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        Book Three of the Highlands Forever Series!

      

      

      Highland promises are forever...

      

      Keith MacFarlane’s a man on a mission. Find the babe. It is not for him to question orders. A man raised on the horse, wielding the sword, he is prone to obeying commands, even when those commands might go against the grain.

      

      Eidith Gilbraith does not yield to any man. She’s been charged with protecting the wee ones from outsiders, especially a golden-haired bairn who’s captured her heart. She wields a pistol with a confidence that is all bluster as she shuns the newcomer who asks too many questions.

      

      When the true identity of the bairn is revealed, will Eidith and Keith be able to put aside their differences to find common ground in saving the children from imminent danger? Will they have to sacrifice the feelings they’ve begun to succumb to in order to keep the wee ones safe?
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      After more than a month of rough travel through the Scottish Highlands, there was no sight sweeter to Keith MacFarlane’s eyes than the smoke rising from the chimney of Boyd MacPherson’s keep. The laird of Clan MacPherson had always made it known that his door was open to any friend. His hospitality was a matter of legend, as had been his father’s before him.

      Never had Keith been in such dire need of that hospitality. It had been a month since he’d rested his head upon anything softer than his saddle. It would not have come as a surprise to find the indent of every stone and rock upon which he’d slept left behind on his flesh.

      He’d lived in the out of doors before, had spent a great deal of his life riding and camping when he’d served as a soldier. He was still employed in such manner of work, hence the reason for his having searched half the Highlands since word had come down from the Crown.

      Word of a missing child.

      Just why the child was missing and what purpose the child served was a mystery—and he was not the man to solve such a mystery, either. He’d been granted no understanding of who the child happened to be. Merely that someone of importance to the Crown was in search of this child.

      A lad of roughly three years who’d disappeared in the Highlands.

      It was not precisely a simple matter to be managed.

      What added to the difficulty of the assignment was the lack of funds provided to Keith and the men he’d chosen to accompany him on this treacherous journey. They’d barely been given enough to cover the purchase of fresh mounts, saddles, and a handful of supplies.

      Nothing to secure lodging. Nothing for food. They’d hunted, set up camp night after night. The scant bit of gold left them was enough for a cup of mead at the taverns they passed.

      The mead served greater purposes than mere refreshment. It was within taverns and inns that rumors flew. Where a great deal could be learned if a man had sense enough to listen.

      Even this had proven useless, and after months of rough riding with nothing to show for his efforts, Keith’s spirits were lower than they’d been in some time.

      To say nothing of the men who rode alongside him.

      Malcolm Drummond rode silently. Always stoic. His placid expression often hid a storm of thoughts, impressions, concerns. Woe to the man who took him for a fool simply because he preferred to hold his tongue until he had something of value to share.

      Angus MacDonald was quite the opposite. For the first month and even well into the second he’d been as ever Keith remembered him. Jovial, finding something to laugh about even when their situation looked its most grim.

      Even he’d been unable to find anything worth laughing about as their journey stretched on for what felt like years. The weather had been wet of late, days on end of pouring rain, the drops pelting a man’s head and shoulders until he was certain of going mad.

      That was how Keith had certainly begun to feel. His spirits had not been so low in many years. There was no word of a passing traveler in possession of a wee lad. No tales of missing bairns from the villages through which they’d ridden. Nothing at the orphan homes they’d visited, either. No new arrivals.

      They had no way of telling where the lad might be found. No name, no description.

      Nothing but the promise of a great deal of wealth upon delivering the lad could keep them searching. That and the fact that one did not refuse the order of a king, no matter who the king or whether a man swore allegiance to him.

      Young Liam Munro, who’d been charged with minding the horses, brought his gelding up alongside Keith’s mount. “’Tis the MacPherson to whom ye plan on paying a call?”

      Keith grunted his response. “Aye.”

      The lad’s throat worked. He was a young one, just shy of his sixteenth year, and thin as a blade of grass. Their journey had toughened his body, hardening what there was of it, but his youthful flights of fancy had not received such treatment.

      “My da told us of the MacPherson wedding an English lass. Is it not so?”

      Angus snorted somewhere behind them. Malcolm kept his thoughts to himself, as was his custom.

      “Aye, he did at that.” Keith slid his gaze toward the lad. “Half-English, at any rate.”

      “And…” Liam glanced over his shoulder as if expecting assistance from the others.

      “And?” Keith knew what the lad was getting at, but a man found so little worthy of amusement on the road. This was the closest to entertainment he’d known in months.

