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CHAPTER ONE

April
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Edinburgh, Scotland

April 1996

Morning came too soon and not soon enough. In the blue-gray hour before dawn, Sarah drifted between sleep and self-doubt. Each time she opened her eyes in the unfamiliar hotel bed, the light filtering through the blinds grew brighter and the pressure in her chest mounted. For once the drowning feeling that had plagued her dreams since childhood now came to her when she woke. Then Dermot would shift in his sleep, pulling her closer. His embrace making her warm and languid, she would relax enough to drift off again. Her dreams in those brief bouts of sleep were filled with castles and car accidents, princes and prophecies, wizards and women lost in time.

Finally, she opened her eyes to see Dermot standing in front of the window. The rising sun struck his back sending shafts of light around him. His silhouette was rimmed with it like golden armor. Her knight, her champion. He was giving up everything to be with her, to live a life always looking over their shoulders and wondering what would happen to the friends and family they left behind. What would happen to his mother? She wondered once again how she could possibly be worthy of that sacrifice.

“Good, ye’re awake.” He offered her his hand. She took it, and he pulled her into a sitting position. Planting a kiss on her forehead. “We have time for a shower, but we’ve got to get going.”

Sarah rubbed her eyes. As sleep ebbed away, the here and now came back into focus. Her legs were sore from trekking through the Highlands followed by hours in the car. Her elbow ached where it had been dislocated in the car accident two days ago. Her brother had warned her it would hurt for a few days when he had popped it back into place. Had that really only been two days ago?

Dermot started the shower in the bathroom. He returned to rummage around in a plastic bag on the dresser retrieving a bottle of antiseptic. “Come on, sleepyhead. We need to treat those cuts again. Gorse thorns can cause terrible infections.”

Sarah looked down at the lattice of scratches that covered her arms and part of her legs. She had fallen out of their wrecked car directly into a gorse bush. Considering the recent turn her life had taken, it would be just her luck to escape the paparazzi, and the clutches of the Stuarts only to die of sepsis that she got from a gorse thorn covered in sheep poo. That thought got her out of bed and into the shower. Although it was definitely nice to find a naked and wet Dermot Sinclair waiting there to wash her back. All they had to do today was make it out of Scotland. Then they might just have a chance.

***
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THEY STEPPED OFF THE bus on Princes Street near North Bridge. Slinging his bag over his shoulder, Dermot surveyed the street hoping that the heavy foot traffic meant they could blend in. Sarah slipped her hand into his and their fingers laced together. The coiled tension that knotted the muscles in his shoulders eased a fraction. He marveled at the experience of actually holding her hand in a public place. After hiding his feelings for her for so long, to stand in the sun with her was indescribable. Soon they would be able to live together without any restrictions. As soon as they met up with Des, Sarah MacAlpin and Dermot Sinclair would disappear. They would start again with new identities.

He lifted their joined hands and kissed the back of hers. She rested her cheek on his arm. Turning, he found her eyes on him, crystalline green and brimming with love. Her hair was once again tucked up under a brown knit hat to hide her distinctive curls. He flashed back to the wee hours of the morning when she’d awakened him and they’d made love again, her hair brushing his chest soft and ephemeral. She squeezed his hand in reassurance.

Someone on the street bumped his other shoulder reminding him that they needed to be moving. They merged into the flow of pedestrians up North Bridge. To the High Street before turning down Cockburn. The cafe where he was to meet Des was a few doors past Fleshmarket Close. He walked Sarah to a tourist shop across the street. He didn’t like leaving her there, but after Des’s warning the day before, he wasn’t entirely sure he could trust his old friend. She could watch from a safe distance here and her American accent wouldn’t be noticeable among the tourists.

They spent a few moments browsing the souvenirs. The shop keeper fortunately seemed largely indifferent to the half dozen shopping tourists. After a few minutes, he picked a snow globe from a shelf and stepped closer to Sarah, who was combing through a rack of tartan ties. 

“Amy would love this.” He spoke loud enough for the middle-aged woman a few feet away to hear.

Sarah leaned in as if to look at the snow globe. “You’re right. She would.”

In a low voice. “I’m going. If anything, anything happens across the street, or if I’m not back in ten minutes...”

“Don’t say it.” She hissed.

“...Take yer papers and go. Start a life somewhere.”

“I’m not leaving you.” She was adamant.

He appreciated her tenacity, but he hoped that she would leave if it came to that. Behind her, another tourist walked within earshot. “I think that saltire tie would be great for yer da.”

Sarah looked over her shoulder at the older man who was a few feet away looking at golf club covers. She turned back to him and lowered her voice to just above a whisper. “I wouldn’t blame you if you changed your mind. But if that’s what this is, just tell me now.”

He smoothed a hand down her arm and caught her eyes with his. “My mum told me to take care of ye. That’s what I mean to do. Nothing else matters.”

“You’re giving up so much.”

“Ye’re worth it. We are worth it. Never doubt that.” He whispered. “Dinna be here in ten minutes whether I come back or not.”

She handed him the snow globe before pressing herself against him with a devilish look in her eyes. “Have I mentioned how much I liked waking up next to you this morning?”

God, he loved her. “I mean it. Stay safe, no matter what.” He planted a kiss at her temple and deposited the snow globe on the shelf beside them. He left making his way across the street.

***
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SARAH LEFT THE TIES and positioned herself by a rack of T-shirts where she could watch the cafe through the shop window. She saw Dermot cross the street and go inside. Naturally, the mysterious Des had not picked a table near a window for their meeting. Dermot disappeared behind the glare of the sun on the glass. Sarah forced herself to look at the shirts to keep up the pretense of souvenir shopping. She rolled her eyes at one that read ‘Kilt Inspector’ and flipped past a bright yellow one with the Stuart lion rampant. She couldn’t help feeling as if they were being stalked by that lion. There she was hiding in the tall grass hoping that she and Dermot could get to a safe place before the Stuarts could devour them.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a motion from across the street. A couple of women were coming out of the cafe laughing at something. They strode on down the street continuing their conversation. Sarah shifted her eyes back to the cafe. All she saw was a typical day on a street in the Old Town. Tourists strolled by pointing at the architecture of the stone buildings or pulling their suitcases down the steep, curving street to Waverley Station. Locals bustled by on their way to work. Nothing out of the ordinary. No stalking lions. She checked her watch. Five minutes.

