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CHAPTER ONE
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MÒRAG MACALPIN DIED when she was six years old, although death can be a relative term. It’s sprinkled throughout our everyday language like so much cinnamon on top of our morning coffee. When we’re excited, we say, “I could just die!” We get “mortified” when we’re embarrassed. When kids know they’re in trouble they say, “My parents are gonna kill me!” and of course there is the petit morte of sexual satisfaction. Our pop culture is full of sentient ghosts, vampires, and zombies who interact with the world even after death.

Our most prominent religions are based on what happens after we die. Hindus and Buddhists espouse reincarnation. Islam promises a heaven of gardens with rivers running through it. Mormons even allow you to convert relatives after they’ve died. Christianity is based on the idea that death is only a temporary condition, and like Jesus, believers will all be resurrected when the Rapture comes. We do our best to change death from a period or even an exclamation point at the end of life into a comma or a semicolon.

Whether little Mòrag’s heart actually stopped on that morning in the spring of 1976 is debatable. But there is no doubt that the girl who woke up gasping for breath, cradled in her grandmother’s arms that day, was not the same girl who had been picking flowers in the woods just that morning or laughing with her mother as she got ready for her bath.

In that moment, when she stared shivering over her grandmother’s shoulder at the limp form of her mother on the floor, the ground shifted beneath her feet and the very sky above her changed color. Nothing was ever the same. And for a child as young as six, the only solution was to become a different person. That was the day that Mòrag became Sarah, and Sarah put away childish things like fairy tales.

***
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JUNE 1995

Chapel Hill, North Carolina

Sarah woke up gasping for air. Her heart was pounding. The dream had been so vivid that for a few seconds she didn’t see her bedroom, but the bathroom of her childhood home. Its dull, tiled floor was puddled with water from her bath and spotted with blood. Her mother lay unconscious on the floor. 

But this time Sarah hadn’t come to cradled in her grandmother’s arms, with Granny cooing to soothe her. This time she was alone. Granny was gone.

“Again?” Sarah thought as the room began to resolve itself from dream and memory to reality. She’d been having the dream far too often lately—she had the bags under her eyes to prove it. She inhaled deeply, trying to slow her breathing and maybe to prove to herself that she could, that it was air and not bathwater. Nope, it was definitely air...humid, sticky, my-AC-can’t-keep-up-with-June air. Sarah cast a look around the room, taking a mental inventory, reminding herself that she wasn’t in the holler. She was in her apartment in Chapel Hill, her very messy apartment.

When her inventory reached the clock beside her bed, she sat up with a start. Nine-thirty! The library had been open for half an hour, and if she was going to catch up with her transcriptions she needed every minute. She shot out of bed and threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. She wound her wild and curly hair into a bun and secured it with a pencil. Then grabbed her bag and headed for the door. Between the kitchen and the door she noticed Amy sitting at the table with a cup of coffee and a copy of the Herald. Her bobbed brown hair was slicked back and wet as if it had just been washed. Sarah stopped in her tracks. Amy was usually up and out earlier than this.

“Hey!” Amy said.

Sarah turned back toward the apartment’s dining area and stared at her roommate in confusion.

“What are you doing?” Amy’s tone implied that Sarah had lost her mind.

"Going to the library?"

“We’re going to Grandfather Mountain today. Remember?”

“Right.” Sarah stood dumbly in the middle of the living room. Her backpack slid slowly off her shoulder and down her arm.

“You’re not awake yet,” Amy said. “Put your bag down and go take a shower. We’ve got to be going in about forty-five minutes if we’re going to talk to that folksong class.”

Sarah turned and walked back down the hall, still wondering how she could have forgotten about their trip. She tossed her bag into the bedroom and went straight to the bathroom to take a shower. The water revived her memory. They were indeed heading up to the Grandfather Mountain Highland Games to perform. She had even packed her bag already for the trip.

Sarah probably would have remembered earlier if she hadn’t spent the better part of the night tossing and turning. She finished her shower and got dressed. She’d had the bathtub dream again. It had been happening a lot more lately—she wasn’t sure why, but the result was usually a sleepless night.

“C’mon, Sarah! We’re gonna be late!” Amy called as she dragged her own bag out the apartment door.

Sarah scrambled to throw her keys and wallet into her bag and follow. She squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and stepped into the near-blinding summer sun. They stowed their bags in the back with the tent they had packed the night before.

“Donald is going to be so disappointed if we miss that class,” Amy chided as Sarah slipped into the passenger’s seat of Amy’s Toyota.

“I know. I’m sorry. We’re just singing, right?”

Amy let out an exasperated sigh. “The guy teaching the class is a friend of Donald’s, and Donald told him we would come and talk about mouth music.”

“That’s right, the guy from Scotland.”

“I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately.” Her friend spoke over her shoulder as she turned onto Ransom Street. “You sleep even less than usual, which I didn’t think was possible, and when you’re awake you’re half-dazed.”

“It’s just stress, I think, too much to get done before my research trip.” 

“You know, that stuff’s still going to be here when you get back,” Amy said, giving Sarah a sidelong glance. “I have to ask you something, and I want you to be completely honest with me. Are you on drugs?”

Sarah, who never took so much as an aspirin, gaped at her roommate. Amy gave her a crooked smile and the two exploded with laughter. Tension flew out the window. “I’ve been having that dream again, the one about my mother. It keeps me up. You know, because I needed more stress on top of work.”

“Well, you can get plenty of sleep today. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us. I don’t mind doing most of it, but you’re taking over once we get to the mountains.”

“Sounds good.” Sarah shifted so she could lean back in the seat and drifted off to sleep just as Amy hit the highway.

***
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DERMOT WAS BEGINNING to think she wasn’t coming. He’d spent the past week teaching the basics of Gaelic singing to a class of tone-deaf diaspora Scots, and he was nearly at the end of his tether. He had arranged with his friend Donald to get Sarah MacAlpin and Amy Monroe, two award-winning Gaelic singers, to come and talk about puirt à beul today. As of yet, there was no sign of them.

Just as Dermot had settled on the idea that she wasn’t coming, a dark head popped through the door at the back of the classroom. This was soon followed by a tallish girl with dark brown hair who seemed to be bouncing with energy. Behind her came another lass. This one was on the short side. She wasn’t plump, but had generous curves in all the right places. She had a head of madly curling hair that was the color of honey.

Dermot straightened his shoulders. This was the girl he was looking for. He felt a slight sense of triumph as they settled into desks at the back, trying to make as little noise as possible.

