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      Grace walked through the halls of Council headquarters, looking for all the world like a young woman with a singular focus, someone whose way one would be smart not to be in. It wouldn’t be an incorrect assumption by any means, but the assumption as to just what that focus was on would be harder for anyone outside of her head to guess. She’d decided to take some time to come here while Euan was busy training. It was something he liked to do, something that kept him agile and in practice, and he’d pulled her in to teach her so that he’d have someone else to work with. There were times, however, like today, where he’d decided to go through some of the exercises alone. Normally when he did that, she liked to sit and watch him, amazed by how fluidly he moved from one guard to another or one strike to another. It seemed like it should be impossible for someone his size to move the way he did, and it was easy to get lost in simply watching.

      Today, however, she’d made excuses to skip that and come here instead because something was weighing on her mind. There were so many questions, and she knew she needed answers, or she’d never be able to get around it. Ever since Euan had revealed to her and the rest of The Council that his skill set for war was far beyond what they’d known or imagined it to be, something had been nagging her. Euan was a warrior, one who’d survived every battle he’d fought in due to his skill with a blade, but he’d served other purposes, too. Tactics, strategy, movements, lines. He’d been heavily involved in the strategic decisions for both Prestonpans and Falkirk, and both had resulted in massive losses for the Hanoverian army because of his involvement.

      More than that, he was skilled at intelligence gathering, at psychological and guerilla warfare, though it hadn’t been called that then. It wasn’t that she hadn’t known, or at least suspected because of the parts he played in their missions, but it was the depth of his skill in those arts. It was this detail that ate at Grace and was why she’d come here: she had a suspicion and needed to confirm it. She hoped she was wrong, prayed she was wrong, and the archives were the only place to find what she was looking for.

      As Grace stepped into the massive space that housed the Council Archives, she smiled at the woman sitting at the front desk. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning, Watcher Cameron! What may I do for you?”

      “I need to do some research, and I need a timeline event pulled for me if you can, please.”

      “Of course. Which one?”

      Grace handed her a piece of paper. “I need what happened just before this and what happened in the two days after.”

      The woman raised an eyebrow and looked up from her terminal at Grace. “Did you not work this one? Are you sure you want to see it?”

      “I did, and yes, I am. I was pulled before I could see what happened.”

      The woman nodded, entering the information to locate what Grace needed. “It will be waiting for you at research station one, Watcher Cameron.”

      “Thanks,” Grace said, heading past the desk to where the research stations were located. Each one was a soundproof room with no windows to facilitate any watching of footage or anything else the archives might have. Grace knew there would be no footage for this file, it would be impossible to have unless they pulled it from Observation, and that seemed unlikely. What they would have was a detailed report of the attempted change, what was done to stop it, and what happened afterward, and it was this report Grace was after. Sitting down in the chair, she pulled the report up on the terminal and scrolled through the brief discussing what the mission was about. She knew that part; she’d been the one to work it.

      When Grace reached the section about what had been done to stop the mission, she read it over even though she knew what she’d done.

      “Watcher Evans prevented the successful attack at Nairn by ensuring that the forces of the Jacobite army did not meet each other as planned due to O’Sullivan missing his contact target in the darkness when she caused his horse to startle. Watcher Evans also ensured that the Hanoverian forces became aware of the pending attack, leading them to skirmish with some of the Jacobite army who had continued with their original plan unknowingly.”

      Grace sighed, and although she knew she shouldn’t regret this, she did. She’d regretted it from the moment she’d realized the connection to Euan’s fate. It was the letter she’d forged and left with Cumberland that had been part of the downfall of this planned attack, the one that made sure the Jacobites would still lose at Culloden the following day as they were supposed to. Once O’Sullivan missed his target, Grace was pulled out, but according to the report, some of the Jacobites continued onward, and the revelation made her uncomfortable.

      “After Watcher Evans’ departure, some men were captured in the skirmish between the forces, though the main body of the Jacobite army had already retreated to regroup for the battle later that day. The private men were of the Atholl and MacPherson regiments, but one was an officer in the Cameron regiment. The private men were held, but the officer was summarily executed the following morning after being marched from Nairn to Culloden. This resulted in a delay of the battle by two hours with no change in the result.”

      Grace gasped, covering her mouth and squeezing her eyes shut, feeling sick to her stomach and desperate to get away from the words on the screen. She’d not been wrong, no, it was the thing she’d most feared when she’d come here. It was so much worse than she’d known, much worse than they’d told her. She’d always felt horribly guilty over what she’d felt was her indirect responsibility for Euan’s death at Culloden, no matter what he or any of them said, but this was far worse. Euan was involved in the planning and execution of what would’ve been a successful attack at Nairn if she hadn’t stopped it. It was successful because of him. Knowing his skills, the chiefs must have asked him to plan it and run it; something they hadn’t done before. That was the change she hadn’t been able to figure out and why she’d resorted to the letter. She wasn’t indirectly the cause of his death in that timeline, oh no, she was personally responsible for it. In this timeline he was dead even before the battle, and it was because of her.

