming and meddling to see Sarah and him matched was one far from unappealing.

      “Ultimately,” the dowager began, “my plans and intentions hold no meaning, do they? All that matters is what you choose.” She held his gaze. “You and Sarah, of course.”

      Keir cleared his throat. “Sarah’s thoughts are elsewhere at present.” But what if they were not? A part of him wondered. What if there were no distractions? Nothing to draw her attention away from what lingers in the air between us as soon as we step into the same room? Never before had the thought of marriage entered Keir’s mind, and he was rather shocked to find it lingering now. Still, it felt…odd, almost terribly out of place as though he had no right to it.

      The dowager nodded. “What will you do? How far are you willing to go to help her?”

      To the ends of the earth echoed through Keir’s head.

      The dowager chuckled. “I assume you will not return home to Scotland just yet.”

      Keir shook his head at the old lady. “So, this is what ye want? For me to accompany Sarah?”

      The dowager’s eyes narrowed, gazing at him shrewdly. It sent a chill down Keir’s back, his skin prickly as though he could sense danger nearby. “If you would rather not,” the dowager said slowly, emphasizing each word, “I can find another.” Her gaze held his, issuing a challenge, one that Keir could not afford to ignore.

      “No,” he said with determination, not wanting there to be any doubt. “There is no need. I will accompany her and ensure her safety. Ye have my word.”

      A pleased smile came to the dowager’s face, and she reached out to pat his arm. “Good,” was her reply, the certainty in her voice suggesting that she had never for a second had doubts as to the outcome of their conversation. “I shall make all the arrangements.” She turned back toward the door, then she looked at him over her shoulder. “And keep me informed, will you?”

      Keir chuckled. “I wouldna dream of disappointing ye, my lady.” He offered a mock bow, and the dowager laughed.

      “Sometimes you remind me of my old friend,” she remarked thoughtfully, her gaze distant as she undoubtedly remembered his grandmother and the youth they had spent side by side. “She, too, possessed a whimsical side every once in a while. It usually caught me off guard.” A wistful chuckle fell from her lips before she hobbled out of the room, the walking cane thumping loudly on the marble floor.

      Keir smiled. He smiled at the dowager’s meddlesome ways. He smiled at the prospect of accompanying Sarah, of having more time with her. He smiled because somehow everything was turning out the way he wanted it to…without him ever knowing it. Was that the dowager’s gift? To see what others wanted before they themselves even knew?

      “Sarah,” Keir murmured softly, remembering the many moments they had spent together. “It would seem, little wisp, that our time together is not to end just yet.” He smiled deeply. “Perhaps not ever. After all, the dowager isna known to be wrong. Ever.”
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