“Mr. Sinclair?” said a girl in the front who couldn’t have been more than eighteen and had been making eyes at Dermot. “What about mouth music? We haven’t discussed that all week.”

“Well, I havena talked about it, because we could spend a whole week on mouth music and still have barely scratched the surface. Does anyone here not have a general idea of what mouth music, or puirt à buel, is?” Dermot surveyed the few hands that went up and decided to explain. “Right. Well, believe it or not, in Scotland, there isna always a fiddler or piper handy. So we ingenious Scots developed a style of singing that allows us to mimic the rhythms of those instruments. This style tends to be fast like a reel or a strathspey. It’s meant to give people somethin’ to dance to.”

At this, Dermot caught Sarah’s eye. He gave her a wink and his most charming smile. “It just happens that we have with us two of the best puirt à buel singers in North America today, and if we ask them verra nicely, they might sing us a song or two. Ladies?”

The whole class followed his gaze to the back of the room. Amy jumped up and winked back as she walked to the front of the room. Sarah followed more slowly and addressed the class.

“The lyrics in puirt à buel are really servants to the music and are meant to be more percussive than poetic,” Sarah said. “Unlike what you’ve been studying this week, these songs are strictly for fun, not usually for storytelling or lamenting. So some of the words might not make a lot of sense. They are loads of fun, though.” She gave the students a warm smile.

Sarah began tapping her foot, and Amy came in with a verse from a particularly complicated piece. Sarah followed with the next verse. They sped up and ran through the two verses quickly before breaking into rounds that made it sound like there were more than two people singing. Dermot watched as the students nodded and tapped their toes in time. They were good, if a bit clinical. Just as the rounds swirled to a blur of rhythm and tones, the two singers stomped their feet once and sang a third verse in unison. Then they incorporated it into the round, complicating the sound even further. Their listeners began tapping their desks to the complex rhythm.

The singers finished the song off on a single, sharp beat. They were met with applause and myriad questions about how they had learned it and how much work it had taken to make it sound so clean. Sarah answered most of them. She was a born teacher. Dermot stepped to the front of the class to help her, referring to things they had covered earlier in the week. They worked well together, fielding questions and explaining the less obvious aspects of the music. By the time the students trickled out, their teachers were smiling in the afterglow of a well-delivered lesson.

Dermot turned to Sarah and held out a hand, introducing himself in Gaelic. “’S mise Diarmad Mac na Ceàrda.”

Sarah slipped easily in the language. “’S mise Mòrag NicAilpein. Tha mi toilichte ur coinneachadh. Seo mo charaid, Amy Rothach.”

Amy offered him her hand, clearly understanding what Sarah had said. “I drove most of the way. I’m afraid I’m too tired for the Gaelic right now.”

He chuckled. “It’s alright. We can stick to English.”

“Thanks.” Amy gave him a dazzling smile.

“I was beginning to think ye wouldna come.” Dermot addressed Sarah’s back as she retrieved her bag from the back of the room.

She turned and gave him a smile. “I’m afraid that’s my fault. We got a late start this morning. Amy’s lead foot is what got us here in time.”

“Then ye have my thanks, Amy.” He gave Amy a gallant nod.

“Don’t thank me. It was fun. Anyway, Sarah did all the teaching.” Amy jerked her head in her friend’s direction. 

“Sarah, you seem to be an expert on the subject.”

“She is! She knows more about Gaelic song than anyone around here, even Donald.” Amy beamed.

Sarah shrugged, not meeting his eyes.  “I know as much as anyone could learn. I’m still just a scholar.”

“Where did ye learn it? Ye sing like a native.”

“I practice a lot,” she replied curtly before turning on her heel and walking out.

Dermot turned back to Amy. “Did I touch a nerve?”

Amy was looking at the door, her brows knit. “She kind of is a native. I mean, she learned at home. She doesn’t really like to talk about her family, but I’ve never seen her react like that before.”

“Do they not get along?” he asked.

“There is no family anymore. She was raised by her grandmother, but she died a few years ago.”

“I didna mean to pry.” He shot a concerned look at the door where Sarah had disappeared.

“And I’m sure she didn’t mean to overreact. She’ll feel bad about it in a little while. You can apologize to her at the cèilidh tonight.” Amy gave him a conspiratorial wink before leaving herself.

***
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“HE WAS A HOTTIE!” AMY exclaimed as they settled into the car and headed for the campsite. “And did you see the way he was looking at you?”

“Yeah, like a hungry snake looking at a rat.”

“He looked like he meant business, if that’s what you mean.” Amy smiled a crooked, lascivious smile.

“I am so NOT interested in romance, not even a festival fling." Sarah cut a hand through the air between them to emphasize her point.

"You were kind of short with him."

“I was nice to him. I just don’t like talking about my family. You know that.”

“Well, I think you overreacted,” Amy said in a tone meant to take some of the sting out of her words.

“And I think you just wanted to keep him talking because he’s so attractive,” Sarah teased. Dermot Sinclair was a handsome man. He was tall, solidly built but not overly muscled. His close-cropped brown hair, simple jeans, and blue T-shirt suggested he dressed for utility, not for show. He looked to be in his late twenties, but something in his eyes seemed much older.

“Are you saying that I can be dazzled by a pretty face?” Amy feigned surprise.

“Oh no. It takes more than that.” Sarah’s face lit up with a wry smile. “I’d say a pretty face, a nice body, and a Scottish accent.”

“Bitch.” Amy gave Sarah a playful slap on the shoulder. “In any case, I think your Jon is in for some competition whether you like it or not.”

“Good. Maybe some competition is what we need to light a fire under our young anthropologist.” Sarah had to admit that she was beginning to get impatient with her would-be suitor.

“That’s it!” Amy beamed. “It’s that anthropologist training. Jon is observing you thoroughly before he makes his move.”

“Right. If that’s the case, he should have enough field notes by now to write a book on me.”

“He doesn’t take notes on your dates, does he?” Amy cringed.

Sarah laughed, picturing her nervous date across the table in a restaurant frantically scribbling notes about how she dressed and what she ordered. “I’m not sure which would be worse, him taking notes or me waiting endlessly for him to make a move."

“Well, there’s always our handsome Scottish friend.”

Sarah narrowed her eyes at her friend in mock irritation.
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


THE FRIDAY NIGHT CÈILIDH was a gathering for performers, much smaller and more informal than the grand and well-organized party on Saturday night. On Friday, everyone with a voice or an instrument was welcome to join in, and most did. The drums, pipes, and fiddles could be heard all over the mountain, and a bonfire lit the clearing where the performers camped. Dermot found Sarah sitting a short distance away, watching the dancing and enjoying the music.