      Grace kept her hands clamped over her mouth to stifle the scream welling up inside of her chest, her body shaking with silent sobs. The only way this would be worse was if she’d marched him there herself or pulled the triggers of the muskets that they’d executed him with, and as far as she was concerned, she might as well have. It may be a different Euan in a different timeline, but fundamentally he was the same. He was the man she loved, the one who’d so captivated her that she’d broken the cardinal rule for him. The man who, even this morning, had brought her a cup of coffee in bed but let it go cold because he was too comfortable snuggled up under the blankets with her to let her sit up and actually drink it. The same one who’d saved her life by pretending to betray everything he’d once stood for.

      Grace stood up, the speed with which she did so tipping the chair over, and then began pacing to try to calm herself down. Once she felt she had sufficient control over her emotions, she hurried out of the archives, requesting entry when she reached Council Chambers. She was inside as soon as the doors opened wide enough for her to squeeze through.

      “Watcher Cameron? What are you doing here? Is everything all right?” Councilwoman Rochford asked as she stood up, looking concerned.

      “I need to speak with you right now. Alone.”

      Rochford’s concern seemed to deepen, but she nodded, gesturing toward the door Grace now knew led to the private gardens. Without another word, Grace walked over to them and outside.

      “What is this about, Grace?” Rochford asked as she came out behind her, letting go of the formality now that they were alone.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Grace asked, turning to look at her.

      “Tell you what?”

      “That day when I woke up and asked you about Nairn; why didn’t you tell me I’d actually caused his death?”

      Rochford sighed. “Why would I? You were upset enough, and it made no difference at that point. Why add to it?”

      “It makes a difference to me!”

      “It should not.”

      The sound of derision Grace made was cold and bitter. “Easy for you to say, hm? You didn’t kill your Companion before you met him.”

      “Grace —”

      “No! Don’t you dare try to excuse this or excuse me. What I did caused him to be captured and shot! He wasn’t supposed to be there, Alice! You didn’t tell me he was there!”

      “Because it no longer mattered! He would never experience any of it again in any timeline. Once he joined with you here, it became as though he and his mother never existed there or anywhere after the point where we changed things to be as though he left with you, and that was the night before they left again for Inverness. He would never go back to that field to die.”

      “But he did then! The time I ran that mission he did!”

      “The only time, Grace. The potential success of that attack never happened again because he was no longer there, then or ever. It can never happen again.”

      “I want to see it.”

      “What?” Alice gasped, aghast as she looked at Grace.

      “I want to see what I did. I need to see it.”

      “That seems very unwise.”

      “I need to see what I did to him, what I caused. Send me as an observer, so I can’t do anything.”

      “Grace, why? I am not sure you understand what you are asking, and perhaps if you took some time to think about this, then you would see that this isn’t what you really want.”

      “Because what I did had a price, Alice, and someone else paid it, someone I love more than myself or anyone else. I need to remind myself that there are costs to this, costs I never see. I need to brand that into my soul, so I’ll never forget or take for granted that what I do affects real people.”

      Alice sighed. “You are not going to take no for an answer, are you?”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Very well. You know where to go.”

      Grace nodded and left her, heading to Observation where new Watchers and Companions trained. They’d be sent as observers first, to see what things looked like and to watch an experienced Watcher at work, though this time the only work Grace would be watching was her own. Rochford had already sent the instructions ahead, and the archivists were waiting for her. As she got into position on the table, they placed the device on her head that she’d use to access past timelines without being able to be seen or make changes. Because it was now part of that timeline’s history, they could easily send Grace back to that point in time without disturbing anything or even causing a repeat. With the change prevented, history would go back to what it originally was when the cycle repeated.

      Grace closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, she found herself on a road in the dark. She could see the fires of the Hanoverian camp, hear them celebrating the Duke of Cumberland’s birthday. It was odd to hear those same celebrations from outside the camp instead of from within it as she originally had on this mission. In the next moment, men crept past her out of the darkness, watching the camp intently. She didn’t know the others, but she spotted Euan in an instant, tamping down her first urge to grab him and pull him away. Grace followed them across the moor, not needing to hide, and from the darkness of the woods came a shot that hit the ground near Grace’s feet. It sent her scrambling backward, and the men froze as Hanoverian troops appeared from the trees. The Scots looked at each other, nodded, and charged the soldiers with a shout. Shots rang out, but in some sort of strange miracle, all missed their targets. The hand-to-hand combat didn’t last long as reinforcements arrived within seconds and surrounded them.

      Euan and the men stopped fighting, knowing full well there was nothing they could do now. They might take a few before they died, but if they cooperated, they’d have a chance of being freed later and rejoining their fellows in battle. Their weapons were confiscated, their hands tied, and they were marched at the points of bayonets into the camp to be held prisoner and interrogated. Grace followed Euan as he was separated from the others.

