







SARAH STUDIED HIM FOR AN INSTANT, THEN LOOKED AWAY,

her cheeks growing pink. “Colin, I know not what to do. Lord Nicholson has a way of twisting the meaning behind words. I cannot turn him away without appearing surly. Just last night, he took me for a walk into the garden . . .” She trailed off, her hand fluttering to her throat.

Colin felt heat invade his gut. God knew he’d seduced his share of females, and the thought of Lord Nicholson seducing Sarah made him want to plant a fist into the other man’s finely chiseled mouth. “What did he do to you?”

“Nothing objectionable. And yet, I felt so flustered. I suspected he wanted to . . . kiss me. At home, I might have aimed a kick at him, but here, everything is so different. The daughter of a duke wouldn’t kick.”

Silently Colin wished he hadn’t been so successful at making a lady of her. “Lord Nicholson is a rake. He’s well practiced in getting what he wants.”

“I know that, but how do I send him away without seeming ill-bred?”

Colin drew her close, knowing with something close to despair that he wasn’t at all different from Lord Nicholson, at least when it came to Sarah. He’d wanted her for so long that the mere brush of her hair against his chin nearly drew a groan from him. “We need to begin some new lessons. Now.”
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Author’s Note

Although the Duke of Argyll is an old and revered Scottish title, and the Scottish town of Inveraray forms the Argyll family seat, Edward, Duke of Argyll is a wholly fictitious character invented for the purposes of this story only.
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Prologue

Scottish Highlands, 1796

P hineas Graham was a very proper man who had one chief task: to insure that his employer, His Grace, the Duke of Argyll, lived comfortably and graciously. Renowned for his knowledge on the ceremonies of life, manners, entertaining, household management, and official etiquette, Phineas enjoyed his position as the duke’s most valuable retainer and viewed all of his duties with the utmost gravity.

But he didn’t always take pleasure in them.

This last week’s effort to escort Her Grace, the Duchess of Argyll, to Dunrobin Castle definitely fell into the category of duties he didn’t like.

Phineas shifted upon his bench atop the landau, his gaze drifting past the primroses and heather that grew in untamed clumps along the edge of the road, to settle upon the cliff edge some twenty feet away. Far below, foaming sprays of water leaped upward along the rocks, battering the shore with a roaring sound, as though the sea were reaching upward to draw the carriage over the edge. And there, deep in the waters of Moray Firth, a ship sailed along the trading route to Inverness. Dutch, by the look of it, Phineas thought idly.

As far as he was concerned, the driver, who sat next to him on the bench, drove far too close to the edge of the cliff. Ocean spray from below mixed with the dust they’d churned up on the road to create a fine paste that was slowly turning Phineas’s navy livery brown. Bumps and ridges on the road had conspired to send the landau repeatedly into the air and given him a backache. Overall, he didn’t like traveling and suffered it for the duke’s sake only.

This entire journey had proven particularly vexing. With her constant complaints and questioning, the duchess had been a thorn in Phineas’s side from the very start. She’d demanded they ride at a devilish speed and moaned over every stop they made. A more leisurely pace would have made the journey easier for all, especially the horses. He thanked the good Lord that they’d likely reach Dunrobin Castle before nightfall.

Despite his pains, Phineas lifted his chin and endured. He winced only slightly when the carriage hit another pothole and a tremendous thud rocked the carriage. Still, when vicious pounding from the carriage compartment sounded beneath his feet, he permitted himself a small sigh.

“Pull to the side,” a shrill voice commanded from within, “and open this door.”

The driver, his bearded face as dusty as his livery, steered the carriage to a halt next to a clump of heather. “The awd bitch’s at it again.”

“Mind your language, sir,” Phineas warned.

The driver shrugged. “If we keep buggering about like this, we’ll never get tae Dunrobin Castle.”

Wearily acknowledging his point with a nod, Phineas climbed down from the box. “I’ll speak to her.” He grasped the latch and opened the carriage door.

A barrage of cool and imperious tones preceded the duchess. She stuck her head out of the door, forcing him to rear back quickly lest they bang fore-heads. The rest of her followed in a cloud of perfume that left Phineas sneezing.

He offered her a smart bow.

“You, man.” She poked his surcoat with vigor. “You drive without thought. Indeed, I’ve begun to suspect you aim for every bump and ridge you can find, although for what reason, I cannot say. I’d have a better ride on a swaybacked nag.”

Phineas didn’t bother to remind her that he wasn’t driving the carriage, but serving as escort. And while he would have liked to tell her that one couldn’t avoid all potholes while driving at the speed she insisted upon, instead, he simply nodded. “My apologies, Your Grace.”

She studied him with narrowed eyes. Moisture dotted her lily-white brow and two spots of burning pink had bloomed in her cheeks. Phineas braced himself for the onslaught. But when it came, it hadn’t nearly the force he’d been expecting. Apparently their journey had worn her out, too.

“I am going to be lenient with you, Phineas Graham, because you’re my husband’s most trustworthy retainer. From now on, see that my ride is as smooth as glass.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

She gave a satisfied nod. A moment later, two little faces peered at him from the interior of the landau with the wide, delighted gazes of four-year-olds who’ve had the tedium of their day interrupted by the unexpected. Phineas, who’d always had a soft spot for children, allowed his lips to twitch upward.

Lady Sarah, the duke and duchess’s daughter, had none of her mother’s damnable ill humor and was, in fact, a sweet-natured little thing whose deportment and manners well befit her station. The other child, Nellie, was the maid’s daughter. Throughout the journey, the maid had attended to the duchess, and little Nellie to Lady Sarah.

