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        England, Early March 1804 (or a variation thereof)

      

      

      As the carriage rattled over the frozen ground, Sarah Mortensen, youngest daughter to Baron Hartmore, gazed out the window at the sky streaked with shades of orange and violet. Each branch of every tree had been coated in ice and was glittering in the fading light. The frigid air of winter chilled Sarah to the bone, and she knew that once the sun disappeared for good, it would cool even further. Thankfully, Sarah was tucked away in the carriage, sheltered under a pile of heavy blankets and with a hot brick at her feet. Next to her, her sister Kate was equally bundled up, her arms cradling her newborn daughter Frederica. Frederica’s older sisters, Augusta and Dorothea, sat opposite them, only their little faces and the tips of their fingers peeking out of the cozy nest the Whickertons had made for them before their departure from Whickerton Grove. Only Loki, Sarah’s recently adopted cat, appeared unaffected by the cold weather. He stretched and yawned lazily next to the basket of provisions the Whickertons had provided for their journey, then hopped onto Sarah’s lap. He kneaded her blanket with his little paws and then circled a few times before finally snuggling down and closing his eyes.

      “How long?” six-year-old Augusta asked into the stillness of the carriage, her wide blue eyes sparkling with adventure.

      Sarah frowned, running a hand over Loki’s fur. “How long? What do you mean?”

      “Until we reach the island, of course.” A chiding look came to Augusta’s young face. “He said we’re going to an island.” She jabbed a finger out the window at the shadowed rider. “Is that true?”

      Sarah turned her head, her eyes settling upon the tall, broad-shouldered man accompanying the carriage. He and his steed almost seemed to blend into the approaching dark, only their silhouette visible. His dark hair was hidden under a wide-brimmed hat, and his face lay in shadow. Upon occasion he would ride ahead, scouting the road, before returning to the carriage, keeping careful watch. His movements were unhastened by unease or concern, and his calm demeanor soothed Sarah’s tense nerves.

      “Yes, it’s true!” Dorothea exclaimed the moment her elder sister ceased speaking. The four-year-old wrinkled her little nose, her bright green eyes shifting from her mother to her aunt as though daring them both to contradict her. “I heard him say it! Honest! It’s true!”

      Sarah chuckled and looked at her sister, seeing a warm, almost enchanted smile upon Kate’s face as she gazed at her beloved daughters. “He told me so as well,” Sarah assured her two nieces, delighted finally to have the chance to get to know them. “And his name is Keir, Keir MacKinnear. It is his home we’re going to.”

      The girls’ eyes widened in awe. Indeed, the island in the far north Keir called home had to seem like a fairytale land to them. Sarah could not say she disagreed. Kate, however, looked far from enchanted by the prospect of their long journey, a shiver shaking her delicate frame and gritting her teeth. Of course, this is difficult for her. If only we could be certain not to be found out!

      Sarah briefly closed her eyes, praying that they would reach their destination without delay, without being overtaken on the road by Kate’s enraged husband.

      “Then it is true?” Augusta insisted for clarity’s sake. “We’re going to an island?”

      Sarah nodded. “We are.”

      Little Dorothea frowned. “How will we get there? The carriage has wheels. It can’t swim.”

      “With a boat, silly!” Augusta rolled her eyes at her younger sister in a rather overbearing gesture that almost made Sarah laugh out loud. “How else can you get across the water?”

      Dorothea continued to frown. “But we don’t have a boat,” she pointed out matter-of-factly.

      Two sets of expectant eyes turned to Sarah. “Oh, well… I don’t quite know. However, I’m certain Keir will know what to do when the time comes.”

      “He speaks funny,” Dorothea remarked with all the directness of a four-year-old.

      Even Kate had to chuckle. “He is not English, dearest,” she told her daughter. “He’s a Scot.”

      Again, that scrunched-up expression came to Dorothea’s face. “Then what is he doing in England?”

      Kate’s mouth opened… and closed before she looked at Sarah, an almost pleading look in her eyes.

      Caught off guard, Sarah stammered a few rather unintelligible words before reminding herself to be simply honest with her nieces and use words that held meaning for them. “Well, he is a friend of the Whickertons, and⁠—”

      The girls’ faces lit up. “The fairy!” Dorothea exclaimed, and Augusta nodded vigorously.

      “Yes,” Sarah agreed, “the fairy.”

      As far as Sarah knew, Harriet—youngest daughter to the Earl of Whickerton—had posed as a fairy as she had sneaked onto the estate where Kate’s husband had hidden away their daughters. She had found the girls and gained their trust by promising to make their most-desired wish come true.

      Of course, their most-desired wish had been to be reunited with their mother after months of separation.

      “Well,” Sarah continued, choosing her next words most carefully, afraid to frighten her nieces, “while Harriet—the fairy!—went to fetch you, Keir came to fetch your mother.”

      “Oh.” The sound left Augusta’s lips in a puff of cold air, the look in her young eyes suddenly far too mature. She looked at her mother and then held out her hand to her. Kate took it, tears brimming in her eyes as she gazed longingly at her child, undoubtedly filled with thankfulness to have Augusta by her side.

      “I didn’t thank him,” Dorothea remarked in a somber tone, her wide green eyes staring out the window at the shadowed rider. “I must thank him for bringing Mummy back to us.”

      A muffled sob escaped Kate’s lips before she pressed them shut, her hand tightening upon Augusta’s.

      Sarah offered her sister a tentative smile, then she gently placed her hand upon Dorothea’s. “Thea?” she whispered, waiting until the girl looked at her. “Keir knows you’re grateful. He often helps people because… it’s simply who he is.”

      “He’s a hero,” Dorothea whispered, and her gaze once more strayed to the window and the rider beyond.

      “Yes, he is.” Sarah knew it was true. After all, Keir had initially come to England to save her. The Dowager Countess of Whickerton had called upon him, asking him to aid her in freeing Sarah from a forced match. That was how they had met almost two months ago. He had come to London and kidnapped her from her parents’ home the night before her wedding.

      Involuntarily, Sarah smiled when she thought of the night he had stolen her away. He had been a stranger, and she had been utterly terrified of him. So much so that she had fainted, waking later to find herself on top a horse and in her kidnapper’s arms.