      “What is your name?” one of the Hanoverian officers asked.

      “Alexander Cameron,” Euan replied, using one of his two middle names.

      “A Cameron! No wonder you were leading your little group. Always up to no good, the Camerons are.”

      Euan said nothing, keeping his eyes straight ahead.

      “What is your rank?”

      “I have no rank.”

      “Come now, that is not true. There is no way they would put a nobody in charge of a small attack group.”

      “What makes ye think I was in charge?”

      “They all looked to you for what to do next, that is why. What is your rank!” he shouted.

      Euan sighed. “Captain.”

      A gleeful expression spread across the faces of the other men in the tent. An officer was always quite a prize in war and Grace could tell Euan knew it meant his death, but if it bothered him, it didn’t show on his face.

      “Excellent! You will be quite the bargaining chip.”

      “No, I will nae.”

      “What makes you say so?”

      “Because ye are nae going to leave me alive, and we both know that perfectly well, dinnae we? I am nae stupid, Lieutenant,” Euan said, the word dripping with disdain as he turned a cold gaze on the other man.

      “No, that is true, but we may be able to get something for you before we kill you.”

      Euan returned to looking forward, falling silent once more. Grace was glad they didn’t seem to recognize him, otherwise they would’ve all rushed to collect the bounty on him and only prolonged his suffering.

      “Hold them all here until we strike camp, then we shall take them with us to the next engagement. I am sure their fellows will be happy to see them again even if it is in chains on the other side of the field,” one of the other officers said.

      Grace closed her eyes and shook her head. It was only an hour until dawn, so he wouldn’t be here long. Euan was forced down onto the ground to sit and await his fate, and she sat beside him even though he couldn’t and didn’t know she was there. She didn’t speak, her heart aching too much for words. She wished she could touch him, bring him some comfort as he faced what was coming. Grace knew he’d always been prepared for this, always aware it could happen, but there was no outward indication as to whether the reality of it upset him.

      It wasn’t long before they came for him again, hauling him up and tying him behind a horse for the march to Drumossie. The other prisoners were placed in a wagon at the back with the supply train. Euan winced as they yanked the ropes to make them too tight around his wrists, but he quickly smothered his discomfort so as not to give them the satisfaction.

      “I am here with you, love, even though you don’t know it and you don’t know me,” Grace whispered as she stepped up beside him.

      “How did ye know we were coming?” Euan asked, his tone flat.

      “We were delivered a letter that had been dropped by one of the aides to your officers in a tavern.”

      Euan’s jaw tightened. Grace saw it, and she knew what he was thinking. It was such a stupid mistake. Why would anyone commit anything to writing?

      “They didn’t do it; I did. No one was that undisciplined,” she said as if he’d hear her confession, absolving others of blame.

      As the officer moved his horse forward, the rope snapped taut and forced Euan to walk with it. Grace could skip the trip to Drumossie but didn’t, choosing to walk beside him the entirety of the way. He remained silent and no one seemed to harass him, but all these men had battle on their minds and there was no room for taunting when they would face the enemy in just a few hours’ time. Once they were within sight of the Jacobite army, Grace’s panic rose. It was the combination of having been here before, having been in the midst of what was to come, but she knew from the report that the battle would be delayed now so she wouldn’t have to go through it again. A white flag was raised, and the officer who had Euan rode out toward the middle of the field while keeping him in tow. Four other soldiers followed him, their muskets on their shoulders.

      At the sight of the white flag, officers from the clan regiments came forward as well. A white flag meant a parley and no violence. When they reached the middle of the field, the men looked at each other for a long moment across the open space between them.

      “We have something that belongs to you,” the officer said to the Jacobite officers.

      “Aye. Will ye be releasing him?”

      The officer gave a derisive laugh. “No, of course not. He is a spy. We have the rest of your men as well, the ones who accompanied him. I am here to let you know he will receive his punishment now, and because we are feeling generous and he has been cooperative, you may collect his body and return with it so that you might bury him as you see fit.”

      Euan’s face remained unreadable, and Grace wanted to scream, hating how helpless she felt. The Jacobite officers nodded, knowing there was nothing they could do for Euan now. If they tried to rescue him, it could lead to many more deaths, and one life wasn’t worth that, no matter how much they might like him. But the English were at least giving them the opportunity to see to the honorable burial of one of their officers. They turned their horses, riding away to inform their command about what was happening. The men in the regiments, however, already seemed to know what was coming.

      “Euan! Bha thu treun agus cuiridh Dia fàilte ort. An urrainn dha do shlighe a bheannachadh agus is dòcha gun cuidich an t-anam sinn ann am buaidh!” Grace heard one of them shout. Euan! You were brave, and God will welcome you. May he bless your path, and may your soul help us in victory!

