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        It begins with a runaway bride and ends with something so much deeper than romance. Along the way, you’ll meet a highlander who protects with a growl and loves with quiet strength, and a heroine who refuses to settle for anything less than a life—and love—of her own choosing.
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            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MacKinnear Castle, Scotland, April 1804 (or a variation thereof)

      

      

      Sarah Mortensen, youngest daughter to Baron Hartmore, felt many things in the moments before her wedding. Yet the most predominant one was sheer disbelief.

      Ever since she had been a little girl, Sarah had been told what her life would be like one day. More than once, she had pictured her wedding to an English lord, the higher his title ranked and the greater his fortune the better. She had imagined a grand wedding in London, attended by the crème de la crème of society. She had seen herself in a wedding gown of the latest fashion, envious eyes turned toward her.

      That, at least, had been the image Sarah’s mother had ingrained in her since birth. After all, Lady Hartmore’s ambitions knew no bounds, and Sarah had learned early on that anything short of perfection was unacceptable.

      And now, here Sarah stood, far away from London and everything her mother had always wanted for her, about to marry a man not of the English peerage, a man who did not even resemble the idea of an English gentleman, a man—Sarah knew—of whom her mother would wholeheartedly disapprove.

      Sarah smiled as she walked down the corridor toward her chamber, the noises of MacKinnear Castle slowly growing familiar as they drifted to her ears. There was the echo of cheerful chatter, mingling with laughter here and there. Delicious scents wafted through the halls and corridors, and in the distance, Sarah could even hear Mrs. Murray’s footsteps, much too thunderous for such a small elderly woman. Yet the ancient housekeeper of Castle MacKinnear was, indeed, a force to be reckoned with.

      Yes, her life had taken an unexpected turn; yet in Sarah’s humble opinion, that turn had been nothing short of miraculous. No matter what Sarah had imagined, the most wonderful images her mind had ever conjured, nothing had ever come close to the life she had found so unexpectedly.

      The man she had found so unexpectedly.

      Outside the door to her chamber, Sarah paused as she heard a faint echo of voices from within. She knew they belonged to her betrothed’s mother and grandmother, and without another moment of hesitation, Sarah pushed open the door and stepped inside.

      “Ah, there you finally are,” Lady Adele—born of English aristocracy—exclaimed, her eyes sparkling with wicked amusement. Indeed, her future husband’s grandmother was a shrewd woman, who spoke her mind. “I must say we were quite surprised not to find you here this morning.” A matching grin claimed her features.

      As always, Sarah felt herself blush as she did her best to hold the old lady’s gaze. “Well, I was…” Sarah began, grasping for words. She did not wish to lie to Lady Adele, and yet she could not quite bring herself to speak truthfully about where she had been the previous night.

      Her future mother-in-law, Heather MacKinnear, clasped her hands together in a mixture of joy and excitement as she stepped toward Sarah. “Oh, there’s no need to blush, lass,” she told her with a wink, reaching out to grasp her hands. “Dunna forget the MacKinnears marry for love.”

      Sarah blushed even more when she realized that Lady Adele and Heather knew precisely that she had spent the previous night with her future husband. Sarah’s own mother, of course, would be appalled. Yet the MacKinnears were different. Like the Whickertons, they valued love and devotion above any code of conduct. Title and fortune meant nothing to them, and even disgraced, Sarah had been accepted as one of their own, welcomed into their family with open arms.

      “As yer own mother canna be here today,” Heather said gently, no doubt aware that Sarah’s mother would not even want to be here even if she had been invited. “We thought we’d give ye a bit of a hand.” She stepped aside and nodded toward Sarah’s bed where a beautiful wedding gown had been laid out. Sarah had seen it before and knew that it had been worn by many MacKinnear brides before her. The day Heather had shown it to her had been one of the happiest of Sarah’s life.

      Sarah beamed at her future mother-in-law. “Thank you so much.” Her gaze moved to meet Lady Adele’s. “Both of you. There are no words…” Blinking her lashes, Sarah tried her hardest to discourage tears.

      Lady Adele embraced her warmly. “Oh, dear, there’s no need for tears. We are happy to have ye here and honored to share this day with ye.” She cupped her hands to Sarah’s cheeks, meeting her eyes. “Would ye like us to help ye dress?”

      Sarah was still blinking her eyes furiously and barely managed a nod in answer.

      Fortunately, being dressed for her wedding quickly took Sarah’s mind off her rampant emotions. She listened eagerly to Lady Adele and Heather speak of their own wedding days while the two women saw to her hair and then helped her slip into the delicate gown, its smooth, soft fabric shimmering almost golden in the early morning sun. Sarah stared at herself in the mirror, her gaze lingering upon the small braids that rested upon her temples, running backward and combining in the back of her head.

      “I remember my own wedding day as though it had been yesterday,” Lady Adele sighed, her brown eyes illuminated in a way that made Sarah yearn for the life she had led. “I remember I was a nervous wreck.” She chuckled, shaking her head at herself.

      Heather joined in, nodding along. “I was as well,” she admitted, winking at Sarah, who watched both ladies with utter fascination. “Of course, I didna tell Aiden.” She scoffed, as though the thought alone was unthinkable. “We often went head-to-head, and when he asked for my hand, I knew he wanted to see us wed as quickly as possible.” Mischief sparkled in Heather’s eyes. “So, I made him wait.”

      Everyone laughed, even Sarah. The cheerful conversation eased her own nerves, calming that flutter in the pit of her stomach.

      “Aye, I remember,” Lady Adele remarked with an eye roll that spoke of amusement. “I remember how miserable he was as you took your time planning the wedding.” She met Sarah’s gaze. “My son looked like a man tortured.” She chuckled.