Another shopper began flipping through the shirts on the opposite side of the rack, and Sarah’s pulse leapt. She hoped that tourists would be too interested in their own travels to pay attention to the local news or tabloids. It was why she had stayed at the hotel yesterday while Dermot had run about town getting cash and if all went right across the street a new identity. It had been weeks since the tabloids had first published her picture and connected her to billionaire playboy James Stuart. Weeks of cramming her hair into a hat and wearing fake glasses. Weeks of living in fear of someone recognizing her. Now that she and Dermot had disappeared after getting run off the road by an assassin in the Highlands, James himself was flashing her picture all over television. If they stayed in Scotland much longer the hat and glasses were not going to be enough of a disguise. Sarah glanced up at the woman who gave her a cordial smile and moved on to the next rack that held rugby shirts.

She felt a second of relief before checking her watch again. Seven minutes. Dermot better come back soon, or she might have to go into the cafe to get him. She had no intention of leaving without him, even if that was what he’d told her. With all that he was willing to give up for her, she rather brave the lion than be without him. She picked a shirt with some clan badge on it and held it up in front of the window. Looking past the shirt she eyed the cafe and tried not to look like a ball of nerves.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Sarah turned her attention to a rack of hats on the wall near the window and selected a black one with the blue and white Scottish flag printed on the front. Maybe the brim would shield her face even more. She checked her watch again. Nine minutes. She took the hat to the counter and paid for it. The young man tending the shop was far more interested in the magazine he was reading than he was in the people in his shop. He barely looked at her as she paid for her hat with some of the cash that Dermot had given her. They had been afraid to touch her bank accounts, so were relying on the money that he had squirreled away for a rainy day.

She was putting her change back in her wallet when a hand slid around her waist and Dermot’s voice rumbled in her ear. “Miss me?”

His face showed a hint of a smile quieting her nerves a fraction. “Every minute.”

“Let’s go.” His hand on her back steered her toward the door. “Ye’d best wait to change yer hat.”

“Did you get what you needed?” She asked when they reached the street.

“Aye, I did.” He leaned down to her ear as they walked keeping his voice low. “I also got a warning. There are a lot of people of Des’s ilk looking to collect James’s reward.”

“Great. That’s going to make getting out of Dodge a lot harder.” By ‘Des’s ilk’ Dermot meant businesspeople operating in the wrong side of the law. Dermot’s army buddy seemed to do a good business forging documents among other things. They walked up Cockburn to the Royal Mile. “Wouldn’t it be faster if we cut through Fleshmarket Close?”

“I think we’re safer on the busy street. More people to blend in with.”

“Okay, but can we slow down a little.” Sarah was struggling to keep up with him. “My legs aren’t as long as yours.”

He slowed the pace and they walked along the High Street trying to look like a couple enjoying the day. They had just crossed North Bridge in front of the old British Linen Bank building when Dermot leaned down again to say, “I think we’re being followed.”

Sarah’s pulse leapt. Dermot took her hand and picked up the pace. They walked briskly down North Bridge before veering off the street into a hotel.

“Look like we belong.” He whispered. She wasn’t sure how they would manage that. The hotel was a posh one and they were dressed for utility in their jeans and jumpers. But as Duff always told her, confidence can be very convincing. So, she pulled her shoulders back and tipped her chin up striding through the lobby as if they knew exactly where they were going.

Without slowing his pace, Dermot pulled her down a hall that led to a lounge and restaurant. They ducked into an alcove that held a chair and a house phone on a small shelf. Dermot whispered to her. “Pretend to make a call. Dinna turn around whatever ye hear.”

Sarah picked up the phone and pretended to be talking to someone about something completely inane. Sneaking a peek over her shoulder, she saw Dermot press himself to the wall near the opening of the alcove so that he couldn’t be seen from the hallway behind her. She forced herself to say something like, ‘You don’t say,’ or ‘That’s what I thought.’ To make her pretend phone call sound convincing.

She didn’t hear footsteps behind her as the man approached and resisted turning around when a voice with a vague Mediterranean accent said, “There you are.”

In the next second, Sarah heard a sharp crunch followed quickly by a pained grunt. Before she had a chance to turn around, Dermot pulled her back into the hallway and deeper into the building.

Sarah glanced back to see a swarthy man on his knees in the alcove. He had one hand cupping his nose while the other was braced against the wall. The man’s eyes locked with hers as Dermot pulled her around the corner. The pure malice in that look gave her chills.

Another turn and they were in the hotel’s kitchen. That early in the day, the staff was sparse, but the few there were startled by their sudden entrance. With complete confidence, Dermot asked. “Where is the back door?”

A dumbstruck woman at a cutting board lifted a hand and pointed past an enormous walk-in refrigerator.

“Cheers.” Dermot said as if it was perfectly normal for strange people to go streaking through their kitchen.

They hustled around the refrigerator, out a metal door, and into the close that ran behind the hotel. Closes were a network of narrow alleyways that ran between the main streets of Edinburgh’s old town. They were usually too narrow or steep for cars, but some were wide enough that they supported businesses and residences. This one appeared to be mostly walls and stairs. Dermot stopped short and looked both ways before turning downhill. After a short span of stairs, they came to a door with a pointed arch. He muttered, “Please be open.”

His shoulders sank with relief when the ancient iron latch gave way. He yanked Sarah into the dark room beyond and closed the door behind them.

They stood still for a moment listening for activity inside. A light came from down the hall and Sarah thought she caught a glimpse of stained glass. “Is this a church?”

“Aye, Old Saint Paul’s.” Dermot kept his voice low. “We’d best keep moving. I think I bought us a few minutes, but not much more.”

“What did you do to that man?” She had known that he had killed one man who had been sent to kill her, but she hadn’t been there for the actual deed. It was one thing to know that he was capable of that sort of violence, but another entirely to have it happen right behind her. She knew about his time in the army and his security work, but she had mostly seen him in an academic setting. This Dermot, coiled and ready to strike was new to her.

“Elbow to the nose, and a punch to the kidney.” He led her down the hall. He was matter of fact about it as if he’d told her it would rain that afternoon. He stopped in the doorway to the sanctuary and looked back at her. Something of her alarm must have shown on her face because he stopped and lifted a hand to her cheek. “I had to slow him down. I’ve done far worse to keep ye safe, and I’d do it again.”