The duchess sighed sharply. “Come out of the carriage, Sarah. Since Graham has forced us to take this break, we might as well stretch our legs.”

Phineas held out a hand to help the children alight, but the duchess turned such a black frown upon him that he dared not take another step. He climbed back onto the bench and watched them out of the corner of his eye.

One by one, a harried-looking crew descended, the two little girls looking only slightly fresher than their wilted mothers. Still, the open air and fine Scottish sunshine quickly worked its magic on them, for within minutes they were hopping and laughing about, Lady Sarah’s voice trilling like a robin’s.

The child sang about riding a cockhorse to Banbury Cross, and then asked her mother question after question about the lady with rings on her fingers and bells on her toes, much to Phineas’s amusement. Nearly pop-eyed, the duchess ripped an emerald ring from her own finger. She shoved it into her daughter’s hand, told her to play with it, and directed Phineas to drive on before the journey killed her.

Huddled together, the two girls disappeared back into the carriage, the ring passing back and forth between them as each admired the stunning, heart-shaped emerald on their own little fingers. The duchess and her maid brought up the rear. Phineas, weary himself, nodded to the driver, who slapped the reins against the horses’ rumps.

They were off again.

The duchess’s warning riding high in his mind, Phineas kept a sharp lookout for bumps and ridges, and pointed them out to the driver. Somehow they managed to keep the ride smooth and the next few miles passed uneventfully. Just after he began fantasizing about pulling up the carriageway to Dunrobin Castle, however, he heard something.

Hoofbeats.

Many of them. Moving quickly.

Behind them, but coming closer.

Phineas craned his neck and saw a great cloud of dust following behind several men atop horses. Alarm flickered through him. The road they were traveling on led to only one place: Dunrobin Castle. Had some great catastrophe occurred? Or had the group of men a more sinister purpose? The dour part of his nature insisted upon the second option.

The Highlands, Phineas knew, had been unsettled for many years now. Clan chieftains were routing their clansmen from their ancestral homes to provide more grazing land for sheep, because sheep made more of a profit than farmers. The Countess of Sutherland, for whom they were bound to visit, had cleared more land of its tenants than any other aristocrat, earning the eternal hatred of most Highlanders. Indeed, they were currently traveling over Sutherland lands. Were these men who were following them a band of Highlanders, intent on revenge against the countess?

Their pursuers drew closer. Sackcloths covered their faces. Only their eyes were visible. The alarm in Phineas hardened into fear.

“Do you have a pistol?” he shouted into the driver’s ear.

“Nay, sir, I didna bring one.” The driver urged the horses into a faster pace.

At first, they began to outdistance the highwaymen. But their victory was short-lived. Phineas risked a glance backward and watched the lead brig-and draw a pistol from his belt. Moments later, the sound of a shot cracked across the moors.

The carriage surged forward, then began to sway back and forth at mad angles. The sound of that pistol shot, Phineas realized, had whipped their horses into a frenzy. His hands began to shake and he acknowledged that they were hip deep in trouble.

The driver struggled with the reins, trying to regain control of the horses, but he might as well try to harness a whirlwind. The horses dragged them over a giant pothole. Their carriage flew into the air before settling down again. Phineas heard the duchess’s shrill cry over the sound of the pounding hooves and the carriage’s creaking timbers.

He squeezed his eyes shut, and then opened them. They were in God’s hands now.

The highwaymen drew abreast on either side of the carriage. Phineas saw their mean clothes, their worn tack, and the pistols they’d shoved into their belts. Tattered plaid sashes declared their alliance to the Sutherland clan, the people who had suffered clearances the most. Their eyes held the grim light of vengeance.

The largest man had a gray beard that flowed like dirty snow from under the sackcloth. He yanked a pistol from beneath his plaid and motioned for Phineas to stop the carriage. At the same time, the road turned toward the left, moving dangerously close to the cliff edge. The driver heaved mightily on the reins, trying to halt their momentum.

The horses had other ideas. They refused to obey. The carriage veered crazily toward the edge of the cliff, and for a second Phineas thought they would go over. Instead, they righted themselves and barreled down the road, hitting another bump and taking to the air before slamming down again.

His heart in his throat, Phineas saw that the road curved to the left again. He knew the horses couldn’t navigate the curve safely . . . the carriage was moving too fast. In seconds it would become a coffin. Thinking of the two little girls trapped within its leather squabs, he grabbed the reins along with the driver and helped him pull.

He was too late.

Just as the carriage hurtled over the edge of the cliff, Phineas threw himself off the driver’s bench. He had a sensation of sailing through the air. When he hit the ground, it was as though God himself had sent a giant hand into his midsection, driving the air from his lungs, stunning him with one mighty blow.

He lay there groaning, eyes closed.

The highwaymen drew up beside him with a great cloud of dust and volley of hoofbeats.

“Holy Mother,” one of them muttered. “We’ve done it now.”

“We were just supposed tae stop them and deliver a warning,” another voice cried.

“The countess won’t rest until she’s hung every one o’ us,” a third man said.

“Do ye think any o’ them are alive?”

“Are ye daft? Who could survive a fall like that?”

“Should we check?”

Phineas, his head ringing, struggled to pull air into his lungs.

A few seconds later, the sound of a low whistle broke the quiet. “They must have tried tae jump from the carriage. Look at her, just laying there.”

“Aye, she’s dead. Both o’ them are dead. The sea will take the bodies.”

“What about ’im?”

Phineas sensed rather than saw them move to his side. One of them grabbed his shirtfront, lifted him, and then dropped him again. His head banged against the ground, rousing a fresh wave of pain.

“He’s only half dead. We don’t want any witnesses. Finish the job, Angus.”

