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CHAPTER ONE
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Chapel Hill, North Carolina

December 9, 1995

“Who are you from?”

This was the question that had kept Sarah MacAlpin up all night. In English you might ask a new acquaintance where they are from. In Gaelic, that question is translated as, “Cò às a tha sibh?” But cò isn’t the Gaelic word for where. It means who. Who are you from? This is likely a holdover from the era of the clan system, when one family and its adherents controlled a certain region of land. So, someone might answer, “I’m from MacKenzie territory.” Or, “I’m from Campbell country.” Maybe it went back further than that to the ancient kingdoms when tribe and family equated to territory. “I’m from Cat.” Or, “I’m from Fortriu.”

Sarah glanced over at the small, care-worn wooden trunk that held what was left of her grandmother’s possessions. It didn’t look dangerous, but what she had found inside had been like an electric shock to her exhausted system. It had also blown the crux of her dissertation right out of the water, setting her research back by weeks. Her body was more tired than any time she could remember. Her brain, however, was roiling with questions she should have asked Granny when she’d had the chance.

Sarah cursed herself for doing her best to forget the details of her childhood. She had made a career out of studying the people who had lived nearby in the holler and in the mountains beyond. Part of her wanted to preserve a way of life that was being steadily assimilated into a modern, bustling society. But if she was honest with herself, a big part of her choice to be a folklorist was to obscure the strangeness of her own upbringing. If she could make it fit into the larger context of Appalachia and specifically the Scots people of Appalachia, maybe her own childhood wouldn’t seem so strange. She had done her work too well. Now, she had difficulty separating the legends she had learned through work with the ones she had learned at Granny’s knee.

Somewhere around four in the morning, she gave up on the idea of sleeping. She dug out the boxes of index cards that held all of her research and began laying them out on her bed. She would have to take out the research on “The River Maiden,” at least for the time being. Then she would survey what she had left and come up with a new plan. She would have preferred to do this on the table in the dining area, but Fleming Sinclair was asleep on her couch. Even if she couldn’t sleep, she didn’t see any reason to disturb him. Hopefully she could lose herself in work and forget about the other questions swirling around just below the surface.

***
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FROM THE FRONT OF HER apartment came a pounding like someone was trying to knock down her newly replaced door. Sarah massaged the back of her neck and stretched her shoulders until her bruised ribs protested

“Sarah! Are you in there?” came the distant muffled voice from outside.

Barrett! She’d forgotten all about her friend. He’d gone to visit his mother in Mebane as soon as he’d finished his exams, but was planning to move into her apartment next semester.

Sarah made a beeline for the door and was almost there when Fleming stepped in front of her. She found herself eye level with his bare, leanly muscled chest. She glared up at him. A corner of his mouth ticked up in a quick smile.

“It’s just my friend, Barrett. He’s probably worried sick.” She made to step around Fleming as the door rattled in its frame.

He blocked her again. “Still, it’s best if ye let me make sure it’s safe first. Why don’t ye wait in the kitchen?”

“Sarah!” Barrett hammered on the door several times.

“Fine,” Sarah seethed. “But could you do it before he breaks my new door?”

“Right.” Fleming eyed her as she stalked to the kitchen.

He checked the peephole, careful not to get too close in case Barrett rattled the door again. Undoing the new chain and locks, he opened the door just enough to talk to the nearly frantic man in the hall. “Are ye alone then?”

“Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m a friend of Sarah’s, and sh—”

“No, I’M a friend of Sarah’s,” Barrett cut him off. “You don’t look like one of our friends.”

“Look, mate—” Fleming said, holding up a quelling hand.

“Is she in there?” Barrett demanded. “Sarah?”

“I’m here, Bear.” Sarah stepped into the living room. Barrett was leaning into the apartment, barred only by Fleming’s arm. His usually spiked hair was mussed, and his clothes looked like he had thrown them on in a rush.

Fleming rolled his eyes in frustration and let Barrett pass before checking the hall for anyone else.

“What the hell is going on?” Barrett crossed the room in two strides and wrapped her in his arms. It surprised her how good it felt. Barrett was the exact person she needed. He was the first person she’d seen since Thursday who didn’t have his own agenda. He was her friend pure and simple, and that was all he wanted to be.

She rubbed her cheek against the soft cotton of his shirt. He smelled faintly of incense and smoke, but she really didn’t care. Clinging to him, she whispered, “Oh God, Bear. I’m so glad to see you.”

“I came as soon as I could. I almost had a heart attack when I heard. You weren’t answering your phone.” He rested his cheek on the top of her head.

“I stayed at Dermot’s and then I was avoiding reporters,” she said into his chest. “How much do you know?”

“I know it was Ryan, and that he’s dead. That’s about all I could get through Amy’s sobbing.” With a hand on her cheek, he turned her face up to him. His warm brown eyes searched hers. “Just tell me you’re okay.”

Sarah blinked against the sting of tears and words clogged in her throat. There was so much she wanted to tell him, and most of it she couldn’t say. She would’ve loved to say she was fine, but that would be a lie. She just shook her head.

He nodded and pulled her close again. “Okay, honey. Let’s sit down and you can tell me all about it. You can start with telling me about your new guard dog.”

As he led her to the couch, Sarah looked back at Fleming. He had put on his shirt and stood at a polite distance. “I’ll just be in the kitchen then,” he said.

“Thanks.” She sat next to Barrett and let him pull her close enough to rest her head on his shoulder. “That’s Fleming,” she said. “He’s a cousin of Dermot’s, and he saved my life the other night. He’s been nice enough to stick around so I feel safe.”

Barrett looked over her head toward the kitchen. “Is it working?”

“A little.” She sighed. “At least I know someone else is in the apartment.”

“He’s pretty hot. Any chance he likes guys?” She could hear the laughter in his voice and loved him for the attempt to lighten things up. She peeked over his shoulder at Fleming puttering in the kitchen. Barrett had a point. Fleming was easy on the eyes in a rough-and-tumble sort of way. His brown hair was on the scruffy side and his nose looked like it had been broken once or twice. But his easy manner and laughing gray eyes made the overall effect rather nice.

“We haven’t really gotten that personal, but you’re welcome to ask him.” Sarah couldn’t stop a little giggle from escaping as she imagined that conversation.

“Eh. He’s not really my type, way too good-looking.” He gave her shoulder a reassuring rub. “So, tell me what happened.”

She spent several seconds thinking over what she should and shouldn’t tell him. “Did you ever meet Ryan?”