      Heather grinned. “I did feel bad for him, but I dunna regret it.” She smiled wistfully; her blue eyes, though, lit up with devilish delight. “His eagerness made for a rather unforgettable wedding night.”

      Both women laughed while Sarah blushed to the roots of her hair. Indeed, the MacKinnears possessed a frankness that was—in Sarah’s experience—unmatched.

      “We meant to ask ye if ye have any questions about yer own wedding night,” Heather remarked, grinning as she dipping her head to look into Sarah’s downcast eyes. “Yet from the looks of it, that mightna be necessary any longer.” She laughed good-naturedly.

      Sarah buried her face in her hands, unable to look at her betrothed’s family any longer. Although she knew they did not disapprove of her choices, Sarah still struggled with moments in which she went against society’s code of conduct, her mother’s code of conduct.

      “You look happy, my dear,” Lady Adele remarked, her hands settling upon Sarah’s arms, urging her to look up. “So does my grandson.” She smiled at her. “You were meant to find one another.”

      Deeply touched, Sarah smiled at her.

      “Before I forget,” Lady Adele added with a gentle pat on Sarah’s hand, “this came for ye, dear.” She stepped over to Sarah’s vanity and picked up an envelope, the corners of her mouth twitching with amusement. “From my old friend.”

      Sarah’s eyes flew open wide. “Grandma Edie?”

      Lady Adele nodded, then she stepped toward the door with Heather by her side. “We’ll let you read it in peace.” With a last lingering smile, the two women left Sarah’s chamber, their footsteps echoing down the corridor.

      Sarah’s hands trembled as she opened the envelope and pulled out a small piece of parchment. She recognized Grandma Edie’s handwriting instantly, and her heart beat faster as she remembered the dowager countess fondly.

      

      My dearest Sarah,

      

      Allow me to offer you my congratulations on your wedding day.

      

      Sarah stilled, staring at the words written there. “How could she know?” she whispered breathlessly. “After all, there was no time to send a letter…” Sarah’s voice trailed off, and yet part of her was not surprised. Somehow, the dowager countess always knew.

      While her own family had never wasted even a single thought on ensuring her happiness, Sarah had been fortunate to find herself tied to the Whickertons through friendship. Indeed, it had been the Dowager Countess of Whickerton who had liberated Sarah from a long series of matches her parents tried to arrange.

      Of course, these matches had been to gentlemen of the ton. Gentlemen, who more often than not, barely deserved to be called the word.

      Lord Blackmore, Sarah’s latest fiancé, had been a lecherous, old man whose cold, heartless gaze had frightened Sarah enough for her to take a most daring leap of faith.

      And so, the night before Sarah’s wedding, the dowager countess had arranged for Sarah to be kidnapped from her parents’ townhouse in order to prevent said nuptials.

      The thought of her kidnapper still made Sarah’s heart beat faster and the breath catch in her throat. After all, in a short while, she would find herself married to him.

      

      I know your path was not an easy one, dear girl, but you walked it with courage and determination, and I’m proud of you for that. Never doubt that you made the right choice. After all, there is nothing wrong with listening to our hearts, and yours beat for Keir from the first moment you met him, did it not?

      

      Tears blurred Sarah’s vision, and she wished the Whickertons could be here today and see her married to the man who had stolen her heart.

      

      Be happy and enjoy your good fortune. You deserve it. Until we see each other again.

      

      Your friend,

      

      Grandma Edie

      

      Sinking down onto the edge of her bed, Sarah breathed in deeply, savoring the moment. After a lifetime of apprehension, fearing what husband her parents might choose for her, Sarah finally felt at peace, her heart free to beat strong and hopeful in her chest. “I’m getting married,” Sarah whispered, loving the way her voice echoed through the sunlit chamber. “And I want him.” She sighed, a wide smile stretching across her face. “Oh, I want him so much.”

      A knock sounded on her door, and Sarah’s thoughts instantly shot to her betrothed. Keir had always possessed an uncanny ability to find her when she needed him the most. Rushing to the door, Sarah yanked it open…

      … to find her sister standing there.

      Dark circles rested under Kate’s eyes, proof of a sleepless night, and the smile that clung to her features seemed brave rather than genuine. “How are you?” Kate asked, stepping inside. “Is there anything I can do for you?” She pulled the corners of her mouth up a little higher. “Today is your wedding day.”

      Sarah closed the door and grasped her sister’s hands. “Are the girls all right? Were they able to sleep after last night’s events?”

      Swallowing, Kate nodded, relief palpable in her eyes. “Yes, they’re all fine. After a warm bath and a bite to eat, Augusta and Dorothea fell right asleep and did not wake until this morning.”

      “And you?” Sarah asked, eyeing her sister carefully.

      The day before, her sister’s daughters and their friend had gone out to explore MacKinnear Island and gotten lost. The entire clan had been in an uproar, searching long into the night. Eventually, Sarah had all but stumbled upon them. Yet the girls had been exhausted and chilled to the bone.

      And Kate had been frightened out of her mind—as any mother would have been.

      “I’m all right,” Kate assured her with another brave smile. “Today is about you.” She squeezed Sarah’s hands, and then she took a step back, her eyes gliding over Sarah’s wedding gown. “You look beautiful.” Tears misted her eyes. “I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thank you.” Sarah embraced her sister. “I’m so glad you’re here.” She stepped back and met Kate’s eyes. “New beginnings, remember?”

      Kate nodded, struggling to blink back tears. “Yes, new beginnings.” She cleared her throat, her gaze unsteady as she stepped away. “I came to speak to you.” She glanced up at Sarah, a tentative smile upon her lips before she strode over to the window, as though needing more distance between them. “This is your wedding day, and since our mother is not here, it falls to me to…” She swallowed, the look in her eyes speaking of deepest discomfort.