Phineas heard shuffling and low conversation. Someone stooped close to him and rolled him toward the edge of the cliff. Suddenly, the earth beneath him disappeared. He tumbled downward like a rag doll. Rocks and boulders smashed into him. Just as he began to lose consciousness, his back slammed into something very hard.

The air puffing from his lungs, he stopped tumbling.

He risked opening one eye.

He’d landed on a ledge.

Above him, bushes thrust their scraggly trunks out of the cliff. He couldn’t see the edge that he’d fallen from or the Highlanders. And if he couldn’t see them, then they couldn’t see him. Would they look for him, to make sure he was dead? Sweat popped out on his brow. His neck aching, he scanned the ledge for a crevice to hide in.

A few seconds later, the sound of hooves dancing upon the road split the silence, answering his question. The Highlanders were leaving. He stopped worrying about his own survival and turned his thoughts to the duchess and the others.

Were they still alive?

Groaning, he rolled onto his stomach and dug his fingernails into the dirt. Inch by inch, he pulled himself toward the edge of the narrow embankment which had saved his life. When he felt the land fall away beneath his hand, he lifted his head to peered downward.

What he saw on the shore a hundred feet below nearly made him cry out.

The landau had broken in two, its leather-wrapped interior exposed like fractured bones. The driver’s body had tangled in one of the carriage wheels, his neck at an impossible angle. Her Grace, the Duchess of Argyll, and her maid lay nearby, sprawled in the sand like two broken dolls. Tidewater had begun to come in and lapped gently at their dresses.

Phineas moaned softly.

They were all dead.

For the first time, he realized that something was very wrong with his left leg. He couldn’t feel his foot. In fact, pains that grew sharper with every passing second were flickering through his midsection.

He was going to die, too.

Darkness began to close in on him, one of the soul as well as the mind. He had failed to keep the duchess safe. He had failed his employer, who trusted and relied upon him more than any other member of his staff. He deserved to die.

Just as he let his head drop to the ground, a glimmer of movement near the door of the carriage caught his attention. Drawing on his last bit of strength, he lifted himself onto one elbow and looked again.

A little head moved in the crack separating the two halves of the carriage.

Blood matted her hair, obscuring its color.

Phineas exhaled sharply. He fixed his attention on her, as the edges of his vision grew blurred, then contracted until he could see only a single point of white. As he passed into unconsciousness, he wondered who had survived the crash — Lady Sarah or Nellie — but then decided it didn’t matter. What chance had a hurt little girl against the North Sea, which was slowly climbing toward high tide and would soon bury her in a watery grave?
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The Scottish Highlands, 1813

W ild, insistent knocking awoke Sarah Murphy from a sound sleep. Yawning, she pulled the shawl covering her legs off, struggled out of her rocking chair and walked to the door. A glance out the window revealed old Liam Porter on her porch, standing in the rain with his hat in his hand.

Dismay filled her. She’d had a tough day working with Mr. Whitney’s sick cows and had nearly fallen asleep on her feet while dosing them with a draught of herbs. Even so, she swung the door open, allowing a bitter wind to sweep inside her small croft. Just as soon as Liam’s feet touched the kitchen mat, she closed the door behind him. “Mr. Porter. What’s wrong?”

“ ’Tis Mary,” he gasped. “She’s lambing and one of them is stuck.”

Thunder pounded off in the distance, adding to the clamor of the first real summer storm since May had arrived. She looked doubtfully out the window. “Are ye certain the ewe’s not just tired? Ye can give her a little help by tying a rope around the lamb’s front legs and easing it out —”

“I’ve tried everything. Nothing helps. Ye know she’s my best Cheviot. I spent my savings on her.”

Sarah frowned. The Porter family had gambled everything they owned on Mary, this sheep whose lambs would demand huge sums once they’d successfully entered the world. If she didn’t help and Mary died, God forbid, they’d go under. She was going to have to brave the storm, and just after she’d managed to build a decent fire in her hearth, too.

Patting her pocket to make sure her panflute still nestled within, she hurried over to the hearth and poured just enough water on the fire to turn it to embers. “How long has the ewe been straining?”

“Bless you, Miss Sarah,” Mr. Porter said, his eyes shining. “Mary’s been at it for hours. These big mitts of mine can’t squeeze in there tae bring the lamb out. I need yer lady’s hands.”

She glanced around her neat little home, with its homespun curtains and larder stocked with food, to make certain she’d left nothing burning, then yanked a shawl around her shoulders. She grabbed her satchel on her way out. Liam was already standing on the porch, waiting for her. She followed him into the driving rain and wind that seemed to want to turn her to ice.

When she saw his pony cart, she groaned. Apparently they would have no shelter on the entire ride to his farm. Still, she knew how important Mary was to his family, so she kept her silence. Mud sucked at her shoes and worked its way into her stockings as she crossed the yard and climbed into the cart.

Liam slapped the reins against the pony’s rump and off they went, moving far too slowly for Sarah’s comfort. The trip to Porter’s farm, which was a tricky affair, required that they travel down into town and back up into the Highlands on the other side. Sarah held on to the sides of the box as they bounced and jolted their way along the lane, stopping several times for the fences and gates that intersected the moors.

“Are ye doing well, Miss Sarah?” he asked as they sped along. “Have ye all that ye need? We worry about ye, the missus and I.”

“I’m fine, Mr. Porter. Please don’t concern yourself over me.”

And it was true. Her ability to tend sick animals and bring them back to health where others failed had brought her renown even beyond Beannach, the village where she lived. The farmers she assisted were infallibly generous, not only giving her coins for her help, but also insisting she accept bread, cheese, meat, and other household necessities. She had everything she could possibly need.

