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  Chapter one
A Lady’s Choice


London, January 1804 (or a variation thereof) 
Oh, this is a mistake!
With her arms wrapped around herself, Sarah Mortensen, second daughter to Baron Hartmore, stood shivering in her chamber, eyes wide and trying to see out into the dark of night. Blackness engulfed London, and she could hardly make out the delicate frost crystals upon the windowpane in front of her. Shadows seemed to linger everywhere, and yet she could barely make out any light. Did shadows not need light to exist?
Tightening her hands upon her arms, Sarah shook her head, trying to clear it, trying to focus her thoughts. This night, more than ever, she needed her wits. She needed every ounce of self-control she could muster. She needed to be brave.
I’ve never been brave in my life!
Sarah swallowed hard, her wide eyes looking back at her from the reflection upon the window. What she saw sent an icy chill down her back. Was that truly what she looked like? A thin, shivering creature with fearful eyes and a bowed head? Indeed, the mere thought of being brave seemed ludicrous.
Oh, this is such a big mistake!
Sarah could feel every inch of herself shivering, and she knew it was not the cold floorboards beneath her bare feet or the icy chill that lingered about the room despite the fire in the grate that made her limbs tremble. No, it was fear that held her in its grip. Plain and simple. Sarah knew fear. She knew what it meant to feel terrified, to be frozen in place, unable to move, unable to act. Yes, fear was a familiar concept. Always had been. How on earth had she ever thought she could do this? She had to have been raving mad to believe so!
Willing a deep breath down into her lungs, Sarah closed her eyes and listened. She strained her ears, uncertain what she hoped to hear. 
Silence met her.
The house was asleep.
And so was everyone in it.
Now…was the time to act.
Panic shot through Sarah, and she felt her fingernails dig painfully into her flesh. “I can’t do this,” she whispered, listening to the soft sound of her words as it echoed gently through her chamber. “I can’t do this.”
Opening her eyes, Sarah’s gaze fell on the sturdy wooden trunk in the corner. Within were her clothes and books and other personal belongings, Sarah was to take with her upon the morrow when a new chapter of her life would begin.
Tomorrow.
Her wedding day.
“I can’t do this,” Sarah whispered once more. Only this time, her words held a different meaning. She no longer thought of the plan that was to set her free but instead of the prison that awaited her. No, she could not marry Lord Blackmore. The thought was worse than any other she had ever entertained, even worse than the idea of stealing away into the night.
Move! Now! Sarah commanded herself silently, and to her utter surprise, her body finally complied.
Willing her thoughts on the task at hand, Sarah moved quietly through her chamber. She retrieved the clothes she had hidden underneath her mattress and hurried to pull them on. Trembling fingers moved to pull woolen socks over her feet and a simple dress of sturdy fabric over her head. She slipped into heavy winter boots, barely able to tie the straps.
When she lifted her head and straightened, Sarah once more spotted her own reflection. It was not clear but rather blurred and faint. Yet with her white nightgown now hidden beneath the darker garments she had donned, she no longer looked so pale, so ghostlike, as though she were nothing but a phantom drifting through the house. No, she was a woman of flesh and blood, and she knew if she did not save herself, no one else would.
Sarah almost scoffed at the notion. After all, she had grown up with thoughts of dashing heroes and gallant gentlemen, always rushing to a lady’s rescue. Only the world had never truly been that place, had it? Those had only been stories. Dreams perhaps. Things whispered to young ladies who knew nothing of the truth, of the world they lived in. Sarah had been one of them long ago but not too long ago. She still remembered well what it felt like to have faith. Now, though, she could only shake her head at herself.
“I was a fool,” she muttered and then turned away from her reflection. She reached for the heavy woolen winter cloak concealed beneath another corner of her mattress. Its hood fell deep into her face, and as Sarah pulled the warm fabric tight around her shoulders, she seemed to almost disappear inside it. Perhaps that was good. Perhaps no one would notice her this way.
As she stepped toward her door, Sarah paused at her vanity. From the top drawer, she withdrew a small sheet of parchment, words scrawled upon it in crude penmanship. No matter how hard Sarah could have tried, she could never have produced such a letter. Indeed, alone, she would never even have dared to think of such an outrageous plan.
Fortunately, she was not alone. It was a thought that gave her strength, if only for a moment. But it was enough. Enough for her to place the ransom note upon her vanity and then move swiftly toward the door.
Again, Sarah hesitated, only this time to listen. Her senses reached out, and she could almost hear the faint ticking of a clock downstairs. Beyond that no sound reached her ears. And so, Sarah tentatively opened the door and stepped out into the dark corridor. She looked up and down it and then quickly urged herself onward.
Oh, this is a monumental mistake! Yet…what choice do I have?
With her heart hammering in her chest, Sarah hastened toward the back staircase, for the first time relieved that her father could no longer afford a large household staff. With every Season that passed, fewer and fewer servants were in their employ, a circumstance that now granted Sarah the opportunity to move unseen through the house.
It was not even their house. Not the one Sarah had spent her youth in. Long ago, she had been blissfully oblivious to the hard times that awaited her family. However, life had caught up with her, with them all. Her father’s gambling debts had eventually forced them to sell their townhouse and move to a smaller, rented one in a lesser neighborhood.
And now, they were forcing her into marriage.
No! 
That one word continued to echo through Sarah’s head as she silently slipped downstairs. Her eyes moved over the darkened walls and shadowed doors, her heart tensing again and again whenever her mind conjured someone who was not truly there. By the time she finally reached the back entrance, her breath was coming fast and bright spots began to dance in front of her eyes.
I can’t do this! Sarah thought frantically. I’m not brave! I’ve never been brave! I should turn back. I should—
No!