      Waving her sister’s concern away, Sarah hastened toward her. “There is no need. Lady Adele and Heather already offered… advice.” Sarah felt her own cheeks catch fire.

      Kate frowned, still looking uncomfortable. “Offered?”

      Sarah briefly closed her eyes. Why is this so hard? “Yes, well, you see, Keir and I, we sort of already…” Her teeth dug into her lower lip as she glanced at her sister.

      “Oh.” Understanding marked Kate’s features, swiftly followed by relief. “Good. Then you have… no questions?”

      Sarah shook her head, unable to suppress a smile. “No, it was wonderful, not at all like Mother said it would be.”

      Kate stilled, her arms wrapping around herself as though she felt a sudden chill. “It was not?”

      That same chill crawled up Sarah’s spine as she regarded her sister, seeing dark memories flash in her eyes.

      Unlike Sarah, Kate had not been fortunate enough to escape their parents’ marriage schemes. Seven years ago, she had been married to a young earl and since given him three healthy daughters. Still, in his demand for an heir, Kate’s husband had gone too far, his disregard for her forcing Kate to flee to Scotland.

      “I’m sorry,” Kate murmured, shaking her head as though to dislodge the memories that had returned. “I should not…” She swallowed hard, and that brave smile returned to her features. “I should go and not spoil your wedding day. I’m sorry. I know that Keir loves you and that he would never…” She turned toward the door.

      “Kate.” Sarah grasped her sister’s hand. “I’m so sorry. I wish…”

      Kate nodded. “I do as well.” She exhaled a deep breath. “Truth be told, most people never know love.” She squeezed Sarah’s hand affectionately. “Yet sometimes I wonder what it feels like.”

      Seeing Kate so forlorn, Sarah felt her heart break. “Perhaps you will. One day.”

      “I’m still married,” Kate reminded her, the look in her eyes one of resignation. “Even if, I’m not free to love.” Again, she turned toward the door then paused upon the threshold and smiled at Sarah. “I’ll see you in the great hall. You do look beautiful and… and happy.”

      Listening to the echo of her sister’s footsteps, Sarah reminded herself how bleak her own future had looked not too long ago. And now? Now, she was incandescently happy, about to marry the man she loved with all her heart.

      Indeed, miracles did happen.

      Sometimes, they simply required a little patience…

      … and a leap of faith.
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      Keir MacKinnear, second son to the chief of clan MacKinnear, had foolishly believed that his wedding day would be a peaceful one. He could not have been more wrong. “If ye only came to tease and mock,” he growled at his brother, “then I’d thank ye to take yer words elsewhere.”

      Duncan, eldest of the three brothers, laughed his booming laugh. “Oh, dunna frown, Brother. ’Tis yer wedding day, or have ye forgotten?” He jabbed Keir playfully with his elbow; said jab made Keir wince, considering his brother’s bear-like stature.

      “Settle down, all of ye,” their father counseled, a wide grin upon his face as he stepped in between his two eldest sons. “I thought ye were grown men.” He flashed a smile at Magnus, his youngest, who was watching them with rapt attention. “And not wee lads.”

      A wide grin stretched across Magnus’s face. “Aye, I must agree. Ye act rather immature.”

      Duncan feigned a glare at Magnus then stepped back. “’Tis only a wee bit of fun.”

      Keir chuckled. “I’ll remember that when yer wedding day comes, I assure ye. We’ll see how much fun it’ll be for ye then.”

      Duncan simply shrugged then settled himself comfortably upon Keir’s bed, legs crossed at his ankles.

      “Do ye not have anything better to do?” their father asked with a raised brow. He nodded to Magnus. “Go talk some sense into yer brother.”

      With a wide grin, Magnus complied. Although he was of a more slender build, he managed to tug Duncan off the bed and out of Keir’s room. The moment the door closed behind them, Keir exhaled a breath of relief. “Aye, that’s better.”

      His father laughed. Then he grasped his shoulders, and his gaze filled with warmth as he met Keir’s eyes. “Ye’re about to get married.”

      Keir smiled. “Aye, I am. Any pearls of wisdom?” All his life, Keir had watched the love between his parents and taken it for granted, not realizing that most of the world married for other reasons.

      “Remind yerself every day how fortunate ye are to have found her,” his father counseled, the look in his eyes insistent, “and ye’ll be fine.”

      Keir nodded, and his heart stumbled in his chest as he thought of Sarah. Indeed, the odds had been against them, and yet life—or rather the Dowager Countess of Whickerton—had ensured that their paths would cross. Until the end of his days, Keir would be grateful for the old lady’s meddlesome tendencies.

      “Ah, it makes my heart soar to see ye so happy, Son,” his father exclaimed, then embraced him, clasping his shoulders. “Always be good to one another.”

      Keir hugged his father tightly then stepped back as a knock came on the door. “If this is Duncan…” He grinned at his father, then he opened the door and paused in surprise. “Eoghan, what brings ye here?”

      His oldest friend looked at him in a rather befuddled way, his red hair a bit disheveled, as though he had been running his hands through it for a good part of the morning. “’Tis yer wedding day,” he remarked by way of explanation.

      Keir frowned at his father. “Why do people keep telling me this? Do I look as though I dunna know?”

      His father laughed, the sound not quite as booming as Duncan’s but close. “I’ll see how preparations are coming along.” He clasped a hand on Eoghan’s shoulder, meeting his eyes. “Make sure he’ll be downstairs when the time comes.” He glanced back at Keir. “Ye dunna want to make yer bride wait.” His brows rose meaningfully. “Believe me.” Chuckling, he headed down the corridor.