      Euan’s smile was slight. “Aye, lads. May he indeed, and I will do my best,” he whispered.

      The Hanoverian officer nodded to the four soldiers with him, who marched around to stand in front of Euan and begin priming their weapons. Grace stepped in front of them, knowing that her presence there wouldn’t hurt her or stop the trajectory of those lead balls from their intended target. She’d done that once and couldn’t do it again. Grace focused on his eyes, his face, and she watched his expression grow curious as he seemed to look directly at her.

      “I love you. I’m so sorry,” Grace whispered, tears streaming down her cheeks. “You don’t know that I love you, you don’t know me, but I do. I never would’ve done this if I’d known. I’m so very, very sorry.”

      Euan cocked his head just the slightest bit, and Grace realized he could, in fact, see her. She didn’t let the surprise register on her face as she walked toward him. That wasn’t supposed to happen, but if he could see her, then there was only one thing she could do now: distract him. Make it so he wasn’t thinking about what was about to happen, stand before him so he couldn’t see the guns. Euan didn’t speak as she stopped in front of him, looking down at her as she looked up into his eyes.

      “Are ye an angel?” he whispered.

      “Yes,” she whispered in return. “I’m here with you.”

      “Then I thank God for sending ye to bring me peace and take me to Him. I dinnae want to die alone.”

      Grace placed a soft hand on his cheek, even as her heart broke at his words and the lack of recognition when he looked at her. “You aren’t alone. You never have been and never will be. I’m always here to protect you.”

      “Thank ye,” he said. “Stay with me, please.”

      Grace leaned up and pressed her lips to his, feeling him meet her in it, soaking up that last bit of contact available to him in this life. The loud crack of the muskets startled her, and Euan’s lips left hers as he fell to the ground, unmoving. It was clear he was dead, and she was thankful he hadn’t suffered. Dropping to her knees beside him, she reached out to touch his body, but this time her hand passed through as it was supposed to do. Grace covered her face and sobbed as the Hanoverian soldiers cut him loose and then left him there. When the Jacobite soldiers came for his body, they put him over Absalon and took him back to his own men.

      Watching through tears, Grace saw Duncan, Malcolm, and the others wash his body, while others dug a grave for him a good distance from where they’d soon do battle. They’d set it in the woods, the same woods where in another timeline he’d be reunited with Grace just before the battle, just before she’d give her own life to prevent this moment. The care with which they tended to him only impressed upon her the meaning of what he’d done for her when she was recovering after this same ordeal. Duncan, Malcolm, and Iain cried as they cleaned the body of their friend, and Grace knew they’d all soon be joining Euan.

      Once the grave was dug, they carried him to it in a procession. One of them began a song, the others joining him, a song in Gaelic about brave warriors and what awaited them in death. Grace knew it was a sign of great respect that they were burying him this way, that everything had come to a stop to see to it. From the outside one might think they were burying one of the chiefs. Grace saw that someone had also taken pity on the beautiful Absalon, knowing he’d never let anyone but his beloved master near him, and they’d ended the stallion’s suffering before it could begin so that master and mount would now occupy the same grave. Still singing, they lowered Euan’s body into the earth and began to fill it back in. By the time they finished the song, the task was done, and Euan was buried. Malcolm sang the last lines of the song by himself now as the rain began to fall. Grace watched him as all the men filed away to leave Malcolm alone. As he finished, he looked up and at Grace, his eyes going wide for a moment before he let out an anguished sob. She knew he could see her now, too; she didn’t know how, but he could, and she knew what she must look like to him, dressed all in white as she was. His expression was brokenhearted as she stepped to the edge of the head of the new grave.

      “I see the angels have already sent one of their own to collect ye, my beloved friend, my brother, and I shall leave her to it. Safe journey to ye,” Malcolm managed to choke out through his tears before he turned and walked away.

      Grace closed her eyes and sighed, kneeling and placing her hand on the freshly dug earth, feeling it sink in. The only thing stopping Grace from full grief was knowing she’d wake up from this and he’d be very much alive, as well as knowing he’d only suffered this fate once and never would again.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered one last time. “Take me out.”

      Everything faded and Grace sat up from the table, pulling the device from her head and tossing it away from her as she lost all composure. It was more than just seeing his death; it was the anxiety from once again standing before guns and hearing them go off. She’d been able to push it back then, for his sake, but not now. She took a moment to compose herself, to get herself to stop shaking, before sliding from the table to find another Guardian to take her home. She hadn’t used Caia for this, not wanting to face Caia trying to talk her out of it or seeing her upset for Grace’s sake. Reappearing in their bedroom, she hurried toward the door, pulling it open and running down the stairs, out into the garden behind the house to find Euan there, still practicing.

      “Euan …” Grace sighed in relief.

      He stopped, lowering the weapon as he turned to look at her with a curious expression. She knew he could feel her anxiety, her upset, could hear it in her voice. “What has ye troubled, mo ghràidh?”

