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      *Rory*

      The wrap party has all the elements of a medieval victory banquet. Velvet banners in ruby and gold, torches flickering in their iron brackets, and the clink of goblets overflowing with ale.

      Tonight, we celebrate the milestone of shooting the final cinematic scene, and I marvel at the chance to party in a real Scottish medieval castle.

      This ancient building represents the contrast between luxurious elegance and primitivity. Massive wooden beams support the ceilings while rich, colorful, tapestries proudly displayed on the stone walls depict battles fought in another time.

      Everyone is dressed as we were on the set of Where the River Runs Crimson, in 16th-century Highlander apparel. The plot is based on the life of a warrior who had to choose between fighting in battle or staying and defending his wife and many children from rival rogue clansmen who were wreaking havoc on people’s farms.

      The actors wear their costumes effortlessly, having spent much more time in such attire than the producers and crew. Even the waiters and staff are dressed in period garb.

      I grab a goblet and mingle. The people I’ve met and the friendships I’ve made while working on this project have been great. Tonight will be the last time I’ll be seeing many of them for a while since my job here is done and my heartstrings are tugged at the thought.

      Approaching a group of actors I taught how to shoot a longbow, I half-listen to their conversation while gazing up at the cathedral ceilings of the ballroom, and think I would have enjoyed living in such a beautiful and massive place, five hundred years ago.

      Looking down at my red and black plaid belted doublet with brass buttons, a black sporran at my waist, and matching leather boots, I certainly would have looked the part.

      “You are dressed like a rich dude tonight,” Max, who plays the role of a Scottish warrior, teases, and the others chime in with laughter.

      I blush and jovially reply, “Thanks, Max. I’ll remember you next time I’m in need of fashion advice.”

      Max is giving me a hard time because most of the last six months I spent wearing ancient Highlander battle gear, and tonight I look less muddy and bloody.

      “We kid you because we like you, Rory,” Eve says. She is the leading lady in the film.

      “Yes, and you really do clean up well. I mean, look at these nobleman-looking threads!” Max agrees.

      “To Rory Graham,” he proposes a toast, and everyone raises their drink. “The best battle instructor we’ve ever had!”

      Goblets clink, and as I point out, “That’s because I’m the only battle instructor you’ve ever had.” Laughter erupts.

      I glance around at their beaming faces, surprised by a toast in my honor. Usually, I’m behind the scenes, so being the center of attention—even if just temporarily— feels good. I savor the moment, sipping slowly.

      As the conversation shifts, I let my eyes wander. The night is still young, so I excuse myself and continue exploring the room.

      Highland fifers and fiddlers play in one corner while extras from the film, still in costume, listen and dance with champagne flutes in hand.

      On the opposite side of the room from the musicians are tables with incredible-smelling food. My nose and growling stomach pull me over to take a peek at the display. A roasted boar, venison pies, and heaping bowls of berries are the perfect combination of extravagant and authentic.

      “Well, don’t you look handsome in that getup?” Fiona slides up next to me while I make a plate of food.

      “Thank you.” I wink. “But you don’t prefer the battle kilt slathered in fake blood and real mud?”

      “We historians prefer scrolls and dates over gore.” Fiona giggles and takes a sip of red wine.

      “Yeah, you get scrolls and dates. I get bruises and superficial wounds,” I reply, and we both laugh.

      Ours was an easy friendship, and I’m going to miss seeing Fiona every day. She was a historian on the film, and I, a former Navy SEAL with a penchant for obscure historical trivia, was the combat expert and trainer. On this film, fencing, archery, and intense hand-to-hand combat scenes had us working together sometimes until dawn.

      Fiona and I bonded quickly over endless takes reworking fight scenes. Her positivity, patience, and sense of humor kept everyone going most nights.

      “I’ll miss working with you,” I say, smiling.

      “I’ll miss my American friend too,” she says, stealing a strawberry from my plate. “Who knows? Our paths might cross one day. We might get to work together again. But for now, come on.” She tugs on my sleeve.