      “Duncan?” Eoghan guessed with a grin as he stepped across the threshold, the distracted expression gone from his eyes.

      Keir nodded then reached around to tie back his shoulder-length hair. Small braids sat upon his temples, and he tied them together in the back. Long ago, the braids had been a mere indulgence for his little sister; yet after Yvaine had disappeared three years ago, Keir had kept his hair like this in memory of her.

      And then, he had met Sarah.

      Keir still remembered the wild wisps that had always curled around her head, and so he had shown her how to keep her hair from falling into her face. Aye, he remembered the way she had shivered that day when the tips of his fingers had brushed against her temple. Ever since then, the braids had come to mean more.

      To both of them.

      “My brother delights in tormenting me,” Keir told his friend with a sideways glance. He paused then added, “He came to my chamber last night and realized I… wasna alone.” He grinned meaningfully at his friend, and Eoghan responded with a good-natured laugh. “I only hope he’ll not tease Sarah about it. She’d be mortified.”

      “Aye, the lass does blush something fierce.”

      Keir chuckled. “I love that I can read every emotion upon her face.” He remembered the many times he had made her blush to the tips of her toes. “And, of course, she’s beautiful when she blushes.” Keir sighed then met his friend’s gaze. “How are ye today? Is Bonnie all right?”

      Eoghan’s daughter Bonnie had gotten lost the day before alongside the two eldest daughters of Sarah’s sister Katherine. Fortunately, all had come to a good end.

      “As daring as ever,” Eoghan remarked with a humorous scoff. “I keep hoping she’ll learn from it, but…” He shrugged.

      “And Katherine?” Keir inquired, wondering if perhaps there was more between his friend and Sarah’s sister than a blossoming friendship.

      The look in Eoghan’s eyes stated he understood. “She needs a friend right now.”

      Keir grinned. “That is not an answer.”

      Eoghan tried to hide a smile. “Aye, ’tis not.” He exhaled slowly, his gaze momentarily distant, undoubtedly lingering on Katherine. “Who knows what the future might bring?”

      Keir smiled at his friend. “But ye care about her, do ye not?”

      Eoghan heaved a deep sigh, then he raised his gaze to his friend, a bit of a forlorn expression in his gaze. “Aye, I do.”

      Before Keir could ask for more details, though, his friend opened the door. “Come. After all, I gave my word that ye wouldna be late.”

      Together, they strode out into the corridor and then made their way down the stairs.

      Cheerful chattering echoed to their ears, mingling with the soft notes of a fiddler, the result a buzzing hum not unlike the sound of a busy beehive. Keir smiled and breathed in deeply as the scent of sweet pastries and fresh fruit, roasted meat and rich seasonings tickled his nose. They stepped through the arched doorway into the great hall and were met by roaring applause and smiling faces. Some slapped his shoulder in joyous congratulation while others offered a rather colorful variation of well wishes for his future with his new bride. The hall was decorated with greens and blossoms, bows and ribbons tied everywhere, and under the three large windows in the center of the hall, a long banquet table had been set up, laden with food.

      “Looks like Mrs. Murray has outdone herself,” Eoghan remarked with a chuckle as the two friends made their way toward the other end of the large hall. “I dunna think the woman will ever slow down.”

      Keir grinned at his friend. “Aye, I wouldna be surprised if she’ll return as one of her beloved spooks to arrange her own funeral.” The thought of losing Mrs. Murray did cast a dark cloud on life at MacKinnear Castle; and yet Keir could easily imagine the old housekeeper haunting the grounds, still watching over the living long after she had passed. Aye, ’tis a comforting thought, and I wouldna put it past her.

      After embracing his parents, Keir turned to his grandmother, touched by the soft sheen of tears in her eyes. “Thank ye for sending me to England last year,” he murmured as he pulled her into his arms. “Thank ye for everything.”

      His grandmother patted his cheek as a rather emotional sigh drifting from her lips. “It is good to see you so happy, my boy. I only wish Edie could be here to see the two of you married today.”

      Keir nodded, reading deep longing in his grandmother’s expression. Long years had passed since she had last seen her oldest friend, and he wondered if perhaps she feared that such a day would now never come. Upon leaving England, Keir had seen a similar expression upon the dowager countess’s face. “If ye and Edie taught me anything, ’tis that nothing is ever truly impossible,” he murmured, winking at her.

      “Too true,” his grandmother replied with a chuckle, the look in her eyes suggesting that she knew precisely what he meant.

      A hushed silence suddenly fell over the hall, and as Keir turned, his gaze fell on Sarah. She stood in the arched doorway, dressed in a silken gown the color of the sun, the hair on her temples braided like his own, soft curls dancing down her back. Her blue eyes shone like the sea on a clear day, and her skin glowed in a rosy hue that deepened with each heartbeat the moment their eyes met.

      Aye, Keir could feel it as well. The way the earth seemed to sway beneath his feet. The way his heart suddenly paused then seemed to run ahead, tripping and stumbling in its eagerness. The way the rest of the world fell away, and there was only Sarah.

      And then she moved toward him, her steps slow and trembling, her breath coming fast. She sank her teeth into her lower lip, then for a moment dropped her gaze. The smile that teased her lips when her chin rose once more knocked the air from Keir’s lungs, and for a brief moment, he feared he would not be able to remain upright.

      “Aye, she’s the one.” Keir heard his mother whisper to his father, and although he wished to agree, he could not move, his gaze fixed upon his bride.