“Mmm, couple of times,” he muttered.

“You sound like you weren’t crazy about him. Was that your first impression or hindsight?”

“Hard to tell now,” he said. “I think there was always something that didn’t sit right with me, but I couldn’t put a finger on it. He seemed to make Amy happy, though.”

“That’s exactly how I felt. Something about him gave me the creeps, but he really seemed to care about Amy. And she seemed happy. It was nice to see her with someone for more than a couple of weeks.” Amy wasn’t promiscuous, but she was always looking for love. Sarah had held her friend’s hand through a few short and ill-fated relationships.

“Then he started acting aggressively toward me...nothing too blatant, just enough to put me on edge,” Sarah said. “I actually caught him coming out of my room once. I told Amy about it, but she defended him. She even gave him a key to the apartment. Eventually, I went to where he said he worked, but the foreman had never heard of him. When I told Amy, she laid into me about being paranoid and self-absorbed and nosy. When her granddad got sick, they made a big show of Ryan handing me his key.

“But he must have kept a copy. Thursday night, I woke up and Ryan was on top of me with a knife to my throat...” Sara heard her voice crack and fought for control. She wasn’t going to fall apart over what Ryan had done. She had to be stronger than that.

“He didn’t...” Barrett let the question trail off, but Sarah took his meaning.

“No.” She shook her head and gave his waist a reassuring squeeze. “No, he meant to kill me. He wasn’t interested in anything else. But he wanted it to look like a suicide. He’d tried to arrange an accident before that night.”

Barrett leaned his head back against the wall. “Halloween.”

Sarah looked up at him and gave a short nod. “Yeah. He meant to push me in front of that bus. He used the crowd as cover.”

“Thank God I was able to pull you back.” Barrett kissed the top of her head as she settled her head back on his shoulder. “But why? Because of Amy?”

Sarah shook her head. “This is where it gets really weird.”

“Because it wasn’t weird enough?”

“I never really got a clear reason out of him. He babbled a lot. After Dermot arrived, he started making even less sense. Dermot attacked him and I ran outside to get help. Ryan chased me and caught me in the intersection on my way to the blue house. Fleming had already called the cops. He stalled Ryan until the police came. The rest...I’m sure you saw it on the news.”

“So you think it was suicide by cop?” He looked puzzled.

She nodded, and he went silent. His hand rubbed absently on her shoulder. After a few minutes, he asked, “So if he’s dead and the threat is over, what’s with the bodyguard?”

“Ah, well...” Sarah eyed the frayed seam on the arm of the couch and fished around for a reason that her perceptive friend wouldn’t see right through. After a minute, she said, “He’s spelling Dermot. They’re mostly sticking around for moral support. And to keep reporters away.”

“Have they been harassing you?” Barrett sounded ready to take on any reporters who might try.

“I’ve ignored a couple of calls, but...” She took a long breath and lowered her voice to a whisper, “You can’t tell anyone this.”

When he nodded and leaned closer, she went on. “Do you remember the woman I told you about from Nova Scotia, the one who was murdered?”

He nodded again.

“Well, Ryan told me that he killed her. He followed me here from Canada. We’re afraid that if someone in the press connects us, they will start hounding me. Serial killers make sensational news.”

“Mmhmm.” He sounded skeptical, but gave her shoulder a squeeze. Sarah rested her head back on his shoulder and enjoyed the comfort of his arms for a few more minutes.

“Well, I guess Amy and I will have to hunt down a new apartment,” he said.

“Yeah.”

Sarah looked around the living room that she and Amy had called home for the last two years. They had spent countless evenings chatting on that same frayed blue couch, laughing with friends over a few beers, comparing notes from folklore classes. It hurt more than a little to think that not only were their days in the apartment behind them, but maybe their friendship was too.

***
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“IT’S IN THE PAPER,” Dermot announced as he let himself into Sarah’s apartment carrying a tray of coffees and a bag of scones. He scanned the front room and stopped short. He hadn’t expected to find Sarah cuddled up on the couch with Barrett. “Hey, mate. Didn’t know ye were here or I would have brought ye a coffee.”

Barrett nodded to him over Sarah’s head. “No problem. I’ve had enough of a jolt this morning.”

Sarah, who had been leaning her head on her friend’s shoulder, stirred. Rising from the couch, she shuffled toward Dermot. Her curly hair was twisted up into a messy bun held with a pencil, and there were dark circles under her eyes. She wore an old T-shirt and sweatpants that hung dangerously low on her hips. She looked exhausted and yet unbelievably beautiful. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and cradle her as Barrett had just been doing. But he couldn’t allow himself to do that again. Sarah was meant for James Stuart.

“Thanks,” she mumbled, reaching for the tray of coffees. Only then did he realize that he’d been standing next to the door dumbly staring at her. She took the tray and gave him a weak smile before turning to set it on the table.

“Didn’t ye sleep?” He followed her, depositing the bag of scones on the table in front of her.

Sarah didn’t look up at him, but shook her head. Her attention was focused on the pastries as she unrolled the top of the bag and reached inside.

Fleming came out of the kitchen with a glass of water in hand. His hair was mussed from sleeping on the couch, but at least he looked like he’d gotten some sleep. “How much?”

“Mm?” Dermot grunted, confused.

Fleming gave him an odd look. “News. How much was in the paper?”

“Oh.” Dermot gave his head a shake before pulling the folded newspaper out of his back pocket. He held it out to his cohort. “No names, just the basics. Hopefully, no one will get too curious. There’s coffee.”

“Ah. Cheers, mate.” Fleming glanced at Barrett, who waved a hand at the coffee in invitation. Fleming picked up one of the coffee cups and drank while scanning the article. When he finished reading, he tossed the paper onto the table. “Well, the boss said there would be press. As long as they accept that it’s a domestic dispute, we might be able to avoid anything further.”

Sarah pulled another scone out of the bag and put it on a napkin. She handed it to Fleming. He took it from her with a smile.

Dermot gritted his teeth against a stab of jealousy. She was all knowing smiles and nods with the other two men, but couldn’t even spare him a look. He supposed he deserved that. He picked up his coffee and a scone before going to sit on the couch. He reckoned that after the last couple of days he should probably give her some space. “Maybe the local press will just move on.”

“Let’s hope so,” Fleming said around a mouthful of pastry.

The four of them enjoyed their breakfast in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. When Sarah finished hers, she took the bag into the kitchen. Barrett followed her. Dermot called Fleming over with a jerk of his head. “Did she get any sleep?”