      Fiona’s eyes are shimmering with mischief, and I know that if I follow her tonight, I’ll have a blast.

      “Come on where?” I ask, feigning concern.

      “Just come on.” She slips her arm under mine and pulls me through the crowd.

      Chuckling, I set my plate on a table and let her lead me out of the castle doors.

      “Do you ever think about what it must have been like to live here back then? All the pain, glory, blood, and heartache?” Fiona asks, swaying slightly, the moonlight blanketing her pretty face.

      Noticing Fiona might be a tad tipsy, I reply, “I do think about it, all the time.”

      After many long nights on set, I’ve noticed the way she becomes more animated with each glass of wine. Her eyes sparkle brighter, her words more colorful, and the enthusiasm in her voice is impossible to ignore. There’s something undeniably charming about how she talks about history when she's tipsy.

      “Tell me more,” I coax her, leaning in. “Scottish history has always interested me. I might be from Tennessee, but my family’s lineage is from your country.”

      “Oh, you told me.” Fiona chuckles. “You told me many times, my friend. Well, do you want to know about the brave people who lived here?” she asks as we stroll the castle grounds. I nod, and she leads the way down a path into the forest.

      “The MacRae clan held these lands in the mid-1500s. Laird and Lady MacRae and their son and daughter. Times were peaceful and things were going well until some greedy people came from the south. Rival clans wanting to add MacRae land to their own.” Good lore sounds better coated in her accent.

      “So what happened?” I ask. Fiona’s stories are always enthralling. Maybe it’s the twinkle in her eye or her Scottish lilt.

      She faces me, walking backward on unsteady feet. The low, powerful growl of the roaring river gets louder as we draw nearer, and Fiona has to speak up. “They were ambushed. Several times. They rallied their troops and ally clans over and over again, defending their land at all costs.”

      I want to hear the rest of Fiona’s story, but I’m distracted by an old wooden plank bridge dangling across a rushing river behind her.

      Fiona goes on with her tale as I try to decide if we are too buzzed to attempt the bridge. “Laird and Lady MacRae’s son and daughter were warriors who fought valiantly for their people and their land,” Fiona says, turning away from me to step onto the first piece of rotting bridge wood.

      “As much as I want to hear the end of the story and find out if the MacRae clan won, I don't trust this bridge, Fiona. It is almost in the water, it's so low, and it looks like it’s as old as this legend.” I reach for her to pull her back toward me on the river bank.

      “Their bridge back then probably looked just like this one, you're right about that! But where’s your sense of adventure, Rory Graham?!” She impishly taunts me, and although I am wary of the bridge, I’m even more attracted to Fiona’s magically enticing voice.

      She pulls me by the hand onto rickety planks, and I feel a rush of adrenaline. The fragile bridge is swaying in the breeze and the water beneath us is moving fast.

      A strong gust of wind catches a lock of Fiona’s dark hair, tossing it around as though Mother Nature is flirting with her. Crackles of lightning brighten the sky, momentarily casting her face in a soft glowing light.

      “Are you some sort of Gaelic witch?” I jest. “It’s not supposed to rain, and yet every time you tell a fairy tale, something unexpectedly spooky happens to add to the ambiance.”

      Fiona throws her head back in a silly witch cackle and says, “Oh, just because the armor in the costume room started to move on its own when I was telling a story about a battle, everyone thinks I’m a witch.”

      I laugh at the memory. Several times, Fiona began to tell the cast and crew a little-known historical fact, and the armor would crash to the floor for no apparent reason. Funny coincidences made working with her enchanting, and everyone teased her about being witchy.

      Thunder rumbles, and rain begins to fall.

      “Besides, this is not a fairy tale, Rory!” She smacks my arm playfully. “It’s true!”

      The wind picks up, as does the rain, and Fiona’s face tightens with fear. I read her lips: “Let’s go!”

      We turn back across the bridge to the bank, and from behind, I hear Fiona scream. I spin around just in time to see her splash into the river.