“Beer?” He offered her a plastic cup he had filled from the keg.

“Thanks.” She took the cup, which was blessedly cold on the June night. She didn’t take her eyes from the party around the fire.

Dermot eased himself down next to her and watched with her for a few moments “Listen, I’m sorry about this afternoon. I wasna meaning to upset ye.”

“No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. You had no way of knowing.” She was glad for the chance to apologize, although she was still reticent. “I just don’t like to talk about my past. Being in the mountains again tends to bring it all back.”

“Well, I was too forward. Ye can blame it on my curious nature.” He took another sip of his beer.

“You know what they say about curiosity.” Sarah shot him a sideways glance that was half sarcasm, half suspicion.

“Och, I’ve got a few lives in me yet.” He gestured toward the crowd with his cup. “I’d expect ye to be in the thick of this wi’ yer singin’.”

“Oh, I’m not much of party girl. Besides, I’m the scholar. I don’t participate. I observe.” She gave him a smile that dared him to question her.

“Are ye ever unscholarly?”

She gave a short laugh and almost drowned her answer in her beer. “No.”

“Right. Then I reckon I willna ask ye to dance.”

“That’s wise,” she told his back as he rose to go. “I’d probably break your toes.”

“Then I bid ye goodnight, Miss MacAlpin, and wish ye happy studying.” He strode back toward the crowd.

She watched him go and pondered this last exchange. He’d asked her to dance. Maybe Amy was right. Maybe there was nothing wrong with this man. Still, she couldn’t help feeling like he was working her, playing some sort of game. Sarah vacillated between suspicion and self-doubt all the way to the bottom of her beer.

She stared at her cup for a moment, wondering what she had been thinking accepting a drink from a near stranger. In the age of date rape drugs and god knows what else, she was usually careful not to take a drink from anyone she didn’t know. The danger hadn’t even occurred to her this time. It didn’t taste strange, and besides he was a friend of Donald’s, and everyone here would know him from the workshops he’d done. He might be forward and a bit too charming, but she didn’t think he was stupid enough to drug her with all their friends around. She was being irrational, she decided, and walked toward the keg to get another beer. Just to be on the safe side, she threw away the cup. She would get another.

“Sarah!” The shout came from somewhere in the crowd of people clustered around the keg. “Just the lass I’m lookin’ for.”

“Donald! I haven’t seen you all day. How are you?” She saw her academic advisor elbowing his way to the edge of the throng. He was a short, energetic man of middle age with lively hazel eyes and light red hair. Sarah had found a kindred spirit the first time she had walked into Donald’s Gaelic class, and he had proved to be a great advisor and friend.

“Och, I’m grand.” He said with a wave of his free hand, the other being occupied with his own beer. Donald’s accent always thickened a bit when he’d had a few, and Sarah could tell that he was well into his cups. He gave her a gallant bow, almost spilling his beer. “Will ye join me in a reel?”

“Well, I was just coming to get a beer.”

“It’ll be there when yer done.” He extended a hand in invitation. “C’mon. We’ll see if my ol’ legs canna keep up wi’ ye.”

“I’ll wager, Dr. Campbell, that my young legs won’t keep up with you.” She smiled, placing her hand in his.

They reached the other dancers just as the music changed and wove easily into the pattern of the dance. Sarah had not danced like this in some time and was a little unsure at first. Soon, though, the rhythm of the music drew her in and she was weaving and turning with the group.

The partners changed as the dance swirled on, and in no time Sarah found herself arm-in-arm with Dermot Sinclair. He danced with the ease of someone who’d been doing it all his life and turned out to be quite graceful for someone of his height. Sarah glanced over her shoulder to see Donald whirling away with a new partner. He showed no signs of returning.

“I seem to have lost my partner.”

“That’s alright. Ye havena broken my toes yet.” Dermot grinned wide.

“Keep grinning at me like that and I might do it just for spite,” Sarah quipped over her shoulder while executing a turn.

Behind her, Dermot placed his hands on her waist and whispered in her ear, “I dinna think you liked me, Miss MacAlpin.”

Turning again to face him she replied. “I like you just fine, Mr. Sinclair, for a near stranger who seems to ask a lot of questions.”

“I promise no more questions. Perhaps yer disposition will improve.” He straightened his face and tried to look earnest.

Sarah winced. “I’d also like you better if you would endeavor not to step on my foot again.”

“Just letting you pay in advance for those toes ye promised to break.” His eyes sparked with boyish mischief.

Sarah managed to glance at her watch and decided that her time for revelry had run out. She began extracting herself from the arm around her waist. “Oh. I should be going. It’s getting late and we’re singing early tomorrow. Thank you for the dance.”

“Thank ye for no’ breakin’ my toes.” He actually bowed.

“I’m sure we’ll run into each other sometime tomorrow.”

“Ye can bet on that,” she thought she heard him mutter as she walked away.

***
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SARAH WAS STILL A BIT breathless from dancing as she picked her way through the sea of tents and fallen revelers. The music from around the fire wafted over the campsite, and she caught herself wondering if Dermot was still dancing. She told herself that her concerns about him were irrational. In the short time she’d known him, he’d been charming, sardonic, and maybe a little arrogant, which proved nothing beyond the fact that he was Scottish. He’d given her no reason to suspect him of anything other than wanting to be her friend. By the time she reached the tent she and Amy shared, she had determined that she would have to be nicer to the man.

A breeze whisked through the campsite and stirred her hair. It brushed the back of her neck like icy fingers, cold even for the mountains. As Sarah bent down to unzip the tent, a flash of white near the tree line caught her eye. She straightened up and stared into the woods behind the tent, trying to catch a glimpse of the thing. “Hope it’s not a skunk,” she thought, bending down again and opening the tent. She had crawled halfway in when she was stopped by a sound behind her. It was an odd sound, not a gasp, but like air being sucked in quickly between teeth. Sarah turned her head to look over her shoulder just in time to see a woman turning away and walking toward the trees. From her position half in the tent, she only saw the woman’s legs and the trail of her white skirt. Sarah backed out of the tent and took a few steps toward the woods.