Once again, Sarah wondered how this had become her life. “I know, you’re right.”

“The main door of the church is on Jeffrey Street. We should be able to get a taxi there.” He took her hand again; his grip was gentler than it had been on their mad dash from the hotel.

They made their way quietly through the sanctuary. Sarah wished she’d visited the church before when she’d had time to admire it. As it was, she got the vague impression of polished wood, stained glass, and gothic arches. They came out onto Jeffrey Street, and tried in vain to hail a taxi. Every car that passed them seemed to have a passenger already.

“Damn!” Dermot swore after yet another car drove past.

“We’re too close to the train station.” Sarah observed. “They’re all picking up fares there. They don’t need to stop on the street.”

“Ye’re probably right. Train station it is. We can blend in with the travelers.”

They crossed the street, Sarah looked back in time to see the man from the hotel coming out of the close beside the church. His face was bloody, but he seemed to be moving well enough. “Dermot.”

He whipped his head around and caught sight of the man, who was already making his way across the street. His hand was in his pocket and there seemed to be something poking out of the corner. “Bollocks! I think he’s got a gun.”

Dermot broke into a run. If he hadn’t kept a good grip on her hand, Sarah would never have kept up with him. “He wouldn’t shoot us on the street. Would he?”

“I dinna mean to find out.” They went through the gate leading to the station and hurtled down the stairs dodging around other passengers. Sarah’s foot slipped on the bottom step nearly sending her tumbling across the floor. Dermot was there to catch her by the elbow and pull her back up. He took the opportunity to look behind them. “He’s still with us, but not moving fast. That kidney shot must have been harder than I thought. We can lose him in the platforms.”

Sarah found her feet, and soon they were making their way among the platforms. Dermot always kept a wary eye on the direction where he thought their would-be attacker was.

“Maybe we should get on a train.” They stopped to catch their breath after a few minutes of weaving their way through the train platforms and travelers. They had lost sight of the man who was chasing them, but now he could be anywhere just waiting for a train to move out of his way or for them to come out into the open. “We need to get out of the city, and this would be a way to do it.”

“It would.” Dermot craned his neck trying to look through the windows of the train in front of them. “The alternative is up the steps to Princes Street, but we’d be in the open up there. We just have to find the right train.”

“Or would any southbound train do?” They needed to get out of the U. K. But getting out of Edinburgh would be a step in the right direction.

Dermot grunted thoughtfully and turned to look at the large display of departing trains. “I had hoped to leave by ship. They’ll be watching the airports and possibly here. But they can’t watch every dock in Scotland. We can get a train to Berwick upon Tweed and catch a freighter from there.”

“A freighter?”

“Aye, some will take a few passengers, or let us work our way across.” He took her hand again and pulled her further down the platform still scanning for their pursuer.

“Across to where?”

“Anywhere that Alba Petroleum doesna have an office.” He shot back, “But we can start with Calais.”

“Okay, so when is the train to Berwick upon Tweed?”

***
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DERMOT WISHED HE FELT as confident about that plan as he sounded. She was trusting him to keep her safe from all enemies, but he wasn’t sure who all the enemies were. So far, their big plan to run away together hadn’t even made it outside of Edinburgh before the Invigilare were on their trail. They might be running from the Stuarts, but at least the Stuarts wanted them alive. The zealots that made up the Invigilare, an underground group of militant Catholics convinced that Sarah’s child would be the Antichrist wanted her dead. Fortunately, they also wanted to stay in the shadows. That was something he could use.

He hoped that once they were out of the city, they would be less recognizable. Taking the train was a risk. The more people were traveling with them, the more chances for them to be recognized. But Sarah was right. The priority now was to get out of the city. Even if they were recognized on the train, no one could stop them until they got to the next station.

He skimmed the departures board until he saw what he was looking for. The next train south was leaving in ten minutes, two platforms away. They could go all the way to London or get off at any port in between. He pulled Sarah into a shadowed corner behind a rack of maps and timetables. “Wait here. I’ll go get us tickets.”

He could tell by her mutinous look that she didn’t like splitting up, but she nodded. He pulled his jumper off in a small effort to change his appearance and kept his head down. The woman at the ticket counter smiled broadly and even flirted a little, but she didn’t seem to recognize him. Tickets in hand he went back to the corner where he’d left Sarah. She was still there, looking anxious but beautiful. He couldn’t resist kissing her. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.” Now, they just had to get to the right platform.

“We’ve got to get across the footbridge to platform ten and avoid our friend for the next ten minutes. He tucked a stray curl under her hat.

“We can do that easy.” Her face showed nothing but complete faith in him.

Once again, he lifted their joined hands and kissed the back of hers. They made their way up the stairs to the footbridge where they could cross over to the stairs to platform ten. Parts of the footbridge that spanned the station were railed with intricate ironwork that could offer them some cover. But the main part across the station had glass railings. They’d be sitting ducks. “Try to stay a meter or so in from the railing.”

Dermot kept an eye on the concourse below, looking for their man. He didn’t see him on the platform anymore. He supposed it would be too much to ask for the man to give up.

They were crossing over the concourse near the ticket office when he heard Sarah’s sharp in-drawn breath. Following her gaze, he spotted the man near a kiosk on the level below them. Just as Dermot laid eyes on him, the man turned their way. Their eyes locked and the man sprinted toward the stairs to intercept them. “Damn!”

Dermot tightened his grip on Sarah’s hand in anticipation of another chase when she gasped again. “Is that Calum?”

“What?” He turned to see Calum Ridland, the Alba Petroleum Security guard who had been one of Sarah’s bodyguards until they had left for their research trip, coming up the stairs behind them. Dermot might have been able to handle Calum, but he came with reinforcements.

“Shit! Archie Sinclair.” He bit out.

“Relative?” Sarah asked.

“Fleming’s father.” He whipped his head back to the Invigilare assassin in front of them. Calum and Archie were on their way up the stairs, effectively cutting off any exit they might have had. Short of jumping over the railing to the concourse below, they were trapped. Jesus, he’d promised to keep her safe last night, and had failed her on their first day out. Feeling one hundred different kinds of worthless he turned to her. “We’re out of options. D’ye think we can get past the assassin or do we take our chances with the Stuarts?”

Sarah looked back and forth between their pursuers who had stopped at the tops of their respective staircases and stood poised waiting to see what they would do. She must have come to the same conclusion he had, because her face took on a look of resignation. “At least the Stuarts need us alive.”