      Hushed whispers echoed through the vaulted chamber, and yet they all retreated to the back, a low hum, nothing more. His senses knew only Sarah: the glow of her eyes, the way her teeth worried her lower lip every so often, the tight grip of her hands upon the flowers she held. For the life of him, Keir could not have named their color, and yet he knew every shade of blue in Sarah’s eyes.

      And then she stood before him, barely an arm’s length away, the sweet scent of her skin teasing him, urging him closer. He took her hand, the feel of her warmth overwhelming, intoxicating, and the shivers that lingered danced down her arm and up into his. He could feel her, every inch of her, her breath and her heartbeat, every flutter of her lashes, every tremble in her limbs. Aye, she’s the one.

      Words were spoken, and yet their meaning was lost on Keir. He lost all sense of time, Sarah’s eyes the only measure of where he was. And then he felt a soft jab and heard Eoghan clear his throat beside him.

      Almost shaking his head in order to clear it, Keir chuckled, seeing an answering smile upon Sarah’s face. Had she lost track of the world around them as well? The soft blush upon her cheeks would suggest it.

      Speaking the same words his parents and grandparents had said to one another decades earlier, Keir held his breath until the very moment the priest proclaimed them husband and wife. Then, to the cheers of the MacKinnear clan, he swept Sarah into his arms and kissed her.
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      Dizzy with joy, Sarah sank into Keir’s arms as his mouth claimed hers to the jubilant shouts of his people. To her surprise, it was far from a ceremonial kiss, a kiss simple and chaste to seal their union. Instead, it seared her. It burned and set her aflame, stealing the air from her lungs and threatening to buckle her knees. She felt the warmth of his skin against her own, the touch of his fingers as they slipped into her hair, leaving a blazing trail in their wake. Even the hand that lay on her back, holding her close, holding her to him, simmered with heat despite the layers of fabric that separated them.

      Never had Sarah expected to feel like this on her wedding day. Not too long ago, she had known dread and apprehension, fear even. Is this truly happening? Am I dreaming? Does this sort of happiness even exist?

      Keir brushed his mouth against hers one last time, then he lifted his head, the smile teasing his lips one of wicked pleasure. “Now, ye’re mine,” he whispered, the blue of his eyes darkening temptingly, like a promise not yet fulfilled. “Does that frighten ye?”

      “No,” Sarah gasped, still feeling the touch of his breath against her lips. “I might be yours, but you are mine. Did I not tell you so before, Keir MacKinnear?”

      He chuckled, and the hand upon her back tightened possessively. “I canna say I mind, lass.” He dipped his head and placed a quick kiss upon her lips. “Not at all.”

      And then suddenly, they were drawn apart and Sarah found herself surrounded by smiling faces. Well wishes and congratulations were offered, and she was embraced by people whose names she had yet to learn. Still, the joy in her heart knew no bounds, and laughter spilled from her lips as she floated through the throng of people and was finally returned to Keir’s side.

      I’m married! The thought echoed through Sarah’s head without pause. Married! And it felt incredible, making her wonder how anyone ever dared choose marriage without love.

      Instantly, Sarah’s gaze found Kate, and despite the brave smile upon her sister’s face, Sarah knew the wistfulness that lived in Kate’s heart. How could it not? Married to an unfeeling man, Kate had no chance of ever knowing love herself, did she?

      Still gazing at her sister, Sarah felt the touch of Keir’s hand as it slid into her own. Then he pulled her toward their table, and they seated themselves, his family surrounding them.

      Beneath the table, Keir grasped Sarah’s hand and cradled it within his own, the pad of his thumb trailing teasing circles across her skin. “He cares for her,” he whispered in her ear, his warm breath tickling her skin as he followed her gaze.

      Sarah’s breath lodged in her throat, and for a moment, she was uncertain what he had said, every nerve ending tingling with awareness. “He?” she echoed, then she lifted her chin and met her husband’s eyes. “Eoghan?”

      Grinning, Keir nodded, the look in his gaze suggesting that he knew very well the effect he had on her. “Aye.”

      A flicker of hope danced through Sarah’s heart as his words sank in. “Are you certain?”

      Keir shrugged, casting a contemplative look down the table to where Eoghan and Kate sat with their children, Bonnie, Augusta, Dorothea, and little Frederica. Easy conversation flowed between them as they saw their daughters fed, offering them pastries and milk before the girls sped away, too eager to sit and eat. They dashed across the hall to where the fiddler was playing and joined in the dancing. Watching them, Eoghan and Kate exchanged what Sarah would call a parental look before Eoghan suddenly leaned in to whisper something in Kate’s ear. Instantly, her sister stilled, the green of her eyes flickering with something new, before a deep smile touched her lips, a touch of pink grazing her cheeks.

      Moved, Sarah exhaled a deep breath at these subtle signs that her sister’s heart might dare open to the possibility of love. “Did you see that?” Sarah whispered, leaning into Keir, cherishing the feel of his arm as it wrapped around her shoulders, tucking her deeper into his embrace.

      “Aye,” he murmured beside her, the fleeting brush of his lips against the shell of her ear sending delicious shivers down Sarah’s spine.

      “She cares for him as well, does she not?” Sarah exclaimed in a hushed whisper, excitement coursing through her. “She no longer looks at him as before. This is not the way one looks at a friend, is it?” She turned to look into Keir’s eyes.

      The smile upon her husband’s lips betrayed his amusement. “Ye’re adorable in yer eagerness, little wisp,” he murmured, and for a brief moment, his gaze strayed to her lips. Then he seemed to recall her question, and his gaze cleared, a chuckle rumbling in his throat. “Aye, I believe she cares for him as well.” Sarah almost squealed with delight, but Keir placed a staying hand upon her arm. “Careful, lass. From the look of it, yer sister doesna know it yet.”