      Immediately, I dive in after her. The churning river crashes against us, its force driving Fiona into me as the current tugs at my limbs. I pull her head above water, and she gasps for air.

      Supporting her body weight on my right shoulder, I feel her cough up water. Though I’m relieved she’s breathing, I know we are too far from the bank to swim in these conditions. I let the water move us back toward the bridge.

      Reaching above my head, I grab the bridge with one hand and help Fiona up on it with the other.

      Holding onto the bridge as tightly as I can, I begin to climb up just as Fiona had. She screams to me, “You can do it, Rory! Pull yourself up!”

      But the rope is too slippery, and the current is too strong. I lose my grip, and the river swallows me whole.
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      *Cait*

      I came outside for fresh air, but the breeze is heavy tonight, suffocating. I can feel the weight of my father’s words pressing on my chest. "Cait, I have chosen Lachlan."

      I can’t bear those words, let alone the thought of marrying Lachlan. My betrothal looms like a storm cloud, dark and ominous, and no matter how much I long for freedom, it is not mine to claim.

      I want to be my own woman, free to wield a sword, to fight for my clan, and not be shackled to a life of dullness and silence as a wife. Worse still, Lachlan stirs a cold unease within me. I don’t trust him, and there’s a shadow behind his smile that makes my skin crawl. The thought of being bound to him tightens like a noose around my throat.

      I needed to escape the castle walls, entirely. The whispers of the servants, the sharp glances of my mother as she frets over every detail of the wedding, smother me. A never-ending parade of gowns and menu options. The details are unavoidable, and the oppression of tradition presses down on me like a boulder.

      So I stole away a moment to myself in the woods, seeking respite from the disappointment of my father's words and the ever-present eyes of my family.

      My boots crunch against the earth, each step a small rebellion. I am the daughter of Laird MacRae, yet tonight, I am no one. No noblewoman. No betrothed. Just a girl seeking breath, seeking solace in the wild.

      Just Cait.

      The river races, its surface surging milky white in the moonlight. I lean against a rough tree trunk and stare down into the current. There is something about the chaos of the river that calms me. Her utter refusal to be tamed by the hands of men. I imagine she is ferine, carefree, unburdened by tradition.

      I close my eyes, just for a moment, letting the peace of the night wash over me. But the tranquility is shattered, abrupt and jarring, by a sudden splash.

      A body breaks through the water’s surface, flailing, limbs thrashing against the water. Panic rises in my chest, a flash of fear seizing me before I steady myself. I rush to the river’s edge, my pulse quickening. Whoever fell in is struggling, the river pulling them down.

      I don’t hesitate. The rope lies coiled about the bridge post, meant for times such as this. I hurry over and seize it, casting one end toward them with haste.

      “Hold fast!” I call out.

      A hand reaches up, fingers grasping at the rope. When I feel their body weight and am sure they have a hold, I pull with all my strength.

      The river is unforgiving, its torrent relentless. I refuse to let go. I slip the toes of my boots under a thick tree root to keep from sliding in the mud. I’m desperate to pull this soul from the water before they drown.

      I haul a limp, unsteady body partway up the bank, and it is only then that I see that he is a man. He gathers himself enough to climb the rest of the way up, out of the water.

      His muscles strain beneath the wet fabric. Broad shoulders, strong arms, every line of him built for this kind of fight. It’s clear he’s in powerful condition, otherwise, the river would’ve kept him.

      He gasps for air, and I back away, trying to catch my breath as well. I study his appearance in the faint glow of the moonlight. His clothing, rich and elegant, clings to his form, soaking wet. Clearly, he is a noble man, but his build appears to be that of a worker or a warrior. He has dark hair, a strong jaw, and a handsome face that is unfamiliar.

      "Fiona? Are you okay?" he mutters, his voice rough, confused.

      Fiona? Okay?

      I take a few more steps back, my heart racing with uncertainty. His voice and words do not match the language of my people. His accent is strange, like nothing I’ve ever heard before. He stares at me, blinking slowly.