“Dunno. She cleaned this place top to bottom. I offered to help, but she wouldna have it. Then she gave me a blanket and pillow and went to her room. I heard the shower running for a bit.”

“Mmmph. It’s been a rough couple of days.”

***
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“YOU WANNA TELL ME WHAT that’s all about?” Barrett whispered as he reached over Sarah’s shoulder to get a glass from the cabinet.

“What?” She hoped he hadn’t noticed Fleming’s mention of “the boss.”

“Oh, you all close-mouthed and Dermot all hang-dog. I thought he saved your life. He should be your hero.” The sound of running water covered his voice.

Sarah tried not to let her face show just how miserable that topic made her. “It’s complicated.”

“Oooo...Do we need to go to your room so you can tell me all the juicy details?” Barrett leaned in close as he turned the water off. “Are you two a thing now?”

Sarah groaned. “We were and then we weren’t in very rapid succession.”

“What did he do?” Barrett’s voice dropped an octave, and when Sarah dared to glance at him, his look was full of menace.

“Oh, Bear. I love you so much.” She wrapped an arm around his waist. “Why couldn’t you be straight?”

He returned her embrace. “Even if I was, honey, I wouldn’t be good enough for you. Although my mother still holds out hope for us.”

Sarah couldn’t help laughing. Barrett’s mother was a tough lady, but she’d always had a soft spot for Sarah. “I hate to disappoint her.”

“You still haven’t answered my question.”

She smiled at him, her tenacious friend. “He didn’t do anything that you could fix for me. We’ll figure it out. I hope.”

He studied her closely. “So you want to work it out.”

Sarah hoped he couldn’t see the tears pooling in her eyes. Not trusting her voice, she nodded.

“You love him.”

Another quick nod.

Barrett gave her shoulder a squeeze and kissed her temple. “I hope he deserves you, baby.”

“When are you leaving for New York?” Sarah asked Barrett as they left the kitchen.

“I don’t have to go,” he said.

“Yes,” she insisted. “You do.”

“I can stay here with you. I probably should anyway. Amy’s not exactly in a state to go apartment hunting.”

“Afraid you’ll run into Stephen up there?” Sarah asked.

Barrett cleared his throat and looked uncomfortable. “Maybe a little.”

“And that’s exactly why you should go.” She nudged him with an elbow. “You can’t let fear of an awkward situation take away the holiday you planned. You should go and have a fantastic time without him.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?” He looked half-hopeful. She was tempted.

She nodded toward Dermot. “I’ve got two watch dogs now. I think I’ll be fine. Don’t let me rain on your plans...and don’t make excuses.”

Barrett glanced over his shoulder at Dermot. “I thought he was going home soon.”

“He is, but Fleming will stick around. Apparently, he works for my new benefactor.” Her tone turned dry.

“The one Amy calls Hottie MacMoneybags?”

Sarah laughed at her roommate’s nickname for James Stuart, Scottish oil baron and chief funder of the fellowship that was taking her to Scotland in a few weeks. “The very one.”

“Does he do this kind of thing for every academic he gives money to?” Barrett asked with an arched eyebrow.

Sarah looked over Barrett’s shoulder to find Dermot looking hard at her. “Who knows? At the moment I’m not complaining.”

Barrett watched her for several seconds. “Well, if I’m still going to New York, then I’d better do something about finding a new apartment. This late in the game we’ll probably be stuck on the other side of Carrboro.”

He was right. All of the apartments close to campus had likely been rented before exams started.

Barrett took his leave. Sarah was glad he was going to attempt to find something. She was sure that Amy wasn’t up to the task just then.

“I’ll be working for another hour or so, then I’ll want to go to the library,” she told Dermot as she walked past him to her room.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Fleming’s gone for the day,” Dermot said from the bedroom doorway a little while later.

“Mmhmm,” Sarah muttered without turning around. Her back was stiff, shoulders tight. She was still upset with him.

“Listen, I ken ye’re angry with me. But can ye be a little less obvious about it in front of Fleming?”

She had plenty of reason to be angry. It had been little more than twenty-four hours since she had confided her painful past to him. Sarah’s mother had tried to drown her when she was only six. Then her mother’s death, which most people believed was accidental, had actually been suicide. Little Sarah had been the one to find her in a pool of blood with a cryptic message scrawled on the wall. She had trusted him with her most painful secrets, and just a few hours later he had broken her heart while adding to her list of secrets.

She still didn’t turn around, but lifted her eyes to the ceiling. “Well, you can imagine it’s just a little hard to contain.”

“Right.” He stepped into the room. “The problem is that Fleming works for James, and ye have to expect that anything he hears or observes is going to get back to the boss.”

“So I went from living with a stalker to living with a spy.” She said over her shoulder. “No. I forgot. You’ve been spying on me for months.”

“Not by choice.”

She finally turned to look at him, her green eyes shooting sparks. “You keep saying that, but I don’t see anyone holding a gun to your head.”

“It’s not that simple,” he said through his teeth.

“Oh right. Because it’s your duty, and he’s your king, and I’m some magical princess who’s going to liberate the Scots,” she said with obvious skepticism. “I. Don’t. Believe. That.”

“You don’t have to believe it. James believes it. Walter believes it and whoever sent Ryan Cumberland to kill ye believes it.” He sighed, searching for patience. “Ryan’s attempt on your life proves that someone outside of James’s circle knows who you are. If they think that they can get to James through you, they’re going to keep trying.”

“Sounds to me like I’d be safer staying as far away from James Stuart as possible. Maybe I shouldn’t go to Scotland after all.”

“Really?” He cocked his head. “Ryan was here before ye ever met James. He killed Bridget and she had never met James. James Stuart is the only person with the resources to protect ye.”

Her lips pressed into a firm line. “Mmhmm...And who’s going to protect me from James?”

“It may be hard to believe, but James doesna mean you any harm.”

She arched an eyebrow at him. “No, he just wants to force me into a marriage I don’t want. No, thanks.”

“And a life on the run from him and his enemies sounds better?” Dermot stepped closer, trying for a calmer tone. “He doesna want to force ye into marriage. He would much rather woo ye. That’s why he can’t know that I told ye about his intentions. I convinced him that it’s worth his while to win ye, to make ye love him without all of the extra baggage. I told him not to tell ye about everything else, because I knew you would resist it. If he finds out now that I told ye, he’ll want to move on getting married right away. Ye’ll never have time to finish yer dissertation. Ye won’t even have time to get to know him.”