      Thus, their story had begun.

      Blinking his eyes open, Loki lifted his head to look at Dorothea. Her little face still held something deeply melancholic. As though, the often-times haughty feline understood the girl’s need for distraction, he rose, stretched and then jumped across onto her lap.

      Dorothea’s eyes went wide, and she stared at Loki, her hands in midair as though she were uncertain what to do with them.

      “He is very friendly,” Sarah tried to reassure her. “There is no need to worry. You can pet him.” Sarah refrained from mentioning how ferocious Loki had proved when he had thought one of his clan threatened, namely her. Indeed, he was almost as fiercely protective of her as Keir. Perhaps he might extend his protectiveness to the girls, Sarah thought. Indeed, they could do with a loyal companion!

      Dorothea petted Loki while Augusta watched her little sister with envious eyes. “His eyes glow in the dark,” Augusta remarked in awe. Then she reached out a tentative hand to let him sniff it. When Loki licked it affectionately, the girls burst out into giggles.

      Soon, all gloomy thoughts had vanished, and the girls laughed and chatted happily. “Thank you,” Kate whispered, leaning her shoulder against Sarah’s. “A part of me still cannot believe,” her voice choked with tears, “that you came for us.” Her gaze fell from Sarah’s eyes and drifted to the bruise forming upon her left cheek. Kate’s husband had struck Sarah there the night before when she and Keir had helped Kate and her daughters escape their gilded cage.

      Sarah grasped her sister’s hand. “Of course, I did.” She smiled at Kate, ignoring the apologetic expression upon her sister’s face. After all, Kate was not responsible for what her husband had done. “I could not have done it alone, though.”

      Kate’s gaze strayed past her to the window. “Thea is right,” she murmured, her eyes fixed upon the shadowy figure outside. “I need to thank him. If he had not come…” Her voice trailed off, and her arms tightened around the sleeping child she held cradled against her chest. “I would have lost you as well,” she murmured to the babe, and a lone tear fell from her eyelashes and down onto Frederica’s cheek.

      The little girl stirred for a moment but then continued to slumber peacefully. Augusta and Dorothea had settled down as well, Loki curled up in their arms, their eyes closing as exhaustion overtook them.

      “That will never happen,” Sarah said firmly, needing her sister to know that she was no longer alone… and never would be again. “I won’t allow it.” Kate looked up and met her gaze. “He won’t allow it.”

      A tentative smile came to Kate’s face. “I did not know you would accompany us to Scotland.”

      Sarah exhaled a sudden breath, realizing how trying the past few hours had been for her heart. “I didn’t think I would. I thought I would have to bid you farewell.”

      Kate swallowed, and again, her gaze traveled out the window. “You thought you’d have to bid him farewell.”

      Forcing back the tears that threatened, Sarah nodded. “I… I knew he cared for me, but… but he never spoke of… He never said he…” She closed her eyes and inhaled a deep breath. “Of course, neither did I.”

      “He asked you to come?”

      Sighing deeply, Sarah nodded. “He did. He said he did not want to say goodbye just yet, perhaps not ever.”

      Kate smiled at her. “It is obvious that he cares for you, Sarah, and deeply. I saw it that first day when you came to Birchwell. It’s in the way he looks at you, speaks of you and to you. He respects you, admires you.” Her lips twitched into a tearful smile. “Loves you.” She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye, regret upon her face. “My husband never did.”

      Sarah grasped her sister’s hand. “Today is a new beginning. Today you’re leaving behind all the heartbreak and regret, all the pain and suffering of the past. Today, you’re taking your first step into your new life.” She nodded at Kate encouragingly.

      “You’re right,” her sister murmured, a brave smile coming to her face. “I have my daughters with me again, and soon, they’ll be safe. We’ll all be.”

      “Yes.” Sarah wrapped an arm around her sister’s shoulders, her eyes drifting to the smile that briefly danced across Frederica’s face as she slept. “We’ll all start over in Scotland.”

      “He’s a good man,” Kate murmured, a touch of disbelief in her tone as she looked out the window at their protector. “I… I’d forgotten that men like him existed.”

      Sighing deeply, Sarah nodded. “I’d forgotten it, too.” But then Keir had come, reminding her what it meant to have someone to lean on, someone who made you feel safe and protected, someone who… cared for you. Though he had frightened her in the beginning, it had been Sarah’s experiences that had put her on her guard, not Keir himself.

      The forlorn expression upon Kate’s face pained Sarah. No doubt her mind was consumed by thoughts of her husband and what he would do now that she had so openly disobeyed him. Sarah, too, struggled to put that thought from her mind. Would he come after them? How could he not? After all, everything Lord Birchwell had ever wanted was an heir, and thus far he only had three daughters.

      And with his wife gone, that would never change.

      “He hates me,” Kate suddenly murmured into the stillness, her voice hard with anger. “He never cared for me, not truly. He never looked at me the way Keir looks at you. Not for a single moment.” A heavy sigh left her lips, and yet Sarah could sense that there was more than regret in her sister’s heart. “I deserved more.”

      “Of course, you did!” Sarah scooted back and looked at her sister. “You’re wonderful, Kate. You’ve always been wonderful, and he is a fool for not having seen that.”

      Kate smiled at her. “I’m sorry that you had to work so hard to convince me, and I’m grateful that you didn’t give up when I all but threw you out of my house.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “You’re right. This is a new beginning, and I will do what I can to see my daughters happy.” She looked down at Frederica before shifting her gaze to Augusta and Dorothea. “To make them feel safe.”

      Sarah hugged her sister, praying that Kate, too, would find happiness again. Yet from personal experience, Sarah knew it to be far from easy to leave behind the confinements of a life drilled into one since infancy.

      Perhaps, now, at least, her young nieces would never know what that meant.
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      As the first rays of light streaked across the dawn sky, Keir gestured toward a small clearing to the east with a stream running through it. Mr. Garner, seated atop the box of the carriage, nodded and then directed the horses off the frozen road. The clearing glistened in the morning light, ice crystals clinging to every branch and blade of grass. Mist hung in the air, giving the world an almost magical touch, making it seem like a place from one of the old legends.