Her fingernails dug into her palms as she forced her head up, her teeth gritted hard against the wave of panic that washed over her. Standing in front of the door that would lead her outside, Sarah closed her eyes and willed another deep breath into her body. She needed to stay calm. She needed to stay in control. Everything had been planned. She could not falter now. After all, there were good reasons why she was doing this, why she was defying her father, why she was risking…everything.
Not that I can think of any right now! a voice whispered in the back of Sarah’s mind, and she almost chuckled at the absurdity of that thought.
The old grandfather clock in the drawing room chimed loudly, and for a second, Sarah swore her heart stopped. It seemed to jump into her throat, squeezing the air from her lungs, as though trying to flee her body.
Not daring to think another thought, Sarah slipped her trembling hands into the mittens and then stepped through the door, across the threshold and into a life that would now forever be different.
The icy night wind instantly wiped Sarah’s mind clear, its chilled fingers reaching inside her hood and underneath her cloak, making her tremble again—only this time with cold.
Sarah welcomed it.
Pulling the hood deeper into her face, Sarah moved slowly, sneaking from shadow to shadow. Snow had fallen earlier in the night, and yet its scent had been lingering upon the air for days now, like a promise soon to be fulfilled. Sarah could smell the chill, the freshness, the scent of something upon the horizon. If only it had remained a mere promise for another few hours, Sarah thought, uncertain how tracks might affect their plan. With snow covering the ground, would someone be able to follow them? Would they be found then?
Another shiver shot through Sarah at that thought. Indeed, how many other things could go wrong? How many things had they not thought of? She had certainly not thought of anything. She could have never thought of such a plan, let alone pulled it off. No, it had been her.
Grandma Edie as everyone called her.
Hiding in the shadow of a large bush, Sarah looked out at the deserted street. Streetlamps lit the night here and there, but darkness seemed to linger like a heavy blanket upon the world. She knew she ought not, and yet Sarah could not help but wonder what else or who else might be hiding in all the other shadows nearby. Could someone be there? Watching her? Waiting for her to reveal herself?
Women of the ton were not supposed to leave the house on their own, let alone at night. It had always seemed like a sensible rule to Sarah, but here she was, daring fate by leaving the safety of her home. Yet home no longer promised safety, did it?
If she did not leave now, she would still be forced to leave her family’s home upon the morrow. Her wedding day. She would become Lord Blackmore’s wife, a man she had known all her life…and feared all her life. She had only ever known him as an acquaintance of her father’s, and yet in recent weeks he had come to look at her differently. In a way that made her shudder and fear him even more. A small part of Sarah could still not believe that her father was truly handing her to such a man in order to pay off his gambling debts. Did he truly not feel anything for her? Did he not see the daughter he had held in his arms as a babe when he looked at her? Was there no part of him that felt compelled to protect her?
Sarah knew the answer to all of these questions. Only she wished it were not so. Always had she wanted a family like the Whickertons. Once they had been neighbors. Once she had shared everything with their daughters, Christina especially. Sarah had almost felt like one of them. Only once grown up, she had been forced to realize that there was one marked difference between them.
Her life was not her own.
And neither were her choices.
Well, this is my choice, Sarah reminded herself as her gaze swept up and down the deserted street. Always had she been the dutiful daughter, always concerned with doing the right thing, fearing her father’s anger and her mother’s disappointment. Even despite everything that had happened, she could not completely ignore the stab of guilt she felt at the thought of betraying them. Because what she was doing right here in this moment was a betrayal, plain and simple. As her father’s daughter she ought to heed his words, his decision and bow her head. Yet for the first time in Sarah’s life, she could not.
Out of the corner of her eye, Sarah spotted a carriage idling a good distance down the street. It almost seemed like a shadow itself, no markings of any kind setting it apart from the dark night surrounding it. Was this it? Sarah wondered. If the carriage is unmarked, how will I know if this is truly the one? How can I be certain?
Still, she could not remain. She could not simply stay here in the shadows as they would vanish once the sun rose in the east. The day would come and take away this one chance. If she was to act, it had to be now.
Gathering her courage, Sarah stepped out of her hiding place and marched down the street. Her legs felt stiff, and her hands still trembled. Her cheeks burned with the cold, and the tip of her nose felt like an icicle. With each step she took closer toward the carriage, Sarah’s panic grew. Doubt and fear returned, urging her to turn and run. It was an instinct, no more, but it was a powerful one. One not easily ignored.
And then Sarah could make out the dim outline of a large, sturdy horse, its coat as black as the night. It tossed its head, plumes of breath billowing from its nostrils as it waited, perhaps annoyed with her slow approach. A man sat atop the box of the carriage. He, too, looked like a shadow, a phantom not from this world. A heavy black coat hid his large frame, and his hat was pulled deep into his face. Even the hands that held the reins were shrouded in black leather gloves. Indeed, he did not strike her as one of the Hackney drivers found all over London. Was his disguise part of Grandma Edie’s plan? Sarah did not know. She had not thought to ask for more details, only now realizing how little she truly knew.
You’re a fool, Sarah chided herself. Perhaps her father was right. Perhaps women truly did not possess the mental faculties to lead their own lives. Or was it only her? Was she somehow deficient? After all, at the mature age of three-and-twenty, she had never once received a marriage proposal. 
Not a true one, at least.
Sarah’s feet drew to a sudden halt when the man upon the box shifted, his head slightly turning toward her. Is he looking at me? Is this the right carriage? What if—?
