
Thrice to Thine

Once & Future Book 3

Meredith R. Stoddard

Erkita Press

Fredericksburg, Virginia

Copyright © 2018 by Meredith R. Stoddard

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

Erkita Press

P.O. Box 41093

Fredericksburg, VA 22404

www.meredithstoddard.com

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

Book Layout © 2014 BookDesignTemplates.com

Thrice to Thine/ Meredith R. Stoddard.—1st ed.

ISBN 978-0-9904333-8-5


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

For Eric, my careful steward

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ONCE & FUTURE SERIES

Once & Future Short Stories

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

For Eric, my careful steward









[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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Every folktale no matter how ancient or fantastic it sounds, begins with a few threads of truth. That factual warp and weft hold together the cloak of legend. It becomes embroidered with symbols and metaphor, embellished with poetic license and draped around the collective shoulders of a people. It’s handed down through generations and each time it’s told, it changes. The fabric is worn and patched and worn again. It is altered, appropriated and obscured.

Sometimes, those threads of truth that hold it together are easily visible, brightly colored cloth that can’t be missed. Sometimes they’re faded and plain, hidden under patches or hard to find among the added decorations. Sometimes the cloth is worn to wisp thin threads barely clinging to each other. But without that bit of truth, the part that endures, everything else would fall away and be replaced by a new tale, a new mythology.

Like the storytellers that bring legends to us festooned with drama and romance, there are some whose art it is to find those original threads among the ruffles and lace of later generations. They peel back the layers of the storyteller’s art and distill what is left. They seek the threads of truth, and in the process, they find other truths behind the choices and changes made to a legend from the first generation to theirs. As society evolves so does our perception of a legend. Our grandparents and their grandparents may find different meaning in a story than we do. What is true is not absolute. Meaning is in the mind of the beholder.

***
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SARAH TAPPED HER FINGERS on the handle of her suitcase as she watched each floor tick slowly by in bright red numbers. She was only going to the sixth floor, but this was possibly the longest elevator ride of her life. She had hoped that leaving Raleigh before dawn would let her sleep on the flight over, but no such luck. Nerves, her seat, and the loud talker in the row in front of her had kept her up most of the way.

Now, she practically swayed on her feet while the elevator crept higher. Finally, the six appeared with a soft ding and the door slid open on a long gray hallway dotted with closed doors. She couldn’t help a twinge of disappointment. She had expected the University of Edinburgh to look more old world, but this building was 1960’s modern. With a sigh, she stepped out of the elevator dragging her suitcase. As she made her way down the hall she noticed small signs next to some doors stating what offices housed. Most of them were university administration offices.

She could see one door near the end of the hall that was flung wide open. On the floor outside was a cardboard box. A sheet of white paper with ‘Scots Preservation Field Team’ scrawled in black marker was taped over the little plaque beside the door.

The large room behind it was in disarray. Several desks were pushed into one corner while a few chairs were shoved into another and a long table stretched against the wall next to the window. Boxes were stacked on almost every available surface and a petite dark-haired woman with her back to the door was rummaging in one of them.

Sarah cleared her throat, “Pardon me. I’m looking for Dermot Sinclair.”

The woman turned around and arched an eyebrow at Sarah. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, pretty, and annoyed at having been interrupted. She rolled her eyes before walking toward a narrow hall that Sarah hadn’t noticed and leaned into the hallway. “A’Dhiarmad. Tha an bean an seo.” [Dermot, there’s a woman here.]

Sarah heard Dermot’s muffled voice from the office say something, but she couldn’t make out the words. Her nerves jumped at the prospect of seeing him.

The woman cast Sarah a withering glance. “Ma thogair! S’ise Aimeireaganach.” [Who cares! She’s American.]

The last bit was said with a decided sneer, and Sarah wondered how jarring her accent must be to folks here. After a sound that must have been a wheeled chair running into a wall, Dermot came barreling out of the office and into the larger room his blue eyes aflame.

He made straight for Sarah. She thought for a second that he would grab her, but he caught himself abruptly a few feet away. His eyes scanned her from head to toe. His face looked thunderous. “I don’t know whether to kiss ye or throttle ye.”

His body was rigid with tension, but he was the best thing she’d seen in weeks. At over six feet and powerfully built he was an imposing figure. His short dark hair was mussed as if he’d been running his fingers through it, and he looked like he hadn’t shaved that morning. If she hadn’t known him better, she might have been intimidated. As it was she drank in the sight of him and grinned. “I know which I’d prefer.”

“D’ye have any idea how worried we’ve been?” She could tell he was upset when his worried sounded like wuhrrit. She felt the tiniest bit of satisfaction that her stunt had gotten under his skin.

Sarah cut her eyes over to the young woman who was avidly watching their exchange. “And here I thought you’d be glad to see me.”

Dermot pulled his shoulders back making an effort to calm down. “I am glad. I only wish ye would have told me ye were coming today.”

“That’s better,” Smiling, she turned to the dark-haired woman and extended her hand. “I’m Sarah MacAlpin. I’m going to be helping with the field work.”

The woman looked at Sarah’s outstretched hand then at Dermot. “Aimeireaganach? Bheil gu dearbh?” [An American? Really?]

Dermot looked sharply at the young woman. “Kirstie, don’t be rude. This American...”

Sarah stopped him before he could say more. “It’s no problem,” She smiled sweetly before addressing the young woman in flawless Gaelic. “I may be American, but I’ve spoken Gaelic all my life. I learned it from my Grandmother who emigrated before The War. I’m please to meet you, Kirstie.”

The other woman’s face turned crimson and she grunted before turning back to the box that she had been digging in.

Dermot eyed her back and Sarah had a feeling Kirstie would be getting a little talk about teamwork and professionalism in the near future. He looked back at Sarah and held out an arm indicating the direction of the interior hallway.

Sarah walked ahead of him and found her way to the first door on the right. She glanced over her shoulder in question and he nodded. The tiny office could barely fit a desk and two chairs. Dermot came in behind her.

As soon as the door was closed he turned her around and pulled her into a rib cracking bear hug. Sarah buried her face in his sweater and inhaled filling her lungs with the scent of wool and soap and him. She felt a small easing of the tension she’d been carrying around for the last three weeks.

“I thought ye’d run away.” He whispered into her hair without loosening his grip.

She’d thought about it many times, wondered if she’d have made it, if she’d have been successful where her mother had failed. “And leave you here to have to explain why,” She pressed her cheek to his chest not caring that the wool was scratchy. “Would I do that to you?”