“Well, they need you alive.” He grumbled.

Sarah turned to where Calum and Archie waited on the balls of their feet ready to pounce. She raised one arm and pointed at the assassin on the other side of them and shouted. “Invigilare!”
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“And just where have ye been for the last two days?” Archie Sinclair sauntered toward where they stood on the footbridge. His salt and pepper hair was cut short. In spite of his age, he kept himself fit. His suit was cut to hide the radio and likely tactical baton that he doubtless carried. He approached them with the swagger of a man who’d been on Alba Petroleum’s security staff for decades.

“Making our way back here, Arch.” Dermot hoped Sarah would follow his lead on the story.

“For two days?” Archie looked skeptical.

“Aye. We were trying to stay under the radar.” He looked over his shoulder in the direction Calum had chased their attacker. “For obvious reasons.”

“Mmhmm...” Archie’s mouth firmed as if he were thinking hard about whether to believe them. He scanned them, taking in their backpacks, clothes, and shoes. Dermot was glad he’d taken the time to pick up some new shoes and to drop his blood-soaked trainers in a dumpster outside Inverness. Archie looked past his shoulder at Sarah distaste evident on his face. “So, ye’re the one that almost got my lad sacked.”

“I didn’t intend for that to reflect badly on Fleming.” Sarah’s tone was apologetic. “I did get him reinstated when I could.”

Archie’s face warned that he didn’t think much of her efforts to help her bodyguard, Fleming, after she’d given him the slip in North Carolina. He’d had to return to Scotland with egg on his face, and it was only the combined efforts of Sarah and Dermot that had gotten him back into the Stuart good graces. It appeared that Archie still held a grudge over Sarah’s earlier stunt. He turned to Dermot. “What’s in the bag, lad?”

Dermot shrugged trying to look innocent. “Clothes, maybe some granola bars.”

Archie looked doubtful. “Ye dinna mind if I have a look then?”

“Are ye confused, Arch?” Dermot narrowed his eyes at the older man and stepped closer, almost nose to nose. “We’re on the same side here.”

“Are we?” Archie lifted his chin and stared Dermot down. “Seems to me yer heart’s never been in this work.”

“I lost him.” Calum jogged up, stopping beside them to catch his breath. He looked back and forth between the two men squared off in the middle of the footbridge. “What’s going on?”

Dermot and Archie didn’t take their eyes off each other. They stood for several seconds without answering Calum. “Grab his bag, Calum.”

“Is this really the place to be getting into this?” Sarah spoke up, but none of the men seemed inclined to listen to her. Calum, who may have been shorter than Dermot, but was built like a heavy weight fighter gripped Dermot’s bag, slid it from his shoulders and tossed it to Archie.

Archie unzipped the bag and looked inside. Dermot prayed silently that the man would be satisfied with what he saw on top. He had carefully tucked his portion of their cash reserves in the bottom of the bag under a spare jumper that should hide it from a casual look inside. But Archie Sinclair was nothing if not thorough. He plunged a hand down into the bag and came up with not only the cash, but a passport as well.

In the middle of the crowded train station, Dermot could do nothing but stand by. The last thing any of them needed was the attention of the police.

Archie cut his eyes to Calum and jerked his chin at Dermot. His mouth made a sneer of disgust. “Grab him.”

Sarah slid lightning quick between Calum and Dermot. She focused her attention on Calum who until a few weeks ago had been her near constant shadow and upstairs neighbor. Their relationship hadn’t been friendly, but she had always been nice to him. “Don’t even think about it. Calum, you know Dermot.”

“Aye, we do. And we know better than ye the oath we took to the Stuarts.” Archie grabbed her arm to pull her from between the younger men.

Sarah wasn’t having that. She turned on him, her eyes blazing. Keeping a protective hand on Dermot, she lowered her voice to address Archie. Her southern American accent thickened with fury. “Get your hand off me! If you took the same oath he did, then you must know who I am.”

They all froze. Archie and Calum out of respect or fear of what her word in James Stuart’s ear could do to their careers. Dermot gaped in astonishment. Sarah had never accepted that she was who or what the Stuarts thought she was. She had fought her birthright from the moment she learned of it. But here she was willing to trade on it to protect him.

Archie kept his face impassive but leaned slightly away from her. He released her arm. “Ma’am.”

Sarah shot a look at Calum to make sure he was not moving to take Dermot. When she looked back at Archie, her voice was low and hard. “Y’all lay one hand on him and I will scream bloody murder in the middle of this train station. Then you can explain that gun in your jacket to every transit cop that comes running, and how you terrorized me in public to James.”

Archie seethed. The muscled in his jaw jumped with tension, but when he spoke his tone was respectful. “Will ye join us in returning to the Alba Petroleum offices...ma’am?”

Sarah pulled her shoulders back and lifted her chin regally. She may have been raised on a farm in the mountains of North Carolina, but she was every inch a queen. “No. I’ m not going anywhere with you, and I’m not leaving him. If James wants to talk to me, he’ll have to come here.”

Archie glared at her for several beats. Dermot thought he must be debating how far he could push her. “Calum, go and ask the police if there is a room that we can wait in for the Stuart.”

***
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“HOW DID YE KNOW HE had a gun?” Dermot asked once they were alone. Archie and Calum had escorted them to the Transit Police office in the station. The police had agreed to let them wait in an interrogation room while Archie relayed Sarah’s demand back to the Stuarts. The room was bare with nothing but a metal table and two chairs. Dermot nodded at the corner by the ceiling. Sarah followed his look and saw the security camera there.

“I didn’t.” He gaped at her and she shrugged. “I thought I saw a bulge and took a chance.”

He looked to the ceiling as if searching for patience. “Well, we’re well and truly trapped now. Short of ye escaping through the air vent, there’ll be no getting out of here.”

“Feeling a little claustrophobic?” She stayed on her feet, leaning against the wall furthest from the camera. “You should take a few deep breaths. I expect we’ll be here a while.”

He stopped pacing and gave her a sharp look. “Ye seem remarkably calm. I hope that means ye have a plan.”