“Wait,” she thought...but before she uttered a word the woman turned to look back. Sarah’s breath caught in her throat as she found herself staring into her mother’s eyes. They stood frozen for a moment. Then Molly turned and walked deeper into the forest. Sarah trailed after her. They wound through the trees and around rocks. Molly always managed to stay a few steps out of Sarah’s reach. Even in the dark, she could see the crown of spring flowers ringing Molly’s head, just as they had done nineteen years before when Sarah had put the crown there. Molly was moving faster, almost running, and Sarah tried harder to keep up, afraid she might lose sight of her in the trees. She wanted to call out to her mother, asking the questions that had lingered in her mind for years, but she was nearly out of breath. Sarah threw herself forward, trying to catch Molly, but she disappeared around an ancient and sprawling tree. Sarah rounded the trunk and stopped dead.

Molly was standing in the center of a clearing. Her face was a blend of sadness, fear, and anger. She leaned from the waist toward Sarah and spoke a single word. At first there was no sound, like someone had hit the mute button. Then the word came to Sarah in a gust of frigid wind that hit her square in the face.

RUN.

Sarah plunged into the clearing, but Molly vanished just as Sarah reached the center. Sarah spun around, looking for her, but there were only trees and stones and silence. On the ground at her feet was the crown of flowers. Sarah knelt to pick it up. When her hand touched it, there was a flash of white light. Sarah looked up and into the eyes of an old woman whose face was kind on the surface, but her eyes were hard. The woman reached down and took Sarah’s hands. She began singing as she pulled Sarah up to stand. The woman’s voice sounded old, older than the giant tree on the edge of the clearing, older than the stone, as Granny used to say. It was a song Granny had taught her about the king lost in the mist. The verse ended with the words that had rolled around in Sarah’s head for five years—her grandmother’s last words, in a language she couldn’t understand.

Another flash of light transformed the clearing into a cave and the old woman was gone. The air was cold and damp. She heard heavy breathing behind her and turned. In a silvery shaft of light, a couple was making love on top of a large square stone. The man’s back was to her, but Sarah could see that he was fit and young with dark hair. Over his shoulder, she caught a glimpse of honey-colored curls. Sarah stepped closer and to the side until she could see more of the woman. She tried to be quiet. The vision seemed so real she was afraid to disturb them. With a gasp of pleasure, the woman raised her head and turned to her. Sarah felt a stab of pain deep in the pit of her stomach, and her breath caught in her throat. She stared aghast at herself there on the stone with this faceless man thrusting into her. Her other self started a second at seeing her, and then her face seemed calm, self-assured. She knew this would happen.

In another flash Sarah was in the upstairs hall of her grandmother’s house. She was standing in front of a door. She didn’t have to wonder what was on the other side. She knew. She started to turn away, but the door opened by itself and Sarah saw Molly fall limp to the blood-soaked bed. She ran to the bed as she had done on that day years before. Knowing she couldn’t stop it but desperate to ask why. Molly lay lifeless before her, unseeing eyes gazing at the wall above. Sarah lifted her head to see what her mother had been looking at. It was there on the wall, scrawled in Molly’s own blood, the only message that her mother had left: Ruith.

Run.
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CHAPTER THREE
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“SO THEN I SAYS, ‘GET doon from there, ye daft coo! The lads can see yer knickers!’” The men standing around the only remaining keg at the cèilidh erupted in laughter.

Campbell was entertaining a crowd with ribald tale about his now ex-wife that left Dermot rather un-surprised about the “ex” part. Dermot was wondering about his chances of separating Donald Campbell from his rapt audience. The party around the fire was dying. Musicians were packing up their instruments and drifting toward their tents. The dancing had stopped sometime around midnight. Dermot was nearly ready to drag Campbell away when he spotted Sarah’s friend, Amy, standing behind the man, looking worried.

“Donald?” She tapped Campbell on the shoulder.

He spun around to look at her and swayed just a bit. It took a moment for him to focus and for her name to make it to his lips. “Amy!” he exploded. “Will ye no’ join us in a beer?”

She spoke slowly and tried to maintain eye contact. “Have you seen Sarah?”

“Sarah?” He almost shouted. “Of course, lovely girl Sarah.”

“She left here a couple of hours ago,” Dermot spoke up. “Said she was goin’ to bed.”

“Thank you,” Amy said, worry creeping over her face.

Dermot took her arm and pulled her aside from the group. “What is it?”

Amy looked up at him for a moment, chewing on her lip. “She’s not at the tent. It was just sitting open, but she isn’t there.”

“Maybe she ran into someone she knew and went somewhere to talk.” 

“I don’t think so.” Her voice rose a notch. “She wouldn’t have left the tent open, and I’ve looked everywhere.”

Taking her arm again, Dermot steered her toward the tents. “Can ye think of anywhere else she might’ve gone?”

“Nowhere that I haven’t already looked. Listen, she’d kill me for telling you this but,” she gasped for breath as they started walking faster, “sometimes she walks in her sleep. It’s one thing when it’s around the apartment, but I’m afraid she’ll get hurt up here.”

“Then we’ve got to find her.” The seriousness of the situation began to dawn on him. “Where’s yer tent?”

“This way.” She pointed toward the edge of the camp near the trees.

When they got to the tent, Dermot surveyed the area. The tent was partially unzipped, but nothing inside seemed to have been disturbed. “Is this the way she left it?”

Amy stood nearby wringing her hands. She nodded.

“Did you check the woods?”

“Oh, God. Do you think she went in there?” Amy almost cried, looking at the dense forest behind the tent.

“We’ll find out. I’ll go this way.” He waved a hand to the right. “Ye go that way. Start as far out as ye can and work yer way back here.”

Amy nodded and started off down the tree line to the left. Dermot ran to the right until the forest gave way to a meadow. He turned back toward the campsite and plunged into the trees. He worked his way through the forest, zigzagging to cover as much ground as possible. He was grateful the moon was nearly full and gave him enough light to prevent him from running into trees. He could hear Amy calling for Sarah, but decided he would get more searching done with his eyes. He looked everywhere he thought she might have fallen or hidden. After nearly an hour of checking every tree trunk and hollow log, Dermot began to lose hope.

He noticed the stones first. He counted eight around the perimeter of the clearing. They weren’t tall, and some of them were covered in moss, but he had no doubt it was a circle. They were too evenly spaced to be natural. He was surveying the circle and marveling at the fact that no one seemed to know it was there when he heard her. Peering into the shadow of a giant oak at the edge of the circle, he found Sarah curled up and whimpering like a child.

“Sarah?” He approached her slowly. He wanted her to feel safe. “Sarah, we’ve been looking all over for ye.”

She didn’t move or even look up.