***
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SHE TORE HIS HEART out almost daily without even trying. Who knew what she would do if she set out to hurt him? He’d been holding his breath since getting the call from Fleming that Sarah hadn’t been in her apartment this morning. Now, with the solid shape of her in his arms and her curls tickling his nose, he could breathe again.

He forced himself to release her and moved around his desk putting the barrier between them before he did more than hug her. She stood in the same spot as if she was waiting for him to come back and put his arms around her again. When he didn’t she sat in the other chair. Her eyes burned with that quiet, determination that he’d seen before. She may be here, but she had her own agenda and Dermot was sure it probably ran contrary to his.

“Ye’re a week early.”

“Well, there wasn’t much to stay for. I packed everything up and Amy needed to pick up her things. I thought I would get out of the way before she got back.” He didn’t miss the note of sadness at the mention of Sarah’s friend and roommate.

“How is Amy?”

She took several seconds to answer, her eyes drifting down to examine a scuff on the toe of her brown clog. “Probably no more interested in talking to me than she was the last time you saw her. There are a lot of different emotions going on there. I think she understands intellectually that Ryan was playing her, but part of her still blames me.”

“That’s ballocks.” He hated that there was a rift between the two girls. They’d been like sisters when he met them.

“Like I said, a lot of emotions. Besides she doesn’t have all the background information that we do. She just thinks a psycho pretended to be her boyfriend to get close to me, so he could kill me.” A ghost of a smile floated across her face. “I can cut her some slack, but that doesn’t mean that I’m going to hang around there feeling guilty and awkward while she works it all out. I’d rather get a head start here.”

“And here ye are.” He watched her carefully as he asked the next question. “What exactly does that mean?”

She lifted her eyes to his. They were again full of the same tenacity as when she’d told him how she would get over being held hostage by her roommate’s boyfriend only three weeks ago. “It means that I have a dissertation to finish and that’s what I’m going to do.”

“And James?”

The scuff on her shoe became suddenly fascinating again. “James is a big boy. And no matter how much his family has spoiled him, at some point he’s going to have to learn that he doesn’t get everything he wants.”

If anyone could challenge James Stuart, it would be Sarah. Dermot hoped that there would be something left of her after she tried.

***
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“NOW THIS IS MORE LIKE it.” Sarah said as she stared up at the stone façade of the row house that Dermot had led her to. A couple of blocks from the university it had all the old-world charm that Sarah had expected. Four stories of buff colored stone with broad bay windows and an ornate brick chimney. “This’ll do.”

“Hmm?” Dermot came up behind her having insisted on pulling her bag for her. She jerked her head toward the building. “Oh, aye. No one fancies those university buildings.”

“Which one is yours?” She asked without taking her eyes off the building.

“First floor. You’re on the second, and I believe that when he gets back to town, Fleming is taking the third.”

“Wow. Are all my neighbors James’s guard dogs?” So much for privacy.

He gave her a warning look. “No, and ye’d do well to remember that we’re here for your protection. There’s no telling what kind of hell Fleming is going to catch for losing track of ye.”

“Shit!” She winced.

“Didna think about that, did ye? And there’s naught ye can do to help him without letting James know that ye knew the real reason he was there, which would open a whole other sack of cats.”

Sarah let out a slow breath. Suddenly her plan to slip away and show up here early didn’t seem like such a good idea. “What do you think James will do?”

“It’s not James he has to worry about, it’s Walter Stuart, and Mark Shaw, the head of security.”

Sarah felt a little chill creep up her spine at the thought of James Stuart’s uncle and chief adviser. “I didn’t mean for anything to happen to Fleming. Now I feel awful.”

“Don’t worry. Fleming can handle it. But don’t be surprised if he doesna feel so neighborly when he gets here.” He rubbed a hand across her shoulders as if he could brush off the guilt that was now weighing them down. “Come on. Won’t do us any good standing out here fretting.”

He unlocked the weather worn but sturdy front door. It must have been solid hardwood. When Sarah caught up to him and tried to hold the door as he pulled her bag inside she had to lean on it with all her weight. As she followed Dermot toward the stairs the great door slammed back into its frame with a bang that made her jump.

The stairs creaked enough to show their age as they made their way up. Otherwise the hall appeared to be well kept. The plaster was clean and bright, not crumbling. The carpet runner on the stairs was only slightly worn. Sarah admired the banister as they climbed. At least a century’s worth of hands running up and down had polished it to a shine and the wood felt smooth as silk under her fingers.

She was happy to see that the door to her apartment wasn’t nearly as imposing as the front door. Still, like any good city apartment it sported two locks, a chain and a peep hole. Dermot unlocked it and ushered her into the main room. The bay window let in plenty of light and gave the room an open feel. The furniture was comfortable looking in neutral colors. Sarah made a mental note that she was going to have to get some colorful pillows or throws to spice the room up.

Dermot wordlessly slid her backpack from her shoulders and carried both bags back to the bedroom. Sarah glanced around to find an open kitchen separated from the main room by a small island. Past the kitchen ran the hall where Dermot had disappeared. Sarah followed slowly checking a utility closet and bathroom as she went.

She found him in the bedroom. He had left her backpack on a chair and was hoisting her giant suitcase onto the bed. Sarah wandered past Dermot and the bed to the window that overlooked the courtyard garden behind the house. There were a couple of small trees and some potted plants around a brick patio. Sarah thought it must be heaven in the morning with a hot cup of coffee and a Scottish mist descending.

“What d’ye reckon?” he asked behind her.

Sarah looked over her shoulder, smiling. “I think it’s perfect.”

He smiled. She wasn’t sure how long they stood there smiling at each other, content breathing the same air and thinking of good things, simple things they could do for each other like making coffee and carrying bags.

“Right, then.” Dermot gave his head a shake breaking the spell. “I’ll leave ye to yer unpacking.”

He started for the door and Sarah had to follow quickly to see him out. “Thanks.”

“It’s no bother. I’ll see ye later then.” And he was gone before she could say anything more. Leaving Sarah standing at the door of her empty apartment listening for the creak of the stairs under him.

An hour later Sarah was in the little kitchen foraging for food. The sun had gone down and the television was on. She found the local news incredibly interesting but realized that the last time she’d eaten she had been somewhere over the Atlantic.

She opened the strangely thin and tall refrigerator for maybe the third time, but it was still empty. There wasn’t so much as a tea bag in the small pantry either. She was on the point of rummaging in her backpack for a probably smashed up granola bar, when there was a knock at the door.