      Grace said nothing, closing the distance between them as fast as she could and throwing her arms around his waist, pressing herself to him. She needed to feel him breathing, hear his heart beating, feel the warmth of his skin.

      Euan set the blade aside and wrapped his arms around her. “Ye are shaking! Mo chridhe, what is it? What is wrong?”

      Grace shook her head, squeezing him a bit tighter.

      Euan brought one hand up to rest on the side of her head, keeping her cheek against his chest as he kissed the top of her head. “There now, ye are all right,” he whispered, stroking her hair. “I am here.”

      His last words broke her, and Grace burst into tears of anger, pain, and relief. He was here and she was beyond thankful for that, but she couldn’t help her anger at what she’d seen.

      “Shh, Grace,” he said, his voice calm and comforting. “Please tell me what is wrong so I can help ye. Did ye have a nightmare?”

      “Yes,” Grace choked out. It had been a nightmare, all right. A real one.

      “Ah. Ye are awake now, love, and ye are safe. I have ye.”

      “Don’t let go, please,” Grace pleaded.

      “I will nae, nae until ye wish me to,” he replied before he began singing to her in a soft voice while continuing to stroke her hair.

      Grace closed her eyes, though it didn’t stop her from crying.

      “Did ye want to tell me about it?” he asked when he stopped singing.

      “No, I can’t.”

      “Cannae because ye cannae remember, or because ye dinnae want to.”

      “Don’t want to.”

      “That is fine, I understand. I have had more than a few of those myself. I am sorry that such a thing happened to ye; ye have been sleeping so well lately.”

      “I can’t …” she began, then shook her head. “I’m so … you were gone … and …”

      “Gone? Did ye dream I left ye or disappeared somehow?”

      “You died! You died in front of me, and it was my fault!”

      Euan frowned. “Ach, Christ, leannan, I know how upsetting such dreams can be, but I am here, I swear it to ye. I am safe and so are ye. I am going nowhere, and I am certainly nae dying in front of ye or anyone else. No wonder ye are acting this way; ye want to feel me here, so ye know I am fine.”

      “Yes,” Grace sobbed out.

      “I am. Shh, I am. Come now.”

      Grace looked up at him, moving her hands from his back to his face. Those same blue eyes looked back at her, now untroubled and unafraid.

      I dinnae want to die alone.

      His words echoed in her ears and sliced fresh cuts deep into her heart. Alone. No one wanted to die alone, and he’d been no different. No matter what front he put up for others, no matter how prepared for it he’d tried to be, he’d been terrified of what was to come and she’d seen it in all the little ways no one else could’ve. Grace leaned up on her toes and kissed him, feeling his arms tighten around her and press her close to him. That there was none of the desperation she’d felt previously only served to help remind her that this was the reality, and not what she’d just seen.

      “Mo ghaol milis,” he whispered against her lips as he rested his forehead against hers. “Dinnae be afraid, for we will never be without one another and ye know that. We are together, always.”

      Grace nodded. “Sorry.”

      “Dinnae be sorry, never be sorry for something like this. The moment ye no longer feel upset at the thought of losing me is the moment ye no longer love me.”

      “That will never happen.”

      “I hope nae,” he said, smiling.

      “It couldn’t. I love you too much for that.”

      “Such things terrify ye,” he said, pushing some hair away from her face. “Intense emotions like this mean ye are vulnerable, mean ye can be hurt, and ye just want to run from them. Yet, I am the only one ye dinnae run from. The love ye feel for me and the strength of it no longer frightens ye, but now the thought of being without it does.”

      “I could say the same about you.”

      “I will readily admit to it. I love ye with every fiber of my being, and as terrifying as that once was, it no longer is. It brings me comfort and peace, while the thought of losing that love is one of the things I fear most. I cannae imagine life without ye in it, and I thank God every day that I dinnae have to.”

      Grace closed her eyes and sighed. Euan had a way with words, he always had, a way of saying something so beautifully that it disarmed you. More than that, he was unabashed in expressing his feelings for her, unrestrained by anything but the language he could command to put words to it. He knew what to say to bring her back to him, to calm her, to keep her from withdrawing from him and from the world.

      “Shall we go inside, and I can make ye a cup of tea to help ye?”

      Grace nodded against him; her eyes still closed as she reveled in his overall presence.

      “Thig, mo bhòidhchead,” he said. Come, my beauty. “It is time for me to be done for today anyway, and I cannae think of a better way to end it than over tea and biscuits with ye.”
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      Euan stopped moving as the blade hovered near his neck and grinned. “Very good, love. Ye are learning quickly.”

      “I have an excellent teacher. I think he’s going easy on me, though,” Grace replied, smiling back at him as she disengaged and pulled the blade away.

      “A bit, but he has no desire to hurt ye, and ye are nae ready yet for him to do otherwise.”