      Liam cleared his throat, like as not thinking better of having approached the subject. “And…is she to be trusted? One hears—”

      “One hears a great many things, aye.” The lad squirmed so much, the sight went to Keith’s heart, softening it some. Had it been so long since he was a lad himself? On his first ride, wishing to prove himself worthy of being called a man?

      As such, he relented. “From my understanding of it, Olivia MacPherson is a fine lass. The fact that her da happens to be of English blood aside, ’twas her bravery and sense which Boyd MacPherson took fancy to.”

      “I would wager ’twas more than that.” Angus’s snickering made Keith roll his eyes—though the observation was more than likely true. Just because he himself had never made the acquaintance of a lass worthy of his time did not mean other men were as unflinching in the face of feminine charm.

      “What I mean to tell ye is, dinna fret.”

      Liam drew himself up to his full height, scoffing. “Who said I fretted? ’Twas not fretting. Only concern. A man hears things.”

      Keith cast a sharp look over his shoulder. He and Angus had been acquainted long enough before this ill-fated journey began that he knew the man’s very thoughts. And he knew his friend would instantly land upon the word man and attack the lad without mercy as a result.

      Sure enough, Angus’s mouth had been open, his bushy, red brows having lifted high in an almost joyful expression. Prepared to strike. Keith’s look snapped his mouth shut. His joy turned to disappointment.

      Malcolm’s lips twitched, but that was the extent of his reaction.

      Keith faced forward again. “What matters is what a man sees for himself. Aye, ye must pay heed to the wisdom of elders, but when forming opinions of others ye must rely upon your own reason. Your own…” He tapped his chest, beneath his heart. “What ye feel here. Instinct. Which ye canna do unless ye give a person ample chance to show who they are. For themselves. Not what ye have heard of them.”

      They continued in silence broken only by the steady fall of fresh rain hitting their hoods.
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      “What brings ye?” Boyd MacPherson was all smiles and warm greetings upon exiting his keep. “I’d heard of ye riding out for—”

      Keith shook his head only once, casting a glance around him at the lads currently seeing to the horses.

      Boyd’s short nod signaled his understanding. “Ye must come in, please. There will be hot food in the kitchen and a fire in the hearth beside which ye might dry yourselves.”

      Keith allowed his men inside before him, glad for their sakes. They fairly sloshed with each step.

      “Come. Mead will warm ye.” Boyd clapped Keith on the back on their way to his study. The keep was warm, dry, with a hum of excitement now that unexpected visitors had arrived.

      “I dinna mean to put ye out of your way.” Keith approached the modest fire in the study, holding his aching hands out to warm and loosen after days of gripping the reins.

      “Ye do no such thing. ’Tis glad I am to see ye.” Boyd held out a cup of mead which Keith took gladly. “I ought not have mentioned—”

      “Think nothing of it.” Keith sighed upon taking a seat near the fire. “Though we are not to speak of our reason for riding. Under orders from the king.”

      “So ’tis true, then. Ye are following orders from the Crown.”

      Keith met his friend’s gaze from beneath lowered brows. “One does not refuse such orders if one wishes to keep his head attached to his neck.”

      “I dinna blame ye. One does what one must.” Boyd sat back in his chair. “What are ye searching for?”

      Keith could trust the head of the MacPherson clan, and as such was willing to share what he would not have shared with another. “A bairn. Rather, a wee lad. I know not why, nor do I know what will become of the lad should I find him.”

      “And ye know only the lad can be found in the Highlands.” When Keith nodded, Boyd blew out a long whistle. “I dinna envy ye. It seems to me ’tis a thankless task.”

      Keith snorted in bitter agreement, thinking it better to keep what remained of his thoughts to himself. Complaint would only make the entire endeavor seem heavier, more difficult to manage.

      “Ye shall need fresh clothing. Fresh horses, fresh supplies.” Boyd jumped to his feet, calling out for one of the lasses to see to this.

      “Please, ye mustn’t.” Yet Keith’s protests were for naught. Once the MacPherson took a notion into his head there was no convincing him otherwise.

      A female voice rang out, growing louder as the lass herself drew nearer. “What are ye on about, Boyd MacPherson?”

      A smile tugged at Keith’s lips. It was not often a man of Boyd’s importance was spoken to with what sounded a great deal like exasperation. He turned in the chair to find a lass entering the study with a bairn on one hip.

      So this was the frightening, half-English Olivia MacPherson. A slip of a thing who somehow held sway over her much larger, more powerful husband.

      “We have guests.” Boyd took hold of his son and presented him to Keith. “My son, Edward. Named after his mam’s father.”

      “A fine, strong lad.” Keith found himself smiling at the bairn’s laughing blue eyes, the dimples in his round cheeks. He clapped chubby hands and chortled happily.