She checked the peep hole before opening the door. Dermot stood there with a brown take out bag. “I’ve got curry and beer.”

Sarah followed him to the kitchen and reached for the bag. She immediately began unpacking and opening containers. Sarah drew in a long breath filled with spices and felt instantly better without having to take a bite. “You read my mind.”

He chuckled as he searched the cabinets for plates. “More like I heard yer stomach growling all the way downstairs.”

“Oh, very funny. I know how you eat. If you were this hungry you’d be gnawing on the furniture by now.”

“No,” he handed her the plates and checked the drawers for silverware. “I’d have walked down the stairs and asked my friend if he had any food.”

Sarah waved a dismissive hand as she unwrapped foil from a steaming hot serving of naan. “Too many steps. I’m exhausted.”

She tore off a piece of the hot buttery bread and popped it in her mouth chewing with relish. “I feel like I haven’t eaten in a month.”

Dermot reached around her with a large spoon and began filling a plate with different dishes. He topped it with a piece of naan and handed it to Sarah. “Grab a beer and go sit. I’ll be there in a tic.”

He joined her on the couch and they quietly ate their dinner watching television. Sarah told him about the loud talker on the plane. He told her about getting the office established for the research team. They laughed and talked with an ease that Sarah relished. He always made her feel safe. Even when she had pushed him away and suspected him of stalking her, his physical presence had always been comforting. Tonight, it also gave her hope.

No matter how he denied it, Sarah knew that everything was possible as long as he was with her. When she’d finished she laid her plate on the coffee table. “Did you really think I had run away?”

He leaned back on the couch, one arm resting on the back cushions. He looked at his beer in his hand, at a worn spot on the knee of his jeans, at the wall behind her before he finally met her eyes. “A verra small part of me wishes that ye had.”

She nodded. “I don’t think I would have gotten very far.”

“It’s not going to be easy, Sarah. I told ye, they’re verra persuasive.”

She leaned back on the couch and gave him an arch look. “So am I.”

She thought she felt his fingers tangling in the ends of her curls. “Ye know that would be putting us both in danger.”

She shifted to lay down on the couch resting her head on his lap and turned her attention back to the TV. “I thought I was already in danger.”

***
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HE COULDN’T ARGUE WITH that. But then he could barely think with her so close. He waited until her breathing evened out and he could tell she was asleep before he laid his hand on her hair feeling the soft honey-colored curls slip between his fingers and tickle the back of his hand. He gently brushed her hair back revealing the shell of her ear. With soft fingers he traced the line of her neck to where it met her shoulder remembering the mewling sound she made when he bit her just there.

God, he’d missed her; the sight of her, the energy that sparked between them with nothing more than a look. He tried every day to forget the taste of her, the weight of her in his hands, that slick glide of his skin against hers.

Had it only been three weeks since they’d made love, three weeks since he’d broken her heart? He knew what he’d taken from her that day when he told her that they couldn’t be together. But here she was, sleeping with her head resting on his thigh. He’d finally given her a real reason not to trust him, to hate him, but she didn’t.

Keeping his hands from her was going to be near impossible, and he knew she meant to be more than he could resist. He’d have to, though. Too much depended on it.

He used his free leg to push the coffee table away to make room. He slid his hand under her head and held it in place as he slid out from under her. Then he slid his arm down around her shoulders and the other under her knees. He carried her down the hall and laid her on the bed. She shifted and rolled again onto her side sliding a hand under the pillow. He thought she might wake, but she settled down and slept on.

Dermot found a chair against the wall beside the wardrobe and sat watching her sleep. He wondered if she’d had any problems sleeping or sleep walking over these past weeks. Sitting there watching her reminded him of her summary of a steward’s role when he’d explained it. Like a husband without the benefits. He settled himself more comfortably.

***
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...WHITE AND PINK SWIRLED around in a bright kaleidoscope. And Sarah heard her mother cooing in her ear.

...They won’t have you. Keep yourself...

Mama’s arms cradled her as she floated in the warm water.

...Not my baby...loved your father...

...Mama, what if it’s a trap...

...won’t do it to you...I’ll protect...

“Stay with me, Mama.” she said in her dream.

“I’m always here.”

Sarah’s eyes popped open, she sat up startled by the unfamiliar room. It was a minute before she remembered where she was. But a soft snoring sound beside the bed caught her attention. Dermot was sound asleep in the chair with his head leaning on one arm and legs stretched out in front of him. Her heart swelled. She’d made it. She had missed him so much. As the fog of sleep lifted she remembered falling asleep on the couch with her head resting on his lap. He must have carried her to bed.

Jetlag must have knocked her for a loop, which explained why she’d had the bathtub dream. They had been happening less often over the last few weeks. Maybe reading Molly’s journal and getting a better understanding of her mother’s circumstances had made Molly less terrifying. Maybe the dreams had been a subconscious warning about the danger that had been stalking her, or a symptom of Sarah’s own anxiety. Either way, something was different. The dreams didn’t scare her the way they used to. What scared her now was the possibility of the same thing happening to her. To prevent that, she needed to understand more about what went wrong with Molly’s time in Scotland. She could start with finding Làrachd an Fhamhair, which should lead her to its people. Sarah glanced over at Dermot where he slept in the chair. His chest moved easily, and his breathing was steady. She would rather not tell anyone about her gift especially anyone who might work for the Stuarts, and as much as she loved him, Dermot did still technically work for them.

Assynt was on the northwest coast a couple hundred miles away. She wasn’t even sure her gift worked that far. She had never used it to find something that was more than a few miles away. But it was worth a try. As long as Dermot was asleep. She wasn’t sure what he would see if he woke up while she was casting out as Molly called it. With one more glance at his sleeping form, Sarah settled down on her back and looked up at the ceiling. After a couple of deep breaths, she closed her eyes.

She focused on her breath and with each exhale felt herself get lighter. Eventually, she slowly lifted off the bed. She looked down to see her body lying there serenely. Another exhale and she could see the roof of their building, then the street and the neighborhood around their house. She continued expanding out until she could see the lights of the city and the streets below her like veins on the back of a hand. Focusing on the name Làrachd an Fhamhair she continued her ascent until she was soaring in the clouds.

Minutes later she descended to find herself surrounded by the dark outlines of mountains against the sky. She looked to the ground, but there was nothing but grass and scrub and the occasional pool or stream. She lifted her gaze, renewing her focus on the village hoping to see something. But there was no sign of it. Her heart sank. She was still learning this gift. Maybe there was something she was doing wrong. Sarah focused on her breathing, which had quickened as her search proved fruitless. In a few minutes she was back in her room staring at the ceiling.