      "Eh…?" I put my hand on my dagger, wary. All of my instincts warn me to be cautious. The clans are restless. Rivalries run deep. And this man, this stranger, could be from a rival clan.

      His gaze locks on mine, and he shakes his head as if trying to clear it.

      “Where is Fiona?" he asks, his words slow, thick with bewilderment. His eyes narrow, and for a moment, I think he might be wine-drunk. Slowly lifting himself from the wet ground, he seems to be in a stupor, dazed.

      "Who are you? Where did you come from?" I ask, my voice trembling.

      He looks at me again, his lips parting slightly. Then, as though remembering something, he shakes his head. “I’m not sure what’s going on here, but you’re not who I thought you were.”

      I take a step toward him, feeling the pull of curiosity. "Who did you think I was?"

      He stares at me, his face clouded with uncertainty. “Fiona. I thought… you were my friend Fiona….” He trails off.

      “I am Cait MacRae,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. "Daughter of Laird MacRae. And you, stranger, are not from these lands, are you?"

      His dismay deepens, his eyes searching my face. “MacRae?” He says as though it’s a question, his brows furrowing in a way that tells me he doesn’t understand. “I—”

      "Where do you come from?" I cut him off, strengthening my tone. "Speak plainly. You are not from the clans! Who are you?"

      “Rory. Rory Graham….”

      He exhales sharply, and there is a flicker of intensity in his eyes. He blinks and glances around, taking in the dark forest that surrounds us.

      The wind picks up, rustling the leaves, and then his gaze shifts back to me.

      “I’m… I’m from….” He falters again, then looks up at me with an expression of sheer frustration. “I don’t understand. I was—I was somewhere else. And now….” He gestures helplessly around him.

      “Somewhere else?” I repeat, doubtful. “You’re lost. And you’re not a member of the McRae clan.”

      “I… I’m no… not quite a clan member.” He scratches his head.

      A chill skitters down my spine. He’s telling the truth, or at least, I think he is. I can see it in his eyes. His words, though strange, are not threats. Maybe he hit his head when he fell into the river and really can’t remember.

      How did I miss him on the bridge before he fell?

      The wind picks up again, biting at my skin, and I shiver. “I should get you to shelter. Come, let’s get you out of these wet clothes.”

      But he shakes his head. “No, I….” He blinks rapidly. “I need to understand. What happened?”

      I hesitate, still unsure of him, yet something in me compels me to help. He seems so genuinely puzzled, I almost let down my guard.

      "You are lost," I say, softer now. “But you are unharmed. For now.”

      I shall aid him. Indeed, what other choice remains? Though a stranger, he stands in need of succor on MacRae land.

      I look him over carefully. “Walk ahead of me,” I say, my voice low, yet bold. “I’ll guide you. It’s best I keep my eyes on you as we go.”

      My gaze never falters, the warning clear beneath my words: I trust him no more than the night itself—so he knows better than to try anything clever.

      The forest path twists and climbs, guiding us toward the looming silhouette of my home. Its stone walls press against the starlit sky, a familiar sanctuary, sharply contrasting the swirling confusion of everything that has just transpired.

      I hear the stranger muttering softly under his breath, words tangled in an accent challenging to my ears, but I say nothing. He is difficult to understand, not only in tongue, but in demeanor. Although, there’s something endearing in his perplexity, and it only deepens the mystery that clings to him like the dampness of his clothes.

      At last, the castle gates come into view. He stops just short of the threshold. Turning to face me, he asks, “This… this is where you live?”

      “Aye,” I answer proudly.

      He looks at me with a mixture of hesitation and disbelief. Even in his unease, there is a rugged handsomeness to him. Moreover, how can a nobleman be so hale and strong, as though forged for battle rather than courtly ease?

      Without knowing who he is, and if he has hit his head or is lost to the ale, on my land, I am bound to protect him.

      He places his trust in my hospitality, and we step through the gates together.
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      *Rory*

      The castle looms against the night sky, dark and intimidating, its towers outlined in silver moonlight. I stop just short of the gate, staring up. I know this place. I stood in this very spot hours ago, or what feels like hours ago. Only then it was lit by floodlights and filled with partygoers in costumes.