      “I won’t learn if you do that.”

      “Ye will, just as I did, and ye will learn as yer progress dictates. I will nae go easy on ye forever and, honestly, I am nae going all that easy on ye now.”

      “So you say.”

      Euan offered her a half-smile as he turned away from her, but in the next moment, he moved to grab her with the intention to catch her unaware, only to not find her there. In his momentary confusion, he paused, and that was all she needed. Grace swept his legs out from underneath him, throwing him flat on his back, and before that could fully register, the tip of a blade was against his throat and a knee was on his chest.

      “Now, now. That wasn’t nice,” she said, her tone teasing.

      Euan looked up at her, wide-eyed. “Well. Are ye nae full of surprises.”

      Grace laughed, leaning down to kiss him but not moving the blade. “You like it.”

      “I did nae say I did nae, as ye well know, but I had no idea ye had that in ye.”

      “You never asked.”

      Euan raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? I do believe I asked ye where ye learned to fight when we were in Oxford.”

      “You did, but all I did was punch him; you didn’t ask about anything else. A little bit of fight training never hurt anyone.”

      “I quite agree, but I am nae sure that is part of the Watcher training.”

      “It isn’t.”

      Euan’s hand shot out and grabbed the wrist of the hand holding the blade, while his other hand pressed her leg flat on his chest before he rolled them over and pinned her wrist to the ground. Grace made a sound of shock and then winced as he squeezed her wrist, causing her to drop the dirk she held. Euan straddled her, pinning her hips to the ground, then grabbed her other wrist now that his hand was free and pinned it to the ground along with the other.

      “Careful. I will always fight back.”

      Grace stared up at him, her expression part frustration, part something else entirely.

      “Dinnae look at me like that when ye started it.” Euan smiled, a dark edge to it that was always there when he’d been at this sort of training.

      “And you’re finishing it?”

      “No,” he replied as he leaned down closer to her, his hands still holding her wrists. “I am only just beginning,” he whispered.

      For a moment, Grace almost forgot to breathe. She sometimes hated how well and how easily he could do this to her, but she would never tell him to stop. When she didn’t respond, he gave her a light, teasing kiss before he pulled back and stood up, pulling her with him.

      “Is yer wrist hurt? I did nae mean to do so.”

      “No,” she replied. “It’s fine. It was more shock than anything.”

      “Good,” he said, taking her wrist in his hands and rubbing it anyway. “I did like that move, though. I was nae expecting it of ye.”

      Grace smiled and shook her head. “I’m not entirely helpless.”

      “I know, but it does nae mean I cannae be impressed.”

      Grace had been working with Euan on broadsword and various other blades in the times between their missions, and according to him she was coming along quite well. It was for her benefit, of course, but also for his own. It gave him a sparring partner to work with, and teaching her helped keep him sharp. He may not use the skill in war any longer, but he most certainly used it in their work from time to time.

      They were now on a rather extended break, just in time for spring and summer. After France they’d more than earned it, and there was still concern about Grace’s mental state. A break allowed The Council to monitor her while also permitting her time to heal both emotionally and mentally. What she’d gone through was something none of them could imagine or understand, not even Euan, and he’d seen it. To be attacked mentally in such a way was a different sort of injury and torture. Grace knew it was impossible for him to miss the slight panic that still showed in her face if she forgot something she’d been told, what day it was, a thought, or even a word. None of it was anything but the normal ways a mind worked, but it didn’t stop that momentary worry that something might be wrong. She managed it well, did her best to hide it, but it was still difficult for her. Eventually she’d get past it, but it would take time, and time was what The Council had given them.

      There was now a chance to have something resembling a normal life, as temporary as it was. Their lives would never be normal, given who they were and what they did, but they could get as close as they were able. They had some trips planned around Scotland, and there was talk of perhaps an actual holiday someplace warm and tropical. Euan had been more than happy to spend an entire day losing himself amongst the books in the library at the University of Edinburgh and another day doing the same at the University of Glasgow. Films were screened, television shows binge watched, and sleep caught up on. They were entirely at their ease, so much so that Aileen had remarked that they were as relaxed as she’d ever seen them.

      “I will take that as a compliment since impressing you is tough. People have to work at it,” Grace said.

      “Aye, that is true. Then again, I have seen much, so I am nae as impressed by things others might be. However, I think we are done for the day.”

      “What should we do then?”

      “What would ye like to do?”

      “How about a walk?”

      Euan smiled, held out his arm for her to take, and they walked out of the yard into the woods just behind the lodge. She loved that they had this, could do this. Some of these woods belonged to them as part of the property, but they had the freedom to walk anywhere they pleased.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something,” Grace said.

      “Oh?”

      Grace hesitated, unsure of how she wanted to begin this conversation even though she knew they had to have it. “I went to the archives at The Council.”

      “Did ye? When?”