“Ye should’ve told us ye were goin’ for a walk.” He cooed as he laid a comforting hand on her back. He stepped in front of her and crouched to get a look at her face. In her hands she clutched a crown of flowers that Dermot thought were out of season. “Sarah?”

She lifted her head. Her eyes were red and her face streaked with tears and dirt. A few wet curls clung to her cheeks. Dermot watched patiently as she looked around. He could see her face change as she tried to make sense of her surroundings. He began to think she was coming around until she faced him. Her eyes went wide and wild. She sank back and began frantically scooting away from him in terror. Dermot reached out to soothe her, but she bolted and ran into the woods like a startled deer.

“Amy! I’ve found her!” he shouted as he rose to follow Sarah.

She ran faster than he had thought possible. She leapt over rocks and logs and dodged around trees. Dermot stayed as close as he could. He shouted to Amy often so she would be able to find them. Sarah crashed through bushes and creeks without slowing down. Dermot was losing hope of catching her. He tried calling to her once more. She glanced over her shoulder and in her distraction tripped over a root.

She went sprawling to the ground, and Dermot tackled her before she could get to her feet again. He wrapped his arms around her upper body and rolled on top of her. “It’s alright, Sarah.” He said in her ear. “We’re not alone. It’s alright.”

He heard Amy calling and shouted to her. By the time Amy reached them, Dermot had soothed Sarah enough to roll off her. He still held her, though, not sure that she wouldn’t try to run again.

Amy eyed Sarah with a sort of affectionate exasperation. Dermot had thought Sarah to be the sensible one of the pair, the one who took care of Amy. Seeing Amy walk her friend back to the tent with a sheltering arm around her showed him that they were about even in the caretaking department. He stayed with them until they reached their tent and then until Sarah was snug in her sleeping bag. He only left when Amy assured him they would be fine for the night.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING DAWNED through a mist that clung to the side of the mountain. The festival-goers awoke to find a heavy layer of dew coating the camp. Sarah stretched like a cat unfurling itself after a nap in the sun. Through the nylon of the tent, she could hear the stirrings around her and the morning bagpipes waking everyone. She was shocked into awareness by the stinging scratches on her arms. The clothes she’d been wearing the night before were in a heap by her feet and completely covered in dirt. She grabbed Amy’s travel mirror and noted a few scratches on her face and the leaves and twigs in her matted hair. Her eyes were red and puffy and her throat felt like she’d swallowed hot coals. Suddenly, the memory of her vision the night before came rushing back. “Run,” her mother had told her. She must have been hallucinating.

Sarah put on clean clothes from her bag and unzipped the tent to find Amy waiting outside with two huge cups of coffee. “Drink,” Amy commanded, shoving a cup into Sarah’s hand. “I’ve arranged for us to get hot showers.”

“Thank God.” Sarah took her first sip of coffee and savored it. “I look like hell.”

“That’s putting it mildly.”

“What happened to me?”

“Well,” Amy sighed. “If you don’t remember, then I’d guess you were sleep walking again.”

“Hmm.” Yes! That was it. She’d been dreaming about Molly. She’d done that enough times before.

“It’s a good thing Dermot found you or I’d still be looking,” Amy said while gathering her stuff to take to the shower. Her movements were quick and sharp.

“Dermot?” Sarah could feel her face starting to burn with embarrassment. She made no move to get her own things and instead concentrated on her coffee.

“I know you don’t like him,” Amy said, starting to gather Sarah’s things too. “But he was the only person awake and sober when I went looking for you.”

“I understand.”

“I hope you do!” Amy snapped. “I was worried sick!”

Sarah laid a hand on her friend’s arm and looked her earnestly in the eye. “I do. Thank you.”

They finished gathering their things and headed for a dormitory at the nearby college. Amy had made friends with a resident assistant there who let them shower in his hall. It took Sarah half an hour, with Amy’s help, to get the debris and snarls out of her hair.

“You look like a wood nymph,” Amy observed, holding up a twig with some leaves still attached for Sarah to see in the mirror.

“How did I get to be such a mess, and how did I get these scratches?” Sarah asked, holding up a nearly raw forearm.

“Dermot found you in the woods, and you ran,” Amy explained, struggling with a particularly nasty tangle. “I don’t know how you live with this hair! You can’t possibly get all the tangles out.”

“It takes a lifetime of practice.” Sarah smiled at the thought of years past when she had cursed her mop of curls. “I ran?”

“Yeah, like you stole something. Dermot must’ve chased you half a mile.” Amy leveled a direct look at her in the mirror.

“It’s a good thing he wasn’t drunk then. He might have hurt himself.”

“Oh, I imagine he’s got a few scratches to match yours. He had to tackle you to get you to stop.”

Sarah’s memory flashed into focus, and she could feel herself face down in the leaves with strong arms tight around her and Dermot Sinclair’s voice in her ear. “I wonder where I thought I was going.”

“That, my friend, is a mystery to us all.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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THEY ARRIVED AT THE festival early enough that the competing pipe bands were still warming up. A cacophony of wheezing drones and skirling tunes rushed in as Sarah opened the car door and was introduced to the most lasting result of the night before: her head throbbed. She winced and put on her sunglasses in the hopes they would hide the puffiness around her eyes. Amy spotted the movement and reached into the glove box for a bottle of Extra Strength Tylenol. She counted out three of the little wonders and gave them to Sarah, following them with the still half-full cup of coffee. Sarah almost never took pills, but today she needed the fast relief and accepted them gratefully. She silently praised the person who’d thought to make a paper cup large enough to hold twenty ounces of coffee.

As they made their way through the parking lot, Amy arched an eyebrow and gave her friend a wicked wink. “God! I love the sound of the pipers tuning. Don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Sarah replied flatly before gulping more coffee and hoping the pain in her head would wear off.

“Gets in your bones, doesn’t it?” Amy wasn’t going to quit. ”Rings around in your head all day.”

Sarah knew the score. She had made her carefree friend worry and now she was going to have to pay. “Bitch.”

“Harpy.” Amy flashed their performer passes for the attendant at the staff gate and they walked up the avenue of vendors.

Tent after tent was being erected along the festival’s main drag. Before long, every one of them would be decked with racks of plaid and stacks of books watched diligently by their proprietors eager to help spectators get in touch with their Scottish heritage. Some tents were stuffed with books ranging from cookbooks extolling the virtues of herring and grouse to biographies of famous Jacobites. T-shirt stands stood between silversmiths and kilt makers. The girls each had shirts declaring their respective clans. Today, however, they wore jeans and simple black T-shirts that proclaimed her earliest ancestors in plain white letters. Amy’s read “Gael” and Sarah’s “Pict.”