      “This… this is your home?” I ask, breath fogging the air.

      “Aye,” Cait says, stepping past me and lifting a hand to the guards above the gate. “Open the gate!”

      Her voice is strong and commanding.

      The massive wooden gates creak open. I expect some kind of joke, a hidden camera, a drone buzzing overhead, something to shatter this illusion. But it never comes. Just the groan of heavy hinges and the scrape of boots on packed dirt as guards close the massive gate behind us.

      Cait gestures for me to follow, and I do, because what other choice do I have?

      The courtyard is dimly lit by a few torches. There are no streetlights, no headlights, and no cars parked nearby. My heart pounds harder.

      “I’ll introduce you to my family,” Cait says as we cross beneath a stone archway. “My father will want to know who you are.”

      Panic flashes through me. Who am I? Everyone at the party knew who I was… who should I say I am now?

      “Who is your father?” I ask apologetically.

      She glances at me over her shoulder. “Laird MacRae.”

      Of course. Laird MacRae… because I’ve fallen into Braveheart.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I say. My voice cracks, unsteady. “Maybe I could just dry off somewhere. Quietly.”

      But she’s already pushing open the enormous wooden door. “My father must be told of all who set foot on his land,” she says, pausing to meet my eyes. “No one enters MacRae ground without his knowledge.”

      The film I worked on taught me enough about 16th-century hospitality to know that strangers didn’t just drop in without raising suspicion. I wipe water from my face, trying not to look like a total lunatic. But I feel like one. Everything is spinning.

      Inside, it’s warmer. A fire blazes in the hearth of a long stone hall. The walls are hung with tapestries–actual tapestries, not replicas, their worn threads and faded colors telling stories only time could weave. There’s the clink of metal, the murmur of voices. And then footsteps.

      A tall man with graying hair and a presence as commanding as thunder appears at the far end of the hall. He’s wrapped in a plaid cloak, and beside him stands a woman, stern, elegant, eyes sharp enough to cut.

      “Mother. Father,” Cait says, tilting her head in a formal bow. “This man was found in the river. He nearly drowned.”

      They both look at me like I might explode.

      I try to speak, to explain myself, but what comes out is a dry, “A pleasure to meet you.”

      Their expressions do not soften.

      “Whence do you hail?” the woman asks, her gaze shifting from stern to unsettled.

      “He says his name is Rory Graham,” Cait answers for me, clearly omitting the part where it was she who rescued me. “He’s… lost.”

      “A foreigner,” her father says, frowning. “He speaks oddly.”

      “English, I think,” Cait adds. “Though not like any I’ve heard.”

      “I’m from—” I start, then cut myself off.

      Not Tennessee.

      “Uhm, I’m from the south,” I finish lamely.

      A younger man appears in the doorway. Mid-twenties, maybe. His shoulders are broad, and he is a bit taller than Laird MacRae. He eyes me with open curiosity.

      Lady MacRae narrows her eyes. “You look like a man accustomed to comfort, yet you’ve the build of a soldier.”

      I can’t tell if that’s suspicion or approval.

      “I’ve had… an unusual journey,” I say.

      Cait’s father grunts. “You’ll speak more of it in time. For now, Duncan will see you to dry clothes.”

      “This is my brother, Duncan,” Cait says. “He’ll show you to a guest chamber.”

      “Come on, then,” Duncan says, waving me forward.

      I glance back at Cait before I follow, but she has already turned in the opposite direction.

      I follow Duncan down a narrow hallway, lit by flickering torches. He doesn’t speak for a while, just walks ahead, and I trail behind like a kid on a school tour, trying not to gawk.

      “You hail from the south?” Duncan asks, glancing back.

      “Yes, or, uhm, aye,” I reply, my voice echoing too loudly.

      He opens a door revealing a chamber with a small fireplace, bed, and a low table. A wool tunic and trousers lie folded across a bench.