Nevertheless, they worried about her. They just couldn’t accept the idea that a woman of one and twenty years would prefer to live alone, rather than find a husband to care for her. In fact, she’d dodged so many attempts at matchmaking that she’d become quite skilled at it.

But sometimes, in the darkest hours of the night, she found herself lying awake and feeling so terribly lonely. Years had passed since she’d moved into her own croft, and it had been longer since anyone had touched or hugged her. Once, she’d lain in bed for hours, with a pillow in her arms, and wondered if she were real. Lately, though, she’d been thinking a lot about what it would feel like to be kissed . . . by a man.

Bright morning light always banished such yearnings. She enjoyed her independence and, quite frankly, preferred animals to men. Animals didn’t demand fine dinners and drink whiskey and throw stinking socks on the floor for others to wash. And animals couldn’t get a woman with child. They hadn’t an ounce of malice in their bodies, and were creatures of pure love.

“And the Murphys, Miss Sarah? How are they?”

“Very well, thank you. They’ve just purchased a few longhorn cattle, and Mr. Murphy is trying to mate them with the cows he keeps in the high pasture . . .” Sarah rattled on about farm matters, her thoughts only half on what she was saying.

The Murphys had found her wandering the Highlands when she was just a child of four years, and given her their name, but little else. Her next fifteen years had passed in a blur of household chores, which included washing Mr. Murphy’s horrible socks and shepherding his flock of ragtag sheep. She’d enjoyed tending the sheep the most, and her care for them had shown in their fine wool coats and lack of illnesses. Indeed, word of the fine Murphy flock had slowly spread through Beannach and, soon, Sarah had found herself consulting with other farmers on the condition of their flocks and ways to improve them.

Almost before she knew it, Sarah had become the most popular person in the village, entertaining visits from farmers with sick animals at all hours of the day and night. Mr. Murphy hadn’t approved of her activities, though, declaring that they interrupted his sleep and invaded his privacy. Sarah suspected they’d also made him feel less of a man, after repeatedly watching his face fall when farmers came asking for her advice rather than his.

Whatever the case, when she turned eighteen, Mr. Murphy had asked Sarah to move into the abandoned croft across the Murphy farmyard, so he could sleep without interruption and not be bothered with constant visits from his neighbors. Sarah had quite happily complied with his wishes, eager to be away from that stifling household and Mr. Murphy’s constant disapproval.

Now, she paid the Murphys a nominal fee each month to rent her croft, and shopped in the Beannach general store, and visited the Murphys at least once a week, out of both respect and a desire to pacify them. After all, she did live in their croft and entertained all sorts of woolly creatures in her parlor. Beyond that, though, she focused her time almost exclusively on her patients. And despite the farmers’ wives who kept trying to marry her off, she liked it that way. In her experience, a “family” had nothing to do with love; it simply meant more work. Her animals were the only kind of family she ever wanted to know.

Drenched right to the skin, Sarah finally arrived at Mr. Porter’s farm. He drove past the farmhouse, which looked invitingly warm and bright, and went straight to a crumbling, ancient byre that reminded Sarah of a stone cairn. Deep, incessant baaing echoed from behind the barn door, coupled with a lamb’s high-pitched cry. They sounded in serious straits indeed, fellow sufferers in a stormy night that seemed determined to offer only discomfort.

Sarah jumped from the pony cart and, Liam following close behind, hurried into the byre.

“We’ll need hot water, clean sheets, soap,” she instructed, but Liam, who’d lambed more than his share, was already heading out the barn door, having confirmed that the ewe hadn’t progressed on her own.

Sarah knelt by the ewe and assessed the situation. A newborn was bawling on the hay at her hooves, but the ewe took no notice of him. Head hanging low, she was shaking with strain. Sarah noticed two hooves slip outward, then slip back in as the ewe stopped straining. She wondered why the ewe, a healthy, wide-hipped animal, wasn’t able to birth the other lamb on her own.

Sarah placed the panflute against her lips and blew several calming notes, her fingers dancing nimbly across the wood, from hole to hole. Frequencies, most beyond the range of normal human hearing, vibrated across the moors. She blended them with more familiar, audible musical notes to create a harmony that the sheep, specifically, would understand.

People who’d listened in on her music said it sounded like two flutes playing — one normal and the other slightly guttural. They’d described the effect as strange, yet subtle. But to Sarah, it was a language far older than civilization, from a time when wild and tame had no meaning.

Taking no notice of Sarah’s melody, the ewe rolled her eyes until the whites showed all around. Feeling more than her own share of anxiety, Sarah took off her shawl. Lambing was dirty, if rewarding, work. She was rolling up her sleeves when Liam arrived shortly afterward with a bucket of warm water and soap.

Quickly she soaped up her arms and, just as she pushed the ewe’s tail aside to discover why the lamb refused to be born, Liam stuck his head next to hers for a look.

He shook his head at the ewe’s bulging, abused posterior. “She’s in terrible shape.”

“She’s not too bad,” she insisted, listening to the ewe’s low bleats and watching her footwork. The ewe was speaking to her as sure as Liam spoke, and many years in the company of sheep, along with a bit of magic, had taught her how to translate. “She’s hungry, and any ewe that can think of food is a ewe with a lot of fight left in her.”

“Are ye certain?”

She shrugged. “There’s no doubt.”

He let out a prolonged sigh. “Thank goodness ye’ve come tae help me, Sarah Murphy. Ye’re a wonder.”

“I won’t be a wonder until I have a newborn lamb in my arms.”

He opened his mouth to say something, closed it, and then opened it again. His cheeks grew red. “Aren’t ye going tae play that flute of yours for her again?”