She would have to try again in the daylight or try again thinking of a person rather than a place where she’d never actually been. But who would she think of? She’d never met those people, and apart from her desire for answers that only they could give, she wasn’t sure she wanted to meet them. No doubt they had very different opinions about what had happened than Molly did. If Duff hadn’t corroborated parts of Molly’s story, Sarah might still doubt all of it. A secret tribe of people that lived in a secret village that wasn’t on any maps and practiced some ancient rites sounded like a fairy tale.

A snort to her left pulled her attention back to Dermot who was shifting positions in his chair. He was still asleep and having trouble getting settled. Sarah slid out of bed quietly, and started to pull him up, slipping an arm under his. “Come on. That chair is not doing your back any good.”

He grumbled something incoherent, but she thought she heard ‘Mum’. He let her half guide, half drag him to the foot of the bed before falling onto it. He crawled his way to the pillow and sank back into sound sleep. Sarah laid down beside him resting a hand on his back before sliding into sleep herself. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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“It’s a good thing I’m not so addicted to American food.” Sarah said lightly as they strolled back from the grocery store. She had enjoyed the warmly domestic feel of shopping with Dermot. It had also been very educational. You could learn a lot about a place by seeing what people ate. Having grown up without large grocery stores, she didn’t think the lack of common American manufactured foods would be a difficult adjustment. “Still, I have a feeling the coffee situation might become a problem.”

“You yanks drink too much of the stuff anyway.” He winked at her knowing how much the term yank grated on her nerves.

She was about to give him what for until she saw what was in front of their building. Parked there, in complete disregard for the no parking sign was a sleek black limousine. Sarah stopped in her tracks. “Is that who I think it is?”

Dermot made a throaty sound somewhere between a groan and a growl. “Very likely.”

By unspoken agreement their steps slowed. She had known that they couldn’t keep to themselves forever, but she had hoped to be able to pretend at least for a little while longer. “I suppose there’s no avoiding him.”

The limousine door opened, and James Stuart stepped onto the curb. Whatever her feelings about his designs on her, Sarah had to admit that he was a sight to behold. In the gray December afternoon, he seemed to bring his own sunlight. To call James handsome would be a gross understatement. He was tall and straight with dark brown hair, and piercing blue eyes, and a jaw that could cut glass. He had the kind of dazzling good looks that distracted people in mid-sentence. On top of that he had more money than Sarah could even imagine. His family’s fortune in oil and countless other investments gave him the easy confidence of a man who was never denied anything.

He turned, buttoning the jacket of his perfectly tailored suit with the practiced motion of a man who wore such things daily. When his eyes met Sarah’s, he broke into a wide grin. It was like a magnet drawing her closer whether she liked it or not.

Dermot wordlessly took the grocery bags from her loose fingers.

“Sarah, you look lovely as ever.” James’s smooth patrician accented voice washed over her as he bent to kiss her cheek. “Scotland seems to agree with you.”

The blood rushed into Sarah’s almost frozen cheeks. She couldn’t help being charmed by him. He was everything normal little girls were taught to dream about. “James. It seems word gets around fast.”

For half a second, he looked flummoxed, but then recovered with his usual smoothness. “Well, Dermot told me you had arrived.”

“Really,” She glanced over at Dermot who stood by the door with the groceries shifting awkwardly from foot to foot and trying not to look at them. “I had no idea you two were so close.”

“Oh, we’ve been great friends since we were children.” James said smoothly following her gaze. He turned back toward the car and nodded smoothly at his driver before saying. “I’ve brought you a little housewarming gift. Shall we go inside?”

“Sure.” Sarah turned to the house to find Dermot holding the heavy door open with a foot as he waited for them. Sarah began walking and fumbling in her purse for the key to her flat. When she reached the door, she went to take her bags from Dermot, but he stopped her with a silent shake of his head. She gave him a quick confused look but walked on up the stairs with James at her elbow.

As they approached her door, James gently covered her hand with his and slid the key from her fingers. He fit the key in the lock and opened the door, holding it for her. Sarah noted that Dermot frequently did the same thing, but she could never get used to those kinds of manners. Boys in the holler didn’t open doors for girls, at least not for poor girls with crazy mamas, and neither did college guys in largely feminist Chapel Hill. She had always written Dermot’s manners off as a product of his military service. She supposed James’s were the result of some Swiss boarding school.

She walked into the flat and into the kitchen as James propped the door open. He strolled in, looking around him with a proprietary air. Sarah watched as he frowned contemplatively at the furnishings and fixtures.

“I love it.” Sarah chatted a little nervously. “I’ve never really lived by myself before. It’s a little drab now, but I mean to look in second-hand shops for some colorful pillows and things. I’ll have it looking like a home in no time.”

He lifted a brow at the bay windows with their sheer white curtains. “You’ll probably want some heavier drapes as well.”

She shook her head. “I actually like those drapes. They let in a lot of natural light, well as much as you can get in Scotland in December. I was thinking about getting some plants.”

“What about privacy? People from the street can see right in.” He looked mildly alarmed at the idea.

Sarah remembered James’s problems with paparazzi and thought keeping the sheer curtains might be the best thing to keep James from invading her flat at every opportunity. She gave him an understanding smile. “Some of us don’t have to worry about that quite so much. I’m really not that interesting.”

He looked as if he might argue the point, but then his driver appeared in the doorway. He was an enormous man with blunt features and jagged scar through one eyebrow. In one arm he held a large gift-wrapped box and a beribboned gift basket gripped in his other meaty fist.

“On the island, Liam.” James indicated the kitchen island with a wave of his hand and the bodyguard slid the box onto it and placed the basket behind it before disappearing out the door. James walked over to stand next to Sarah. He gave her that warm open smile and nodded at the box. “I thought you might appreciate this addition to your kitchen.”

Sarah felt a little shy looking at the box with its large bright bow and paisley printed paper with gold accents. The paper alone was finer than most things she owned. She wasn’t used to extravagant gifts, but that was James’s M.O. For her birthday a couple of months ago he had sent her what her roommate had referred to as “half a flower shop”.

She slid the ribbon off and tilted the box up to slice a finger nail through the tape. Not wanting to tear the paper she slowly lifted it off to reveal the nicest coffee maker she’d seen outside of a coffee shop. She sighed in awe. “Oh James, how thoughtful.”

He beamed at her, obviously pleased with her reaction. “I thought you might like it.”