“And you really think that I’ll be able to continue working on folklore while married to James?” Her face said she was sure she wouldn’t.

“I think ye’ll have a better chance with him than without him. If ye don’t go to Scotland, ye’ll have to spend the rest of yer life hiding from James and whoever sent Ryan, and anyone else who believes in the legend. Ye’ll have to leave behind everything ye’ve worked for.”

“I’m not going to do that, and I’m not going to marry James Stuart,” she growled.

“Well, ye can’t stay here.” He took a few steps closer. “Look, I know that ye probably hate me right now. But I’m trying to buy ye some time, to find a way to make the best of this. I’m trying to make it hurt a little bit less.”

She sighed studying him for several seconds. “You know he can’t win me. Not when I’m already in love with you.”

He closed his eyes and breathed deep. When he opened them, he was struck by the hope and determination in her eyes. He felt gutted to have to crush that hope. “I’ve already told ye, we can’t have that.” He lifted his hand to cup her cheek. “Please just let me do what I can for ye?”

Her eyes glistened with tears. “I’ll think about it, but no guarantees.”

Dermot leaned closer and planted a chaste kiss on her forehead. She wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him. He rested his arm on her shoulders and tried not to think about how good it felt to be so close.

He glanced down at the bed cluttered with index cards. “Where’s the rest of yer outline?”

“I had to pull some things out.” Sarah pulled away from him and turned to the dresser. She picked up a photograph. “Last night I was looking through Granny’s things and I found this.”

He looked closely at the old black and white photo of two girls on a beach. “What’s this?”

Sarah sipped her coffee. “Notice anything about the one on the left?”

He studied the girl on the left more closely. Both girls appeared to be happy. Their smiles were genuine, but the one on the left was looking slightly off camera. Her eyes were flat, unfocused. “Is she blind?”

“Ding, ding! Got it in one.” Sarah’s voice was grim. “Not only that, but I know her. That’s Isobel MacKenzie, and the girl on the right is my grandmother.”

“Wait.” He looked up at her, his brow creased. “They knew each other?”

“Looks like it.” She shrugged taking the photo back. “Of course, that means they probably learned ‘The River Maiden’ from the same place, or one of them learned it from the other.”

The reason for the drastic changes in her outline clicked. “So their versions of the song didn’t evolve independently.”

“Exactly. That was the linchpin of my argument. Now I have to find a different angle for my dissertation. It’s set me back weeks at least.” Sarah rested her hip against the dresser, looking defeated. Part of him was glad she had something to get her mind off the events of the past couple of days.

“Maybe not as much as ye think. Ye still have the Budge recording. That developed independently from them.” He nodded at the picture on the dresser. “And it’s in English.”

Sarah nodded thoughtfully. “That’s true, but I don’t know if Isobel taught it to Granny or vice versa. So I have an American English version and maybe a Scottish, maybe Cape Breton version. It’s just not as strong as showing three versions of the same song influenced by three different environments.”

They went back to puzzling over the cards on the bed. After a few minutes, Dermot asked, “Where do ye think ye go from here?”

Sarah took a deep breath. “I think I have two angles to work. First, I need to search more of the transcriptions here to see if there is another song that crosses communities like that. Second, I need to determine the origins of the two versions of ‘The River Maiden.’ I’m going to have to trace the Budge version as far back as possible, and I have to find another Scottish version.”

“It would be great if ye knew which of those girls taught which.” He glanced at the picture again.

“It would,” she agreed. “I would write to Isobel and ask...but this soon after Bridget’s death? That just feels wrong. So, it’s back to research, research, research.”

“Mmmphmm,” he agreed.

“Isobel said her grandmother taught her, but I don’t recall Granny ever saying where she learned it,” Sarah shrugged. “The funny thing is, Isobel never mentioned knowing Granny. She talked about knowing a Jamie MacAlpin, but not a Maggie or Margaret. And Granny never mentioned being in Cape Breton. I’m sure of that.”

“Maybe yer gran’s name wasn’t MacAlpin when she was there. Didn’t she change it when she married?”

Sarah shook her head. “She never married. Said she never needed a man. She told people in the mountains that she was a widow.”

He studied her. “Moonshiner, farmer, feminist. I’m sorry she’s gone. She sounds like quite a lady.”

Sarah’s lips curled into a half-smile. “She was something, alright.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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A sharp knock on the listening room window almost made Sarah jump out of her skin. Heart racing, she looked out the glass to find Dermot on the other side of the glass, looking guilty. She opened the door and gave him a withering glare.

“Sorry. I wasna thinking,” he whispered.

She would have given him a hard time about sneaking up on someone who had been snuck up on and held hostage just a couple of days ago, but since the incident she had no idea what things were likely to set her off. “S’okay. What’s up?”

“My appetite. I’m starving and we both need a break.”

Sarah stretched her neck, rolling her head from side to side. “Yeah, I guess I could use a break.”

“Come on. I’ll buy you a burrito.” He leaned into the tiny room and snatched her backpack from the back of her chair.

Sarah turned to gather her tapes and headphones. She couldn’t help thinking of the last time they’d been in one of the library’s listening rooms together. She’d been a nervous wreck from lack of sleep and visions and he had pulled her into his arms and held onto her long enough for her to stop falling apart. That had only been three months ago.

When she turned for the door, his broad shoulders filled the frame. By the look in his eyes, she could tell he was remembering the very same moment.

***
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GOD HELP HIM, HE SHOULD have waited for her to gather her own things. The second he had leaned across the threshold of that tiny cubicle he’d been swept back to that day when he’d caught her in mid-panic and held her until the shaking stopped. Most of the time, she fought so hard to keep her vulnerabilities hidden. But she had needed help that day and he’d been there. It hadn’t been the first time he’d helped her, but it was the first time she had willingly allowed it. He’d felt twelve feet tall. It was also the day he’d known he was truly in danger of falling for her.

He moved out of her way, but she stepped closer, too close. She whispered, “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

He breathed in her scent. He would have to content himself with that. “Aye, it does.”

The look she gave him was full of challenge. If she touched him now, when the memory of her in his arms was so fresh, his willpower would crumble. She didn’t. She moved aside and returned her tapes to the collection desk.

Dermot stood rooted to the spot and counted to ten. When that wasn’t enough, he started counting to one hundred.

“You coming?” she asked as she stopped by the door to shrug on her jacket.

“Right.”