Sarah observed him with a touch of amusement. Like all of the farmers, he suspected her flute lay at the heart of her ability to heal, and would badger her mercilessly to play it. And he was right, though not in the way he thought. While he assumed her music somehow drove the illness out, in truth, she used the flute to talk to animals and diagnose their illnesses.

The flute was part of her earliest memories. When the Murphys found her wandering the moors all of those years ago, it had been her only possession. Its trilling warble had delighted her and she’d taken to playing it for animals almost from the start. The flute had allowed her to communicate with her only friends, the creatures of the moors, and she’d talked to them endlessly, learning more from their replies than any school could teach her.

At first, she’d thought everyone could talk to animals in this way. On trips to the general store in Beannach, she’d occasionally told the villagers what their sheep thought of them or where a pet dog had buried his master’s shoe. Often she told Mrs. Murphy that her cats wouldn’t mind a scrap or two of beef, earning a chuckle from her. But then, rumors about her strangeness had developed, and Mr. Murphy had begun cuffing her on the side of the head every time she mentioned what an animal had said. She quickly learned to keep her mouth shut tight on the subject. As she grew, she discovered that not everyone had her skill, and even as she wondered at it, she understood that things would go more easily for her if she just pretended to be like everyone else.

Still, once she’d started healing the villagers’ animals, which were often the lifeblood of a farm and whose loss could bring total devastation, opinions on her skills had changed — for the better.

“I already played for the ewe,” Sarah reminded Liam.

“Maybe ye ought tae give her one more song,” the farmer coaxed.

Knowing better than to argue with him, Sarah sighed and took her panflute out. She reassured the ewe again, who baaed loudly in response, then began to strain.

Sarah shoved the panflute back into her pocket. Two hooves slipped out about an inch or so. She forgot Liam as she maneuvered her hand into the ewe and felt around for the lamb’s head. A single set of legs and arms greeted her fingers, and a hard little lump that didn’t feel at all like a head —

Because the lump is a rump, she realized triumphantly.

“Mr. Porter,” she breathed, buried elbow deep inside the ewe. “We have one more lamb tae go, and I’m afraid we’ve a breech presentation on our hands.”

“Ye mean arse first?”

“Aye.”

“That’s a fine piece of news,” he grumbled.

The ewe tightened her muscles around Sarah’s arm in an agonizing grip. Sarah took quick little breaths as her arm slowly went numb, and fumbled around until she managed to find the lamb’s head. The lamb gave a quick jerk when she touched its mouth — at least it was still alive. In any event, she could see why Mr. Porter had suffered so much difficulty. While the ewe was wide hipped, the lamb was unusually big, not leaving much room in the passage for both it and his large hands.

“We have tae turn it around,” she gasped, and began to maneuver the lamb’s small body into a better position. It trembled within the ewe, and she could imagine how terrible it must have felt, being pushed back in after an eternity of being pushed out.

Nearly an hour had passed before she had the lamb positioned head and front feet first, enduring each of the ewe’s bone-cracking contractions with grimaces that become more unguarded as time went on. She felt Liam’s gaze on her, but she didn’t care what he saw. Birthing was an exhausting business, and she was feeling every moment of it. When at last the lamb began its journey down the passage again, and its hooves peeped out of the ewe, she grabbed them almost joyfully and pulled its small body into the world.

The lamb plopped into her skirt. Mist rose off its body. It didn’t seem to be breathing. She held him upside down until he had coughed up a good deal of fluid and then settled him back into her lap, rejoicing in the way he took a few snuffling breaths before breathing easily. He began to wriggle in her arms, practically knock-kneed in his need to get to the ewe, and she laughed softly as she rubbed him down with the sheet.

“He’s a fine lamb.” She gave Liam a brilliant smile. “A real beauty. And sprightly, too. Ye’ll have yer hands full with him.”

“Ah, lassie, ye are a wonder.” Liam nodded in contentment, then pulled a pipe from his waistcoat and lit up.

Sarah regarded him with something between dumb wonder and weariness. Here she lay, battered and bruised, covered in muck and filth, and he was going to smoke a pipe? Then again, such was the way with Highland farmers. A nasty piece of work like this was a part of daily life. Not much fazed them.

“Mr. Porter, I should be going now. Will ye take me home?”

“Oh, I almost forgot, lass. I saw Mr. Murphy in town just before I came tae get ye. He’s been looking for ye. They’ve got visitors up at the farm who want tae meet ye.”

Sarah sat up straighter. “Do ye mean that while I’ve been laboring away on yer ewe, Mr. Murphy and his guests have been waiting for me?”

“Aye, lass. Don’t ye think the ewe was more important?”

“I suppose she was.” She climbed to her feet and used a handful of hay to wipe herself off. “Ye’d better take me over to the Murphy farm right now. Ye know what kind of temper Mr. Murphy has, especially when he’s been intae the whiskey.”

“Aye, I do.”

Together, they left the ewe, who was now contentedly slurping up water from the trough, and went out into the night again. The storm hadn’t slackened at all, and Sarah was alternately blown to bits and hammered with rain as they zigzagged back through the Highlands and to the Murphy farm.

As soon as they reached the rough dirt lane that led up to the farmhouse, Liam stopped the cart and let her out. He thanked her and promised that she’d find a nice side of beef on her doorstep tomorrow. Wind slapping her tangled hair against her cheeks, she sent him on his way and hurried up the lane.

As soon as she rounded the barn, which blocked sight of the farmhouse from the lane, she discovered a very fine, high-sprung carriage sitting in the farm-yard, next to the Murphy’s dilapidated little gig and several broken buckets that needed mending.