      “I’ll send for someone to dry your clothes,” Duncan says, placing a candle on the table.

      As he lights the fire, I nod numbly. “Thank you.”

      He pauses at the door, studying me again. “You’re not like the others. The way you speak.”

      I freeze. “Others?”

      “Foreigners,” he says. “From the Lowlands.”

      I exhale and give him one more, “Aye,” before he nods and shuts the door behind him.

      I sink onto the bed and peel my wet clothes off. My stomach growls, but I barely register the hunger pangs. My brain is still scrambling.

      The fire crackles in the hearth. The smell of peat and something herbal fills the room. I put on the dry clothes Duncan left. They’re scratchy but warm.

      This is not a dream.

      The way the floor feels under my feet. The flicker of candlelight. The stiffness of wool on my skin. It’s all too real.

      I stand and walk to the window, peering out. The moon casts long shadows across the courtyard. There are no power lines. No hum of traffic. Just horses, hay, stone, and guards.

      And the castle.

      This castle. The same one I walked through earlier today. But everything is different now. It isn’t an event center, museum, or tourist site.

      I’m in the past.

      This can’t just be some drunken misunderstanding. I’m here, and I don’t know how I got here—or how to get back.

      My thoughts race. I need a story. A believable one. Something that won’t get me tossed out or executed or whatever they did to suspicious men with American accents in 16th-century Scotland.

      I could say I’m from the Lowlands. That I was attacked on the road and robbed, lost my horse, my companions….

      Maybe I’m a nobleman? I was certainly dressed like one when Cait rescued me. Maybe that is why she’s being so kind.

      But even I know enough history to realize that nobility is dangerous to fake. If only Fiona were here….

      Fiona had just told me about the MacRae family right before she slipped off the bridge into the river. And now I’m here with Laird and Lady MacRae, but where is she? Where is Fiona? I hope she’s safe, wherever she is.

      I rub my eyes. My mind keeps returning to Cait. The way she pulled me from the water. The physical strength and determination that must have taken. The way she held her ground like someone born to lead.

      She saved me. That alone should make me trust her. But I don’t know her. And I can’t afford to tell her the truth about where I’m from.

      Not yet.

      I lie back, staring at the ceiling. My heart won’t slow down. My body’s exhausted, but my thoughts are charged.

      This is the sixteenth century. Somehow, impossibly, I’ve crossed time.

      I need to survive long enough to understand how—and if—I can ever get back.
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      *Cait*

      The days after I pulled Rory from the river are a blur of motion, unspoken doubt and wary glances. He walks with the grace of a nobleman, and while Father doesn’t say it aloud, I see the caution in his eyes.

      Still, Rory’s manners win Laird MacRae over. He bows with just the right tilt of the head, speaks with quiet courtesy, and never oversteps his place. He tells us he was on his way to a wedding at a kirk in the Highlands when thieves set upon him in the woods. They stole his horse, his coin, and left him for dead. One of them struck him so hard across the head, he barely remembered stumbling to the bridge before falling into the river. That’s where I found him, but cunningly, Rory leaves out how I saved him, telling my father it was a guard who came upon him.

      When Rory shares his tale, my father only grunts in reply. But he doesn’t press further, and in this household, silence often means acceptance.

      Father agrees to let Rory stay for a while. “Just until you find your way again,” he says, eyes focused. “But mind you, I’ll not have trouble in my halls.”

      “I understand,” Rory replies. “You have my gratitude and my word.”

      Rory speaks as though he’s learned our words from a book, not a cradle. His speech is too drawn out, and sometimes his tongue slips, as if he tries too hard to sound like one of us but cannot quite catch the manner.

      But when he moves, when he lifts a bow or spins a blade, there’s nothing uncertain about him. He moves effortlessly, like the weapons know him. It’s in those moments I forget he’s a stranger. It’s in those moments I wonder just how much he’s hiding.