“Now, I just need to find some coffee to brew in it.”

“I’ve thought of that as well.” James said pulling forward the basket that was behind the box.

Sarah untied the bow and pushed down the red plastic wrapping to find a pair of mugs, tins of cookies, and coffee from all over the world. Her eyes lit up as she scanned the variety. “Kona, Blue Mountain, Kenya. Goodness, James, I would have been happy with anything I found in the grocery store.”

He made a face of mock horror. “Heaven forbid!”

Sarah laughed and again found herself charmed. She rose up on her toes to kiss his cheek. James placed a hand on her hip holding her in her spot. She retreated a little by dropping to her flat feet. His eyes fastened on her lips, and Sarah’s nerves jumped.

“Ahem.”

James stepped back, and her eyes darted to the door where Dermot was standing with her groceries looking grim.

***
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SO, IT WAS BEGINNING already, then. He could see his cousin’s irritation at being interrupted. Too bad, mate. He thought. You’re not going to rush her like that. She’s worth waiting for. Sarah for her part wore a look of blended relief and guilt that stirred his temper and his jealousy. How on earth would he get through this?

“Look what James brought me. Wasn’t that thoughtful?” Sarah asked too brightly.

“Aye. Verra thoughtful.” Dermot glanced up and down at James’s suit. “Headed back to the office today?”

James looked puzzled before saying. “Oh. Yes.”

“Well, dinna let us keep ye.” He stepped into the kitchen and maneuvered himself between James and Sarah and placed the groceries on the counter. He knew it was a bold move to get in James’s way, but he didn’t really care at the moment. The man couldn’t swoop in and start romancing her when she’d already told him she wasn’t interested. Never mind that Dermot wasn’t ready to witness said romancing.

James for his part glared hard at Dermot before turning his eyes back to Sarah. “I do need to go, but I was wondering if you have plans tomorrow night.”

She shook her head smiling. “I haven’t been here long enough to make any.”

“I was hoping that the two of you would come to the Torchlight Procession with me. It’s a breathtaking event. I really think you’d enjoy it.”

Sarah glanced at Dermot her eyes alight. “Sounds fun. I’d love to. Dermot?”

Dermot shrugged. “Yeah, alright.”

They stood there in awkward silence for what felt like ages. James looked at Sarah as if he had something more to say. Dermot looked at James as if daring him to say the wrong thing, and Sarah glanced back and forth between the two of them as if one of them might explode at any moment.

James finally broke the silence. “I really should go.”

Sarah stepped toward the door to walk him out. “Thank you again. It really is a thoughtful gift. I’ll get a lot of use out of that.”

At the door James turned smiling and bent to kiss her cheek. “I’m glad you like it. I’ll see you tomorrow night.” He shot a hard look at Dermot. “Dermot, a word?”

“Right.” To Sarah, “Dinna forget to lock the door.” He followed James out. They stopped at the bottom of the stairs and listened for the click of the lock on her door.

James waited a few more seconds before giving Dermot’s arm an irritated slap. “What was that? Why did you interrupt us?”

Dermot took a deep breath and tried for patience. “Ye canna start pushing her as soon as her feet hit the ground. She’s not even used to the time change yet and here ye are trying to make her forget her principles. She’s already told ye she’s worried about appearances. Ye’ve got to go slow about it if ye want her to forget that.”

James rolled his eyes. “I think I know how to get a girl, cousin.”

“Oh, aye. Ye wave your wallet in the air and they come running.” Dermot stepped into James’s space. “She’s not like that.”

James arched an eyebrow in warning. “And you’re an expert on what she’s like?”

Dermot didn’t back away. “I know her well enough to know that extravagant gifts make her uncomfortable. I also know that she cares a lot about her career. She’s not likely to change course for a man based on a few gifts and kisses.”

He couldn’t tell if he was reaching James, or merely pissing him off. The man stood there eyeing him. Suddenly Dermot felt like they were a couple of rams about to lock horns. Finally, James relaxed enough to grind out. “What do you recommend, then?”

This was the moment that Dermot had been dreading since the first time he’d met her. He was going to have to help James win Sarah, his Sarah. “For one thing, be yourself, not the executive, playboy, tabloid you, but really be James Stuart. None of the usual ways of getting a lass’s attention will work for her. Ye have to be genuine and as honest about yerself as ye can.”

James huffed. “That’s a lot easier said than done. It’s hard to show someone the real you when the tabloid version of you is everywhere.”

“Trust her. She’s perceptive enough to see through that. You need to show her what’s real. She can smell a load of ballocks a mile away and it only makes her angry.”

“Right. I’ll try.” He looked out the front window and gave his driver a nod. “I’ve got to go. Bring her to the start of the parade route tomorrow night. I’ll meet you there.”

“Aren’t you doing some official thing?”

“That’s not until the end.” He reached for the doorknob and nodded to Dermot. “I’ll see you then.” He opened the door and strode out to the car in the fewest possible steps. In less than three seconds he was in the car with the door closed. If any photographers had followed him, they would hardly have had time to get a picture.

***
[image: ]


HE DIDN’T GO BACK UPSTAIRS. He really ought to thank James for the reminder that she wasn’t his. Who would have thought that doing the shopping would have been so romantic? Her eyes lit up as soon as she walked into the store. She’d spent half their time marveling at how different and yet the same the selection was. She greeted each new discovery with wonder and curiosity and Dermot found it intoxicating.

Their walk home had been so easy and relaxed that he found himself imagining what it would be like to go home with her every day. They’d unload their groceries and set about making tea. Sarah would sing and dance through the kitchen as he’d seen her do in her kitchen in Chapel Hill. He’d be right there beside her. He’d maybe even sing along. When the food was ready, they’d sit down at her little table each with a book or academic journal and quietly enjoy their tea. He could picture Sarah giving him a saucy look over the top of her book before stretching her foot across the space between them to rub up against his calf. He would try to ignore her because he had work to get back to, but he could never resist her. In his daydream, he didn’t have to.

Then there was James in his limousine with his bloody coffee maker. It was like having a bucket of ice cold water or in this case coffee dumped on his head. She wasn’t his, and while his daydream could easily happen, he couldn’t give in to that kind of temptation not even for a minute.

Sometime later, there was a knock on his door. He trudged over to open it, knowing it was her. Her green eyes were full of uncertainty. “Want some dinner?”

Dinner and more. “No, thanks. I’ve got some work to do before the meeting tomorrow.”