      Olivia laughed with her bairn. “He is such a happy one. It is impossible to feel low or brooding when he smiles.”

      On Boyd’s face was all the pride of a father with a fine son to his name. A good wife. A house full of cheerful, busy men and women who exchanged pleasantries and offered to assist one another.

      All of which made the journey which still lay ahead of Keith and his men seem that much more arduous.

      “You are free to stay as long as you like.” Olivia offered a warm smile. “I have seen to your rooms, and you might remove your soiled garments for washing up. Your friends are in the kitchen, eating heartily.”

      “I can offer repayment. It seems a great deal of—”

      “Think nothing of it.” She lowered her brow in mock solemnity. “Or would you refuse the generosity of the MacPherson and his wife?”

      When she put it that way, it seemed he had no choice in the matter. Wee Edward laughed and clapped his chubby hands, causing the adults in the room to laugh along with him.

      He was a stubborn man, but even he knew when he’d come across a gift from the heavens. A day or two of rest and warmth and good, hearty food would make a world of difference to his men—and to himself.

      Whoever was the lad they sought, he would not go far in another day or two.
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      “Now, Fiona, mind me well.” The overtired young woman ran a distracted hand over her disheveled hair. Hamish had taken it into his head to tug on her braid whenever he wished for her attention. A habit she would have to break him of.

      One of so many things to be done. It seemed there was no end.

      Fiona scampered away, fiery curls bouncing with each running step. “I dinna wish to sleep!” When she slid beneath the scarred dining table in what was once a great, bustling hall—when the orphanage held more than a handful of children and a single woman to mind them—Eidith Gilbraith let out a groan of sheer exhaustion.

      Fiona might not wish to sleep, but Eidith did. Most heartily.

      It would be the same as ever, she knew. No sooner would she place her head upon the pillow and close her eyes than the sun would most rudely awaken her. Along with five young voices, all of them raised in youthful exuberance.

      How did they manage it? To always be so excited, so prepared for another day of running about while running her ragged?

      With as much patience as she could muster at this late hour, Eidith implored the headstrong lass. “Fiona, how many times have ye fallen asleep beneath that very table? Ye implore me to allow ye to remain out of bed, then fall asleep on the cold, stone floor just the same. Why would ye not rather lie in your bed? ’Tis soft and comfortable, and the others are sleeping peacefully up there. Would ye not rather be with them?”

      “Nay!”

      Eidith closed her eyes and took a deep, shaky breath. It had been a long, lonely day just as all the others had been. For months she had not spoken to another grown-up person except the elderly man who brought supplies from the village an hour’s ride from the crumbling orphanage.

      Who had arranged for supplies to be provided even now, when the rest of the women who’d maintained the orphanage and minded the children were long gone? When many of the children had been placed in what Eidith hoped were loving families?

      Who paid for the food and other supplies which were still delivered with regularity?

      So long as they continued to arrive every fortnight, she did not dare question. Instead, she offered gratitude to the man who brought them in his wagon while offering silent thanks to the good Lord for providing for them.

      “Fiona. I must insist.” She crouched beside the table, peering beneath. Even in the shadowy depths there was no mistaking the flaming red hair. “If ye force me to crawl under there with ye, there will be no time spent in the garden tomorrow.”

      There was no response.

      “Fiona?” Eidith squinted. The child had not moved. “Will ye not answer, then? I have half a mind to leave ye here and allow ye to sleep on the cold—”

      A soft snore cut through the air. Another.

      Eidith stifled a laugh. It had taken mere moments for the willful child to fall asleep. Perhaps her bed ought to be made beneath the table instead of in the nursery with the others.

      It took a bit of effort, but she managed to extract the sleeping child without waking her. She walked as quietly as possible across the floor, up the stairs. The large, empty building seemed somehow to be watching them. Silently judging.

      Daft thoughts, these, but there was no helping them. The old abbey had long since been abandoned and at night Eidith could not escape the sense of the spirits which had once lived within these walls keeping watch.

      Would that they might offer a hand to help her with the children.

      She reached the nursery and smiled to find the others fast asleep. Their soft, measured breathing caused hers to fall in line, relaxing her. Fiona stirred only once after Eidith settled her into bed, tucking her in and placing a kiss on her forehead. “Sleep well.”

      “Eidith?”

      She looked over the line of beds and found the fair-haired lad who’d become her favorite—reluctant though she was to admit having a favorite—watching her from his bed. Holding a finger to her lips, she crept over to him.

      “Ewan, ye know better than to lie awake.” She smoothed a hand over his golden curls with a fond smile.