      “The other day while you were training.”

      “Ah. What were ye seeking there?”

      “Confirmation.”

      “Of?”

      Grace stopped, her arm falling away from his, and it made him turn to look at her. “You were there.”

      Euan’s posture changed in an instant, becoming more guarded. “I know.”

      “I saw it, your execution after Nairn. The one I was responsible for. After France, I suspected that it was worse than I’d thought, and I was right. That attack would’ve been successful because you led it. It was you I stopped, not them.”

      Euan frowned. “Why? Why did ye do that to yerself?”

      “I had to. I needed to confirm what I felt, and I want to remember that everything we do doesn’t happen in a vacuum.”

      “Ye could have picked something else or somewhere else if that was what ye wanted.”

      Grace shook her head. “Someone I loved paid the price. That was what I had to see.”

      “Ye did nae know me, and I did nae know ye. It was nae the same.”

      “To me you’re always the same.”

      He sighed as he reached out to touch her cheek. “Ye did what ye had to do, and I will nae fault ye for it. I died well.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I read about it. I realized after I decided to stay that if ye had a mission at Nairn, it was because they’d chosen to make use of me that time. I knew how it had failed, I was there, so if it was suddenly going to succeed, I knew it was because I had something to do with it. I did nae realize I was captured there until I read about it, but it made sense.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? You knew before we came here; that’s why you mentioned it that night after you had that nightmare. You knew!”

      “What good would it have done ye for me to say it?”

      “Why does no one feel like I need to know things! I’m not fragile, Euan!”

      “I know ye are nae and would nae suggest ye are, but this is different, Grace,” Euan said, keeping his voice gentle in the face of his wife’s rising temper. “Ye feel too much with this, with me. Ye cannae distinguish between other timelines and the man who stands before ye now. Ye said it yerself, just a moment ago: to ye I am always the same.”

      Grace sighed, not bothering to contest his assertions because doing so was pointless. “You didn’t suffer. They buried you and sang the most haunting song about brave warriors. Duncan, Malcolm, and Iain washed your body.”

      Euan’s expression grew sad for a moment. “I am nae surprised.”

      “They had so much respect for you.”

      Euan shrugged. “I earned what I had. Are ye satisfied now that ye know?”

      “Not really. Satisfied because I have the whole picture, but heartbroken by all of it. I went as an observer, and I told you I was sorry even though you couldn’t hear me. I walked with you from Nairn to Culloden, and I was standing in front of you when they shot you.”

      Grace saw Euan blanch at the mention of her standing in front of him as he was shot. She knew that hit far closer to memory than he’d ever want.

      “You saw me in those last moments. I stood close to you, and you spoke to me. You asked me if I was an angel and thanked God for sending me because you didn’t want to die alone. I was able to touch you, and you stayed looking at me. I kissed you and distracted you, so you weren’t afraid, and you didn’t see the guns before they fired. Malcolm saw me too.”

      “Really? I thought that was nae possible? Even if I did nae know ye, that would have brought some strange comfort if ye appeared how I imagine ye did. What did Malcolm do?”

      “He said that he could see the angels had sent one of their own to collect you. And it’s not supposed to be possible, but I feel like, as with everything, you and I are different and always will be.”

      “Does it make it better or worse for ye to know that ye were far more involved in what happened to me there than ye believed?” Euan asked.

      “Worse,” Grace replied, her voice strained.

      “Then why do it? I understand what ye are trying to say, but we both know damned well that is nae truly why ye went there, Grace.”

      Grace trembled with the effort to keep herself from crying. “I wanted to tell you I was sorry.”

      “Did I hear ye? Did I know ye were there with me the whole time? No. Ye are torturing yerself. Ye forced yerself to watch it because ye felt like ye should, because ye felt so responsible for it that ye needed to suffer as some sort of penance, but ye dinnae. War is ugly, and people die; that is a fact. When that same attack failed, without yer help, I still died. I died the next day alongside my men because that is what happens in war.”

      “But the other times I wasn’t directly responsible!”

      “Grace,” Euan said as he cupped her cheeks in his hands and forced her to look at him. “Listen to me: ye did what was required of ye, as I did. Would ye be this upset about it if it had nae been me? If it had been some other man killed there because of what ye did?”

      “Yes.”

      “Stop. Ye are lying, and ye know I know when ye are lying. Answer the question truthfully.”

      Grace sighed. “No.”

      “Exactly, and that is how ye must treat this. Treat that man as though it were someone that was nae me, because it was nae. I am here with ye, alive and well. I will nae suffer that again because ye prevented that. Ye killed me in one timeline, but think of how many others ye have saved me in now?”

      Grace nodded. “You’re right.”

      “I hope ye will forgive yerself now, for I have never been upset with ye for it. There is naught to forgive.”

      “I might, eventually.”

      “That is at least a start,” he replied, pulling her face close to his and giving her a gentle kiss. “No more of this. Leave it be, all right?”