Jumping off the box in one fluid motion, the man reached out to open the carriage door. He moved without sound, without a single word leaving his lips, and yet Sarah could not shake the feeling that he was watching her. She wished she could see his eyes. Eyes spoke to one’s soul, did they not? Perhaps if she could look into his eyes, she would feel reassured. Or perhaps not? After all, what kind of man would pose as a kidnapper? Was he trustworthy? Would she be safe in his presence?
As Sarah hesitated, the man gave a slight nod of the head, as though encouraging her to step forward and enter the carriage. He did not approach her, though, did not reach toward her in any coercive manner, and Sarah breathed a sigh of relief.
The freezing night air chilled a path down into her body, and for a moment, Sarah felt compelled to look over her shoulder, back at the house she had called home this past year. Only she did not.
There was no other course of action. She could not go back. She could only go forward. And so, carefully, slowly, Sarah approached the carriage. She tried to keep her gaze fixed upon the carriage door or the tips of her feet, and yet they continued to stray to the man still holding open the door for her. He made her nervous. He made her want to turn and run. He also promised a way out.
As though sensing her unease, the man moved back a step, his right arm now stretched to the fullest as he continued to hold the door for her.
Sarah almost smiled at him, but then quickly slipped inside, seating herself on the cushioned bench within. Only a moment later, the door fell closed with finality, leaving Sarah in the shadowed interior. She did not hear his footsteps as he moved back toward the box, but she knew he was climbing on when she felt the carriage sway slightly.
‘You foolish girl!’ Her mother’s berating voice rang loud and clear in her head, and Sarah cringed. ‘You’ve done it now! You’ve ruined us all!’
And then the carriage began idling down the road, turning away from the streets Sarah knew, heading north.
The urge to fling herself out of the carriage and make a run for it remained strong within her, and Sarah tightened her hands upon the thick woolen blanket she had found beside her on the seat. For a long time, she sat there in the dark, every muscle tense to the point of breaking, like a cornered animal waiting to be attacked.
Yet…nothing happened.
The carriage proceeded to roll down the street and, turning a corner here and there, moved farther and farther away from the place where Sarah belonged.
Where she was supposed to be.
Where she should have stayed.
Kate had.
Though unwilling as well, Sarah’s elder sister Katherine had married according to their parents’ wishes. She had known her place, accepted it and, with it, Lord Birchwell’s marriage proposal. Still, Sarah doubted her sister was anywhere near as happy as their mother always insisted she was. Sarah felt it like a weight in her stomach. Something was wrong. Somehow, she was certain that Kate was far from happy. Or was she wrong? Was that only her fear talking?
As the carriage rumbled along, Sarah sat trapped within, her attention free to dwell upon all she feared. Was she truly better off in a carriage with a stranger? Young women married every day, and it was not the end of the world, was it? As much as she abhorred the thought of marrying Lord Blackmore, perhaps her father had been wise to make this choice for her.
Sarah shuddered, knowing her own thoughts to be wrong. As much as she had always done her utmost to do as was expected of her, to be the dutiful daughter and comply with all her parents’ wishes, her parents, in turn, had never truly cared for her happiness, had they? It was a sad truth that Sarah had ignored for far too long.
Until it had been almost too late.
No, she thought to herself. I have every right to save myself…or to try and do so, at least. Have faith! Nothing will go wrong. After all, Grandma Edie was not known to be wrong. Ever!
As they left London behind, Sarah prayed that this daring adventure would not prove to be the exception to the rule.






  
  Chapter two
Out on the Road


Guiding the softly swaying carriage out of London, Keir MacKinnear, second son to the Laird of Clan MacKinnear in the Scottish Highlands, wondered about the young lady he had been sent to kidnap. Quite unexpectedly, she had looked familiar. Granted, he had only caught a brief glimpse of her face, but it had been enough to stir a faint memory within him. He was almost certain he had seen her wide blue eyes before. If only he could recall where. Unfortunately, the memory proved rather elusive.
With practiced ease, Keir directed the black gelding down the road, while his gaze scanned their surroundings. It did not appear anyone had taken note of the young lady’s disappearance, but one could never be too careful. Still, the quiet calm surrounding them was reassuring. It reminded him of home, the vast endlessness of the Highlands where one could spend a whole day in the saddle and not meet a soul. Of course, as soon as Keir gazed over his shoulder, he could still spot the faint outlines of London, tiny lights flickering here and there.
More distance was needed, and so they continued down the road for another hour or two. Fortunately, nothing changed. Everything remained quiet as the wind howled around them, shaking the carriage, and threatening to rip the hat from his head. He hoped the young lady inside was well. After all, she had seemed rather terrified upon approaching him. It had not only been the wide set of her eyes but the way she had seemed like a spooked deer, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. She had looked frighteningly pale, staring at him with wide unblinking eyes, as though at any moment he might seize and devour her.
Keir sighed. In his experience, those afraid of life were just as afraid of living. Was she running away from something? Or running toward something?
He rather doubted it was the latter.
In truth, Grandma Edie had told him very little, as the woman was wont to do. She liked to hold all the strings in her hands, sharing only what she deemed necessary with those around her.
Keir chuckled. In the short time he had known her, he had come to admire her greatly. Although not related by blood, the Dowager Lady Whickerton felt like family. She had once been his own grandmother’s dearest friend, and although the two families had made their homes far apart from one another—one in London and the other in the Scottish Highlands—their hearts had always remained close. And then, roughly half a year ago, Grandma Edie had asked for him, asked for his help in aiding a friend.
And Keir had complied, for he, too, had been in need of something.
A distraction.
An adventure.
Yet never in his wildest dreams could he have seen this coming. Aye, the Dowager Lady Whickerton had always been rather daring—according to his own grandmother—and equally meddlesome. Of course, she had not come out directly with her plan. It had been some time before Keir had realized that he was meant to kidnap someone. Of course, following that revelation, he had asked questions…to which he had only received rather vague answers.