Startled, she paused. She studied the carriage, wondering who had come to visit, and why. A curious gold emblem decorated the carriage’s door. It looked like a shield. Something about the shield seemed familiar. For some reason, it frightened her. The fact that her fear was utterly groundless frightened her even more.

Self-consciously she glanced downward. Muck formed a dark brown stain around the hem of her dress. Fluid of an unknown variety decorated her bodice with splotches. Her hair lay matted against her head like an old hag’s and she hadn’t the slightest doubt that mud freckled her face.

She wasn’t exactly in the best of condition.

Her stomach tightening, she raced back to her own little croft. The kitchen was warm and inviting, and for a moment she was tempted to stay within the familiar, safe walls. But she knew she couldn’t. Mr. Murphy got a trifle mean when kept waiting too long, and she wouldn’t be the cause of Mrs. Murphy’s suffering.

Sarah plunged a cloth into a bucket of water near the front door and scrubbed at her face and hands. That done, she dragged a comb through her hair and managed to twist it into a fairly circumspect bun. She slung a clean plaid shawl over her shoulders to hide the worst of the stains on the gown’s bodice. For the finishing touch, she yanked a clean plaid skirt off a shelf and drew it on over her gown, so that it might mask the mud stains at the hem. While she looked a bit bulky, at least she was presentable.

Her courage bolstered, she hiked up her skirts and dashed out the door, across the farmyard, and to the Murphys’ front door. Before she could knock, however, a hushed yelp and a flash of red that looked almost gray in the darkness caught her attention. Sionnach.

Comforted only slightly, she made a cradle of her arms and called to him. The fox’s hair bristled as he slunk into the open from beneath the steps, and then jumped into her arms. She ran a gentle hand across his head, and then withdrew her panflute from her pocket.

Softly she trilled a few notes, asking him who had come to visit.

Sionnach’s reply, delivered in a growl deep in his throat, coupled with a complex paw maneuver, left her far from satisfied. He didn’t know the identity of the visitor, and could only suggest she use diplomacy.

Use diplomacy? Whatever did he mean by that?

With a few more trilling notes, she pressed him for further details, but the fox growled no more. His dark eyes remained expressionless.

Frowning now, Sarah returned the panflute to her lips, knowing Sionnach wouldn’t like her next question. Still, she had to know. A tiny bud of hope unfurling inside her, she asked him if he’d had any news of the white beast.

This time, the melody she’d blown on the panflute had a poignant quality. The fox’s answer, however, had nothing emotional about it. He growled, clearly annoyed, and told her that he hadn’t heard of the white beast because there was no such thing, and that she should forget the creature and live in the present.

Disappointment coursed through her. For years she’d been trying to find the white beast that haunted her dreams. And while she’d heard snippets of his existence from the birds who stopped to roost in the Highlands, and the mice and voles who built nests in the heather, she had never been able to find him.

“The white beast does exist,” she told him softly, in human language, and the look in his dark eyes told her that while he might not comprehend her syllables, he knew exactly what she’d said. He let out a gravelly sigh that suggested his patience with her was thinning.

Sparing Sionnach a frustrated glance, she turned the doorknob and stepped into the kitchen. Although the fox thought her obsessed with the white beast and lately had refused to cooperate with her, he still remained her dearest friend. Over the years, she’d grown to trust his counsel and admire his cunning ways. Some of his methods she’d even adopted as her own. And yet, at times she found him the most aggravating animal she’d ever had the misfortune to encounter. She told him so frequently, much to his obvious amusement.

Sionnach wasn’t amused now, though. The two old men standing in the middle of the kitchen floor had thoroughly captured his attention. His small body tensed in her arms.

Sarah froze, too, her eyes wide.

As if one, the two men turned toward her.

Silence filled the kitchen. It seemed to last an eternity.

Bewildered, she stared at them. The older man had a wealth of gray hair that hung nearly to his shoulder. A plaid tam o’ shanter topped his head, much in the manner of days gone by. She estimated his age at well past fifty.

His garb, she realized, was very rich, and much finer than his companion’s. An olive-colored coat of heavy wool cloth, with a deep collar and several shoulder capes, wreathed his thin form. His waistcoat was again of wool and his neck cloth was loosely tied. Highly polished, tasseled boots drew her eye away from his sticklike legs, encased in fawn-colored breeches.

Still, his eyes bothered her the most. Although they were very kind, she thought she saw a strange sort of hunger hidden behind his gaze. He’d locked his attention on her as though watching her would offer him insight into the mysteries of life and death.

That strange sense of familiarity washed over her again. She thought that she might have seen this man before. Inexplicably, she trembled.

She turned to stare at the richly dressed man’s companion, who was studying her inch by inch just as she was examining him. His gray hair and wrinkled countenance marked him as well past fifty years of age, too. Though fine, his dress was much more severe, consisting of black coat and breeches, black shoes, and white stockings.

Their gazes locked. He assessed her with cold indifference, like a farmer contemplating a cow for purchase. At length, he winced and refocused on his companion. “I see no obvious resemblance.”

Sarah raised an eyebrow. Uneasiness coiled in her stomach. Whatever did he mean?

“Sarah Murphy, where have ye been?” a male voice bellowed. His ponderous belly preceding him into the kitchen, Mr. Murphy clasped a whiskey glass tightly in his hand. Square of forehead, with thick eyebrows and mouth pursed disagreeably, he was a flabby and sour-looking man who kept his cellar well stocked with ale, rather than fruits and vegetables. “Christ, lass, ye look a mess,” he declared.