      Patting Scout’s neck, Keir murmured words of comfort to the gelding, sensing the animal’s fatigue beginning to set in. Keir, too, could feel weariness upon his bones, something heavy that weighed them down and urged him to close his eyes. The time for rest, though, had not yet come.

      Keir lifted his head and looked towards Mr. Garner, who just now pulled the carriage to a stop. The hunter then jumped off the box, alert as always; yet Keir saw signs of exhaustion upon his face as well. Of course, that was to be expected. After all, they had not slept in almost two days.

      “I’ll see to the horses,” Mr. Garner remarked as Keir swung himself out of the saddle. He glanced back at the carriage. “You see to the ladies.” A good-natured grin came to the man’s face before he took Scout’s reins and led the gelding away.

      The frosted grass crunched beneath Keir’s boots as he approached the carriage. Everything seemed still inside, and so he quietly opened the door. His eyes blinked into the dark interior until they settled upon Sarah’s face, her eyes closed in slumber.

      For a moment, Keir was reluctant to wake her, knowing that she, too, had been through a lot these past two days. Still, he did not wish to rob her of the chance to move her limbs and breathe in fresh air. He gently placed a hand upon her shoulder, giving her a soft shake. “Sarah! Wake up, lass.”

      To Keir’s surprise, the one responding to him was not Sarah but Augusta instead. The girl rubbed her eyes and yawned widely. “Are we there yet?”

      Keir smiled at her. “Not quite, lassie. But we stopped for a bit, and I thought ye’d like to step outside.”

      Sarah stirred as Augusta shook her little sister awake without another thought. “Thea, wake up! Wake up!” Only moments later, the two girls bounded out of the carriage with such eagerness that Keir had to jump aside to avoid being overrun.

      He laughed, relieved to see their joy.

      “Is it morning yet?” came Sarah’s voice, and Keir turned back to look at her.

      Although she had slept at least a little, dark circles still rested beneath her eyes, and her skin seemed pale. Yet the touch of red that came to her cheeks as their eyes met warmed Keir’s heart. Aye, he had always managed to make her blush. Sometimes it was only a faint hint of crimson, while at other times her cheeks shone like a beacon in the night sky.

      Only now, her left cheek also sported other colors, and Keir gritted his teeth at the memory of Birchwell’s attack on her. He did not even want to contemplate what could have happened if he, Keir, had not returned the moment he had.

      Determinedly, Keir pushed those thoughts aside as he took Sarah’s hand and assisted her out of the carriage and down the two steps to the frozen ground. Her blue eyes were wide as she looked around, and she ran a tentative hand through her hair, brushing unruly wisps behind her ears. “Where are we?” She turned around to meet his eyes.

      “Still a good bit away.” Out of the corner of his eye, Keir noticed Sarah’s sister awaken. For a moment, Lady Birchwell seemed disoriented, fear widening her eyes as she searched her surroundings. Then, Keir saw recognition flare up before she exhaled a deep breath.

      “Are you all right?” Sarah inquired, stepping back toward the carriage. She held out her hand to her sister, and Lady Birchwell grasped it, her other arm wrapped tightly around her infant daughter.

      “I’m well. Thank you.” Her gaze moved from Sarah to him, something knowing coming to her eyes before she nodded to them and then stepped away. At first, Lady Birchwell seemed unsteady upon her feet, but then as she stretched her limbs and breathed in the fresh morning air, Keir saw her truly awaken. Her demeanor changed, and something tentatively hopeful appeared upon her face. She gently rocked Frederica in her arms, her eyes moving to her other two daughters as they chased one another around the clearing, laughing as Loki followed them, shaking his little paws against the wetness upon the ground.

      “How is she?” Keir asked Sarah when she came to stand beside him.

      Sarah shrugged. “I don’t quite know. She’s grateful to have escaped him, and yet I think at the same time there’s still a part of her that doubts the wisdom of that decision.” She raised her eyes to him. “It is not easy to leave behind the only life ever meant for one.”

      Unable not to, Keir reached out to take Sarah’s hands within his own. “And how are ye?” He loved the feel of her tender skin against his own, but not nearly as much as the blossoming blush upon her cheeks.

      On impulse, Keir pulled her gently into his arms, unable to suppress the sudden urge to embrace her. Swiftly, he pulled her aside, around the carriage and away from view. His arms came around her, gathered her close as he gazed into her blue eyes. “I missed ye,” he murmured, torn between gazing down at her upturned face a moment longer and dipping his head to steal a kiss.

      The smile that graced Sarah’s face was reply enough, and without another thought, Keir inclined his head and brushed a loving kiss onto her lips. Then he exhaled softly and pressed his forehead tenderly against hers, relishing the moment of holding her close. “Is there anything ye need?”

      Sarah’s eyes met his, and her dainty hands came to rest upon his chest. “How long shall we be on the road?”

      Keir noticed her gaze stray sideways and guessed that her thoughts were lingering upon her sister. And rightly so. After all, Lady Birchwell had only just given birth, not even a month ago. “I’m afraid ’tis a long journey. Perhaps a sennight if I were traveling alone. Now, considering weather and road conditions and stops for the night, I suppose ’twill take twice as long.”

      Although clearly discouraged by his answer, Sarah merely nodded. “How many stops? Shall we sleep outside?”

      Keir chuckled, remembering the last time he had taken Sarah across country. Then, they had spent a few nights in a tent outside. “No, not this time, lass. But we need a head start and shall push on until nightfall. However, starting tonight, we shall spend the night at inns along the road. Warm beds and warm food.”

      Relief came to Sarah’s face, and Keir knew it was not for her but for her sister and her young nieces. “So, we’ll ride on until nightfall?”

      Keir nodded. “Do ye wish to ride Autumn, little wisp?”

      Sarah shifted upon her feet to peer around the corner of the carriage to where Mr. Garner was watering the horses. Her mare, Autumn, stood beside Scout. Thus far, she had trotted after the carriage. Like Loki, the two horses had become trusted companions.

      “I’d like to,” Sarah admitted with a longing look at Autumn. “But I think Kate needs me. She cannot hold Frederica all day as much as she would like to.”

      Keir nodded. He had seen the fearful look in Lady Birchwell’s eyes, overshadowed by past pain. What sort of man would separate a mother from her children? Keir pondered. ’Tis unthinkable!