He grinned. Truly, Grandma Edie had perfected the art of speaking without revealing a thing.
Sighing, Keir clicked his tongue, and the gelding picked up his pace. The carriage rumbled along across the frozen snow-covered ground, and once again, Keir wondered how his passenger was faring. Were her eyes still as wide as before? Or had she even fallen asleep? Somehow, Keir could not imagine it to be so. Generally, he was an excellent judge of character, and the young lady struck him as someone who was far from used to putting even a toe out of line. Why then was she here tonight? What had prompted her to leave the safety of her home and venture out into the unknown?
According to Grandma Edie, she was to be married soon, and to an old man, no less. Indeed, the practices of the ton seemed odd to him. However, they did not to everyone else. Very few people married for love. Most sought a match based on other reasons. What then had made a difference for this young woman? What had made her break with tradition?
The scent of snow lingered upon the air, and Keir wondered how soon the sky would open up again, blanketing the world anew. This early in the year, days were still short and sunrise hours away. He squinted into the darkness, grateful for the sliver of moon that barely illuminated the ground in front of them. Yet in the distance, a large shadow loomed upon the horizon, and he knew they were drawing closer to their destination.
The woods.
After all, where did one hide a well-bred young lady during a feigned abduction? Keir chuckled. Apparently, in the woods. Not that he had any experience in such matters. He doubted anyone truly did. With the exception of Grandma Edie, perhaps. He would not put anything past that woman.
And he meant that as a compliment.
Without any delays, they were making good time, and Keir hoped that everyone else involved in this rather unusual plan had been equally successful. As they drew closer to the darkened shape of the woods, Keir spotted his two horses tied to a branch. He hoped they had not been left there too long ago, considering the cold that night. The poor beasts!
Flicking the reins, Keir directed the black gelding to a hidden spot in a small grove and then jumped to the ground. He quickly brushed down the snorting creature and then wrapped a thick blanket around him to keep him warm until someone else would come and take the carriage back to London. After all, it must not be found here!
As he turned, Keir’s gaze fell on the young woman, peeking tentatively out of the open carriage door. She seemed to contemplate stepping down but could not quite work up the nerve. The look upon her face spoke of confusion as her eyes swept their surroundings. Aye, she does look familiar!
“Step down, lass,” Keir said to her, gesturing toward the two horses that would see them safely away. “We mustna linger here too long.”
Instead of doing as he had asked, the young woman suddenly stared at him with wide, unblinking eyes. Her hand remained upon the door handle as though frozen, her body crouched on the carriage seat.
Keir paused. “Are ye all right?” He stepped closer, then on impulse spun around, thinking she had spotted someone beyond his shoulder. Swiftly, he drew the dagger at his belt, which had thus far been hidden beneath the folds of his large overcoat.
Fortunately, his gaze found no one.
Slowly, Keir’s pulse slowed, and he resheathed his dagger. Then he turned back to the young woman, who was still staring at him as though he was some kind of wood sprite risen from the ground beneath his feet. “Are ye all right, lass?” Keir asked yet again, approaching her slowly.
Still seated upon the cushioned seat inside the carriage, her hand resting upon the half-open door, the young woman swallowed hard. Despite the shadow that fell over her face from the hood she had drawn low, she looked almost frighteningly pale, as though she might faint at any moment.
Keir stilled his feet, regarding her curiously. “There is no reason to fear me,” he told her calmly, then he removed the hat from his head, hoping that seeing his face might somehow reassure her.
Unfortunately, the opposite was the case. Her eyes widened even more, and he could see a shudder go through her as her gaze swept over him. Keir knew he looked different from the English gentlemen she was no doubt used to. After all, he had always kept his hair rather long, down to his shoulders, sometimes tied in the back, sometimes loose. A few strands upon his temples were braided and pulled back, keeping hair out of his face.
Those little braids had been his sister’s doing, and now that she was gone, Keir could not seem to bring himself to wear his hair in any other fashion.
Caught off guard by the thought of Yvaine, Keir cleared his throat, firmly pushing the memories away. “I assure ye, ye have nothing to fear from me. I give ye my word.” He waited for a moment, for his words to sink in, and then he stepped closer, his hand reaching toward the door.
Straightening in her seat, the young woman let her hand fall from where it rested upon the door handle. She watched him carefully, warily; however, her eyes were no longer the size of plates.
Keir held out his hand to her. “Come, lass. We have to go.”
Heaving a deep sigh, she inched forward, gathering up her skirts before alighting from the carriage. She clasped the door frame as well as the door to steady herself, ignoring his proffered hand.
Keir chuckled. “Let me ready the horses, and we’ll be off.” He nodded past her shoulder toward the two mounts, one a chestnut-colored mare and the other a bay gelding, their coats perfectly suited to the colors of the woods.
The moment Keir made to stride toward them, the young woman suddenly staggered backwards and all but fell into his arms. He could not see her face but heard the sharp intake of breath as she stared toward the two mounts, her hands clasped together tightly. Faint sounds drifted from her lips that sounded like, “No! No! No! No!”
The young lady was a delicate thing, slender, her limbs trembling, her heart beating fast against his own as Keir held her, her back to his chest, her gaze still directed at the horses. “They’re quite friendly, I assure ye. Ye needna worry.” Frowning, he tried to look down into her face but only caught a glimpse of her profile in the near darkness. 
Swallowing hard, audibly, she shook her head, then tried to retreat, only now realizing that she all but stood in his embrace, his hands upon her arms, holding her upright. Instantly, she spun around, freeing herself, her eyes once again as round as plates. She swayed upon her feet and flailed her arms until Keir reached out to steady her.