The dining hall was nearly deserted as they slid their trays onto a table in the corner. Dermot liked this vantage point. No one would sneak up on them here.

“So, have you found anything that sounds familiar?” Sarah began before attacking her burrito. On her first bite, the bottom fell out and landed with a plop on her plate. She looked down at it with a sigh and went to get a fork.

When she sat back down, he answered her question, “All of it sounds familiar, but nothing that‘s similar to “The River Maiden”. I found some familiar elements that cross form Gaelic to English like ‘mo nighean donn’ to ‘nut brown maid’, but no other whole songs. You?”

“Nah.” She pushed the scattered contents of her burrito around with the fork. “I was just starting to listen to some of the tapes recorded in the same area as the Budge recording. I’m hoping there will be something more, or maybe something I missed before.”

“How many times have ye listened to those tapes?”

She looked up. “Enough that there’s a pre-echo in my head.”

“Maybe I should have a go at them. New set of ears and all that,” he offered.

She shrugged. “Sure. At this point I’m willing to try just about anything.”

They spent the rest of the meal in stilted and awkward small talk. He didn’t want to acknowledge that tense moment in the library, and from the way she kept her eyes trained on her plate neither did she. He remembered her prescription for survival: keep eating, keep breathing, keep going about your life, and someday it wouldn’t hurt so bloody much.

***
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THEY WERE IN THE FOYER of the dining hall when she let out a gasp. He was putting on his jacket and whipped around, expecting a threat, only to find her staring at the bulletin board that covered most of the wall. It was wallpapered with a semester’s worth of notices, flyers seeking roommates or selling things, and calendars for various clubs pinned several layers deep on the cork board. But Sarah’s eyes were trained on a poster for a play that had been presented the month before. It was Macbeth, performed by a traveling group of British actors. The image they had chosen for the ad was of the three witches lit from beneath as they stood around a cauldron with mist spilling down its sides. Sarah moved in closer to the poster. She seemed transfixed.

“How did I not see this?” she breathed. She looked back over her shoulder, her eyes sparkling.

He shrugged and stood next to her. “I’ve seen that play a dozen times. Haven’t you?”

“Not the play, the Weird Sisters.” She turned back to the poster, shaking her head. “Think about it. Three sisters around their cauldron who told Macbeth that he would be king.”

He shook his head. “They’re not in ‘The River Maiden.’”

“No, but the cauldron is, and the king uses it to unite the people,” Her eyes were bright, and he could almost see her mental wheels spinning into overdrive. “And they were in my storybook.”

“What storybook?”

“Ugh.” She groaned and clenched her fist in frustration. “I meant to show it to you. I found it in Granny’s trunk along with the photo of Granny and Isobel. It’s a book that I made when I was a little girl, before Mama died. It tells the story of a tribe of people older than any other. When they had a conflict with a newer tribe, the queen and her two sisters led them to safety on the hidden island. In the book, it seemed like they were the same tribe from ‘The River Maiden’, but I don’t know how much of that was actual legend and how much was a little girl’s imagination.”

He cocked his head to the side in thought. “But it does connect the cauldron and three women. You still need something to prove it’s legend and not made up.”

“Right.” Sarah waved her hand at the poster. “Shakespeare called them witches because that’s how people thought about them at the time. In my book, they’re the keepers of the cauldron.”

“And ye think an English playwright knew that story?”

“He must have heard some version of it. The three witches aren’t unheard of in Scottish folklore. It wouldn’t be a surprise if the stories filtered to the south. The real question is, how old are those stories.”

“Just playing devil’s advocate here, but they could just be a theatrical device, like a Greek chorus. He used those in other plays as well.”

She sighed and grabbed his hand, pulling him out the door. “I’m not saying you’re wrong, but I don’t think it’s an either/or proposition.”

She pulled him down the steps and across the courtyard to the student bookstore. She stopped right next to the checkout desk, where a spinning rack was loaded with small paperbacks of plays, novellas, and poetry. She turned the rack to a side that was full of Shakespeare’s best known plays. “Look at these. Julius Caesar, Henry V, Richard III...all histories. The Tempest, A Midsummer Night’s Dream...these come from legends. Macbeth is a combination of history and legend. Shakespeare was prolific, but I would be surprised if any of his plots were original. Audiences like familiar stories. That’s as true now as it was then. He wrote to appeal to the masses. So why not borrow from stories they already knew?”

“Alright, but how well did they know these stories and for how long?”

“Exactly.” She pulled a copy of Macbeth from the rack and flipped to act III, scene 1. She scanned the lines. “There is plenty of strange superstition and theatrical embellishment, but this scene is focused on the cauldron.” She pointed to specific lines and read: “Round about the cauldron go,” and then a few lines later, “Boil thou first i’ th’ charmed pot.” She turned the page and pointed to three more mentions of the cauldron. She quoted another line, “Like elves and fairies in a ring, enchanting all that you put in.”

When she looked up at him, her grin was infectious. “It’s the cauldron of the auld folk, just like the storybook.”

“That thread might be a bit thin,” he said.

Despite her excitement, there wasn’t enough connection for a strong academic argument. Sarah bobbed her head. “Okay maybe, but you do see the connection, right?”

“Yeah, I can see it,” he conceded.

“Then we just have to find something to make it stronger!” She slapped the book down on the counter and pulled out her wallet.

A clerk who had been somewhere among the shelves glided in and rang her up. Sarah tucked the book into her backpack.

“So, back to the library?” he asked as they left the store.

“Yep, but this time we need to be looking for anything to do with the three witches, three sisters, or the cauldron.
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By the time they returned to her apartment, Sarah had a new stack of index cards loaded with research notes on the three witches and the cauldron. In addition to occurring in Scottish folklore, they had found trios of supernatural women in Norse and even Greek mythology.

They spent the long walk home discussing their findings. Dermot continued his role as devil’s advocate, picking apart her theories all the way through the door. “But every storyteller worth his salt knows the rule of three,” he said.

“Sure,” she answered as she stepped into her apartment and slid the backpack from her shoulders. “But the Norns, the Fates, and the three from my story are so similar, and they cross cultures, the English Channel, the Alps...They have to be based on something older.”

“A lot of your old-school academics will say the Rule of Three comes from the Holy Trinity.”

Sarah gave him her best side-eye. “And any religious scholar who has looked up from his Bible in the last forty years would say that like everything else about Christianity as we know it, the Trinity is an appropriation of an older tradition.”