They found their way to the pub tent where they would be performing. The pub manager looked them up and down, taking note of Sarah’s appearance. He spoke softly, thinking her hung over, which wouldn’t be unusual for some of the performers he dealt with. He had been at the cèilidh too. “I’ve got programs for you and schedules for this tent. Everything’s running about half an hour late, so you’re going on at 11:30 instead of 11:00.”

“Thanks,” they said, taking the proffered booklets.

“There’s breakfast in the back of my van if you’re hungry.” He gave them a fatherly smile.

“You’re a good man.” Sarah patted his shoulder as they made their way to the various vans and trucks behind the stage. The aroma of bacon and biscuits made it apparent which one was his.

The girls collected plates of eggs, bacon, and homemade biscuits and sat at a table near the stage. Sarah found that she didn’t have enough energy to sit up straight and carry the food to her mouth. She propped an elbow on the table and held her head up with her hand, slowly spooning food into her mouth. Not even Granny’s scrambled eggs had ever tasted this good. She hadn’t even known she was hungry until she had smelled the food, but now she savored every bite.

She was halfway through her eggs when Amy dropped her fork and let out a low whistle. “Damn! Is it me or did the pipes just get a little louder?”

Sarah looked over her shoulder to see what had caught her friend’s attention. There, down the alley of shops, stood her savior from the night before, burnished by the morning sun and kilted in red and green Sinclair tartan. He looked every bit the Scottish hero. He was weaving his way through the vendor’s crates and tent poles and perusing their wares. His broad shoulders were wrapped in a polo shirt that was just tight enough to show off the muscles in his shoulders. It clung to his trim waist and was tucked into his kilt with military neatness. No one seeing Dermot Sinclair as he was dressed that morning would ever refer to a kilt as a skirt. Sarah didn’t think she’d ever seen a man look hotter.

“I swear there is nothing finer than a man in a kilt.” Amy craned to see down the lane over Sarah’s shoulder.

Sarah stared, mouth agape, and admired the view...until she remembered the night before. She hissed, “Shit! I am not ready for this.”

“You’re gonna have to face him sometime.”

“Well, not now. I...” Sarah searched for an excuse to get the hell out of Dodge, “need more coffee. I’ll get you some too.”

She sprang to her feet and nearly ran to the booth selling coffee. 

Sarah’s hands shook as she put cream and sugar in their coffees. Before she headed back to the table she checked to see if the coast was clear. Amy was alone, munching on a biscuit. Sarah picked up their coffees and turned back toward their table and nearly ran right into Dermot.

“Oh!” A few drops of hot coffee sloshed onto her hand.

“Here, let me take that.” He scooped up the coffees as she rubbed her injured knuckles.

“Thank you.” There was just no escaping this man.

“Morning.” He smiled down at her over the top of his sunglasses. There was no trace of the smugness or teasing she expected from him.

She stared at him incredulously, expecting some bit of sarcasm. When she realized there wouldn’t be any, she grumbled, “Uh, morning.”

“Are ye alright?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Yer hand? Is it all right? Can you carry these?” He offered the coffees back to her.

“Oh! Yeah, I’ll be fine.” She nodded, still not believing he wasn’t going to say anything about the night before. As she looked down to take the coffees from him, she noticed the scratches on his arms. She gasped before she could stop herself.

“Och. Must’ve fallen on my way back to the tent. It was a rare party last night. Ye should have stayed.” He gave her a gentle smile, and suddenly she felt weightless when just seconds before she’d been dragging. It was a sensation something like being poised at the top of the first big hill on a roller coaster, that breathless, gut-twisting feeling that resulted from mixing gravity with inevitability. “Go on and take Amy her coffee. I’ll be there in a tic.”

She started back to the tent, and Dermot moved up a space in line. Sarah stopped and looked back at the man who had just saved her from what had promised to be the most embarrassing moment of her life. She could have kissed him.

***
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THE THREE OF THEM ENJOYED their breakfast at the pub tent and hung around until it was time for girls’ first performance. Sarah kept the bottom half of her face hidden in her cup of coffee and the top half behind her sunglasses until just before they went on. Dermot began to worry that she wasn’t going to be able to perform. The few words she’d said to him had been raspy. When she got up once to go to the loo, he leaned over to Amy.

“Is she going to be able to sing?” he asked.

“Sarah? Yeah, she’ll be fine. She’s just saving her strength.” Amy patted his arm. “See, here she comes.”

Dermot looked in the direction of the restrooms just in time to see Sarah trip and nearly land on her face. She managed to catch herself and keep walking.

“Sure she’s alright, are ye?” Dermot nodded in Sarah’s direction.

“Oh sure.” Amy waved a hand as if brushing away his concern. “She’s not really awake if she hasn’t fallen down a couple of times.”

Dermot watched Sarah’s approach cautiously, ready to spring into action if she fell again. She noticed him watching her as she trudged back under the tent. “Why is it that you always seem to be around when I’m making an idiot of myself?”

He gave her his most sardonic grin as he leaned back in his chair. “I’m always around. It’s just the embarrassing times that ye notice.”

“Well, let’s see if I can manage not to embarrass myself for everyone. I’ll just save the best moments for you.” She must be feeling better. The sarcasm was back. She reached around him for her coffee and took one last swig before looking at Amy over his shoulder. “Ready?”

Amy rose and stepped toward the stage. As she passed Dermot, she leaned down and whispered. “Watch.”

They had the simplest setup possible: two singers, no instruments, nothing to get in the way, true balladeers. There was no warm-up and no introduction. They just stepped up onto the stage. Sarah took her sunglasses off and laid them on top of an amplifier, then stepped to one of the two microphones. She nodded to the sound tech and closed her eyes. It was 11:30, and the tent had plenty of people in it, but most of them were talking and waiting for the beer to start flowing. They didn’t notice the two women standing quietly on the stage.

Ever so softly, Sarah began to sing. By the second line of the song, a few people had stopped talking and looked at the stage. Slowly, everyone’s attention was drawn to the pure, simple sound coming from the stage. Amy joined on the chorus, and by the time they finished the first run-through, no one was talking. Dermot wasn’t even breathing. It was a lament—one he knew well—about a hunter who returned home after a long hunt to find his sweetheart betrothed to another. He had probably heard fifty people sing the song, but none of them had been like this. This was not the same clinical and precise singer who had taught his workshop about mouth music. Sarah seemed to fully capture the heartbreak that the original singer must have felt. She wasn’t singing the song as others did. She was really lamenting, and she held the crowd spellbound. Dermot looked around him and found everyone had their eyes fixed on the women on stage. He even saw tears in the eyes of a bullish kilted man in the beer line. Sarah finished the last chorus alone, and Dermot was not surprised to hear sniffling from various locations behind him.