The moment she regained her balance, though, he released her, taking a step back. He held up his hands in appeasement but locked his gaze with hers. “Do ye not know how to ride?” he asked carefully, wondering how the dowager countess could have missed this. After all, the lady was usually well-informed.
The young lady shook her head; however, the gesture did not seem to be an answer to his question but rather a general refusal to approach the horses.
Keir exhaled a slow breath, knowing there was no other way. “We canna take the carriage,” he tried to reason with her. “To ensure that we’re not followed, we need to go off-road.”
For a moment, the young lady closed her eyes, a look of resignation coming to her face. She looked desperately forlorn, as though all strength had suddenly deserted her.
“What’s yer name, lass?” Keir asked gently.
Her eyes opened, and for a moment, she seemed to eye him cautiously, doubtfully. Her gaze swept him from head to toe, no doubt taking in his rather rugged appearance, heavy boots and coat, a dagger and pistol upon his belt, his hair unfashionably long. Keir mused that he quite possibly looked like a true highwayman and chuckled.
Instantly, her eyes grew round again, and she began backing away.
What a frightened little deer! Keir thought, watching her retreat…which—clearly unbeknownst to her—carried her closer and closer to the horses.
With the cloak drawn tightly around her, the young woman continued to move backward, her gaze fixed upon him, as though expecting an imminent attack.
“Listen,” Keir said carefully, before glancing up and down the road, “ye need to make a choice.” He paused, holding her gaze as best as he could in the dark. “Either we continue on on horseback,” his gaze drifted past her shoulder to the horses, “or I’ll take ye back to London in the carriage.” His brows rose meaningfully.
Her jaw began to tremble as her gaze was drawn to the road, the road back to London. Then she looked back at him, clearly torn, her eyes now glittering in the faint moonlight, as though tears clung to her lashes. Her chest rose and fell quickly, and Keir sensed she was close to breaking down. If one more thing were to—
Her booted foot stepped on a twig. It snapped in half, and the sound all but shattered the stillness of the night. Instantly, the mare tossed her head and neighed her disapproval.
As the young lady spun around in terror, Keir lunged forward. He saw her clasped hands pressed to her chest as she inhaled a shocked breath. Then her eyes rolled backwards, and her knees gave in.
The moment she sank to the ground, Keir caught her in his arms, gently easing her down to the forest floor. Her hood fell back, revealing her soft features, finally relaxed as her eyes lay closed. Her fair tresses had been braided down her back, giving her a stern expression. Only a few wisps of hair seemed to refuse obedience, curling along her temples in determined resistance. 
Keir smiled. “What is it ye fear so, little wisp?” he murmured, pulling the cloak tighter around her against the cold. Then he looked up, his gaze moving from the carriage to the two waiting horses. “There’s nothing for it.” He pushed to his feet and strode over, removing the heavy blankets from both animals and storing them inside the carriage. Then he untied both their reins and led them over to where the young lady lay upon the ground. 
Kneeling down beside her, Keir hoisted her up into his arms. “Ye weigh almost nothing, little wisp,” he murmured, shifting her easily as he approached the bay gelding. “’Tis almost as though ye’re not truly here.” Indeed, she had not spoken a word to him, her face continually covered by the large hood, her body wrapped in a dark cloak. It was only too easy to believe her an apparition, someone he had merely imagined, someone who had never truly been here. 
As Keir stepped onto a conveniently located tree stump and then pulled himself—and her!—up and into the saddle, her soft weight and gentle warmth made him wonder who she was. Aye, she was real, a woman of flesh and blood. She had had a life. One that had taught her to be wary, if not downright afraid. And yet courage still beat in her heart, or she would not be here.
In this moment. 
With him.
Settling her in front of him, her head resting against his shoulder, Keir urged the gelding onward, away from the road and into the forest. A click of his tongue made the mare follow. “I’ll see ye safe, little wisp,” he murmured as he looked down into the young woman’s face. “I promise ye.”
The desire to protect her swelled in Keir’s chest, and he held her closer, wondering why she had no one else to do this for her. Truly, it seemed it had been her own family, her parents, who had forced her to make this impossible choice. A choice that had made her run from her own home in the middle of the night.
As the gelding picked his way deeper into the forest, Keir wondered what awaited him in the coming days. How soon could this situation be resolved? How long was this abduction going to take? Of course, he could not say. Perhaps a sennight? Surely not a fortnight? After all, how long did it take to pay a ransom?
A soft sigh drifted from the young woman’s lips, and she seemed to huddle closer, seeking his warmth. Yet her eyes remained closed, her mind still oblivious to where she was and where they were going.
Keir frowned, wondering what she would say and how she would react when she came to, finding herself not only in his arms but also upon the back of a horse. Clearly, that thought alone terrified her. 
As did many others.
“Why did ye not tell me the lass was afraid of horses?” Keir thought out loud, remembering the moment the dowager countess had explained in great detail all the individual steps of this night. “Surely, ye must’ve known.” He chuckled, wondering if the lady had had an ulterior motive. However, he could not think of a single reason to keep this information from him.
Breathing in deeply of the night air, Keir smiled down at the young woman in his arms. “Well, this ought to be interesting.”






  
  Chapter three
In the Hands of her Kidnapper


The first thing Sarah became aware of was the soft swaying from side to side, and for one far-away, distracted moment, she wondered if she was perhaps on a ship or boat of some kind. However, why would she be on a boat? No, the last thing she remembered was— 
Her eyes flew open, and she jerked upright, panic clawing at her heart as she felt her feet dangling in the air. For a terrifying moment, Sarah felt nothing to hold on to, nothing to keep her steady. There was only darkness around her, interspersed by faint shimmers of light here and there, but nothing tangible.