“I know, boss. But I made too much food as usual and I’d hate to see it go to waste.” She gave him her flirtiest smile.

He tried to smile back and must have failed miserably.

She let her shoulders sag as she stepped into his flat and closed the door behind her. “Is this about James?”

“No,” He drew the word out trying not to sound impatient. He walked to his work bag and reached in for his agenda for tomorrow’s meeting. “It’s about our first team meeting tomorrow, and me needing to be prepared.”

“You still need to eat.” She walked around in front of him.

“And I will, but not now.” He gave her arm a squeeze before returning to shuffling his papers for the meeting.

Sarah would not be ignored. She didn’t move, didn’t back up. He waited through several heartbeats for her to move or speak. Her voice was quiet when she finally said, “You know I don’t want him.”

He closed his eyes. “I know neither of us can avoid him.”

“There is a difference between needing his financial support for the research project and falling in line with all of his other plans.” She bent lower to catch his eye. “You know his money doesn’t matter to me, right? Not that way.”

He nodded, afraid to look at her. Hadn’t he just been telling James the same thing. “Aye. I know.”

She laid her hand on his cheek. He couldn’t avoid her eyes anymore, but he feared what she might do if she saw the naked longing in his. Her voice grew even softer and she leaned in close. “It would be so good. I know you think about it.” Her lips were so close to his that he could feel her breath, “Fall with me.”

Her lips grazed his and he fought every impulse to lean in and take her mouth. In the space of a breath, his mind calculated the centimeters between them, the steps to his bedroom, the number of seconds it would take for them both to be naked, and the exact cost of such a mistake.

He put his hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her away. His eyes were soft, but his voice was firm. “No.”

She searched his eyes. He thought she might feel hurt or angry, but she didn’t seem bothered at all. She leaned into his hand that was still on her shoulder.

“Alright.” She said, but he could tell it was only a tactical retreat.

She turned and walked out closing the door behind her with a soft click. He closed his eyes again and spent a few moments trying to relax, willing his body to let go of the tension. When he thought he had himself under control he turned his attention to the papers he’d been shuffling to avoid her and began going over his meeting agenda.

He’d been sitting at the table for a few minutes when there was another knock on the door. He sat there in silence wondering if he could resist her a second time. The memory of her breath on his lips paralyzed him. There was no further sound from the other side of the door, but in his mind, he could feel her whisper, “Fall with me”.

He leapt out of his chair and went for the door. Wrenching it open, he was prepared to drag her inside and finish what she had started. But the hallway was empty. He leaned out looking up and down, but there was no sign of Sarah. Then he looked down. On the floor in front of his door was a tray with a plate of grilled chicken, steamed vegetables and roasted potatoes and a cup of tea.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Sarah was glad that she had Dermot to lead her around Edinburgh, because she had no doubt that she’d never have made it anywhere without him. That wasn’t because it was a difficult city to navigate, but because every time she left her flat she found herself gawking at this old building, or that restaurant she wanted to try, or a busker doing something amazing. A building at home was old when it had been standing for a hundred years. Here, that was practically new. And while Chapel Hill was fairly cosmopolitan, it had nothing on Edinburgh. There was every kind of culture food and art on display, and she was ready to soak it all up.

She had no idea where Dermot had taken her for lunch, or what type of food it had been other than delicious. They had been working all morning at the research team’s office putting furniture to rights, assigning desks, and organizing equipment and supplies. Aside from the utterly drab environment of the white walled office, her mood had been dampened by having to endure the company of Kirstie Robinson. Sarah was sure that Kirstie was probably a nice person under normal circumstances, but she made it plain at every opportunity that Sarah was an interloper, a yank, and a nuisance.

When Dermot called lunch, Sarah jumped at the chance to get out of the confines of the office. She felt a little bad about how relieved she was when Kirstie declined to join them. It was obvious that the girl needed some kindness and maybe some help loosening up.

The restaurant had been small and dimly lit, between two other small shops on West Nicholson Street. The owner had been friendly and boisterous suggesting dishes most of which Sarah had never tried before. Now, as they made their way back to the office with the spicy aroma of the restaurant still clinging to them, Sarah felt nothing but excitement. She’d always dreamed of coming to Scotland. The reality of being there with him was beyond anything she had imagined. She glanced up at Dermot as he was walking beside her. The sun was behind him and burst in rays around his head. Suddenly, Sarah couldn’t hear the bustling noise of the street and the traffic behind him blurred. She’d change his mind. She had to.

He glanced down at her and away again quickly, clearing his throat. “Are ye cold?”

“Not really,” She smiled. “Still getting used to Scottish weather.”

He made throaty noise and they continued walking.

Around the corner, Sarah noticed a panhandler sitting on the cold sidewalk. He sat cross-legged close to the wall. He had wrapped his legs with a worn and filthy blanket. The edges of a folded newspaper peeked out from underneath him. His coat was also filthy and torn at the shoulder with batting spilling out in a little cloud of fluff. He wore a threadbare stocking cap that Sarah didn’t think could be offering nearly enough warmth for the weather and several strands of matted gray hair trailed across his shoulders from under it. His salt and pepper beard was straggly, and his eyes stared vacantly across the street toward the campus.

As beautiful and exciting as Edinburgh was, it was still a big city. There would always be those who needed help. She was struck by the difference between the rural poverty that she had seen in the holler, and the urban poverty of a modern city. They had been poor, but at least they had been able to grow their own food. At least they’d had a home. Sarah fingered the change in her pocket where she had stuffed the few pounds she’d gotten after paying for lunch.

When she reached where he sat, Sarah knelt in front of him and put the money in the rusty can at his feet.

He turned his eyes her way giving her a gap-toothed smile. She gave his shoulder a friendly squeeze and stood. She was a couple of steps away when she heard the cracked, old voice whisper, “Mòran taing, a’bhana-phrionnsa.” [Thank you very much, princess.]

Sarah stopped dead, and suddenly felt the mid-winter cold surge in her veins. The last man who called her princess had been holding a gun to her head. She turned back, but the man was gone. Sarah stepped back to where he’d been. There was no sign that he’d been there, not even a rust stain on the concrete where his filthy can had been. Sarah checked her pocket for the money, wondering if she had hallucinated the whole thing, but the money wasn’t there, and it wasn’t on the sidewalk.

She was about to go back around the corner to see if he had run that way when Dermot’s voice cut through her confusion. He had walked on, not noticing that she had stopped. “Sarah? Where did you go?”

“Sorry.” She said when he reached her. “I stopped to give the man some money.”