      Rory bests Duncan in archery. My brother scoffs, waves it off, and blames the wind, but there’s no mistaking the precision of Rory’s aim. He splits an arrow straight down the middle, and Duncan’s jaw tightens so hard I think he might crack a tooth.

      Then comes swordplay. Duncan’s been training since he could walk, and yet Rory disarms him in three moves, not with brute strength but a magnificent technique that spins the blade right out of his hand.

      They spar again, and again Rory proves the better, calm and steady, never boastful. His performance is unlike any I have seen before. He holds himself low, knees bent like a cat ready to spring.

      Afterward, when they lay down their weapons, Rory shows Duncan a manner of fighting he calls martial arts. A strange name none of us have ever heard before.

      “What country did you say you were from?” I ask him that evening, eyes narrowed as he sharpens Duncan’s dulled blade.

      “The Lowlands,” he says quickly. “But my tutor was from further off. France. And before that, he’d trained in… the Orient.”

      It’s an odd answer, but there’s a sparkle of mischief in his eyes like he knows exactly how odd it sounds.

      I begin to watch him more closely.

      He eats with a fork when no one else does. He flinches when the church bell rings. Sometimes I catch him staring at the castle walls like he’s trying to puzzle them out. Once, he asked me if there were secret passages. When I laughed and said there might be, he looked so delighted you’d think I’d handed him gold.

      I can't decide what to make of him. He’s clever and kind, aye, but there’s a depth to him. An anchor, as if he’s bearing some secret deep within, keeping it from the rest of us, and yet I don’t feel threatened by him in the least.

      The sun blazes high when Father sends us down to the glen to see to the shepherds and their herds. The three of us, Duncan, Rory, and I, walk with easy steps, counting the sheep, asking the shepherds if they need rest or a meal, the wind stirring the tall grass all around us. It should be a quiet task, but then the silence breaks with a sudden clang of steel.

      We hear shouts, deep, guttural and angry. The clash of swords. Duncan swears under his breath. I grip the hem of my skirt in a fist, ready to run.

      Rory’s eyes snap in the direction of the noise, his whole body tensing like a deer sensing a hunter’s bowstring.

      “This way,” Duncan hisses, grabbing my wrist.

      We scramble behind a large boulder at the edge of the field. After a few terrifying moments, I muster the courage to peer out across the meadow. We stand just far enough to see all that unfolds, yet remain hidden from sight.

      Highlanders, but judging from their banner colors, not our own. A dozen men on one side, nearly twenty on the other. The smaller force is faltering, fighting with desperate, vicious fury.

      One of our shepherd lads comes over the hill, clearly shaken as he realizes he’s been caught in the middle of a battle. He runs toward the timber, crying out for his mother, reaching the trees just before the massacre.

      Blood spatters on the grass. One man falls, clutching his side. Another swings an axe so wide it catches two at once. The screams make my stomach twist.

      I’ve heard of such battles, grudges between families, land disputes, and honor debts. But I’ve never seen it. Not this close. Not in our pasture.

      “Should we help?” I whisper, my voice nearly gone.

      “We can’t,” Duncan mutters. “We’re outnumbered and out-armed. We'd only die.”

      Rory says nothing. His jaw is clenched, eyes narrow, hawklike. Something about his reaction tells me he’s seen violence like this before.

      Eventually, the fighting shifts, moving down toward the stream. The sounds grow fainter.

      Duncan pulls me back by the shoulder. “Come on,” he says. “Let’s go before they spot us.”

      We run, ducking through the trees, taking the long way home, until the castle walls rise in the distance.

      Tonight, the hall is quieter than usual.

      Father speaks in low tones with a visiting messenger. I catch a few words. “Border tension… MacLeans… warning…. Meggie, the cook, says someone saw a man dragged through the village half-dead, left as a message.”

      I feel the tremor in the stone beneath our feet. War is on the horizon.

      Rory lingers near the hearth, his face shadowed. I sit beside him, drawn to the silence between us.

      “You’ve seen such things before. Pain, torment, death,” I say, though it falls from my mouth more wondering than certain.
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