And then suddenly arms came around her. Out of the dark. Out of nowhere. They wrapped her in a tight embrace, pulling her back against something warm.
For a moment, Sarah tried to resist, but anything was better than this sense of falling, of spinning, of having no control. It reminded her too much of—
Sarah pinched her eyes shut, willing away the memories, the pain, the fear. She felt her fingers curl into something soft, a thick fabric, a bit coarse but warm and sturdy. Her mind was still spinning, and yet it picked up whispered words nearby. She could not make them out, could not understand them, but they sounded soothing, and she felt herself relax.
“Aye, that’s better,” a deep, rumbling voice said only inches from her ear. “Take a deep breath, little wisp. All will be well.”
Sarah froze the moment her addled mind picked up words she could make sense of, words that held meaning. She blinked her eyes, tension holding her body almost rigid. And then slowly, she lifted her head.
In the dark, Sarah could barely see anything at first. Her eyes blinked once, then twice, before the outline of another person took form right in front of her. 
Below a wide-brimmed hat, she found a face she had only glimpsed before. It was angular with a strong jaw and eyes as dark and compelling as the dead of night. Although dark hair framed his face, no beard hid its lower half. Still, the man was not clean-shaven.
My kidnapper! Her mind supplied helpfully. Or rather unhelpfully, for the mere thought sent her into another panic.
‘See, what you did?’ Her mother’s voice chimed in her head. ‘This is the kind of man we were protecting you from.’
Pushing hard against her kidnapper’s chest, Sarah tried to squirm away, desperate for more distance between them. She dimly recalled seeing him seated atop the unmarked carriage down the street from her parents’ rented townhouse. She remembered thinking, what kind of man would volunteer to pose as a kidnapper? Was he truly a criminal? Someone with no morals whatsoever? And why was he holding her?
“Ye might want to cease yer struggles, little wisp,” he said in that deep, rumbling voice of his, his words heavily accented, “or ye’ll fall off the horse.”
At his words, Sarah instantly stilled. Horse? 
Her heart seemed to pause in her chest as she swept her gaze sideways, her eyes slightly squinted to see through the dark. And then she spotted the ground far below to the right and left of a horse’s neck. The creature’s ears flicked from side to side, and she could see a plume of its breath as it tossed its head and snorted.
Shock and disbelief surged through Sarah, and as though to taunt her, her body instantly went slack. It was as though her muscles no longer knew what to do. She felt herself tilt and slide; the ground coming closer and closer, and she found herself unable to prevent it. She knew she would fall. She knew the pain that awaited her; she knew—
Again, strong arms wrapped around her, pulling her back, back into a tight embrace, preventing her fall and keeping her upright. Sarah knew she ought to resist, and yet she still did not possess the power to move. She could not prevent her kidnapper from gathering her against his chest, one arm wrapped around her back while the other urged her head against his shoulder. “Hush, little wisp. All will be well,” he murmured in her ear, his left hand brushing up and down her arm in a soothing gesture.
Sarah felt all but paralyzed, her mind overwhelmed and her body unable to function. She was atop a horse! A horse! And on top of that, she was settled in the arms of a stranger! A kidnapper! A criminal!
Oh, how had things gone so horribly wrong? She should never have agreed to this. It had been a ludicrous idea to begin with, and she should have rejected it right away. Why had she not? Had she truly believed this would prove the solution to her troubles? Oh, what a fool I am!
Moments passed before Sarah realized that her body no longer felt tense and rigid. In fact, to her utter shame, she lay rather comfortably in the stranger’s arms. Her breath had evened, and she could once more hear him whispering soft words to her, words in a language she could not understand. His hand still traveled up and down her arm before it suddenly stilled and moved higher.
Sarah held her breath as she watched him reaching for her, the tips of his fingers so close to her cheek that she could almost feel him. Only he did not touch her face, but instead he pulled a stray curl away that had gotten caught in her lashes. He ran it through his fingers, and she could hear an amused chuckle drift from his lips before he gently tugged it back into her hood.
Little wisp.
Was that not what he had called her? Sarah wondered as she tried to work up the courage to meet his eyes. Why had he called her that? She did not know, and yet all of a sudden those two words continued to echo through her head.
“Ye needna be afraid of me, little wisp,” he spoke then. “I promise I shallna bite ye.” Humor swung in his voice, and without thinking, Sarah lifted her gaze to see if he was smiling.
The moment their eyes locked, Sarah felt her insides do something utterly unexpected. She knew not how to explain it; her reaction to the man made all her years of conversation training fail her. She felt utterly incapable of stringing even two words together, her mind too overwhelmed and her body too weak. Obviously, she ought to insist he set her down, but no words would fall from her lips. All she did was lie there, in his arms, staring up into his eyes.
Although his eyes remained shrouded in darkness, the corners of his mouth once more twitched in amusement, offsetting his frighteningly dangerous presence. With sudden clarity, Sarah remembered the swiftness with which he had spun around and drawn the dagger at his belt. The sight had frightened her nearly witless, making her realize she was far away from home, all alone, in the middle of the night, in the company of a very dangerous man.
“Ye can speak, can ye not?” her kidnapper suddenly asked, a slight frown drawing down his brows as his gaze swept over her face.
Sarah swallowed. She felt her lips part and her mind form words, and yet none flew off her tongue. The words remained stuck in her throat, no sound drifting out into the snowy night air.
Her kidnapper waited patiently, that hint of amusement still upon his face as the right corner of his mouth twitched. “One word?” he asked teasingly, as though they had sat down to negotiate the points of an agreement.