      Sarah frowned, and her gaze shifted back to Kate. “How can she not know? How can she look at him like that and not know?”

      “She mightna be ready to admit it to herself yet,” Keir murmured, his warm breath once more teasing her skin. “Ye know better than anyone how it feels to have English society twist everything, turning something good and pure into something awful, something to be ashamed of.” His fingers grasped her chin, urging her to look at him. “Did ye not tell me that ye often heard yer mother’s voice in yer head whenever I… touched ye?”

      With a teasing grin, he slipped his hand along the line of her jaw and into her hair, the tips of his fingers caressing her skin in an almost heart-stopping way.

      Sarah gasped while her eyes fluttering closed.

      “Whenever I kissed ye?” He leaned in and brushed his lips against hers, a lingering touch that grew into something more as he leaned farther into her, pressing his mouth to hers.

      Sarah’s lips parted on another gasp, and Keir deepened their kiss, his tongue brushing against hers in a fleeting touch.

      Booming laughter cut through the haze in Sarah’s mind, and heat stole onto her cheeks as her eyes snapped open. The expression on Keir’s face spoke of annoyance before he turned to glare at his brother Duncan across the table.

      “Ye’re clearly verra fond of yer new bride, Brother,” Duncan roared, mirth lighting up the vibrant green of his eyes. “Ye rarely leave her side these days… day or night.” There seemed to be some underlying meaning to Duncan’s words that eluded Sarah.

      “What does he mean?” she asked Keir, confused by the simmering anger she saw in her husband’s gaze.

      “Nothing,” Keir assured her with a smile. “My brother simply forgot his manners.” His voice rang out loud and clear, and Sarah thought that his words were meant for Duncan rather than her.

      Rising to his feet, Keir held out his hand to her. “Come dance with me, little wisp.”

      Happy to comply, Sarah allowed him to pull her onto the dance floor, her blood buzzing with the beat of the music. Dancers swirled around them, their laughter echoing in her bones as Keir spun her in a circle then caught her in his arms. Sarah laughed, snaking her arms around his neck, enjoying the feel of his body pressed to hers. “I never expected my wedding to be like this.”

      Keir looked down at her, raising an eyebrow in question.

      “This is so much better than I ever dreamed it would be,” Sarah breathed, overwhelmed. “I never want this day to end.”

      Keir chuckled, a flicker of something wickedly amusing in his gaze, as though he wished to object, a reason upon the tip of his tongue he refused to give voice.

      As though floating on air, Sarah drifted through the day, dancing and laughing. Keir’s parents embraced her warmly, and his grandmother once more welcomed her to their family. “Ye’re glowing, lass,” Heather remarked with a twinkle in her eyes. “It suits ye.” Then she smiled at her son, forcing him to hunch over as she pulled him down into her arms.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Sarah saw Kenna, Eoghan’s sister, leave the festivities early. The look upon her pretty face was crestfallen, and Sarah felt for the young woman, praying that her heart would heal swiftly. Still, the mere thought of losing Keir to another felt crippling, and Sarah worried that, perhaps, they had not seen the last of Kenna’s obsession with Keir.

      He’s mine! Sarah’s own words echoed through her head, and she smiled, knowing that she no longer feared to stake her claim, believing herself unworthy.

      “What’s making ye smile, lass?”

      Looking at her husband, Sarah sighed, deliriously happy for the first time in her life. “You,” she murmured, reaching out to cup her hand to his cheek. “I love you, Keir, and I hardly remember the life I had before our paths crossed.” She leaned in closer as his arms wrapped around her. “It feels like a dream now, distant and unreal. Odd, isn’t it?”

      Keir nodded, resting his forehead against hers. “Aye, ’tis only been a few months but…” He sighed deeply, words failing him.

      Sarah knew that feeling, that sense of utter joy mingling with sheer disbelief to find oneself so fortunate. If she had not dared flee her parents’ arranged match that night, she would never have met Keir. Indeed, sometimes, risks had to be taken. Sometimes, the greatest risk was to stand still.

      To hope…

      … and pray…

      … and not act.

      I was never brave, Sarah reminded herself. But that night, I chose to be… and that choice brought me here.

      As night fell, Keir drew Sarah outside onto the ramparts. Wrapped in a warm cloak, she stood in his embrace as they watched the moon rise over the sea. A soft breeze stirred her curls and teased her skin; yet Keir’s warmth enveloped her, his breath sending goosebumps across her skin. “This night reminds me of the Whickertons’ ball,” he murmured, his hands sliding down her arms, his fingers threading through hers.

      Sarah smiled. “You brought me outside and promised to show me the stars.” She sighed deeply, remembering that night. “You finally told me who you were.”

      A chuckle rumbled in his chest. “Ye truly thought me a criminal, lass?” he asked disbelievingly. “A common thief?”

      “How could I not?” Sarah exclaimed, recalling the way her heart had nearly beat out of her chest upon their first meeting out in the woods in the dark of night. “You… You played your part well.”

      Keir grinned against her neck, his warm breath fanning over her skin. “Would the dowager have entrusted ye to a man like that?”

      Sarah drew in a shuddering breath. “No, of course not. Yet…” Feeling his lips trail kisses down the side of her neck, Sarah felt her head grow foggy again. “I… I couldn’t think straight that night. I was so… so afraid, and you… you…” Pinching her eyes shut against his tempting caresses, Sarah jerked out of his arms and spun to face him. “I couldn’t think straight whenever you were near. I… I…” She shook her head, remembering how confused she had been during her kidnapping. “I looked at you, and all of a sudden, I felt… I wanted…” Her mouth opened and closed, the words lodging in her throat as Keir’s heated gaze drilled into hers.