      Shaking off that thought, Keir tugged Sarah closer, smiling at her as she turned wide eyes to him. “And ye? How are ye, little wisp? Regretful? Or⁠—?”

      “No, no regrets!” Sarah exclaimed, shaking her head vehemently. “No, I want to be here.” She bit her lip, and her eyes closed as though she could not believe what she had just blurted out. “My mother would be scandalized, of course.”

      Keir chuckled, purposefully tightening his hold on her. “And ye?” He arched his brows meaningfully. “Does it bother ye to know that yer mother would disapprove?”

      Sarah’s lips thinned, and for a moment, she seemed thoughtful, undecided. Then her eyes focused, and she smiled up at him. “I cannot deny that it does. At least, a little.” She shrugged. “I was raised to care more for the opinion of others than my own. It is like an instinct, nothing I can simply shake off.”

      “Aye, ’tis not easy to abandon old habits.”

      “But I’m trying,” Sarah replied insistently. “I’m doing my best to ignore her voice in my ear and to make up my own mind.”

      “And what does yer mind say?”

      A luminous smile lit up her face. “My mind is still confused,” she admitted a little sheepishly, which made her look utterly adorable, “but my heart just sighed with contentment.” Then, bold as she could be at times, Sarah pushed herself up onto her toes and kissed him.
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      Sarah’s head snapped up as the carriage pulled to a sudden halt. Her eyes blinked against the darkness, then focused as they detected faint light from outside the carriage. Leaning forward, Sarah peered out the window and instantly heaved a sigh of relief as she spotted the simple, two-story inn half-hidden in the dark.

      Across from her, the girls were asleep, Loki once more curled upon their laps. Kate, too, was lost in slumber while Frederica was lashed to her chest as before. As much as Sarah had tried to persuade her sister, Kate could not seem to part with her infant daughter for longer than a few moments. Consequently, exhaustion lingered upon her every feature, her arms now hanging limply at her sides.

      The sound of footsteps drew Sarah’s attention, and as she turned her head, the door was opened, and Keir appeared in the dim light from the inn. “Are ye well?” His gaze moved from her to her sister, and she could see his brows draw down in concern. “She needs rest,” he murmured, a touch of anger in his voice—no doubt directed at Kate’s husband. “Mr. Garner is procuring rooms. Come! Can ye walk, lass?” He held out his hand to her, his own features marked by fatigue.

      Sarah nodded, accepting his hand. “And you?” she asked, climbing out of the carriage. At first, her limbs protested, a slow ache burning through them. Then, however, the movement relieved the tension that had been lingering these past hours. “You look exhausted as well.”

      Keir offered her one of his teasing grins. “Aye, lass. Truth be told, I feel as though I could easily sleep standing up.” He pulled her to his side for a quick moment, his arm wrapping around her shoulders. “We’ll have to carry the girls,” he murmured then. “Perhaps they’ll not wake. ‘Twould be best for them.” Then his gaze moved to Kate before he looked down at her. “Ye should wake her. I reckon she’ll be frightened if I pick her up and she wakes without knowing where she is.”

      Sarah nodded. As much as she hated robbing her sister of the sleep she so clearly needed, waking to find oneself in the arms of a stranger was deeply unsettling. Sarah knew so from experience, her thoughts instantly drawn back to her first day with Keir.

      “What?” he asked with a sudden chuckle, his dark eyes lingering upon her face. “Are ye thinking of me, lass? Of the first time I carried ye in my arms?”

      ‘I still cannot believe you allowed him such liberties!’ her mother’s disapproving voice chided in her ear. ‘I raised you better than that!’

      Sarah felt heat rise to her face, averting her head to hide the traitorous blush. Keir would not allow her, though. His hand gently grasped her chin, urging her to meet his gaze. “Why would ye hide that?” Keir asked, tightening his hold on her. “Are ye afraid to admit that ye care for me? Did ye not already do so only the day before?”

      A part of Sarah wanted to sink into a hole in the ground—as she always did when embarrassment heated her cheeks. Still, the look in Keir’s eyes was mesmerizing. She felt warm and tingly, her skin humming with something unexpected and unfamiliar. “It’s my mother’s voice,” she whispered, closing her eyes and willing it away. “I feel as though she is standing right beside me.” She sighed, then met his gaze again. “For a time, I thought I’d banished her for good, but now, I hear her again. I don’t know why.”

      A challenging gleam lit up Keir’s gaze. “When do ye hear her, lass? When I hold ye?” His hands settled more firmly on her back. “When I kiss ye?” Sarah felt her heart almost beat out of her chest as Keir lowered his head purposefully, then paused a hair’s breadth from her lips. “Can ye hear her now?”

      “No,” Sarah gasped breathlessly.

      Keir brushed his lips against hers. “Now?” A teasing note lingered in his voice.

      Sarah smiled against his lips. “No.”

      “Good,” was all he said before his mouth claimed hers in a kiss that would have given her mother a heart attack had she been here to witness it. For many reasons, Sarah was quite glad that she was not.

      “I was able to secure two rooms.”

      At the sound of Mr. Garner’s voice, Sarah flinched, almost jumping out of Keir’s arms. He, in turn, merely chuckled, giving her one of those looks that never failed to make her toes curl.

      Turning toward Mr. Garner, Keir nodded toward the girls. “We’ll have to carry them inside.” The other man nodded, and Keir looked down at Sarah. “Ye ought to wake yer sister now.”

      Sarah nodded and stepped up into the carriage again. Gently, she shook her sister’s arm, careful not to wake the sleeping baby. “Kate, wake up! We’re at the inn.”

      Only with continued persistence was Sarah able to pry her sister from the claws slumber had dug into her. Eventually, though, Kate was sitting upright, her arms once more wrapped around her youngest daughter. “I’m all right,” she murmured, her eyes blinking rapidly as though her vision had not yet cleared.

      Sarah frowned, worried for her sister. In fact, she looked far from all right. “Keir and Mr. Garner will carry the girls inside. Can you walk?”

      Kate nodded, and Sarah helped her out of the carriage, Loki upon her heels. He looked suddenly alert, his amber eyes aglow in the dark as he looked up at Kate, a soft meow drifting from his mouth.