“I do. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.” She waved him over to her. When he was close enough to hear a whisper, she told him. “Instead of trying to run away, we push through. We lay it all out, my parents, the mismatch, the trouble it caused, and the cauldron that everyone thought was dormant healing you. Everything we’ve seen suggests that you are my true match. When there was a mismatch before, it destroyed my people. Their whole community fell apart. If we can convince James that another mismatch could put everything he’s working for in jeopardy, then he can’t do anything else but let us go. We could be together without having to give up everything we’ve been working for.”

He stared at her in disbelief. “That’s yer plan? Tell them yer theory and expect everyone to play fair. D’ye really think that they’re going to give up all their plans that easily?”

“Not all their plans. They can keep pursuing independence. They don’t have to give that up. As for the heir, I think people will fall in behind James, and James is persuadable.” At his incredulous look, she leaned closer to him. “James isn’t entirely comfortable with his role in all of this. He feels as trapped as we do.”

“That may be, but he also thinks he’s in love with ye.” His eyes told her his opinion of that. “And ye should never underestimate the influence of Walter on James’s life. He’s been pulling the strings for years.”

Her green eyes sparked with determination. “Then I think it’s time to cut those strings.”

Doubt was clear on his face. “That’s a verra big gamble.”

“You said yourself. We’re trapped.” She pressed two fingers between her eyebrows trying to push back the start of a headache. “I’m just doing what Duff always taught me. Improvise, adapt and overcome.”

“I just hope ye know what ye’re doing. Walter Stuart is going to fight ye every step of the way. And I’m not so sure James is as ambivalent about his role as ye think.”

“You just leave James to me.” She hoped her hunch about James was right.

To Sarah’s relief, Dermot eventually stopped pacing and leaned against the wall under the security camera. She took one of the chairs and rested her elbows on the table trying to think her way through her argument. She thought she had burned the bridge with James the last time they’d spoken. She told him that she didn’t want a public life, and he couldn’t help but have one. He was a tabloid darling; billionaire playboy with movie star good looks and more money than any one person had a right to.

At least that was what the world saw. Sarah knew him a little better. James Stuart was a young man trapped under the weight of his family’s, his company’s, and the world’s expectations. He hadn’t chosen the life of an oil executive. He’d been born to it. Just like he’d been born the heir to a cabal of neo-Jacobites intent on putting him on the throne of an independent Scotland with her at his side. Those expectations were so ingrained in James, that he could barely conceive of a life lived on his own terms. Sarah hoped that the temptation of that kind of freedom would be enough to convince James to let them go.

She was still formulating her argument when the door opened and the man himself walked in. His double-breasted suit and perfect hair should have given the impression of the cool executive, but it was belied by the almost frantic look on his face. He made straight for Sarah, who rose to meet him. “It wasn’t me. You must believe me. I did not give the tabloids your name.”

“I know,” She took the hand he extended toward her. The gesture a mix of soothing, but also keeping him at arm’s length.

“No!” Dermot barked pushing away from his place in the corner. He was at the door in two strides. “Not you.”

“I’m with my nephew.” Walter Stuart’s voice held all the authority of the international puppet master that he fancied himself. He was an imposing figure, tall and slim with the same chiseled features that seemed to run in the family. He might have been handsome if he didn’t always wear a superior and calculating look on his face. As it was, he brought a chill to every room he entered.

“Not today, mate.” Dermot moved to close the door in the older man’s face. James watched this exchange with curiosity.

“James,” Sarah sought his eyes with hers. “Can we have this conversation without your uncle?”

“It’s alright.” James told Walter. “I think I can handle this.”

Walter pressed his thin lips together in obvious disapproval. “I would rather stay.”

“And I would rather Sarah talk with me candidly. I doubt she will do that with an audience. Why don’t you both wait in the hall?”

Dermot looked sharply at Sarah. It was clear he didn’t want to leave, but it was a small concession. She was willing to give it in the hopes of convincing James. She gave Dermot a nod. He returned a look that said, ‘I hope you know what you’re doing.’

So did she. She also hoped Dermot and Walter could manage to wait in the hall without coming to blows. The two of them were like oil and water.

***
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“YOU SEEM TO HAVE FORGOTTEN your place, Sinclair.” Walter Stuart’s nose wrinkled with disdain after Dermot closed the door to the holding room.

Dermot wasn’t going to rise to the old man’s bait. He folded his arms across his chest and stood in front of the door, his face impassive. If he couldn’t be in there to help Sarah make their case, he would at least make sure they weren’t interfered with.

Stuart glared at him, contempt coming off the man in waves. After a few seconds, Walter turned to the police captain who was standing nearby. The poor man didn’t dare leave such illustrious personages as Lord Caledon and his uncle unattended.

“Is there a way that I can watch what’s going on in there?” Walter asked the captain.

“No.” Dermot cut the captain off before he could answer. “This is private between the two of them. I’m sure that James will tell ye whatever he thinks ye need to know when they’re done.”

Walter looked down his nose. “You should know by now that James has no secrets from me.”

“D’ye follow him into his bedroom, then?” Dermot asked flatly. “Wipe his arse too?”

“I know your mother didn’t teach you to be vulgar.”

Dermot tightened his arms around his chest, fighting the urge to pummel Stuart. His voice was low but threatening. “Dinna mention my mother to me again.”

Victory flashed in Stuart’s eyes. He knew better than anyone how to get under Dermot’s skin. Walter turned back to the captain with a questioning look.

“Right in here.” The captain reached to open the door next to the holding room. Quick as lightning Dermot’s hand covered the doorknob before the captain even touched it. He caught the captain’s eye. “I said it’s private. This isna a police matter. People have rights.”

The police captain pulled his hand back and stepped away leaving the two of them to square off in the hallway. Walter Stuart watched Dermot; one gray eyebrow arched in derision. “You do realize, you work for us?”

Dermot leaned down into Walter’s face. “Not anymore.”

Red started creeping up from the old man’s collar. “You swore an oath.”

“Aye, I did.” Dermot grinned back at him. “To her.”

Walter swelled with fury. “You think you can defy us?”

“I think she’s the most important person here; more important than James and certainly more important than the likes of ye.”

“He is your king.” Walter hissed through his teeth. It was a refrain Dermot had heard for as long as he could remember. He’d told Sarah the same thing months ago in Chapel Hill when he had tried to explain his relationship to James and why they couldn’t be together. He had learned so much about the legend and himself since then.

He shook his head. “Ye forget that when I’m not guarding Sarah, I’m studying the legends that made ye believe that. I’ve got news for ye. That prophecy ye use to justify ruining that lass’s life, might not mean what ye think it means.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“What was that about?” James turned back to her once the door was closed.