      “I looked at ye, too, lass,” he murmured, a soft growl in his throat as he stalked closer. And then his hands reached for her, tugging her back into his arms where she belonged. “I felt and wanted just like ye.” A muscle in his jaw twitched, and Sarah felt the heat of his gaze all the way to her toes. “No matter how ill-advised, I couldna stop thinking of ye, little wisp. I was to protect ye, and all I wanted was to feel ye in my arms and kiss ye with no thought for tomorrow.”

      And then he did.

      His mouth claimed hers, hungry and impatient, and Sarah sank into his arms, her fingers digging into his coat. Her knees grew weak, and she shivered as the night breeze swept beneath her cloak and touched her skin.

      “I like ye better warm, lass,” Keir murmured against her lips as he had that night in the woods. Then he swept her into his arms and carried her inside, gently laying her upon the bed as a warm fire crackled in the hearth.
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      Bright sunlight tickled Keir’s nose, and he blinked an eye open, almost groaning at the intensity of the light shining into his chamber.

      Our chamber, Keir corrected himself with a smile as he rolled onto his side and his gaze fell upon his wife.

      With her golden curls draped across the pillow, Sarah lay upon her belly, one arm stretched sideways while the other rested teasingly close, her fingertips almost brushing his arm.

      Awareness hummed beneath Keir’s skin, urging him to pull her back into his arms and continue what they had begun the night before. He remembered the sweet shyness in her gaze as well as the bold kisses she had bestowed upon him, revealing her heart and all that she felt. Aye, his little wisp had always been a woman of many facets, often teasingly contradicting; shy one moment and bold the next.

      Entranced, Keir watched her, her back rising and falling with slow, languid breaths as she remained lost to the world. Yet even in slumber, a soft sigh fell from her lips, and her arm moved, and Keir felt the tips of her fingers brush against his skin.

      He held his breath, waiting…

      … but Sarah slept on peacefully.

      Closing his eyes, Keir rolled onto his back. If he did not rise now, temptation would get the better of him, and there was something he needed to do.

      And so, Keir swung his legs out of bed and dressed quickly. Still, before he left their chamber, he stepped closer, his hands sinking into the mattress as he leaned over his wife. A small wisp of hair curled right below her ear, and he reached out to trace it with the tip of his finger, remembering the moment he had come to think of her as his little wisp.

      Feeling himself getting lost in the mere sight of her, Keir called himself to reason, pressed a quick kiss to her temple and then purposefully strode from the chamber. One by one, he knocked onto the doors of the chambers that housed his family, requesting they join him in his grandmother’s salon. While his parents showed signs of concern, Duncan voiced his displeasure at being woken so early by throwing a cup in Keir’s direction. “’Tis almost noon, Brother,” Keir laughed as he darted out of the way.

      Eventually, though, everyone found their way to his grandmother’s salon. “Is everything all right, lad?” his father demanded, exchanging a look with his wife. “Has something happened?”

      Keir swallowed, his hand tightening upon the small braided piece of string he had found in Sarah’s possession the day before. “Aye, something’s happened. Something I need to speak to ye about.”

      Even Duncan’s expression sobered as he saw the tense look upon Keir’s face. “Is it about the lass?”

      Keir frowned. “Nay, ’tis got nothing to do with Sarah.”

      “Then why would ye wake us this early?” Duncan demanded with a yawn, running a hand through his disheveled hair. “Quite frankly, I didna expect to see even a glimpse of the two of ye for at least a fortnight.” A wicked grin teased the corners of his mouth.

      Ignoring his brother, Keir drew in a deep breath and then simply said, “’Tis about Yvaine.”

      The air in the salon seemed to still as everyone froze, not even daring to draw breath. Yet their eyes were wide, and Keir saw a myriad of emotions reflected back at him: love, sorrow, hope, fear.

      “Yvaine?” his grandmother asked, seating herself in a cushioned armchair, her hands trembling. “What about her, dear boy?”

      Keir inhaled a deep breath then lifted his hand and let the braided piece of string dangle down.

      His mother gasped while her eyes staring at the small braid that had adorned her daughter’s flaming-red hair every day of her life. “How?” she breathed, her hand clasping her husband’s as both stared at it in shock.

      “I dunna quite know,” Keir admitted, pleased to see Duncan’s face pale at this revelation, the expression in his eyes finally holding seriousness. “Sarah says Dorothea found it upon the small island to the south. The lassie gave it to her as a token of their adventure there.” A fleeting smile teased Keir’s lips. “Of course, Sarah had no notion of its meaning when she received it.”

      Tears pooled in his mother’s eyes, and the moment they fell, she sank into his father’s arms. His face, too, held a deep sense of loss; yet at the edges, Keir thought to spot tiny blossoms of hope. After all, Yvaine had disappeared three years ago, vanished as though into thin air with not a trace left behind. And now, here they stood, finally holding something tangible in their hands that might, just might provide them with a few answers… even if it could not bring back the daughter they had lost.

      Or can it? Keir could not help but think, terrified of the thought the moment it made itself heard. Aye, Sarah is right. Hope is a dangerous thing.

      “We have to go there,” Duncan exclaimed, his booming voice echoing through the silent chamber. His green eyes were wide, staring at them all, waiting for them to join him. “Ye canna possibly disagree?” He looked from one to the next.

      Keir nodded. “I do not disagree, Brother; however, I believe it would be wise to⁠—”

      Duncan straightened, stepping toward him. “Why did ye not say something before? Ye knew for a whole day!” His lips thinned, pressed into a snarl; yet Keir understood what truly fueled his brother’s anger.