      In the next instant, Kate swayed, her eyes blinking rapidly. “Keir, help!” Sarah called, wrapping her arms around her sister to keep her from plummeting to the ground and crushing her daughter.

      Within a heartbeat, Keir was there. He gently pulled Kate out of Sarah’s claw-like embrace and then swept her and Frederica into his arms as though they weighed nothing. “Dunna worry, my lady,” he murmured in that calming tone Sarah had grown so fond of. “We shall see ye and yer daughters settled.”

      Kate mumbled something unintelligible, her eyes still closed, and her head resting against Keir’s shoulder.

      “Go ahead.” Sarah nodded to Keir. “I’ll take Thea,” she added when she saw Mr. Garner emerge from the carriage with Augusta in his arms.

      Keir held her gaze. “Are ye certain? I’ll be back out in a moment, and then I can take the wee lassie.”

      Sarah squared her shoulders. “She’s only four. I can carry her.” Almost desperately, Sarah wanted to be helpful. She wanted others to depend upon her. After all, this was her sister.

      Her nieces.

      Her family.

      Keir nodded. “Go ahead, lass.”

      As Sarah gently gathered Thea into her arms, she heard Keir say, “Mr. Garner lead the way.” The girl’s head ended up upon her shoulder, her limp arms slung around her neck. For a moment, Sarah feared the girl would wake, but she merely mumbled something under her breath and then went on sleeping, oblivious to everything around her.

      Following Keir into the inn, Sarah could not deny that she felt Dorothea’s soft weight in every fiber of her being. Her arms and legs were exhausted, and her four-year-old niece seemed to grow heavier with every step she took. Still, Sarah gritted her teeth and continued on. They moved past the innkeeper’s desk, who gave them a friendly nod, and then toward the stairs leading to the upper floor.

      Sarah suppressed a groan at the sight of it.

      “Wait here,” Keir remarked over his shoulder as though he had once again read her thoughts.

      At his words, Sarah paused. However, some part deep inside instantly urged her onward, urged her not to hand over this responsibility to another. Was that not what Kate was doing? Was that not what it meant to be a mother? To continue on for one’s children no matter the hardship?

      ‘You’ll never be a mother!’ came her mother’s hateful snarl, echoing through her head again and again. ‘You could have been, but now you’re ruined, and no decent man will want you.’

      Tears gathered in Sarah’s eyes as she took the first step up the steep staircase. Yes, I’ll never be a mother, but I’m an aunt and I can do this.

      Halfway up the stairs, a familiar meow echoed to Sarah’s ears, and she looked up to see Loki seated on the landing, his amber eyes holding hers. Again, he mewed, giving Sarah heart.

      Gathering every last bit of strength, Sarah climbed the last few steps to the top, her arms and legs aching beyond compare. Her heart, though, soared, tears of accomplishment running down her cheeks.

      Quick strides sent Keir out of the chamber at the end of the corridor and propelled him back toward the stairs. The moment he saw her, though, he slowed, and Sarah could feel his gaze sweep over her. She wondered if he would chide her, ask why she had not waited. Yet Keir understood; she could see it in his eyes, in the soft twitch at the right corner of his mouth. “This way,” he beckoned and stood aside, allowing Sarah to carry Dorothea the last few steps into the chamber.

      Mr. Garner tipped his hat and vanished before Sarah even had a chance to settle Dorothea onto the bed next to her sister. Kate lay in the other one, a relieved smile stealing onto her face the moment she saw her middle child laid down gently. Her eyes closed, then opened once more, exhaustion plain as before upon her face.

      Now free of Dorothea’s weight, Sarah’s arms ached as she turned back to Keir. He stood upon the threshold, that concerned frown back upon his face. “Ye look pale, lass,” he remarked in a whisper, raising a brow at her. “Ye need sleep.”

      Sarah chuckled, allowing him to pull her closer, savoring his warmth as much as the steady arms that held her. “And you do not?” she challenged, suddenly loathe to be considered less. “After all, you’ve been up as long as I have.”

      Keir chuckled. “Aye, in fact, I’m asleep on my feet.” He grinned down at her. “Can ye not tell I’m sleepwalking?”

      Sarah shook her head at him, wishing she could remain in his embrace all night.

      “Lock the door,” Keir urged suddenly, his gaze insistent as Sarah stood back and raised her eyes to his.

      “Do you think we were followed?” She swallowed hard, hoping her sister could not hear their whispered words.

      “If I did,” Keir murmured, leaning in until she could feel his breath upon her lips, “I wouldna be sleeping in another room.”

      Sarah’s blush was instantaneous, and the wide grin that came to Keir’s face told her he had said those words so on purpose. Indeed, he loved teasing her, loved making her blush. He always had, and deep down, Sarah could not rightly say that she minded.

      Still…

      “You’re impossible!” she chided him with a laugh, giving him a shove while Keir allowed himself to be pushed out into the corridor. “Good night.”

      His gaze held hers a moment longer. Then he nodded his head. “Good night, little wisp.”

      As Sarah locked the door behind him, she wished that Keir could have stayed. Indeed, the room next door was too far away, and for a split second, Sarah considered slipping back out into the corridor and going after him.

      “I’m glad,” came Kate’s strained voice from the bed behind her, “that he is out there.” Sarah turned to meet her sister’s eyes as she settled herself comfortably to nurse Frederica. “I feel… safer knowing he is watching over us.”

      Seating herself beside her sister, Sarah nodded. “I do as well.” She sighed. “I can no longer imagine a life without him.”

      It was a shocking truth, one that held great sway over her life. Sarah knew it, and a part of her feared it.

      She could not help that.
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      Moments before dawn, Keir knocked on Sarah’s door. He had already been outside, seeing to the horses and the carriage with Mr. Garner before asking the innkeeper to have a large breakfast readied and packed up for the journey ahead.

      Fortunately, the taproom was empty, and he could not detect any signs that someone had followed them here the night before. Still, Keir felt a nagging sense of unease settle in the back of his head. After all, he had overlooked signs of danger once before when Sarah’s former fiancé had sent men to find them in the woods. That night had almost ended badly, for Sarah had become too much of a distraction for him.