“It’s better if we have this conversation alone.” Sarah returned to her seat.

“Alright, but since when does Dermot look to you for orders?” James came around the table with a glance at the door, as if he could see Dermot through it.

“Since you sent him to North Carolina to spy on me.” Sarah hoped that the shock of revealing what she knew might give her the upper hand.

His head whipped from the door to her in obvious surprise. “How long have you known that?”

“A few months.” She clasped her hands in front of her on the table. “Something Ryan Cumberland said while he was holding me at gunpoint made me ask questions. Dermot, bless his heart, answered honestly.”

“You’ve known all the time you’ve been here, and you said nothing.” James looked from her to the closed door his jaw clenched in anger. “So much for my most trusted friend.”

“Your friend?” She emphasized the word ‘friend’. “Dermot is your friend? When was the last time you asked your friend how he was doing, or how his mother was doing? You call him your friend, but you know nothing about his life, and I haven’t seen you make any effort to know.”

“He would tell me if he needed anything, and Walter usually asks about his mother when we’re together.” James’s eyebrows knit and he looked confused about why they were talking about Dermot.

“Are you really that ignorant of what goes on in your name?” Sarah cocked her head to the side and gave him a sharp look. “I thought I only had one story to tell you. It seems we’ve got a couple of items to cover here.”

His gaze sharpened on hers and he stepped closer to the table using his height in an attempt to intimidate her. Walter Stuart might be pulling the strings at Alba Petroleum, but James wasn’t spineless. Sarah hoped she could get that to work in their favor. “Enlighten me.”

Sarah looked up at him with a smile letting him know his intimidation tactic wasn’t working. “If Dermot hadn’t told me about the fun you had when you were children, I wouldn’t know that there was any deeper connection between you two. He didn’t ask for his role in all this anymore than you did, and because this is 1996 and not 1696, he tried to get out and make his own choices. That’s why he joined the army.”

“And he was injured during the Gulf War. I know this.” James pulled back the chair across from her and sat down irritably.

“I don’t think you know the whole story. He wasn’t fighting when he was injured. He was attacked in camp.” She sat forward in her chair, leaning over the table. “His attackers were sent by your uncle. Dermot heard them say they’d been paid to injure him after they smashed his leg. And Walter was right there with a job offer as soon as his knee was healed.”

James leaned back, head shaking. “No. I don’t believe it.”

“Okay. A year or two into working for A. P. Security, Dermot tried to get out again. He went back to school to start a new career, while having to put his mother in a care home. Until last spring, when he came home from a research trip to find out that somehow your uncle had gained power of attorney over Seonag, moved her to a different care home and wouldn’t tell Dermot where she was until he agreed to go to North Carolina to establish surveillance on me. Even now, Walter Stuart controls everything about Seonag’s care. Her own son can’t make decisions for her. All he can do is visit and hope that she remembers who he is. So, whenever you hear Walter ask Dermot about his mother, he’s not expressing concern. He’s issuing a threat.”

James looked down at the table, head shaking. Sarah could almost see him searching his memory for clues to prove or disprove what she was saying.

She leaned down to catch his eye, her tone fierce. “Dermot is not your friend. He’s not even your employee, or faithful retainer, or whatever ridiculous feudal relationship you seem to think you have. He’s your hostage.”

James lifted his head, his eyes steady on hers. At first, he looked guilty, but then something changed. Understanding swept over him. “He’s the one you’re in love with.”

She nodded, silent. There was so much that could be said, maybe should be said. That stuff could wait for later. Now was the time for hard truths, not excuses and qualifications.

James was out of his chair like a shot. He turned his back to her and threaded his fingers through his hair. After several seconds he asked without turning around. “Were you lying to me a few weeks ago, when you said that he wasn’t the man you thought he was?”

Sarah thought back to the months that she and Dermot had been at odds about their relationship and whether they had a chance to be together. “No, I wasn’t. He was trying to protect his mother, and he pushed me away. He’s done little but keep me at arm’s length since all of this started. He’s been very...professional about it.”

“Until he wasn’t.” James bit out still facing the wall.

“The last few weeks have taught us a lot.” Sarah spoke calmly. “I’ve learned that a life in the public eye is not for me. Dermot has learned that he’s never going to earn his freedom from your uncle, he’s going to have to take it. And we’ve both learned that we can’t be without each other. We were miserable when we tried.”

“And I’m left out in the cold.” He faced her holding out a pleading hand. “I love you, Sarah.”

Sarah let that hang in the air for a few heartbeats. She flattened her hands on the table in a gesture she hoped would be calming. “I think you believe that, and I won’t argue with you about whether or not it’s true. But I want you to think about the nature of that love.”

He took a step toward the table and started to speak, but she held up a hand to stop him. “Hear me out. You don’t really know me, James. You know what other people have told you about me, but we went on one date and even you can admit it didn’t end well. How much of the love you say you feel is actually for me, and how much is for what you’ve been told I can do for you by Walter and the rest of your family?”

“I know my own heart.” He pulled his chair back to the table and sat across from her reaching for her hand.

Sarah pulled her hands back a couple of inches and gave her head a quick shake. “I don’t want the life you’re offering.”

James turned his palm up on the table. “But we’re meant to be together. Your own people’s prophecy says you are the mother of the king.”

“Oh, James.” She gave him a pitying look. “I of all people know how legends can get changed and muddled over time. I don’t even know if I believe that. But if I did, the legend doesn’t say who the father of the king is. You have all concluded that it will be the Stuart heir, but the legend doesn’t say that. It’s not specific at all.”

That shocked him. She could tell from the waves of confusion and doubt washing over his face that James had never considered that he might not be the father of the legendary king. “Who else would it be?”

Sarah laid her hand in his. “Let me tell you a story. You know about my people, right?”

“I know they are what most people call the Auld Folk.” He closed his fingers gently around her hand.

“That’s close enough, although you can’t believe everything you hear about the Auld Folk. According to our legends, we were founded by an ancient king, his queen and her two sisters. We have lived apart from the world, keeping our traditions and maintaining certain traits through careful selection of mates, at least for three lines coming from the original three sisters. The matching was done through some sort of divining ceremony. Some of us ventured into the world outside our hidden glen usually to bring new people to the community to prevent inbreeding. Sometimes people left for other reasons. My grandmother left before the war because they realized that the Germans were looking for them. But the descendants of the three sisters have returned each generation to be matched with the ideal partner to maintain the bloodline.”