“What man?” His forehead wrinkled in concern.

Sarah glanced up and down the street again hoping to see him. “The panhandler. He was right here. I gave him a few pounds and then he disappeared.”

“I didn’t see a man.” He shook his head.

“You walked right by him. He was right here.” She hoped she didn’t sound too crazy.

“Alright. I wasna really looking.” He took her elbow and leaned down to admonish her softly. “But you shouldna be stopping for people like that. I know you want to be kind, but anybody like that could be the next Ryan Cumberland in disguise.”

“That’s just it!” She hated the frightened tone in her voice. “He called me princess.”

Dermot grabbed her wrist and scanned the street around them. “What was he wearing?”

“He was filthy. All his clothes were grimy. He had on a...” She thought, trying to remember something distinct through the dirt. “...A black stocking cap, grey beard...straggly gray hair.”

Dermot scanned the crowd on either side of the street. Then walked to the corner to look back at the way they had come. He hadn’t let go of Sarah’s wrist and dragged her around the corner a few yards, scanning side to side. Sarah looked too, but there were no alleys or shops that he could have ducked into fast enough to completely disappear the way he had. “He was here, Dermot. I swear.”

“Aye, well. We won’t find him now. But ye’ll let me know if you see him again. And do us both a favor and hold off on the in-person donations, yeah?”

She sighed, hating that she had to be afraid of showing a little kindness. “Yeah.”
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THE LINGERING EFFECTS of her strange encounter on the street were soon replaced by the nervous tension of first impressions when they arrived at the team office. The dour mood of the morning had been replaced by the buzz of activity. A wiry young man with long blond hair pulled into a ponytail was setting up a camera in the corner where they had set up a long folding table to serve as a conference area. He was nervously giving instructions to a lovely red-haired woman. Kirstie was busying herself shuffling copies of information that Dermot had printed to handout. A tall thin man with wavy blue-black hair and warm brown skin was unpacking notebooks and setting up his desk.

Dermot went to discuss the camera setup with ponytail guy. Sarah moved to her desk which was in the far corner next to the one where the black-haired man was unpacking his things. On closer inspection he appeared to be Indian or Pakistani. When Sarah set her bag down he looked up and gave her a broad smile and his dark brown eyes lit with warmth. Sarah smiled back and felt her nervousness melt away. Somehow this man, without even uttering a word soothed her usual awkwardness. It was an odd sensation for someone as cautious as Sarah to feel an instant urge to trust someone. For his part the man merely nodded and went back to his unpacking.

Sarah pulled her planner and a notebook from her backpack and placed them in front of a chair in the middle of the conference table. She considered helping Kirstie with the handouts but decided that the woman would only see the offer as an intrusion. So, she offered her help to Dermot.

“Would ye fetch my agenda. It’s on my desk.” He said over his shoulder as he helped Ponytail find the right camera angle.

“Sure.” Sarah went down the narrow hallway to Dermot’s office. She found the agenda on his desk. She noticed a couple of things that she hadn’t noticed before. For one, their illustrious team leader had a computer of his own. And right next to his computer was a framed photo. It was a beautiful woman sitting at a table next to a window in what appeared to be a library. Soft sunlight glinted off her strawberry blond hair. A book was open on the table in front of her and she looked as though she’d been interrupted while reading. Her blue eyes smiled at the camera with such love that it gave Sarah a hollow, homesick feeling. The colors looked slightly washed out like it was from the seventies. Sarah knew it must be Dermot’s mother.

Her study of the photo was interrupted when she heard Dermot call the meeting to order from the other room. She grabbed his meeting agenda and planner and left the office. When she came back to the conference table she noticed that her own planner and notebook had been moved toward the head of the table to Dermot’s right. She gave him his things and sat down only to find herself across from Kirstie who was staring daggers at her. Dermot was really going to have to have a talk with her about professionalism.

“It looks like we’re all here, so let’s get started.” Dermot was standing at the head of the table appearing authoritative and only slightly uncomfortable about it. “I’ve spoken with all of you at some point already, but many of you don’t know each other, so let’s start by introducing ourselves and telling what you are hoping to get out of the project.” He looked to his left. “We’ll start with you, Kirstie.”

The smile Kirstie gave him was so sweet it made Sarah’s teeth hurt. Then she turned that smile on Sarah like a challenge. “I’m Kirstie Robinson. I’m from Dumfries, and my focus is on handcrafts like knitting, weaving, carving, and the like. I hope to create a geographic catalog of handcrafts of the Highlands.”

Next to Kirstie was the red-haired young woman whose peaches and cream skin was flawless with a dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. She had striking green eyes that showed a sharp intelligence. “My name is Isla Reid. I’m from Fort William. I guess I’m the resident music expert. I play fiddle, tin whistle, and bodhran among other things. I’ll be collecting as much traditional music as I can. Next?”

Ponytail guy zoned out on Isla’s lips as she talked. He jumped when she turned to him with one ruddy eyebrow cocked. “Oh. Yeah. I’m Ewan Crawford from Glasgow. Filmmaker. I’m making a documentary on the state of Gaelic preservation in the Highlands and Islands, which reminds me, I have releases for everyone to sign.”

He began shuffling through a backpack beside his chair. Dermot chimed in, “Why don’t you tell the group what audience you think you’ll get for the film?”

Ewan’s head popped up. “Oh! Yeah, it’s very exciting. I’ve gotten some interest from BBC and maybe even some cable channels in the States.”

Everyone looked around the table in excitement. Dermot put in, “Although our main focus is studying the oral traditions of the Highlands and Islands, we have the added opportunity of raising awareness of the value of the language and traditions. Ewan is going to help us do that.”

Dermot nodded to the man next to Sarah. When he spoke, his voice was warm and smooth with a soft English accent. “I am Jujhar Gurudatt. I’m a linguist. I’m studying the similarities between Celtic languages and the languages of the Indus Valley. I am not a fluent Gaelic speaker, so I am excited to get out and hear it in a nonacademic context.”

“I think that’s true for a lot of us.” Dermot said. “I think Isla and Sarah are the only two of us who actually spoke Gaelic at home. They should be able to give you some help.” Jujhar turned a friendly smile on Sarah and Isla.

Sarah took a deep breath and gave her short bio. “I’m Sarah MacAlpin. You probably noticed from my accent that I’m from the States. North Carolina to be specific, but as Dermot said I grew up speaking Gaelic at home with my grandmother. I am here to study folksongs.”