      Whenever she was near, Keir struggled to remain focused. His thoughts strayed to her, and her alone. Keir chuckled as he climbed the stairs to the upper floor. What could he do? He was long past the point where he could have given her up.

      As though on cue, Keir could all but hear his father’s voice. ‘Why are ye bringing her home, lad? There’s only one reason, is there not?’

      Aye, there was only one reason. Keir had always known so. Yet now was not the time to dwell on such matters.

      “Who is it?” came Sarah’s voice in answer to his knock upon her door.

      “’Tis me, lass.”

      The door opened, and Sarah’s face appeared in the gap. Her blond hair was disheveled, wild wisps billowing around her head. The blue of her eyes shone in a darker shade this morning, and her cheeks glowed in rosy red. She looked utterly fetching, and for a moment, words failed Keir.

      “Is something wrong?” Sarah asked, a look of concern coming to her lovely face as she squeezed through the gap in the door, no doubt concerned her sister would overhear. “Keir!”

      A part of Keir was utterly disappointed that Sarah had already changed out of her nightgown and into a thick woolen dress. As his gaze traced her yet untamed curls, he wondered if she always looked like this in the mornings.

      “Keir!”

      Keir started chiding himself for his inattention. Aye, the lass is a most awful distraction! “We need to be off, lass. Can ye rouse yer sister and yer nieces?”

      Sarah frowned. “That is all? Nothing is wrong?” She exhaled deeply when Keir shrugged. “Then why would you frighten me so? You looked at me as though… as though…” Her voice broke off, and slowly her eyes grew larger as understanding dawned.

      Keir chuckled, then leaned in, whispering, “Ye look utterly fetching this morning, little wisp.”

      Sarah blinked before her gaze rose, and she lifted a hand to finger her wayward curls. “Oh, you’re awful!” she chided, slapping his shoulder. “I rather detest how annoyingly cheerful you’re this morning.” Then she spun on her heel… and almost closed the door upon Loki’s tail.

      The feline growled in protest, and a moment later, Sarah vanished inside.

      Feeling the smile upon his face stretch from ear to ear, Keir shook his head at himself. “She’s one of a kind, is she not?” he asked the feline as they headed back down the stairs. “Have ye ever met another like her?” He sighed. “Neither have I.”

      Aye, Keir loved that bold side of Sarah. He loved seeing it break through a little more each day after being suppressed for far too long. He was certain that when she came fully into her own, she would take the world by storm.

      The air outside was still cold, but the sun peeked over the horizon, casting a warm glow upon the world. Ice crystals glistened wherever he looked, and the roads were slightly frosted. Keir breathed in deeply, taking in the crisp scent of morning. He loved how the cold air filled his lungs, invigorating him. Hopefully, we’ll make good time!

      Keir could not help but picture their arrival in Scotland. He wondered what his family would say about him returning with Sarah and her family. He knew that they would be welcoming; still, he wondered what conclusions they would draw. Keir could all but imagine his grandmother’s shrewd look—not unlike Grandma Edie’s. She would know even without any sort of explanation that he cared for Sarah.

      She knew him too well!

      Of course, she did. They were family!

      When the sisters and the girls stepped outside a little while later, Keir saw with one glance that Lady Birchwell was still struggling with what little strength she had left. Her limbs seemed to tremble, and he guessed she kept herself upright by sheer will alone. Augusta and Dorothea, however, were eager and cheerful, their little legs carrying them around with ease, their faces aglow with thoughts of adventure.

      “My lady.” Keir held out his arm to Sarah’s sister. “May I escort ye?”

      Lady Birchwell tensed briefly, then relaxed, her breath a bit labored as she nodded. “Thank you, Mr. MacKinnear, and… please, call me… Katherine.” A touch of reluctance clung to her voice, and Keir wondered why she was offering the use of her first name. After all, it was far from common in her circles. Still, his family was a rather informal bunch, and he supposed it would be better for her to get used to it.

      “May I escort ye, Katherine?” Keir asked, waiting until she took his arm, her other held protectively over Frederica. “Call me Keir.”

      Kate gave him a tentative smile and then allowed him to help her into the carriage.

      “Thank you,” came Sarah’s voice as he stepped back. Her blue eyes shone with gratitude, and yet he detected a hint of unease in them.

      “What is it, lass?” Keir asked, pulling her aside.

      Sarah glanced at her sister, then looked back at him. “She needs to rest, but she will not allow me to take Frederica. Not for long, at least.” She swallowed hard, something dark overshadowing her face. “She’s still terrified of losing them.”

      Keir nodded, unable to imagine what a forced separation from her children did to a young mother. He was certain if Katherine could, she would cling to all her children as she did to Frederica.

      Sighing, Sarah called to her nieces, then helped them bundle up in the carriage. All the while, Keir saw Katherine’s watchful eyes linger. Aye, it was not distrust he saw, but fear.

      “Listen,” Keir spoke up cheerfully, his gaze directed at Augusta and Dorothea, “we’ll be on the road for a few more days, and I was wondering if ye’d like to ride with me sometime.”

      While Augusta all but squealed with delight, Dorothea looked at him with that skeptical expression upon her face. Aye, the wee lassie is a cautious one!

      “Yes!” Augusta answered without hesitation, unabashed delight upon her face. Then her eyes snapped to her mother. “Mother, can I? Please?”

      Unmoving like a stone column, Katherine stared at her daughter. Keir could see that she wanted to refuse; still, the yearning expression on Augusta’s face would not allow her. “O-Of course, my darling.” She swallowed hard before her eyes met his.

      Keir nodded to her. “I promise I shall take the utmost care of her and return her to ye without delay. Ye have my word, my lady.” Keir added a formal bow, hoping Katherine would see the sincerity of his words.

      A faint smile flitted across her face, and her shoulders fell on a deep exhale.

      “When?” Augusta demanded the moment her mother relaxed.

      “Soon,” Keir replied, deciding to give Katherine a little more time to settle in before spiriting her daughter away. Although Augusta looked a bit disappointed, she said nothing, no word of complaint leaving her lips. Sarah smiled at him as she moved past him, seating herself in the carriage beside her sister.

      And then, they were off, back on the road north. The sun shone brightly, offsetting the fierce wind that tugged on Keir’s hat and coat. Mr. Garner kept his head low to shield his face, and even the horses seemed displeased by the harsh tug upon their coats.