“I think I have heard this story before.”

“Have you heard about the cauldron of plenty?” She asked.

James searched his memory. “It provided food, right? Some scholars think the legend of the Holy Grail was inspired by Celtic legends about the cauldron.”

“You do know a bit.” Sarah smiled. “It’s how the Auld Folk were able to stay hidden for so long. They had no need to farm on a large scale. The cauldron also had healing properties.”

“Had? Past tense?”

“That’s what I’m getting to. When my mother returned to the village for her generation’s matching, there was a...” She paused searching for the best word. “...mistake. Because of the war and the Clearances before that, the descendants of the three sisters were spread out for their own safety. That year, the two of the sisters were only able to send their daughters for the matching. There was only one of the previous generation there to oversee the ceremony, my great aunt Eilidh. The trouble started when Eilidh didn’t like the match that she was shown for her daughter. So, she lied about what she saw. She put my mother with the match that was meant for her daughter and gave her daughter my mother’s actual match.”

She went on. “When that happened, the cauldron stopped giving food. If it weren’t for the ingenuity of the few of them who had lived in the modern world our people would have starved. But my mother fell in love with the man who was her correct match in spite of Eilidh’s efforts, and he fell in love with her. When they started to act on their feelings in secret, the cauldron started working again. When Eilidh realized that I had been conceived with the man she had matched with her daughter, she banished my mother from the village.”

“And the cauldron stopped again.” James supplied, understanding.

“It has done little more than hold water ever since.” Sarah watched his face, keen to see his reaction to her next words. “Until two nights ago.”

She thought back to the chills she’d felt when she saw water from the cauldron healing Dermot’s wounds, and the realization that there was some truth to the legends she’d heard. “The village fell apart without the cauldron. My people scattered about the Highlands and elsewhere. The cauldron was moved to a secret location and stayed there, until we were led there. Dermot was injured fighting off the Invigilare assassin.

“Assassin!” His face showed his alarm, and his grip on her hand tightened.

She smiled slightly to reassure him. “We weren’t run off the road by paparazzi. It was an assassin. He tried to finish us off at the car, but a good Samaritan stopped to help us. Then the assassin chased us on foot through the hills. Dermot...” She cleared her throat. “...Took care of him, but he was hurt in the struggle. Water from the cauldron healed him. According to those who keep the cauldron, it hasn’t done that in decades.”

“Wait, are you saying that Dermot is some sort of king?” He looked incredulous. Sarah tried not to be offended on Dermot’s behalf.

“Not necessarily.” She shifted from storyteller to advocate. “I’m saying that the cauldron works when the matches are done right. It didn’t work until Dermot and I were there together. Just like it stopped and started and stopped again when my parents were separated.”

James fell back in his chair. His hands rested limply as he stared at the top of the metal table stunned. Sarah decided to let him think in peace. She knew he was an intelligent man. He would put it together, and she would give him the space to do that. “And you believe that Dermot is your true match. Dermot Sinclair, the son of an academic rather than the actual descendant of a king, whose family has protected your people for countless generations?”

“I believe that the cauldron is an indicator. According to our tradition, it was given to us with the caveat that as long as we kept our people and traditions, it would continue to provide for us. It works when we’re preserving our people. It stops when we’re on the wrong track.”

“And you believe that a bad match would make it stop again.” She could see the wheels turning in his mind, gaming out different scenarios and trying to chart a course to the result that he wanted. “But your people don’t depend on the cauldron anymore. Is it that important?”

“If you believe that gaining independence and restoring the Scottish throne is dependent on the prophecy of my people, I think the cauldron is our compass. It’s going to tell us if we’re moving in the right direction. And the last time it worked was when Dermot and I were together. I believe a mismatch like the one that happened to my parents, would derail all your plans for Scotland.”

That was it. That was the key question. Was the Stuarts’ pursuit of this match about gaining independence for Scotland, or more power for themselves? Was James patriotic or power hungry? She knew the answer for Walter, but what was it for James? Could he shift all his expectations given this new evidence? He pursed his lips and raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Was anyone else there? Is there anyone apart from you and Dermot who witnessed this miraculous event?”

“Yes.” Sarah hoped like hell that the old wizard wouldn’t mind her pulling him into this. He did say that it was his job to make sure events happened the way that they were supposed to happen. “Mr. Green. I believe he’s on your board of directors.”

“Lyall Green?” He asked in disbelief.

“Yep. That’s him.” She nodded. “He takes care of the cauldron.”

James’s gaze turned inward once again. Sarah thought he must be wracking his brain trying to find any indication that the mild-mannered solicitor he knew was somehow involved with Sarah’s people. Good, she thought. The more we can up-end his perception of the situation, the more we can substitute our own. “I’m going to have to think about this some more. I need to talk to Green.”

“Let’s talk to him then.” She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt.

James cast his eyes around the bare, dimly lit holding room. “I suggest we take this to somewhere more comfortable. Shall we have Green meet us at my house?”

That was a risk. Here in this tiny room, she was on neutral ground. If she went to his house, full of all the trappings of Stuart money and power, she might lose the ground she had gained. And it would be harder to keep Walter Stuart out of the conversation. She wouldn’t put it past Walter to take her prisoner until she complied. “Why don’t we go to Green’s office?”

He thought about that for a few seconds. “Alright. I’ll have my driver call ahead and tell them we’re coming.”

“Great.” She was relieved at least for the moment. “And Dermot stays with me.”

The muscles in his jaw jumped with his displeasure at that idea. “We’ll all go there together.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Dermot had to hand it to Lyall Green or Lailoken, or Merlin, or whatever name he used for this environment; he knew how to blend in. No one would ever guess that the birch and glass offices with the abstract art and modern leather furniture in the waiting room would house an ancient wizard, or whatever he was. His chambers could rival anything in ultra-modern London.

They were met at the door by his assistant who looked almost as old as the man himself. Her steel gray hair was slicked back into a French twist and her tailored suit was designed to instill confidence in even the most nervous client. If she was at all unnerved by their sudden insistence on a meeting, she didn’t show it. “Lord Caledon, Mr. Stuart, Miss MacAlpin and Mr. Sinclair, I am Mrs. Jeffries. Please follow me.”