      “It was his wedding day,” their grandmother counseled in a voice that brooked no argument. Her brown eyes remained kind and understanding; still, the way she looked at them had Duncan bow his head in acquiescence.

      For a long moment, silence lingered as each of them dwelt upon their own thoughts. Magnus, too, had seated himself in a corner, the expression upon his face almost blank, his gaze distant. “What does this mean?” he finally said, looking up, his gaze finding ours. “Even if we went there, what do we hope to find?” A smile full of sorrow flickered across his face. “’Tis been three years.”

      “I agree.” Still holding onto his wife’s hand, their father stepped forward, something apologetic in his gaze, and Keir knew that the words he was about to speak did not come easily. “That braid may tell us that three years ago Yvaine was on that island; yet she’s not anymore. We can all agree upon that, can we not?” He looked around their small circle, and everyone nodded.

      Duncan exhaled a slow breath, the need to move visible in the way his muscles clenched and unclenched. “Still, ’tis a clue.” He met their father’s gaze. “She was there. At some point, she was there. Can ye truly ignore that?”

      Keir took a step toward his brother. “I canna,” he stated clearly, nodding to his father. “I had no intention of keeping this from ye or of ignoring it, I assure ye. Sarah and I only meant to be married before we set off to the island.”

      A flicker of approval lit up Duncan’s eyes, and he nodded. “When do we leave?”

      Their grandmother rose to her feet, her steps unsteady as she moved into their circle. “I can see what you’re thinking,” she remarked, meeting Duncan’s gaze; yet Keir knew she spoke to all of them. “We all wish to see her returned to us, and it is only natural to have hope again after such a discovery. Yet I do believe it is wise for us to guard our hearts.” Tears shimmered in her eyes. “We do not know what happened. We do not know how her braid ended up on the island. It might have been for a very simple reason, something utterly unconnected to her disappearance.” She inhaled a deep breath then released it. “We might see our hearts broken yet again. Be prepared for this.”

      Keir nodded as did the rest of his family, and a heavy weight settled upon his heart, holding down the feeling of lightness that had come over him at the discovery of Yvaine’s braid. Indeed, his heart had wanted to soar into the heavens, urging him to rush to the island in full expectation of finding her there. Of course, it was nonsense. Yvaine was not there; yet she had been. Why?

      “We needa keep this quiet,” their father counseled, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye. He looked at them all, his gaze insistent. “There’s no telling what ye might find—if anything at all— so there’s no reason to give false hope to people.” Sorrow rested in his father’s eyes, and suddenly, he looked far older than his years.

      Keir swallowed. “Should I… not have said anything?” he asked tentatively, concerned about what this strain would mean for his family, his parents, his grandmother. “I hadna thought that⁠—”

      Moving toward him, his mother grasped his hands, her eyes shining with tears as she looked up into his. “No, dear, that isna what we mean to say. Of course, ye were right to share this with us. Heartbreak or not, we are family, and we need to know.”

      Embracing his mother, Keir met his father’s gaze. Then he turned toward his brothers. “Do ye wish to join us?”

      Duncan nodded immediately, and Magnus rose to his feet, doing the same. “Of course. She was my sister as well.”

      “I shall make preparations for you,” their father said, his voice no longer affected by that slight quiver. “Yer mother and I, though, shall remain behind.” He exchanged a glance with his wife, her hand once more settling into his. “After all, it would raise suspicions if we were all to leave.” He looked at his sons. “Take care and be prepared for what ye might find.” The look in their father’s eyes sent a chill down Keir’s back.

      Right here, in this moment, there still was hope. The future was unwritten, and anything was possible. Yet once they set foot upon the island, possibilities would fade and become certainties. What if they found nothing? No other clue? Not the hint of a trace of Yvaine having been there or where she had gone next?

      Keir could see the same questions upon Duncan’s and Magnus’s faces as well as they fought to keep their hope contained and not allow it free rein.

      Leaving his grandmother’s salon, Keir walked down the corridor toward his own chamber. On his way, he passed Yvaine’s, his gaze moving to her closed door. His feet stilled, and he remembered the countless times he had seen her flying out of her chamber, her green eyes aglow and her red hair streaming over her shoulders as she had raced out toward yet another adventure. No one had ever managed to contain Yvaine indoors. Her spirit had always made her chase the horizon, explore unknown places and dream of things Keir knew he could not even imagine. Aye, his sister had always been a free spirit. He smiled, recalling that to this day Mrs. Murray believed steadfastly that Yvaine had simply returned to her own kind.

      The fairies.

      Aye, the old housekeeper had always loved a good story, her knowledge of the old legends endless. As children, Keir and his brothers as well as Yvaine had spent countless wonderful evenings listening to her speaking of ghosts and goblins, fairies and wood sprites. As a child, of course, Keir had believed every word to leave her lips, and when he had eventually grown up, he had been quite taken aback to realize that Mrs. Murray still believed.

      Nothing could convince her otherwise.

      Deep down, Keir had always taken heart from the idea that Yvaine had simply returned to the fairies. His mind argued that it was a ludicrous thought; yet his heart took solace in it. After all, what were the alternatives?

      Gruesome and painful and heartbreakingly final.

      Keir did not even want to contemplate them. It was better to imagine her living in some sort of spiritual realm.

      Not since Yvaine had disappeared had anyone been inside her chamber, the door always firmly closed. It was as though they were all waiting for her to return, maintaining everything the way it was… because she would have their heads if they did not!

      Keir chuckled, a heavy sigh drifting from his lips as he remembered his little sister. “Where did ye go, Yvaine? What happened to ye?” He shook his head and continued down the corridor.
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