      Fortunately, no one came upon them on the road. There were no thundering hoof beats catching up to them. No shouts of pursuers giving chase. Only the occasional traveler who would tip his hat in greeting and then continue on his way.

      After pausing for a quick bite to eat and to allow the horses a moment of rest, Keir approached Augusta, determinedly keeping his gaze fixed on the girl, not allowing it to stray to her mother. “Are ye ready?”

      Augusta clapped her hands with joy, then paused, her eyes wandering upward, beginning at Scout’s hooves and stopping when they reached his saddle. “I’ll never get up there.”

      Keir chuckled, then swept Augusta up and settled her on Scout. The girl squealed in delight, and yet Keir could all but sense her mother tense. Still, he did not look. Instead, he swung himself into the saddle behind the girl, careful not to upend her balance. “Gather the reins,” he instructed as the carriage pulled out onto the road ahead of them. “Aye, then give them a little tug, gently, so Scout knows where ye want him to go.”

      Augusta held her breath, and Keir could all but sense her little body quivering with delight as Scout moved. “I love this!”

      “Do ye never ride?”

      Augusta shook her head. “I always wanted to, but… but there were no horses. I mean, there were, but they were too tall, like… like Scout. Only there was no one to ride with me.” She craned her neck and looked up at him. “Do you think I’ll ever be able to ride by myself?”

      Keir smiled at her. “Aye, certainly. All ye need is a little practice.”

      A sigh of longing left Augusta’s lips, and Keir knew that the best he could do for Katherine in the coming days was to keep her daughters engaged and happy. Perhaps then she would see that loosening her grip on them would not tear them from her side.
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      Over the next few days, as they continued to travel north, Kate noticed her gaze move toward what lay ahead. Thus far, all her thoughts had been focused upon the past, upon how it would affect her present and future. Every day had felt paralyzing, her mind and heart terrified of what was to come, unable to notice what was around her, right in front of her eyes.

      Now, though, Kate felt herself beginning to blink, to clear her eyes, her gaze focusing on her children, not with fear but with hope.

      For days now, Augusta had seized each and every opportunity to ride with Mr. MacKinnear—Keir. At first, of course, Kate had felt every inch of her body tense at the thought of her precious daughter leaving her side. It was irrational; of course, she knew it to be. Unfortunately, that knowledge did nothing to dissuade that tense, terrifying, utterly paralyzing emotion that seized her chest the moment Augusta moved a step too far away.

      Yet with repetition, Kate’s body finally eased into a more relaxed state. Her gaze lingered upon Augusta with curiosity, seeing her eldest daughter laugh and smile, her blue eyes sparkling with joy and adventure. Kate could not remember the last time she had seen Augusta like this, and the thought broke her heart. Children should know joy, and yet her daughters’ lives had been shaped by emotions far darker.

      Kate closed her eyes and heaved a deep, sorrowful sigh. I allowed it to happen. I failed them.

      “Mother! Look how I’m doing this!” Augusta called, her voice echoing through the window of the carriage.

      Instantly, Kate’s eyes flew open. She watched her child fly by, the reins tightly in her hands. For a split second, Kate felt a memory tug upon her mind, a memory of her seated upon her own pony chasing the wind across an endless meadow. It was a memory accompanied by joy and a sense of utter freedom, of a tomorrow full of promises and dreams that had not yet abandoned her.

      And Kate smiled.

      She felt an honest smile claim her face, and her heart remembered that this was what life was supposed to be.

      “Our governess said that ladies are not to ride like that,” Dorothea remarked with a pout as she glanced out the window at her sister. Her right hand continued to stroke Loki’s fur as he lay curled up on her lap, purring softly. “She said it is not ladylike.”

      Kate tensed, uncertain how to respond, how to⁠—

      “Things are right when they feel right,” Sarah answered Dorothea’s unspoken question, her voice steady and ringing with conviction. “Augusta is enjoying herself, and there’s nothing wrong with that.” She gently took one of Dorothea’s little hands into her own. “Never believe another over yourself, Thea.”

      A tentative smile came to Dorothea’s face, and she gave an almost imperceptible nod. “Do you think… I could try it, too? Sometime?” With her teeth set into her lower lip, she glanced up at Sarah, hope shining in her green eyes.

      “Of course, you can.” Sarah squeezed her hand in encouragement. “Life is full of possibilities, but we need to be brave enough to seize them.”

      Thunderstruck, Kate stared at her sister. Never had she known Sarah to be so confident and daring. Indeed, when they had been children, Kate herself had been the one to test the limits set for their lives while Sarah had simply tagged along. Now, it seemed their roles had been reversed. How had this happened? How had Sarah found such strength?

      Kate’s gaze moved toward the window where Augusta was still riding in front of Keir. Only now, her eyes did not linger upon her precious child but upon the man who had brought them here. Without a doubt, Kate knew him to be the reason for the change she saw in her sister. She had suspected so for a while now. He was a man unlike any she had ever met, urging Sarah to hold her head high, to brave whatever was coming at her, to make her own way. In Kate’s experience, men did not do that. Men liked being in control, having power over others. Her father was like that as was her husband and countless others she had encountered over the years.

      But this was a new beginning, was it not? And the world at large was not like the small part she had lived in, was it? Indeed, Kate refused to believe that it was. After all, the Whickertons were different as well. That she had always known. Only for a time, it had slipped her mind. And now, there was Mr. MacKinnear.

      Keir.

      Kate smiled, another one of those smiles that felt honest. Yes, I do feel safer with him around!

      While Mr. Garner kept to the background, driving the carriage and seeing to the horses, Keir spent his days trying his utmost to make her daughters laugh. Kate could see that he had already conquered Augusta’s heart, her love for horses paving that path. Dorothea, however, still looked a bit skeptical. Kate could not quite say what made Thea eye Keir with a hint of apprehension. Was it a natural sort of distrust? Or was it learned? Had life taught little Thea not to place her trust easily?

      Kate hated that thought, and so, when she came upon Keir and Dorothea one afternoon as they took a break in a small grove near a stream, she could not bring herself to leave, to venture over to Mr. Garner who was seeing to the horses or to Sarah and Augusta who were gathering firewood.