The men waited for Sarah to follow. Dermot stuck close behind her. Mrs. Jeffries led them through a glass walled waiting room flooded with natural light, to an interior conference room. They arranged themselves around the long birch wood conference table. There was an awkward moment when James moved to pull out a chair for Sarah next to him at the head of the table, but Dermot also pulled one out further down. Dermot tried not to look too smug when she accepted the chair next to him, sending James an apologetic look.

“Can I get anyone anything? We have tea, coffee, water...” Mrs. Jeffries asked from the doorway.

Everyone shook their heads. Mrs. Jeffries gave them all a cordial smile. “Very well, then. Mr. Green will be with you in a few moments.”

She left them to stew in the conference room. Walter Stuart seethed at being left in the dark about Sarah’s conversation with James. Well, he wasn’t the only one in the dark. Dermot only knew what she planned to tell James. He had no idea why they were suddenly in Lyall Green’s office, nor could he tell how James was reacting to what Sarah had told him. Sitting at the head of the table, James appeared thoughtful rather than angry. He hoped that was a good sign. Dermot laid his hand over Sarah’s on the table. She gave his fingers a squeeze that he thought was meant to reassure, but he could tell she was on edge.

“Does someone want to tell me what is going on here?” Walter’s annoyed voice broke the silence.

James took a breath before answering. His fingers smoothed along the edge of the table. “We’re here to verify some things that Sarah told me.”

“With Green?” Walter looked at Sarah in confusion. “Do you even know Green?”

“We just met recently. But I’m told he knew my mother.” Dermot enjoyed the alarm that flashed through Walter’s eyes at that. Suddenly, Lyall Green, solicitor and Alba Petroleum board member was something more, and he could tell Walter didn’t like not knowing exactly who Green was.

“What does that have to do with anything?” Walter sneered.

Sarah gave a quick laugh. “Everything.”

Dermot eyed her wondering how she could manage to seem this confident when so much of their lives hung in the balance. She must see some sign of hope in James’s reaction.

“While we’re here, uncle. Sarah told me some things about you as well.” James gave his uncle an assessing look. “Do you have power of attorney over Dermot’s mother?”

A frisson of shock ran down Dermot’s back, and his eyes flew to Walter. He hadn’t expected his mother to come up in this conversation. Walter’s pause was short but perceptible. “Yes, she gave it to me when Dermot was out of reach in the Western Isles. She was concerned that someone be able to make decisions for her on her less lucid days.”

“The Western Isles are the other side of the country not the other side of the moon. Could her son not have been called?” James asked coolly.

Walter cleared his throat and cut his eyes down the table toward Dermot before looking back at James. “He wasn’t available.”

James met that with a thoughtful mmhmm. “Was one of those decisions to move her to a different care home without his knowledge?”

Dermot cocked his head to the side, biting his tongue. This was a confrontation that he hadn’t expected today, but he was more than interested to see how it played out. “The other care home was inferior, and it lacked the memory care services that she needs.” Walter fumbled for an acceptable answer where there was none. Dermot couldn’t believe he would try to rationalize what he’d done. “I moved her somewhere better.”

“And refused to tell me where until I agreed to go to America to spy on Sarah.” He spat no longer able to remain silent. James turned his way and Dermot met his eyes for the first time. “My mother was in the best care facility I could find. The one he moved her to is no better than the last.”

James turned to Walter, “And why, when he returned to town did you not give power of attorney to Dermot?”

“It simply slipped my mind.” Walter tried to look affronted that anyone would suggest a nefarious reason.

“Though I’m certain is hasn’t slipped his mind? Has it?” James looked down the table to Dermot.

“Not for a minute.” Dermot ground out through his teeth.

James gave Walter a cold smile. “Then you won’t mind giving it to him now. We can add that to the list of things Mr. Green can do for us today.”

Walter looked like he’d just swallowed a hot coal. He looked at James for a moment before saying. “Of course.”

Dermot had to hand it to James. He hadn’t questioned Walter’s motives or accused him of keeping his mother hostage. He had merely established the facts and suggested the next move. That approach left Walter with the choice of giving in to his suggestion or admitting that he had been extorting Dermot’s cooperation and arguing that it needed to continue. It was a neat maneuver. Either way, Walter knew he was caught.

“I’m sorry to keep you waiting.” A resonant voice sounded from the doorway. “Gentleman, Miss MacAlpin, I had not expected to see you again so soon.”

Lyall Green looked every bit the topflight Edinburgh solicitor that he was in this incarnation. Dermot was sure they had only seen a couple of Green’s many faces. It was amazing the difference the right clothes made. Two nights ago, they had met Green in a cave in the Highlands. He’d looked completely at home in hiking gear making tea over an open fire. Exchange cargo trousers, boots and jumper for a bespoke suit and tea kettle for a leather portfolio, and he looked like a totally different man. Dermot wasn’t sure how, but he had known exactly who Green was when he’d gotten a good look at him in the cave. He’d called him Merlin, although today he doubted he would have made the connection.

Today, he was a polished and professional looking man just past middle age. He made his way around the table shaking hands and greeting each of them individually. He gave Dermot a hint of a smile. When he came to Sarah, she spoke. “I have just been catching Lord Caledon up on recent events. I believe he’s hoping that you can corroborate what I’ve told him.”

Green studied her as if searching for something. Eventually, he smiled and gave a slight nod before taking a seat between Sarah and James. “I can certainly try.”

“Thank you.” James continued in the business-like tone he had used to corner Walter moments ago. “Miss MacAlpin tells me that you have a relationship with her family in the Highlands.”

“Of sorts.” Green spoke carefully. “I have helped them with some legal and financial matters over the years.”

“And is one of those matters a cauldron that is kept in a secret location?” James got straight to the point.

Green shot a concerned look at Sarah. “They have entrusted me with such an heirloom.”

“And were you near that heirloom two nights ago?” Dermot was starting to think that James had missed his calling as a detective.

“I was.” Green told him with a smile. “I enjoy hill walking, and I often combine that passion with the need to check on that particular heirloom periodically. I spent the weekend in the Highlands. It’s where I met the lovely Miss MacAlpin.”

“So she said.” James looked thoughtful. “But you knew Miss MacAlpin before that night.”

Green turned a fond smile on Sarah. “We had not been properly introduced, but I had taken an interest in Miss MacAlpin. You see
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