“Sarah is also an outstanding Gaelic singer. I’m hoping she and Isla can help us with some of our fund raising and publicity efforts.” Dermot beamed with pride, and Sarah could feel her cheeks flushing under everyone’s collective gaze.

“Right, that’s done. Now, let’s discuss our schedule for the next few weeks.” Dermot leaned forward sliding a stack of calendar pages down the table. Everyone reached forward to take one. “I think we have most of the office set up done. Thanks to Kirstie for coming in early to help with that. We’re targeting mid-March for the start of our trip. We’ll be heading to Inverness, then across to Skye, up through the islands and back across the north coast. But hauling ourselves and our equipment all over the country won’t be cheap, so we’re going to have to do a bit of fund raising. Our current grant covers the basics of equipment and some travel costs, but we’re going to need more unless we want to be sleeping in our cars.

“To that end our first official fundraiser is going to be a gala Burns Night dinner on the 20th hosted by James Stuart. He has graciously offered his home for the event. We are expected to provide the readings as well as a program of traditional music. We can discuss the specifics of the program later, but Isla and Sarah I’d like the two of you to work together on that.” He looked between the two of them.

Sarah glanced at Isla before answering. “I’m game, but we shouldn’t let music get all the attention. What if we also had a silent auction? Maybe Kirstie can round up some hand-crafted goodies. If they’re donated, then all the proceeds can go to the project.”

Sarah looked across the table to see Kirstie’s cheeks turning pink. She sat forward getting excited about the idea. “I’m sure I could find something.”

“Great. Good thinking, Sarah.” Dermot put in. “Now, I will handle all media interviews, so send any media inquiries my way. In the meantime, we need to setup some regular mechanisms for meeting and communication...”

The meeting continued with everyone agreeing to a weekly planning meeting for the research trip and established a few deadlines. Isla and Sarah agreed to meet the next day to brainstorm the Burns Night program. Sarah had to admire how easily Dermot stepped into the leadership role and effectively delegated tasks. Sarah was sure her biggest challenge on the team would be not staring doe-eyed at Dermot during every meeting they had. Unfortunately, Kirstie didn’t seem to share that sense of propriety. Sarah noticed her openly goggling at him more than once.

As the meeting broke up. Ewan went about breaking down his camera, and everyone else went to their desks to finish settling in. Dermot went back to his office. Sarah found herself once again facing Jujhar across their desks. “Jujhar? Is that Hindu or Sikh?”

He gave her a quick flash of his startlingly white teeth. “It’s common to both actually. Though my family is Hindu.”

“From Punjab, right?” She thought she remembered that from her undergrad days. She’d taken a class on world religions and had been particularly fascinated by the variety of religions in south Asia.

He nodded, and his smile grew. “That’s right. My grandfather was a student at Oxford when the Partition happened in 1947. His family had to flee Pakistan. He’s never made it back for more than a visit.”

Sarah remembered when her grandmother would look out over the Blue Ridge Mountains and get a far-off look as if she was looking at an entirely different set of mountains. “But probably missed it every day.”

“Yes.” He studied her for a moment, his nearly black eyes showing a kinship that Sarah now thought she understood. They both lived between worlds. “Your grandmother?”

She nodded. “Fled to the Nova Scotia and then the States right before World War II and spent the rest of her life looking homeward. Let me guess, you grew up with a mix of English and Punjabi at home.”

He chuckled. “My sisters were determined to speak English and my parents let them but would only speak Punjabi. And my grandfather always refused to speak English at home, even though his English was perfect.”

Sarah laughed. “My Granny was the same way. Although my mother refused to speak Gaelic. Bilingual conversations were the norm until my mother died.”

Jujhar’s smile disappeared, but the warmth didn’t leave his eyes. “I’m sorry. When was that?”

Sarah waved off his sympathy. “Oh, I was only six. It’s been ages. I do miss speaking Gaelic at home.”

“That sounds like you learned in a vacuum. Are you sure you learned it right?” Kirstie’s voice came from behind Jujhar. He turned to the side to reveal the woman giving a decidedly disingenuous smile.

Isla on the other side of Kirstie’s desk stopped what she was doing and glanced back and forth from Sarah to Kirstie. Sarah was determined not to rise to the bait. She tried to keep her tone friendly, “Well, I haven’t run into any trouble so far, but if I need any help, Kirstie, you’ll be the first person I ask.”

Kirstie eyed her stone-faced, then turned back to shuffling things on her desk. Isla caught Sarah’s eye and gave her a look that said she didn’t get what Kirstie’s problem was. She looked like she might say something, but then Ewan stumbled up to her desk, several pages clutched in his hand. “I found those releases.”

“Right,” Isla gave him a brief smile and took one of the pages he held. She began reading it, while Ewan stood there obviously staring at the elegant curve of her neck.

Sarah almost felt embarrassed for him. “Do you have one of those for me?”

Ewan jumped as if she’d poked him with a pin. He shook his head to clear it and reached out a release form to Sarah taking a couple of steps toward her desk. “Oh! Yeah, hen. Here ye go.”

He handed forms to Jujhar and Kirstie as well, then like the needle on a compass his attention swung back to Isla. Bless his heart, Sarah thought, wonder if he has a chance?

Sarah caught Jujhar’s eye and could tell he was thinking something similar. It was his turn to try to distract Ewan, before he made a complete fool of himself. “Any big Hogmanay plans tonight, Ewan?”

“Ah, no. Reckon I’ll head down for the Torchlight, but not much else planned.” He cut his eyes over to Isla. “What about you, Isla? Any plans?”

Isla looked up from the release form she was still reading. “Some mates and I are playing at a ceilidh at The Three Sisters. You should all come down if you’re around Cowgate.”

“How about you, Jujhar, any plans?” Sarah asked.

“I think The Three Sisters sounds great, though I’ve never seen the Torchlight Procession. Might be good as well.”

Isla spoke up. “No reason you can’t do both. The procession will pass right by.”

“Well then, that sounds like a plan,” Jujhar looked at Ewan. “Are you with me?”

Ewan looked so relieved to have a friend to go with him Sarah thought he might hug Jujhar right there. “Aye. Sounds good then.”

“Sarah?” Jujhar invited.

“Sounds good, but I’m afraid Dermot and I are meeting a friend for the procession. So, I’ll be out in the cold.”

Before Sarah could finish her statement, Kirstie shoved the release form into Ewan’s chest, shouldered her bag and stomped out. The rest of them looked at each other eyebrows raised.

Isla rolled her eyes, “Look like someone’s not used to being the last one picked on the playground.”
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