      Instead, Kate remained half-hidden behind a tree, Frederica sleeping in her arms, and listened.

      “I hear that ye like fairies,” Keir remarked as he set to work on making a fire.

      Seated upon a small rock, Dorothea nodded, her right hand curled into Loki’s fur. As most days, the feline lay sleeping in her lap. “A fairy brought us back to Mother.”

      “So, I hear.” Keir smiled at her, carefully feeding the orange flames as they grew, licking at the dry wood. “Would ye care to hear a story about a faerie dog?”

      Even from a distance, Kate could see the slight widening of Dorothea’s eyes, the way her slender shoulders tensed in anticipation. Her teeth once more sank into her lower lip before she nodded her head up and down.

      “But I warn ye,” Keir remarked with a serious expression upon his face. “’Tis not a story for the faint of heart.” As the fire crackled softly, he sat back, his blue eyes fixed upon Dorothea in a contemplative way. “But yer heart knows how to be brave, does it not? Ye have the look of it.”

      Kate held her breath as Dorothea seemed to straighten, her shoulders pulling back. Again, she gave a quick nod. “I am brave,” came her tiny voice, and to Kate’s ears, it seemed to echo across the small grove. “You cannot frighten me with a story.”

      Keir settled himself across from her. “I didna think I could,” he assured her with an acknowledging nod.

      For a moment, he remained still, his gaze distant as though moving to a faraway place. Then, his eyes moved back to look into Dorothea’s. “The faerie dog is a bad omen,” he began softly, a slight cock to his head as though meant as a last warning. “’Tis massive, the size of a young bull, and wolf-like in appearance. Have ye ever seen a wolf, Thea?”

      Dorothea shook her head, her arms now curled around Loki, her eyes wide.

      “They have sharp fangs, and this particular one has paws the size of a grown man’s hand.” He held up one of his hands in front of Dorothea’s face, and her eyes grew even rounder. “Faerie dogs are said to roam the Highlands, and people whisper that sighting such a beast would see ye stripped of yer soul, for the faerie dog carries it away to the afterlife.”

      Kate felt a shiver run down her back, and her arms tensed upon Frederica. For a moment, she felt compelled to interfere, to cut the story short and assure Dorothea that there were no such creatures as faerie dogs.

      “Where do the faerie dogs come from?” Dorothea asked, to Kate’s surprise, her voice full of intrigue.

      Keir shrugged. “No one can tell. They appear as though out of nowhere.”

      “Perhaps they have a secret place somewhere.”

      “Perhaps.” Keir paused, not another word leaving his lips as he watched Dorothea.

      “What is the afterlife?” Dorothea asked, and Kate tensed. Oh, this is not good! Why didn’t I stop this? “Does it mean you’re dead?”

      Keir nodded.

      A sigh left Dorothea’s lips, and yet Kate saw nothing dark in her daughter’s eyes. “And the faerie dogs can go there and come back?” she asked, her voice still ringing with fascination. “Are there other places people cannot go? Places only faeries know about?”

      Keir grinned at her. “’Tis a good question, but since I’m not a faerie, I wouldna know.”

      Dorothea chuckled. “Have you ever seen a faerie dog?”

      Keir shook his head.

      “Are you afraid you might?”

      For a moment, Keir held her gaze. Then he leaned closer in shared confidence. “Are ye afraid ye might fall off a tree?” He nodded to a tall oak nearby.

      Dorothea frowned. “No, I never climb trees.”

      “But ye could, couldn’t ye?”

      She nodded, a calculating gleam coming to her face that Kate did not quite care for.

      “Well,” Keir said, tossing another log onto the fire, “I think ’tis good to be afraid when there’s something to fear.”

      Dorothea eyed him curiously. “And there’s no faerie dog around, is there?” She grinned at him and then resumed stroking Loki’s fur.

      “Not that I can see,” Keir answered with a matching grin.

      Kate exhaled a sigh of relief, amazed by Keir’s subtle way of addressing Dorothea’s fears. Indeed, her daughter had been fearful, had she not? Kate had not even been aware of it. Now, though, she saw a new lightness in the way Dorothea smiled and laughed, as though a heavy weight had been lifted off her young shoulders.

      With the flames dancing nimbly, everyone gathered around the fire. They spent an hour in the small grove, eating together and listening to another one of Keir’s stories. It seemed he possessed an endless memory, countless legends to share at a moment like this one. Kate watched the entranced expression upon her children’s faces as he spoke, and in that moment, she truly believed that all would be well.

      Listening to the soft rhythm of Keir’s voice, Kate saw the way his gaze moved to linger upon Sarah every so often. Her sister, in turn, would smile at him, a shared look between them that held secrets and confidences.

      Kate burned to know what passed between them.

      And so, as Augusta and Dorothea jumped up to help Mr. Garner ready the horses, Kate remained behind, her gaze following Sarah and Keir as they slipped away through the trees. She knew she ought to remain where she was or perhaps already seat herself in the carriage.

      Yet she could not.

      A deep need to understand, to look deeper and see what connected Sarah and Keir made her walk after them. Quiet steps carried her onward, her arms softly rocking her sleeping baby daughter. More than ever, Kate was grateful that Frederica was such a good sleeper!

      Glimpsing Sarah’s blond curls, Kate pulled to a halt behind a tree, and then she carefully peeked around to look at them.

      Suddenly, Kate felt reminded of when she had first observed Sarah and Keir from her bedchamber’s window as they had walked the garden. Then, too, they had stood close, their hands linked and their bodies almost leaning into one another. Kate could not explain it any better. Words seemed to elude her, and those that did come to mind did not do justice to what she saw.

      There seemed to be a bond between them, unseen, that linked them, urged them closer, as though… they had once existed as one and longed to return to that state.

      The thought brought tears to Kate’s eyes, and that longing Kate had felt awakening within her heart, when she had first seen them together that day, once more made its presence known. If only!

      Whispered words passed between Sarah and Keir before Keir reached out and touched the tips of his fingers to Sarah’s temple. Sarah’s eyes closed as his fingers trailed down to the curve of her ear. Keir leaned closer and whispered something that had Sarah open her eyes and look up at him.

      Kate held her breath…

      … and then Sarah nodded.
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