“I’ve been helping Mr. Porter with his Cheviot,” she replied calmly. “I only found out a half an hour ago that ye wanted tae see me.” Her gaze fell to his feet, clad only in wool socks that had, as usual, begun to stink quite badly. She couldn’t prevent a grimace of distaste.

An abrupt movement in the corner caught her attention. Eyes imploring, Mrs. Murphy was making a bending motion with her hand. With a spurt of dismay at her own lack of manners, Sarah realized what the older woman wanted. Forgetting about Sionnach, she began to bend into a curtsy. The fox dropped awkwardly from her arms and, with an angry yelp, ran beneath the curtain to the sleeping quarters.

Eyes narrowed, the richly dressed man grimaced and rubbed his chin with two fingers, as though he’d just witnessed something that had given him a turn.

His partner shook his head sadly. “I tell you most respectfully, Your Grace, that while the fabric may be very fine, it has been fashioned into a peasant’s dress, cut and sewn in such a way that it can never be refashioned into a ball gown.”

The sound of the man’s cultured accents, though no surprise given the fancy carriage, reminded Sarah that she stood before some very wealthy gentlemen indeed. She forced her lips upward into what was no doubt a sickly smile and finished the curtsy.

The richly dressed man coughed. His companion frowned. Clearly she had disappointed them. Disgusted them, even. Why would they feel they needed to stand in judgment of her? Remembering the clearances that had plagued the Highlands for decades, she wondered if they’d come to turn them all out of their houses. She fought back an urge to sprint back to her croft, bar the door, and take up what puny arms she possessed.

“Sarah,” Mrs. Murphy breathed, the pinched look on her face made more obvious by her widened eyes. “His Grace has been waiting for you.”

“His . . . Grace?”

“Aye, His Grace,” Mr. Murphy confirmed, a gleam entering his eyes, one that immediately put Sarah on alert. The old farmer’s gaze never sparkled like that unless he stood to gain something.

The severely dressed man took a step forward. “May I present His Grace, the Duke of Argyll.”

Sarah stifled a gasp. Completely flustered, she curtsyed again. How could she have ever felt, even for a second, familiarity upon seeing him? “I’m very pleased tae meet ye,” she managed.

At the sound of her voice, the duke’s eyebrows drew together. His companion shuddered. The pair exchanged concerned glances.

“I am Phineas Graham, His Grace’s man of business,” the duke’s companion went on to say. “We are here to investigate certain claims.”

“Claims?” Her gaze never leaving the visitors, Sarah moved to Mrs. Murphy’s side and took her hands. She wasn’t surprised to discover that the older woman’s hands trembled. Still, Sarah saw that her eyes were clear and alight with a serenity that came from facing years of marriage to a man like Mr. Murphy.

“Aye, claims,” Mr. Murphy echoed. He tipped the glass of whiskey to his lips, took a long pull, and then set it on the kitchen table, empty. “This is the lass we found on the moors, just like we told the baron in town.”

The duke glanced around their small stone kitchen, his attention sweeping past the butter churn and stoneware to settle upon a few chairs gathered around the open-hearth fireplace. “Why don’t we all sit down, Mr. Murphy?”

“Of course, Yer Grace. Forgive me for not suggesting it sooner,” Mrs. Murphy replied for her husband, and set herself to the unfamiliar task of serving a duke.

Sarah ushered their visitors toward the old rocking chair and straight-backed chairs that formed a half circle around the fireplace. Embers glowed within the grate, remnants of an earlier fire used to make green dye. They gave the room a cozy feeling without overheating the air. But Sarah felt cold. She tried to understand the secret she saw hidden in the depths of Mr. Murphy’s eyes.

Claims?

The duke watched her closely as he moved to a straight-backed chair. She selected a seat as far away from him as possible. Phineas Graham sat nearest the fire and, after serving them all cups of tea, her mother perched on the rocking chair.

“Show her the ring,” the duke commanded.

Graham fished in his pocket and brought out a heart-shaped emerald ring. He held it up for all to see. Although only a single lantern lit the kitchen, the ring sparkled with green fire.

Recognition made Sarah stiffen. “My ring.”

“It’s my ring,” Mr. Murphy corrected her. “I sold it tae the baron tae pay for my new longhorn cattle.”

Sarah bristled. “But that ring was my only link tae my true past —”

“It was mine, lassie, payment for taking ye in and feeding ye all those years.”

Mr. Graham cleared his throat. “The Baron of Beannach brought your ring to Edinburgh. He sold it to a fine jewelry collector, whom the Earl of Cawdor routinely patronizes. The earl, who is distantly related to His Grace, recognized the ring while selecting a few pieces from the jeweler. He bought the ring and returned it to His Grace.”

Sarah’s throat had gone almost entirely dry. She felt a strange tension in the room, the same kind that directly preceded a birth . . . or death. “Why does my ring interest ye, Yer Grace?”

“First tell me where you found it,” the duke commanded.

“’Tis just as I told the baron,” Mrs. Murphy answered for Sarah, a trifle frostily. “Sarah was wearing it on her thumb when we found her wandering the moors, all of those years ago. An orphan, she was, thin tae the point of starvation and dressed in rags. My husband and I took her in.”

“When was that?”

Mrs. Murphy paused, her forehead wrinkling. “It was a long time ago. I recall the weather being very hot. June, perhaps. Mr. Murphy was herding our sheep through grazing lands when he came across Sarah. A little bundle of rags, he called her, and brought her home in his arms. She almost died. I had tae nurse her night and day for nearly a month.”

“How old was she when you found her?”

“Three, maybe four years old.”

The duke sat forward in his seat, his eyes narrowed. “Why did you call her Sarah?”