Sarah’s pulse beat wildly in her veins. She could even hear it in her ears, like a hammer pounding nails. She wanted to speak, had every intention of saying something but—
A wicked spark suddenly lit up her kidnapper’s face. “Perhaps a kiss will do the trick.” Then he dipped his head—but only a fraction.
Still, Sarah flinched, and all but felt her jaw drop and her eyes widen in shock. Her hands came up defensively as she once again pushed away from him.
In response, her kidnapper feigned a look of dismay, his embrace still not allowing her to escape…or fall. “Now, I’m hurt, little wisp. No lass has ever reacted to the offer of a kiss quite like that.”
Involuntarily, Sarah’s gaze drifted to his lips and her mind conjured the image of a kiss. 
“That’s more like it,” her kidnapper remarked with a chuckle.
Belatedly, Sarah realized that her gaze was locked upon his mouth, and she blushed profusely. Oh, how humiliating! Never in her life had Sarah felt quite so…so…
Oh, she had never felt quite at ease in a ballroom. Or in the company of a gentleman. Perhaps it had been her parents’ pressuring her into securing a good match. Or perhaps it had been her all along. Sarah had always tried her utmost to smile at and converse with potential suitors, but it had never come easy to her. From the fact that, in all her years, she had never received even a single honest marriage proposal, Sarah knew that her ability to attract the opposite sex fell far short of that of other young ladies. Thus, the only attention any gentleman had ever paid her had been unwanted.
Sarah shuddered at the memory of Lord Blackmore’s last visit to their house. It had been that night that had made her realize she could not be his wife, that she had to accept whatever risk necessary in order to escape such a fate.
“Are ye all right?” her kidnapper asked, his tone surprisingly gentle. His gaze lingered upon her face, as though trying to guess her thoughts. Then he exhaled slowly, and his hold on her lessened, allowing a little more distance between them. “Would ye rather ride the mare?”
The mere mention of riding on a horse sent a fresh jolt of panic through Sarah, and her hands instinctively reached for the man holding her. Her hands dug into his coat, her fingers curling around the sturdy fabric, as her gaze flew sideways, for the first time taking note of the second horse following close by.
“Hush, little wisp,” her kidnapper murmured as his hands settled upon her shoulders. “Look at me.”
Sarah blinked, then focused her gaze upon his. Her breathing came fast, and for a moment, she feared she would pass out again. 
“In and out. Slowly. Aye, just like that.”
Bit by bit, Sarah’s vision cleared. She could feel her breathing even, grateful for the steadying hands upon her shoulders. Oh, how she hated this loss of control! This inability to calm herself! With time, she had learned to accept the sight of a horse or even riding in a carriage—then, at least, she did not see the horse, her gaze stubbornly focused out the window. Still, riding on horseback was an entirely different matter!
And yet…
Feeling like an absolute dimwit, Sarah suddenly all but jumped into her kidnapper’s arms when she remembered that she was already seated atop a horse!
Amusement rumbled in his throat, and she felt his arms come around her, his hands brushing up and down her back. “Dunna worry, little wisp. I dunna mind holding ye a bit longer.”
Momentarily distracted by the man’s odd insistence on calling her little wisp, Sarah pulled back and looked up into his eyes. Her lips parted and…yes, she meant to ask why he did so. She truly and honestly did.
Only once again, no words materialized. She often found them absent in challenging moments, and this, right here, was definitely a challenging moment.
At least, for Sarah.
“We should continue on,” her kidnapper murmured, his dark eyes thoughtful as he gazed down at her. “All right?”
Swallowing, Sarah nodded.
His hands once more settled upon her shoulders, urging her to turn until she sat with her back against his chest. His arms came around her, holding the reins, before he clicked his tongue, and they were off again.
At the soft swaying from side to side, Sarah pinched her eyes closed. Her heartbeat instantly accelerated, and she began to feel dizzy.
“Slowly, little wisp,” her kidnapper murmured beside her ear, his warm breath tickling her skin. “In and out.”
With her hands clutching the horse’s mane, Sarah concentrated on her breathing, tried her best to remain calm. Only—
“The mare’s name is Autumn,” her kidnapper explained rather unexpectedly. “’Tis a fitting name. Ye’ll see as soon as the sun rises. Her coat reminds me of the time the first leaves fall at the end of summer.” His voice drifted on the air like a leaf, gentle and weightless like a snowflake, that Sarah felt carried along. “She is a sweet one, very even-tempered, but she’ll bite ye if ye dunna treat her with respect.” Pride rang in his voice, and once again Sarah wondered about the man seated behind her. “Aye, trust isna a thing easily come by. It must be earned, and before she’ll trust ye, ye’ll have to prove to her that ye mean her no harm, that she’s safe with ye. Until that moment, she will eye ye warily and act skittish around ye, never quite sure what to expect.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Sarah spotted the vague outline of the mare, of Autumn. She listened to her kidnapper’s words and felt strangely affected by them. Indeed, somehow it almost felt as though he spoke not of the horse but of her. Did she not feel like that as well? Had she not also learned to be wary, to not place her trust in another easily? A part of Sarah still wished she had never learned that lesson. Unfortunately, it had been necessary. The world was not a safe place, and people, in general, could not be trusted. She knew that by now. Yes, she was safer knowing it. And yet, a part of her wished she could have simply continued on believing that all people were good, just as she had as a child.
“Scout here is different,” the man behind her continued on, his voice even and soothing as before, and Sarah got the distinct feeling that he was speaking for her benefit alone, not to convey information but to set her at ease. “He is always eager for adventure and rarely shies away from anything.” He chuckled, then reached past her to pat the horse’s neck. “Even if it gets him in trouble sometimes. He likes to run and feel the sun on his back, never quite happy in the stable as he always longs for fresh air and the far horizon.”