      “All right.”

      “Love, ye have enough to haunt yer mind without this, and I wish ye would nae have put that image in yer head.”

      “In a way, though, it hurt worse to know the truth, but I felt relieved to apologize for it. That you saw me gave me the chance to do something small to at least give myself a little bit of redemption.”

      “If it brings ye peace, then ye did what ye needed to. Please, swear to me ye will leave that behind ye now,” Euan said.

      “I will. I promise.”

      Euan took her arm again and continued their walk. “Why did ye nae tell me?”

      “You would have stopped me.”

      “Maybe. That means there was no nightmare, was there?”

      “No,” she replied, quiet.

      “It was all because ye went there. Ye saw me die, and that is what had ye so torn apart.”

      “Yes. I’m sorry. I just needed to know, and I don’t think you would’ve told me if I’d asked you about it, just as you haven’t with so many things. There is so much I don’t know, Euan.”

      He stopped and turned to her, his expression darkening. “No. Dinnae tell me ye did that.”

      “Did what?”

      “Did ye go into the rest of my past, Grace?”

      “No,” she replied, confused.

      “Good. Stay out of it,” he said, his tone as cold as it was sharp.

      Grace looked at him in surprise, hurt by the way he’d spoken to her. “If you’re so worried about it, you could always tell me instead. What are you trying to hide?”

      “Have ye told me all?”

      “I have always answered your questions honestly. I have nothing to hide from you.”

      “There is plenty in mine that ye dinnae need to be privy to, no one does, and it is all better left forgotten.”

      “You won’t ever forget.”

      “And that is enough!” Euan shouted at her. “It is enough that it haunts me; it does nae need to haunt ye, too! Ye dinnae need to know about it to understand me, Grace.”

      “What did you do that makes you act this way whenever anyone gets near it?”

      “Too much.”

      “But whatever it is makes you the man I married.”

      “No, it does nae! The man ye married was the man before war changed everything in him! The man ye met that day near the loch? That was who the war made me! If ye saw me at war, ye would nae know me, and I dinnae want ye to see that!”

      “Euan, please calm down. I didn’t see it, and I wouldn’t do that; I wouldn’t violate your privacy that way. I just wish you would talk to me and —”

      “Fine,” he growled, grabbing her upper arm and yanking her forward, bringing a startled sound from her as she collided with him. “Is this what ye want to see, Grace? Hm?”

      “Euan!”

      “Ye want to see what I become? Very well, I will oblige ye,” he said, turning and pulling her along back toward the house by the arm he held. Yanking the door open, he dragged Grace inside. “Mam!”

      Aileen appeared from the kitchen to find Euan holding a confused and frightened Grace by the arm. “Euan, what are ye —”

      “When I came back that day from Fort William, do ye remember?”

      “Aye.”

      “Tell her. Tell her what I looked like. Tell her what I said to ye.”

      “Euan, stop. Please,” Grace pleaded. “You’re hurting me!”

      “Son, what has come over ye!” Aileen said, shocked.

      “TELL HER!”

      Both women jumped, the command in his voice clear, the same one he’d once used to give orders to his men, and it brought Grace to tears.

      “Ye were covered in blood, head to toe. I thought ye were hurt, but ye told me none of it was yers. I asked ye what had happened, and ye told me nae to ask ye in a tone so cold I could nae imagine it had come from ye. Then ye walked away from me without another word.”

      “There. Is that what ye wanted to know, Grace? Ye want to hear about me coming home covered in the blood of all the men I slaughtered the night before? Ye want to hear about how I enjoyed some of it? How I was nae sorry?”

      Grace shook her head, crying too hard to speak, and Euan released her arm while shoving her away from him, causing her to stumble backward a few steps.

      “Aye, I thought nae. Ye stay out of it,” he warned, pointing at her.

      Euan’s eyes were hard, and his voice promised an unkind consequence for disobedience, though Grace couldn’t be sure whether he meant for it to. Turning on his heel, he stormed outside, slamming the back door behind him as Grace fell apart, sobbing in both fear and pain. That wasn’t her husband. He’d been right: he wasn’t the man she knew.

      “Oh, love, shhh now. He did nae mean to hurt ye, and he will be horrified when he comes back to himself,” Aileen said as she hurried over to Grace and embraced her.

      Grace shook her head, pushing herself away from Aileen. “I can’t, please,” she said, struggling to breathe as anxiety overwhelmed her.

      “Grace, love,” Aileen said, concerned. “Grace, are ye all right?”

      “No, I’m … no … I can’t …” Grace stammered before she turned and hurried for the front door, throwing it open and running out, leaving a bewildered Aileen in her wake.

    

  

OEBPS/images/unknown.jpg
GRIFFITH CAMERON

PUBLISHING






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/watchers-mark-high-res.jpg






OEBPS/images/watchers-04---ebook.jpg