Then Amy took the lead on an upbeat puirt à buel that had toes tapping all around the tent. It was a very flirty song, praising the virtues of a particular specimen of manhood. The second verse had hands clapping to the rhythm. Sarah picked up the third verse, now coy and beguiling. When they broke into rounds, everyone in the tent was clapping and moving their heads to the sweeping sounds of their voices. Sarah and Amy carried the crowd with them through more laments and dancing songs and Jacobite ballads for nearly an hour. They left the stage to applause that Dermot would not have expected that early in the day and were swarmed with admirers as soon as they got off the stage. Dermot waited patiently by his seat as they made their way through the crowd that now spilled out the sides of the tent. Sarah had put on her sunglasses again, but he could see a new flush in her cheeks and a smile. Amy was grinning wide.

“I’d say that went well.”

Sarah nodded.

Amy elbowed Dermot. “And you were worried.”

Sarah accepted a bottle of water from the pub manager and drank nearly half the bottle before stopping to breathe. Dermot watched her throat work as she slowly lifted the bottle higher. She was obviously too thirsty to care that some of the water escaped and ran down her chin. She drew the back of her hand across her mouth to wipe away the excess. She was about to put the bottle to her mouth again when she caught Dermot staring at her. “What?”

Dermot shook himself, trying not to hang on the image of her breathless, her full lips wet and red from the cold. Remembering her comment earlier, he said. ”I was just marveling at yer ability to not make an idiot o’ yerself.”

She gave him a slight nod. “Glad you noticed.”

***
[image: ]


THE LADIES SPENT THE hours when they weren’t performing watching the athletic competition. Their second performance was even better than the first, now that Sarah was fully awake. Once it was done, they returned to the athletic field for more of their favorite spectator sport. It was on returning to the pub tent for dinner before the cèilidh that they ran into Dermot again.

“Meat pie?” he asked innocently, turning to them from the counter of a vendor selling the very items.

Having spent the afternoon gazing at sweaty, muscled men, the girls’ minds were on a rather raunchy bent. Dermot’s offer was just too perfect. Both of their faces turned bright red. They managed to stifle their laughter, but the amusement was far too evident in their eyes. Sarah spoke first. “Because you were so gracious to me this morning, I’m just not going to respond to that.”

“I will,” Amy told her, loud enough for him to hear. She took off her sunglasses and edged closer to Dermot, taking advantage of the fact that his hands were full with his dinner. “So, Mr. Sinclair, were you offering us dinner or discussing what’s behind your sporran?” She lightly tapped the leather sporran hanging in front of this kilt with her glasses.

It was Dermot’s turn to blush, and blush he did. It started to creep up from the neckline of his shirt and managed to reach the top of his head in a matter of seconds. He nearly choked at the light tap of the sunglasses just over his crotch. “And someone told me that Carolina girls were supposed to be shy and demure.”

“Evidently, he’s never really been here.” Amy gave him a little wink and stepped back.

Sarah came to Dermot’s rescue. “You have to excuse her.  We’ve just come from watching a bunch of men toss giant poles to prove who’s got more under his kilt. That always leaves Amy a little...excited.”

“Just a little?” he feigned worry.

“Well,” Sarah arched an eyebrow, and he saw a wicked gleam flicker in her eyes, “the meat pie offer didn’t help.”

“I’ll try to remember that next time.” He grinned back at her.

“We will join you for dinner, though.” Amy stepped back to him, just as close as she had before, enjoying how uncomfortable it made him. “That is, if you’re not scared of a couple of hungry girls.”

He flashed his own wicked gleam at Amy and bent lower until he could feel her breath on his chin. His voice was deep, feral, almost a growl. “Are ye so sure ye shouldna be afraid of a hungry Scot? It’s been a long time since I’ve had a good...” He lowered his head a bit and sniffed from the nape of her neck to her ear. Then he whispered, “Meal”

Amy beamed her approval as she watched him saunter over to a table, kilt swinging. She let out a wistful sigh and leaned closer to Sarah. "He’s fun. Can we keep him?"

"Only if you promise to walk him every day and clean up after him."

***
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THAT EVENING THEY WERE trading road stories with a bunch of other musicians before the cèilidh started when a new band showed up. A huge arm reached around Amy and nearly lifted her from her chair. She spun around and let out a squeal of delight when she saw five burley, kilted men in Stetson hats standing behind her. They all crowded around her, and she nearly disappeared in the crush of broad shoulders and grabbing arms.

“Who are they?” Dermot asked.

“They,” Sarah said with a note of affection, “are the Lone Star Scots, a rowdy bunch of cowboys from Texas who happen to play some wonderful music, and if you couldn’t tell they’re all mad about Amy.”

“She seems to be pretty mad about them as well,” he observed, watching Amy kiss and hug them all.

“Well, they’re all really nice guys, but she’s only crazy for Andy. He’s the piper, of course. Amy’s got a weakness for pipers.”

“Sarah!” a tall blonde one bellowed, stepping around the table with outstretched arms. “How the hell are ya, girl?”

“I’m fine,” she said, rising to receive his bear hug. “You boys are late. Shouldn’t you have been here yesterday?”

“The van broke down around Charlotte. I had the boys push it the rest of the way.”

Sarah squeezed his bicep and fluttered her lashes. “You mean you couldn’t push it all by yourself?”

He swept his arm around her waist and pulled her up against him. “You shouldn’t tease a man, Sarah.”

He made a playful bite at her neck, and she giggled like a girl. Dermot told himself that they knew each other while he had only just met Sarah. Still, he couldn’t help a stab of jealousy at the easy way she flirted and let herself be handled by the burly Texan. He wasn’t the only one who noticed either. He glanced past the man’s shoulder and recognized a similar emotion on Amy’s face.

Sarah turned back to Dermot, with Andy’s arm still around her. “Andy MacAffrey, this is our new friend Dermot Sinclair. Dermot, Andy.”

“Nice to meet you, man.” Andy removed his arm from Sarah and offered his hand to Dermot.

Dermot took the hand in a firm grip. “Likewise, mate.”

Andy turned his attention back to Sarah. “Sarah-girl, you’ve got to sing with us tonight. There’s too many men up there, we need a pretty face with us.”