Sarah tried to imagine such a day of freedom and endlessness. In her mind, she saw Scout racing across the fields, chasing the horizon. She all but felt his heart beat with eagerness, his legs moving with such strength that he flew through the air. She felt his joy and his contentedness, and for one brief moment, Sarah wished she could be like that as well.
The man behind her exhaled a slow breath. “They’re not so different from us,” he murmured, and this time Sarah knew he was speaking to her. “They, too, have dreams and fears. Like people, they want to be seen for who they are, not one of many.”
For the first time that night, Sarah truly did not know what to think. Deep down, she realized that the stranger understood her fears and was doing his utmost to alleviate them. He was trying to help in a way that no one ever had before. Was that possible? Or was she simply imagining this? Perhaps she was trying to see something in him to put herself at ease, to not fear him anymore. After all, if he was a criminal with no morals and no decency, what would that mean for her?
Of course, Sarah trusted Grandma Edie’s judgment. She trusted the Dowager Lady Whickerton would never put her in harm’s way. That was the reason why Sarah had agreed to this outrageous plan, and yet sometimes plans did go wrong, did they not?
For a long time, they continued on through the forest, and Sarah felt her mind linger upon her kidnapper’s words. Her gaze drifted from the horse she sat upon to the one following close behind, and she tried to imagine their hearts and souls. She tried to see them as they were, the way he had suggested. It kept her calm, kept her panic at bay. No longer were her thoughts overwhelming, threatening to drown her, but instead they felt manageable if she focused her mind, concentrated on breathing evenly and kept her thoughts distracted.
Still, Sarah was very much aware of the large man seated behind her. Even though she could not see him or, at least, see more than the lower half of his arms and his hands as they held the reins, she sensed his presence. He, too, had fallen into silence, and yet the sound of his voice continued to echo through her head. At first, she tried to maintain a certain distance between them and tried to sit upright, her hands clasping the horse’s mane. Still, fatigue eventually got to her, and she slowly sank back until she was once again cradled in his arms, the back of her head resting against his shoulder. Every once in a while, her eyes would close, and time would slip from her grasp.
Whenever she woke, that first moment of consciousness once again brought on panic. However, it passed quickly as she recalled what had happened that night and where she was. It was no longer fear she felt but rather unease and uncertainty, concern, certainly, and discomfort. Sarah preferred those to that numbing sense of terror she knew so well. Still, questions about her kidnapper continued to circle through her mind, and she wished she had something else to focus her thoughts on.
Eventually, the sun rose, light filtering through the trees surrounding them, sheltering them. At first, it was no more than a soft glow, warm and comforting as it reached through the frozen canopy above. Then it grew in brightness until day had truly arrived, and Sarah could see Autumn’s beautiful coat with her own eyes. Indeed, her kidnapper had spoken true, the horse’s color did remind Sarah of the first leaves of autumn.
“We should stop here,” the stranger said as they reached the edge of the forest, and her eyes fell upon a small stream. “We’ll have a bite to eat and then move on.”
Sarah was not sure what to say or if she would even be able to say anything. Fortunately, it seemed a reply from her was not necessary, not expected.
Pulling Scout to a halt, her kidnapper swung himself out of the saddle, his hands grasping her arms as he did so, keeping her upright. And then his feet were on the ground and he was looking up at her, one hand still upon her arm as he held the other one out to her. “Trust me, little wisp,” he said with that teasing note in his voice that was slowly starting to sound familiar to Sarah’s ears. “I promise I shall not let ye fall.”
Swallowing hard, Sarah forced her head sideways, willed her eyes not to drop to the ground but to meet his instead. They were a startling blue, deeply compelling and yet filled with such mirth that Sarah almost smiled. Indeed, her heart seemed to respond to him in ways she had not expected. After all, he was a criminal, was he not? How was it possible that he set her at ease so easily? Was she such an awful judge of character? Yes, perhaps she was simply misreading him. Never had she been able to tell what people were thinking. Never had she been able to see beyond their smiles and uncover what truly lay in their hearts.
Sarah sighed and dropped her gaze, reminding herself to be more careful, reminding herself not to trust an easy smile.
“I shall have to earn yer trust then,” the man suddenly said, as though reading her thoughts.
Sarah’s head snapped up, and she stared at him when he suddenly moved forward, his hands grasping her waist and then lifting her out of the saddle. For one terrifying moment, Sarah felt reminded of when she had woken the night before, finding herself on top of a horse, her feet dangling in the air. And then, solid ground was beneath her feet, and she exhaled the breath she had been holding.
However, before she could gather her wits again, the man grasped her chin between two fingers, tilting it upward until their eyes met once more. He simply looked at her then, no words falling from his lips as they stood in silence.
Out of nowhere, something familiar descended upon Sarah’s mind, as though she had found herself in precisely this moment before. How could that be? Of course, it could not. She had never met this man in her life. How could she have? After all, she had never before ventured away from upper society, and he certainly had never set foot into it. Perhaps it was simply her mind trying to reassure her. Yes, that had to be it.
“Are ye hungry, lass?” her kidnapper asked when he finally released her chin and turned away toward Scout’s saddle bags. “Though I’m afraid I canna offer ye any more than a piece of bread and a chunk of cheese.” He glanced at her, still rummaging through the bag. “We canna stay for long, but ye should try and move yer legs a wee bit.” He put a crust of bread and a piece of cheese into her hands and then nodded toward the stream. “Only a few minutes.”
Sarah nodded obediently, then turned and walked toward the stream. Her legs instantly protested, her back aching, as she set one
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