Dermot smiled down at her, his eyes sparkling with laughter. “Somehow I dinna think calling them old-fashioned is a winning argument.”

A throat cleared in the room in front of them. They had been so involved in their discussion that they hadn’t noticed anyone else there. In a flash, Dermot pulled her behind him and drew a gun from the small of his back. He leveled the pistol at the dining area, where a well-dressed man was sitting calmly at the table next to Sarah’s telephone.

“Ye have five seconds to identify yerself,” Dermot said with quiet menace.

Peeking around Dermot’s arm, Sarah saw the man rise slowly from his seat, his hands in the air. “My name is Martin Carol. I work in public relations for Alba Petroleum. I’m going to give you my card. It’s in my jacket pocket.”

Sarah felt Dermot tense, reminding her of a snake posed to strike. His gun hand didn’t waver. Carol reached into the inside pocket of his impeccably tailored suit coat and pulled out a white card between two fingers. He cautiously stretched his arm past the gun holding the card so they could read it.

Alba Petroleum

Martin Carol

Media Liaison

“Mr. Stuart sent me,” he said, and Sarah got the impression that those four simple words held a lot of meaning where Carol came from.

“Then ye willna mind if I call him,” Dermot challenged.

The man’s mouth spread into a confident smile, showing his perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth. “Not at all.”

Dermot pulled Sarah with him as he went to the phone on the table. The gun stayed trained on the intruder as he dialed. Dermot knew the number by heart. “Miss Lennox, this is Dermot Sinclair.”

Sarah kept an eye on Carol, not that Dermot had stopped watching him. The man seemed completely unfazed by Dermot’s suspicion. After a couple of minutes, Dermot spoke again, “Yes, your man, Carol is here. He says that ye sent him.”

Dermot listened to the quick response. Then, “Can ye describe him to me?” He listened again to the voice on the other end. Eventually, he nodded. “Right then, that’s him. Cheers.”

His shoulders relaxed and he let his arm drop so the pistol pointed at the floor. He hung up the phone. “Sorry, mate. Canna be too careful.”

Sarah felt the tension drain from her shoulders. She watched Dermot return the gun to the holster at the small of his back and pull his sweatshirt over it. On principle, she wasn’t a fan of guns—but a very small, primitive part of her was glad that he had it.

Carol smoothed his unruffled hair. “That’s quite alright. I’ve been briefed on recent events. I can’t say that I blame you for being cautious.”

“Right. What do ye have for us?”

Carol shifted his gaze to Sarah. He indicated a seat at the table with a wave of his hand. “Miss MacAlpin?”

Sarah went to take a seat, but as soon as her hand touched the back of the chair, she was hit with a flood of memories from the last time she had sat down at that table with Dermot, just days ago. They’d been at gunpoint, sitting across from each other, when Dermot had told her who she was for the first time...and who he was. She said, “You know what? Let’s sit over there.”

They moved to the living room. Sarah and Dermot sat on the couch while Carol looked askance at the worn green upholstery of the adjacent chair before deigning to lower himself into it. He pulled a folder from his leather attaché case and handed it to Sarah. “What we have is a tiered strategy for responding to press enquiries. Ideally, we would prefer not to say anything more. As yet this appears to be a domestic dispute, or at worst a case of stalking. If the police don’t release any further information and we say nothing more, then the story should simply die down.”

“Sounds good to me,” Sarah agreed, still holding the folder.

He nodded toward the folder. “In case someone in the media connects this incident with the murder of Bridget MacKenzie, we’ve prepared a narrative for the press. You’ll find in there a version of events that explains the connection between you and Miss MacKenzie and how this monster followed you from Nova Scotia. As Miss MacKenzie never met Mr. Stuart, his name has been left out of the narrative. Your stance should be that you would like to get back to normal life as soon as possible and are not interested in giving interviews.”

He paused and smiled as if this were the simplest thing in the world. But then again, Sarah imagined he did this sort of thing all the time. “If it becomes necessary to talk to the press, our strategy will be to provide any interested journalists with more than sufficient information. If we present this as a serial killer who stalked you and was killed by police, then there should be little further interest. By combining a strategic release of information with a plea for privacy, we should be able to deflect any undue media attention.”

Sarah was skeptical. “You might be underestimating the amount of ghoulish curiosity people have for stories about serial killers.”

“That could be true,” Carol conceded, but he seemed unperturbed. “Still, we only have to keep the local press at bay until you leave for Scotland. I understand that will be less than a month from now?”

Sarah nodded. “Just a little over three weeks.”

“What about the national media, or even international?” Dermot cut in. “If the word gets out about the connection with Bridget MacKenzie, then won’t we have to deal with Canadian press as well?”

Carol tilted his head to the side as if granting a point. “So far, the story has garnered no more than local interest in the communities involved. You may get a call or two from outside the local media, but that’s where the plea for privacy will be effective. You can simply tell them that you prefer to speak only with the police.”

Sarah opened the folder and perused the bullet points of the statement that he’d given her. He certainly appeared to have dotted all the i’s and crossed all the t’s. It was a tight, believable story that gave enough truth to answer the main questions a reporter might ask, but left out any connection to James Stuart or Alba Petroleum. Carol’s smooth confidence suggested this wasn’t his first foray into media manipulation.

“This looks to be in order, except for this part.” Sarah pointed to the description of how Ryan had stalked her for months. “You can’t mention Amy.”

Carol’s gaze sharpened on hers. “She’s your flat mate. People are going to ask, and what’s there is true. Is it not? Ryan Cumberland duped Amy Monroe to gain access to you.”

“Sure, but no one needs to know that. She’s had enough trouble with this. She doesn’t need the press calling her too. If you can keep James Stuart out of it, you can keep Amy out.” Sarah tossed the folder onto the coffee table and leaned back, folding her arms across her chest.

Carol leaned forward in his chair. His voice was even and firm. “Mr. Stuart was only tangentially involved in this situation. Miss Monroe, on the other hand, had direct involvement with both you and Cumberland.”

Sarah studied him. Carol was unflappable and clearly bent on his narrative. Sarah wondered what it would take to change his mind. She glanced at Dermot. His look said he understood why she wanted to protect Amy, but he wasn’t sure it would work. He laid a hand on her knee. “People all over town knew she was dating him. Someone will likely talk about it.”

“It doesn’t have to come from me,” Sarah said. She eyed both men. “I can’t control other people, but I will not give Amy’s name to any reporter, and I won’t answer any questions about her. As far as they’re concerned she had nothing to do with it.”