“I don’t think so, Andy. I had a rough night last night, and I’ve been singing all day.”

“Alright, then I’m gonna borrow Amy for a bit.”

Sarah gave him a wink. “Fine. Just remember you break her, you bought her. ”

A few minutes later, the band started to come to life on the stage, tuning guitars and fiddles and warming up pipes. When they were ready, the pub manager introduced the band and the crowded tent erupted with applause. Dermot generally preferred more traditional music to their brand of Celtic rock, but he had to admit these guys were entertaining. Andy proved to be an adept piper, and the fiddle player was fantastic. They gave all they had through a couple of very raucous songs, and the crowd was beginning to get into it when Andy introduced Amy. She and the piper sang a sweet slow duet before breaking into a rock arrangement of “Loch Lomond.”

Sarah laughed and applauded when they switched to the next song and Amy stayed on the stage. She turned to Dermot with light in her eyes. “They’re not bad, huh?”

“No, not bad at all.” He watched her turn, smiling, back to the stage as the next song started. “She’s great.”

Sarah watched Amy charm the crowd. Smiling, “Yeah. I’m lucky she puts up with me.”

“You’ve been friends a long time?”

“Mmm. About four years. She was trying to take this Art and Anthropology class that I was in, but the class was full. She just came anyway, and kept for weeks even when the professor told her to stop. Eventually, someone dropped out and she took their spot. I liked her persistence, and her sense of humor.” 

“I can be persistent, and funny.” He leaned in so only she would hear. “I think perhaps ye’re starting to like me too, Miss MacAlpin.”

“Could be,” she said with a wry smile. They fell silent for a few minutes, enjoying the performance, before Sarah turned to him, looking pensive.

“Dermot, I have to ask you something. And,” she paused, biting her lip, “I hope you won’t be offended, because that’s not my intention.”

He gave a nervous laugh and shifted in his chair to look at her directly. “Alright.”

She studied his face a moment and took a deep breath. She switched to Gaelic hoping that no one around them spoke it. “Did you put something in my drink last night?”

Sarah watched comprehension sweep over his face. He leaned forward, full of concern and placed his hand over hers. “Is that why ye ran from me?”

She nodded, shifting uncomfortably.

“Och, Christ! Sarah...” He looked stricken. His face showed nothing but disbelief. “How could ye think such a thing?”

“I don’t remember much about last night.” She struggled to keep her voice even. “All I do remember is taking a drink from you, which I foolishly drank, dancing, and going back to my tent. Then I woke up three hours later face down in the dirt with you on top of me. What am I supposed to think?”

When she put it that way, it did sound incriminating. He couldn’t believe it. She had laughed and joked with him half the day, and yet this had been in her mind all the time. He sat there with his hand on hers, not knowing what to say. He shook his head slowly as if her question could roll right out of it and be forgotten. He tried not to meet her gaze, but he knew she was looking at him.
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SARAH COULDN’T BELIEVE she’d said it. She had asked him directly; she'd accused him of a crime. He was hurt by it. She read the pain and perplexity on his face. She knew then that he hadn’t done it, that he wasn’t capable of it. She had hit him, but he didn’t leave, didn’t strike back. He just sat there, stunned and holding her hand. She looked at his hand on hers and saw the scratches he’d gotten in his effort to help her. “Listen,” she said to the top of his head as it hung from his shoulders. “I’ve only had a few people in this life I could depend on, and most of them are dead. I’ve managed to keep myself safe for this long by keeping my wits about me. Last night, for the first time in a long time, I let my guard down and something went very wrong. So I reached for an explanation. I’m just trying to make sense of it.”

He took his hand away and ran it through his hair, still shaking his head. “Ah, Sarah.” His eyes met hers as he struggled to find words. “I didna...I wouldna...”

“Yes, I see that now.” Her voice was low, almost a whisper, but there was a hardness in it like a door being slammed shut. “I’m sorry to have upset you.” She sprang up from her chair and made a hasty exit. She was mortified. How could she have thought such a thing? How could she have dared to ask him that? He had rescued her the night before, and this was how she repaid him? She hurried back to her tent with tears starting to sting her eyes. She dove in and curled up on her sleeping bag before the tears came in earnest. They weren’t just tears of embarrassment, but of loneliness and fear. It was one thing to know she was alone, but it was bigger, more powerful somehow to actually say it out loud.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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ANEMONE FLOWERS FLOATED above her, swirling around, a white and pink kaleidoscope. Through the flowers, she could make out the white ceiling and the old-fashioned circular rod that held up the shower curtain. Her mother’s arms came around her and held her as they had so often when she was a little girl. She felt a hand stroking her hair and her mother’s voice cooed in her ear.

...They won’t have you. I won’t let them...

Suddenly her mother was there on the other side of the flowery film, her face twisted and hideous.

...let them take you, mo nighean. I won’t let...

Her mother’s hands dug into her shoulders, holding her under the water.

...Mama? I can’t breathe...

...not my baby...not take you...

...Mama, don’t...

...do it to you...not while I...
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DERMOT HAD MOVED HIS tent to within sight of theirs so he could keep an eye on Sarah. He was sitting inside with the flap open when he saw her come out. She looked around as if to make sure no one was watching. Then she walked to the back of her tent, not far from the tree line. Dermot crouched on the balls of his feet, ready to follow if she went into the woods again, but she didn’t. She eased herself down on the ground and sat with her elbows on her knees looking at the forest. He didn’t think she was sleepwalking again. She seemed awake, but deep in thought. She dropped her head into her hands in a gesture filled with such despair that it nearly broke his heart.

“I’ve only had a few people in this life I could depend on and most of them are dead.” He looked away in frustration. He knew he should stay away from her, but part of him wanted to run to her and tell her that she wasn’t alone. The other part knew he should stand his ground.

Against his better judgment, he just couldn’t leave her alone like that. He approached her slowly and quietly, almost as if he were afraid she would bolt again like last night.

“A’ Mhórag,” he addressed her in Gaelic.

She turned and squinted at him through the darkness. “A’ Dhiarmaid?”

Damn! He hadn’t thought of how to explain his being up and about or coming to her tent. He told her lamely, “I was afraid ye might be walkin’ in yer sleep again.”

She gave a soft laugh. “I assure you, I’m wide awake. Couldn’t get back to sleep so I thought I’d come out here and enjoy the night.”

“It’s nice.” He sat down next to her and looked at the forest in front of them.

“I’d forgotten how much I love nights in the mountains.” Her voice was dreamy as she leaned back closing her eyes. “I used to sit on our porch at all
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