      “I was not awake. Ye woke me.” He pouted, rubbing a fist over one sleepy eye.

      “Forgive me, love. Sleep now. Ye might return to the sweet dreams ye were having before ye woke.” She hummed softly, stroking his hair, watching as he closed his eyes again. His sweet little bow-shaped lips settled into a relaxed line.

      He was her precious one. Fiona, Alasdair, Siobhan and Siobhan’s brother, Hamish—they were darling bairns, all of them, clever and charming and eager to love and be loved.

      But Ewan was special. Perhaps it was the circumstances under which he’d come into her care which set him apart from the others.

      She blew out the candle upon the table between the beds before crossing to the far end of the room and the bed which she’d claimed as her own.

      It seemed the only way to ensure their safety, sleeping in the room with them. She’d chosen the largest chamber and moved the beds inside, huffing and grunting all the while. It had taken most of an entire day.

      At the time there’d been another four children living there, but they’d since been taken to homes where they’d be cared for. Eidith preferred to meet the man and his wife in person that she might get a sense of them before allowing one of her special charges to leave with them, and she always put on a brave face and encouraged the child in question to be thankful.

      And always, a tear or two found their way down her cheeks as she watched them go. It was for the best, naturally, but the knowing of it did not soothe her heart.

      Those beds sat empty now, holding only the memory of the children who’d once slept in them. Eidith sat at the edge of her bed, watching the sleeping children while removing her soft leather shoes and peeling off her stockings. She stripped down to her shift before lying down with a grateful sigh.

      As ever, sleep caught her before she could take another breath. It was ever this way.

      Perhaps it was the fact that she’d been thinking of Ewan and how special he was to her that influenced the dream she fell into. A dream which reflected the reality of the night Ewan had been left her.

      The young, fair-haired woman who’d brought him.

      “Please, I beg ye.” The lass had gripped Eidith’s hands tight enough to cause pain, yet there had been no escaping her. “Care for my son. Watch over him. Guard him with yer very life.”

      The terror in her voice. The way she looked over her shoulder more than she looked at Eidith.

      The bundle wrapped in blankets, squirming, whimpering. Sensing his mam’s distress.

      “Who are ye? From where do ye come? Where is the lad’s father?”

      The word father had caused the woman to jump, to flinch as if struck. “Please, if ever anyone comes looking for him, ye must claim to know nothing of him. Nor of myself. He is merely an orphan who came to ye after his people died.”

      The woman’s desperation, the way she pressed fierce kisses over her son’s face, had tugged at Eidith’s heart until there was nothing to be done but agree. “Aye. I shall care for him. None shall know how he came into my care.”

      “And ye must protect him. Please.” A flash of lightning had revealed the tears streaming down the woman’s cheeks, the fear in her eyes as she’d glared at Eidith, still clutching the child to her breast.

      Eidith had been sure to meet the woman’s gaze. “Aye. I shall protect him to my last breath.” Only then had the weeping woman—hardly older than a lass, truly—allowed Eidith to take hold of the child. She’d fled at high speed on the back of a soaked, exhausted mare and had not returned in the six months since.

      It had not taken long for the wee lad and his winning ways to earn a place in Eidith’s heart. Perhaps it was the danger his mother had alluded to which made him all the more precious.

      Yet he left her heart feeling heavy, just the same. What was to be done with him? She tossed in her sleep, memories overlapping, fears manifesting themselves in dark, twisted nightmares which now replaced the dream of the night Ewan had arrived.

      Men might come for Ewan. His mother had been so frightened.

      What if she lied about where he’d come from and no one believed her? What if they took him away? Surely, she would fight to the death for him—which would leave the other children with no one to look after them. What would become of them if she sacrificed herself for Ewan?

      What was so important about him? In her sleep, she imagined him having been stolen from a wealthy household, perhaps one belonging to a powerful clan leader. The lad might have been mistreated, and the woman whom Eidith had assumed was his mother might have been a fearful housekeeper or former wet nurse.

      She might have stolen him from his rightful family.

      Would it be wrong to fight against anyone who might come looking for him if that were the case? How would she know? Who could she trust?

      She rolled over, groaning as something pulled her from what was hardly restful slumber. She peered across the room but saw no evidence of movement from the children. It hadn’t been one of them to wake her. 

      It had been nothing, she decided, closing her eyes again and hoping the dreams to come would be gentler and easier to sleep through.

      A bang came from the first floor, where a wood-barred door kept outsiders at bay. 

      Someone was out there. Knocking. In the middle of the night.

      She could either pretend she hadn’t heard, or she could confront whoever
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