Carol looked past her to Dermot as if he was looking for support. Sarah felt Dermot shrug. “Don’t look at me, mate. This is her show.”

The only sign that the PR man was less than pleased was a flexing of the muscles in his jaw. He looked thoughtful and blew out a long breath. “Alright. I’ll give you a revised narrative in the morning without any reference to Miss Monroe. But you should keep in mind that the further the story is from the truth, the easier someone will see through it.”

Sarah gave him a steely-eyed look. “I’ll convince them.”

Carol took the folder back from Sarah and made a note on the sheet inside. Beside her, Dermot cleared his throat. “Is there a contingency plan for this? What should she say if someone asks about Mr. Stuart?”

“I’m glad you asked.” Carol turned to Sarah. He seemed happy to be back on solid ground. “You, Miss MacAlpin, had no real reason to know that Miss MacKenzie was connected to Alba Petroleum at all, that is without Cumberland telling you.”

“She just said she’d been offered a job by an oil company. She never said which oil company,” Sarah said as if responding to a reporter’s question.

Carol grinned. “Just so, and your answer to any questions about the connection should be exactly that. If anyone asks, we will acknowledge the offer. Alba Petroleum employs many geologists and recruits them from top universities. There is no reason to believe that the threads connecting both of you to Mr. Stuart are anything more than coincidental.”

“You seem to have a plan for everything.” Sarah rose from the couch, effectively ending the conversation.

Carol smiled smugly. “It is what we do.”

“And are you doing this for Bridget’s family too?” Sarah asked.

“Indeed. One of my colleagues is there as we speak.” The smile he gave her didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Good. Thank you.” She extended a hand to him.

“Of course.” Carol shook hands. “I’ll have the revised narrative to you in the morning. In the meantime, I suggest you continue screening your calls.”

“We will,” Dermot said from behind her.

Carol nodded to Dermot before turning to the door. When he was gone, Sarah let herself sink back down to the couch. She’d been so energized when they arrived home, but Carol’s visit had brought all of the questions about her life and her future crashing back with a vengeance.

“Right.” Before she knew what was happening, Dermot was pulling her up from the couch and ushering her into the bedroom. “Ye’re going back here and ye’re going to sleep for at least eight hours.”

“That’s a lot easier said than done, you know,” she mumbled.

Dermot took her face in his hands and waited for her to meet his eyes. “Ye’re safe. I’ll stay here all night if that’s what it takes for ye to get some rest.”

“Here in the apartment...” she cut her eyes to the bed, “or here with me?”

The look he gave her told her what she already suspected. He wouldn’t be sleeping with her. Sarah let her eyes drop to his mouth. His lips were pressed into a firm line. She gave a wistful sigh, wanting badly to go back forty-eight hours to the morning she had spent in his bed, before he’d broken her heart.

“Sleep. I’ll be right outside.”

He retreated to the hallway and closed the door with a soft click.
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CHAPTER FIVE

[image: ]


Granny’s soft, clear voice echoed off the cracked plaster walls as wood smoke filled Sarah’s nostrils. Granny was singing one of her favorites about a piper who went to the fairies to fetch back his love. The chorus was full of stags and heather, and Sarah always thought that Granny sang it when she was feeling homesick. When the song was done, Granny let the silence stretch out. There was only the creak of the rocker and the crackle of the fire.

“Why did you leave your home?” Her voice was small and drowsy. She leaned her small head against Granny’s shoulder and fingered a ruffle of flannel on the yoke of Granny’s nightgown.

Granny leaned her head against the back of the chair, her eyes turned to the ceiling. When she spoke, her voice was quiet and thick with memory. “There was war coming. We had reason to think that it would come to us. Some of our people chose to stay, but my cousin Eilidh and I were sent away. When the war followed us, we moved again, and I came here.”

“Where is Eilidh now?”

“Och, she went back to our home when the war was over.” Granny rested her cheek on top of the little girl’s head.

With the simple logic of children, the small voice asked, “Why didn’t you go home too?”

Mòrag felt Granny’s shoulders lift and sag in a long sigh that ruffled her curls. When she spoke, Granny’s voice was softer, the words cut short as if she was pushing them out past something in her throat. “It was decided that I should stay here.”

“That doesn’t sound fair. Why did she get to go home, and you didn’t?” Mòrag lifted her head to face her grandmother.

Granny wrapped her arms tighter around little Mòrag and pressed her head back down. “Dinna worry over me, a’leanabh. This life suits me fine.”

The screen door creaked on its hinges and Mòrag thought better of asking more questions. She shifted to look over Granny’s shoulder. Granny just kept singing quietly.

Mama came in slowly, moving like she was trying to be quiet. The rocking chair creaked and Mama turned her head sharply. Their eyes met, and Mòrag could almost hear Mama’s teeth grinding from across the room. She knew Mama didn’t like for Granny to tell her the old stories. Mòrag didn’t understand why.

Mama let the screen door swing back with a crack that made Mòrag jump. She took a little more care with the other door and sauntered into the parlor. A sneer marred her once-pretty face. “Fillin’ her head with fairy tales again. Hmm?”

“Never ye mind, a Mhàili.” Granny’s voice was weary.

“Right. Did she tell you about the cauldron again?” Mama asked the little girl. Her dark eyes were wild with fury as she spat out each question. “Did she tell you how it always gave food and never let the people go hungry? Or about the giants?”

“A Mhàili! Ye’re scaring the lass,” Granny barked, and she was right. Little Mòrag was shaking, clinging to Granny.

Mama kept hammering her with questions. “Did she tell you how the people lived on the hidden island where the sluagh ùr couldn’t find them?”

“Molly!”

“Why don’t you tell her the truth?” Mama turned her eyes to Granny. Her tone was softer, almost pleading. “Why do you let her think she has a future?”

“A Mhàili...” Granny’s voice cracked, and she tried to say more, but the words just wouldn’t come out.

***
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“WAKE UP, PRINCESS!” The voice was loud and sharp in Sarah’s ear. Her eyes flew open and her chest seized. Ryan Cumberland was right there, sitting on her chest like a sneering incubus. “I know what you are. That’s why you have to die.”

It wasn’t possible. Ryan was dead. She had seen him lying in the street with a bullet hole in his forehead. Sarah tried to breath, but she couldn’t make her chest rise under his weight. Not real. He could not be real.

He leaned closer, his nose almost touching hers. His breath smelled of stale beer. “Poor Sarah,” he said in that same mocking tone he’d used with her the other night. “She just couldn’t take the stress.”