“When we were nursing her back tae health, she said ‘Sarah’ over and over again. We figured Sarah was her name.”

“And you say you found her with this ring.”

“Aye, we did,” Mr. Murphy chimed in, his eyes growing more bloodshot with each passing minute.

The duke looked at his man of business. “This young lady was found dressed in rags. My little Sarah wore only the finest of gowns.”

Sarah stifled a gasp. His little Sarah?

“After a week or so of wandering the moors,” Graham replied, “the finest gown might well be nothing but rags.”

The duke nodded. “It could be her, Phineas. It damned well could be.”

Her hand at her throat, Sarah stared at them. “It could be who?”

Ignoring her question, Graham focused on Mrs. Murphy. “Do you still have the clothes you found your daughter in?”

“They weren’t even fit for dusting the tabletops. I burned them long ago.”

Graham frowned. “Did you find any bumps or bruises on her?”

“She had a large goose egg on her head,” Sarah’s mother offered. “Her hair was bloodied.”

“Was she carrying anything other than the ring?”

“She had a panflute made of reeds.”

Sarah clasped the panflute in her pocket protectively.

The duke’s eyes narrowed. “A panflute?”

“Aye.”

He turned to Sarah. “Do you remember where you found the panflute?”

“Nay, I don’t,” Sarah lied. In fact, she had a hazy memory of the white beast giving her the panflute — as a gift. Still, she wasn’t about to discuss the white beast now. People invariably thought her daft when she did.

Ignoring everyone but his man of business, the duke murmured, “The panflute was probably a toy she played with. It is she.”

“The ring proves little.” Graham’s voice had a warning tone to it. “She could have come by it in many ways.”

“Don’t forget,” the duke insisted, “this young lady calls herself Sarah.”

Graham frowned. “Perhaps she was having nightmares and calling out to her good friend Sarah.”

He and the duke exchanged a long glance.

At length, the duke’s lips tightened. “It is she. I know it. I feel it in my gut.”

Another long moment passed, and when the duke finally spoke again, he sounded choked with emotion. “God has been merciful to me.”

Sarah pressed a hand against her heart. Panic was mounting in her, along with a strange sort of wonder.

After a moment, Graham turned to Mr. Murphy. “Why didn’t you report this child you found to someone?”

“We did.” The old farmer lifted his feet closer to the fire crackling away in the hearth, renewing the stink of rotten wool in the room. “We told a few people in town. No one cared much.”

“But the girl had an obviously expensive ring,” the duke pointed out. “Didn’t you wonder where she had come from?”

“Aye, I thought hard about it. I decided she must have been the child of some whore,” Mr. Murphy stated baldly, “who’d birthed Sarah, then abandoned her on the moors when she started getting in the way of business. She probably gave Sarah the ring tae ease her conscience.”

“An eminently reasonable explanation,” the duke agreed, his face tight. “But I’m afraid it’s completely wrong.”

Utter quiet descended upon the Murphy farm kitchen. Her gaze flitting between her mother and the duke, Sarah’s stomach churned into a tight coil. “I know ye, don’t I?” she whispered.

The duke looked at her for one long moment that, for Sarah, seemed to last hours. Then, suddenly, he smiled. “You are my daughter.”

Sarah felt her face drain of all warmth.

A long pause ensued. She tried to understand what he’d said, but his words had jumbled together in her mind. Cold rivulets of shock seeped through her, making her shiver. Her mouth dry, she stared with haunted eyes at this man, with his fancy clothes and smooth, cultured attitude, and eyes that wanted to own her. “It canna be true.”

“My dear, I’ve been searching for you. You are my daughter.”

“Ye’re his daughter,” Mr. Murphy added truculently from his corner of the room. “Don’t ye deny it, lass.”

Sarah forced herself to look at the duke again. Her throat growing tight, she marked the raw hunger in his gaze. She saw a different sort of hunger in Mr. Murphy’s eyes and understood in that moment that the old farmer wanted to sell her to the duke. He thought she owed him and only needed her cooperation to close the deal.

“Sarah,” the duke continued tentatively, “I want to bring you home with me. To Inveraray, where you belong.”

Sarah jumped up from her chair and faced the duke. Did he really think that she would willingly trade the moonlight and the warm sheep smell of the stable for his gold? “How can ye be sae sure I’m yer daughter?”

Mr. Murphy moved close to Sarah and raised his hand in a threatening gesture. “Don’t ye question it a second longer,” he hissed close to her ear. “I’ll see ye turned out of that old croft, and I’ll make sure no one brings ye their animals. Ye’re his daughter and tae his home ye’re going. If ye stay here, ye’ll starve.”

Her voice equally low, she spat, “How much whiskey did the duke’s money buy ye?”

“A damned good amount. Now pack yer things, and go.”

Tears brimming in her eyes, Sarah looked at Mrs. Murphy. The older woman had to help her. If she lost her croft, her animals, and the friendship of a few farmers, she’d lose everything of value in her life.

The older woman shrugged. “I’m sorry, lass. I’ll miss yer company sorely.”
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C olin Murray, Earl of Cawdor, settled himself on the bench of his navy blue phaeton and studied the woman next to him. Lady Helmsgate was the perfect lover for him — a bored society beauty who’d married a much older man and sought a younger lover to slake her desires. He hadn’t yet buried himself in the softness between her thighs, but he knew that moment wasn’t far away.

She cast a negligent gaze at the ruins he’d directed his phaeton through, her lips opened in a seductive pout that Colin found very effective. A white bombazine gown trimmed with swans down along the bodice, cuffs, and hemline made her look very young, but Cawdor knew she’d reached her birthday of five and twenty; he’d attended the ceremony himself.
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