“Not real!” she screamed in her mind. Her lungs were starting to burn and her head spun. “Slit her wrists,” he sneered, leaning even closer. Sarah’s vision was going black around the edges. She felt his breath on her lips. “Just. Like. Her. Mother.”

***
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THEN RYAN WAS GONE like a puff of smoke. Sarah was left wide awake and blinking into the dark. She sat up, pulling in a throat-tearing gasp. She was still gulping for air when Dermot burst into the room.

“Are ye alright?” He grabbed her shoulders and searched her face.

Sarah nodded, still stunned. He pulled her tight against him, and she snuggled close, turning her head to rest her ear over his heart. He held her for several minutes. Sarah was content to stay that way, matching her breath to his and listening to his heartbeat steady and sure.

“Was it the dream again?” his voice rumbled under her ear.

“What dream?” she asked without lifting her head.

“The one ye were having in the mountains, when ye couldna breathe. I got the feeling it wasn’t the first time ye’d had it.” His hand rubbed slow, comforting circles on her back. “That really is why I climbed into bed with ye that night.”

“And here all this time I thought you just wanted a cuddle.” She pulled back and pushed her hair away from her face. “No, I woke up. At least I think I was awake and saw Ryan. He was lying on top of me. He was so real...I could even smell his breath. Some kind of flashback. Haven’t had that happen in a while.”

He shifted to sit more firmly on the bed and leaned his back against the wall. Sarah fit herself under his arm, enjoying the solid feel of him. “I knew some blokes in the army who came back from the Gulf War or the Falklands with post-traumatic stress. They had nightmares, sometimes waking flashbacks that seemed so real they attacked people nearby.”

“But not you?” she asked softly.

“Not me.” There was a hint of regret in his voice. “I was barely there long enough. I got wounded almost as soon as the SCUDS started falling.”

“How did you get injured?” She glanced up at him. He had his eyes trained on the open closet across the room. It was dark inside, but Sarah had a feeling it was the darkness of the desert that he was seeing. He had never explained the injury that had ended his army career. It clearly still bothered him.

A cloud of memory gathered in his eyes, but he stayed silent until it passed. “It really wasna all that bad. It was just so frustrating. All that training, there in the war zone, and I got injured in camp.”

“When the Iraqis were bombing?” she asked.

“Mmhmm.” He grew quiet again, as if lost in the memory.

Sarah was silent for a while, leaving him to his thoughts. “The dream, the one I had in the mountains, was about my mother. It’s a recurring one. I can’t breathe because I’m in the bathtub.” She paused, deciding how specific she should be. “She’s holding me under the water, but not like she did that day. It’s like she’s in the tub with me, whispering to me. She says, ‘They can’t have you,’ and, ‘I won’t let them take you.’ I guess it’s meant to be soothing, but there’s an edge to her voice, an urgency...I can see the windflowers floating on the surface above us.”

He listened silently, his fingers playing with her curls. They were each lost in their own memories. Sarah had a sudden thought that sent a laugh bubbling up from her chest.

Dermot looked down at her as if she’d grown another head. “What’s funny?”

“I’ve traded a nightmare where I can’t breathe for a hallucination where I can’t breathe,” she said, her shoulders shaking with quiet laughter. “I don’t know whether that’s a step up or a step down.”

He chuckled. “I suppose if ye canna laugh...”

“Right,” she sighed, mentally finishing the adage, “you’d have to cry.”

They stayed there, snuggled together. She was nearly asleep when he spoke again, “Sarah?”

“Mmm?”

“Have ye ever thought about talking to a professional? About the dreams I mean.”

She sat up to look at him and smiled. “Oh, I did. Several in fact, when I was an undergrad. Most people in the holler turned to the church for counseling. That wasn’t an option for us. I only had the nightmares for the first few months after Mama died. Then they just seemed to go away. But when I went off to college and Granny died, the nightmares started up again. After scaring the bejeezus out of my roommate for three nights in one week, I went to the counselors offered by the student health department. Once word got out about what I’d been through, I got to be something of a curiosity among the mental health professionals of Boone. In some cases, I use the term ‘professionals’ loosely.”

She rolled her eyes and looked down. Her fingers fidgeted with the hem of her nightshirt. “A couple of them wanted me to pray on it. They didn’t last long. One of them told me I should go back to where it happened to confront the memories. Of course, I had sold the farm and the house had been torn down, so that wasn’t an option. Another put me on antidepressants, but that just made me jittery about everything. It also made the dreams worse. After I stopped taking the pills, the dreams seemed to go away on their own. At least for a while.”

His big hand covered hers, and he gave it a gentle squeeze of silent support. She went on, “They seem to come back when I’m anxious about something. They were really bad when I graduated from Appalachian and moved down here, when I was wrapping up my master’s thesis, and last summer. Seems like whenever I’m leading up to a big event, I conjure up my own private boogie man, or boogie mama in my case. And now I have a new demon.”

He made one of his speaking grunts that might have been confirmation and pulled her back under his arm. “So what do you want to do about it?”

Sarah relaxed into his hold. “Same thing I did in the holler, same thing I always do. Keep breathing. Keep eating. Keep sleeping until I’m strong enough to face it, or it goes away.”

“Well,” he said, kissing the top of her head, “dinna be afraid to ask for help when ye need it.”

Sarah smiled and snuggled closer, once again listening to his heartbeat against her ear.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Dermot focused on the long stream of coffee gathering in the pot. The huffing noise of the steaming coffee maker drowned out the sound of the shower running down the hall. He braced his hands on the counter and pressed his fingers into the laminate until they hurt. He was not going to think about her lips parting in a sigh as the hot water ran over her skin. He was most definitely not going to imagine her hair, heavy and wet, clinging to the curves of her neck and back and breasts. No, he was going to stand here in the tiny, cramped kitchen and become an absolute expert on the operation of this particular brand of cheap, drip coffee maker.

His neck ached from spending half the night propped against the side of Sarah’s bed. After their talk, he’d simply held her. She’d been through so much, and she still managed to be stronger than anyone he knew. Hell, he’d spent more months than he cared to think of feeling sorry for himself over the knee injury that put him out of the army. Here she was, having survived more heartache than most people could imagine, mostly on the strength of her own will. What he wouldn’t give for that kind of strength.

In spite of all his instincts telling him not to, he had stayed with Sarah all night. When her breathing had slowed and he was sure she was asleep, he
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