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  Chapter one
To New Shores


MacKinnear Island, Scotland 1401 (or a variation thereof) 
Caelen MacCarmaig stood on the windswept cliffs, breathing in the salty tang of the sea air. Before him, the waves crashed against the jagged rocks below, a wild symphony that matched the turmoil in his heart. Beside him, Yvaine’s fiery-red curls danced like flames around her determined face, and her green eyes sparkled with hope and passion. 
“Look upon these shores,” Yvaine urged, gesturing toward the faint island on the horizon, almost concealed in the mist that lingered upon the sea. “This is where we shall make our new home, where we will forge a new beginning for our people.”
Beside her stood Fergus, Caelen’s childhood friend, his dark hair ruffled by the wind, his green eyes filled with loyalty and resolve. Gwyneth, Caelen’s sister, her chestnut tresses braided down her back, listened intently, clutching Fergus’s arm, her head resting against his shoulder. Aye, she shared in Yvaine’s dream, hoping to find love and freedom far from the bitter feud that had consumed their clans for generations, far from the duty she had grown up with—a duty that prompted her to ignore her own hopes and wishes and agree to a marriage based on political reasons alone.
As Caelen wrapped his arms around Yvaine, he could not help but be swept up in her vision. He had been to the Fey Isles before, and yet he had never seen it as a possible home. Steeped in myths, even the howling of the wind there had always seemed eerie to Caelen. Yet in Yvaine’s stories, this island was the most wondrous place. He squinted his eyes, gazing at its faint outline in the distance, knowing its rocky shores to promise sanctuary from the bloodshed and hatred that plagued their lives. Aye, in Yvaine’s memories, in the future that was to come, it was a place of peace and happiness, where every person could choose their own path, unburdened by the weight of their ancestors’ grudges. It would become MacKinnear Island, named for the clan they would create together—a clan that would thrive through the centuries to come.
“’Tis been so long since I’ve been there,” Yvaine whispered as though to the wind, her voice barely audible above the crashing of the waves. Tears clung to her lashes, and yet a smile teased her lips, at first small and tentative before it grew into something radiant. “I never thought I’d be so happy to return home. I always dreamed of adventure.” She looked up and met Caelen’s eyes. “I never knew...” A tear rolled down her cheek, and she did not bother wiping it away.
Her words stirred something deep within Caelen’s heart, and he knew how torn she was, how much her heart ached for the home she had left behind, for the people who were her family. Aye, she had sacrificed much to bring them all here, and Caelen wished he knew if her heart would lead her back home.
Away from him.
As heartbreaking as that thought was, Caelen knew he could not deny her this choice. After all, being free to choose, to determine one’s own fate was the very reason they stood upon this cliff. Of course, they could have continued down the path laid out by their forebears, a path marred by blood and pain. Yet they had chosen differently. It was time to carve out a new way forward—one built on love and respect.
“I wish I could see it,” Caelen murmured in her ear, his arms wrapping more tightly around her. “I wish I could meet yer family.” Could he? Would the door to the future open for him? They did not even know if it would open for her... should she choose to go.
“Ye will see it,” Yvaine whispered, squeezing his hand as she snuggled deeper into his embrace. “Ye all will.” She smiled at Fergus and Gwyneth, still standing arm in arm. “This will be a new beginning for all of us.”
With renewed determination, they left the cliff top and began their descent to the beach below, their eyes sweeping north and south toward the people they had glimpsed from afar. Their people. People who had, like them, chosen to tread this new path. And thus, as they reached the sands, they were met by a throng of people from both the MacCarmaig and MacLeòir clans. Each had brought with them the hope for a brighter future, and the courage to risk everything in pursuit of it.
“’Tis truly beginning, isna it?” Yvaine murmured, her eyes shining with disbelief as they touched upon all those who had come to join them. “These will be our people. United. A new clan. A new home.”
Caelen smiled. “Aye,” he breathed this one word, and yet it rang with every last hope he held dear. Today was the day. Together, they were now embarking on this new journey that would change the course of history, all of them bound by their shared desire for peace and the unyielding belief in a better life. 
As the people gathered around them, Caelen could see the mixture of fear and hope in their eyes. Clutching their few belongings close, children held tightly to their parents’ hands, uncertain of what lay ahead. Yet, they had taken this chance, and their courage would serve them well in the days to come.
“Yvaine,” a woman spoke up, her voice wavering with uncertainty. “Why are we here? What will become of us?”
Families from both clans murmured their agreement, awaiting an answer that would put their minds at ease. A young lad looked up at Yvaine, his eyes wide with curiosity and awe. “Are ye truly the lass who is protected by the Fey?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper. “Do they wish for us to go to the island?”
Caelen’s gaze shifted to Yvaine, aware of the rumors that had circled her disappearance at the age of three. Though none knew she had traveled through a portal four hundred years into the future, where she had been taken in by her future descendants—the MacKinnears—the whispers of her connection to the otherworldly Fey had persisted.
Yvaine met the lad’s gaze, her expression gentle yet firm. “I have never met any of the Fey,” she admitted truthfully. “I am mortal like all of ye. But I believe we have been brought together for a purpose—to create a new home, a place where our clans can live together in peace. We must all make this choice for ourselves, as it is our lives that we are shaping.”
The people exchanged glances, weighing her words as they considered their alternatives—to return to the feud that had torn their families apart or to embrace this new beginning. As Yvaine spoke, a spark of hope ignited within them. Many nodded along, as a newfound eagerness shown in their eyes to begin this next chapter of their lives.
Fergus and Gwyneth exchanged impressed smiles as they watched the scene unfold. Caelen caught his sister’s eyes, her own glowing with excitement and hope. It was a contagious feeling that spread throughout the crowd as if a weight had been lifted from their shoulders.
“Let us walk this path together,” Caelen declared, his voice ringing clear and strong as he grasped Yvaine’s hand within his own. “Hand in hand, side by side, we shall create a new clan—one that values love, family, and safety above all else. Together, we shall forge our own path.” His eyes swept over the assembled crowd. “Who is with us?”
The people cheered, their voices rising together in a chorus of hope and determination as they all stood upon that beach and looked out at the Fey Isles shrouded in mist. Caelen knew few people had ever been there, most of whom had felt unwelcome, chased away and back to the mainland by some unseen hand. But did the Fey truly dwell there? Or was it no more than a myth? Caelen could not rightly say. Though, from the beginning, he had thought that there was something otherworldly about Yvaine. She possessed a spirit unmatched by any he had ever encountered, and yet she herself had only ever spoken of a mortal family who had taken her in. Never once had her path crossed that of the Fey.
Caelen led the way as he and Yvaine guided their people down a narrow path hidden by tall grasses, toward a corner of the beach where boats from Clan MacLeòir were concealed within small caves. The sight reminded Caelen of the day he had first met Yvaine upon the Fey Isles. His cousin, Lachlan, had come upon her before Caelen had stumbled upon them both, shocked to see her, for her resemblance to her family’s clan had been unmistakable. Of course, Lachlan had wanted to bring her back, use her as a pawn in the bloody game played between their clans. 
Then, though, the MacLeòirs had come upon them, and a fight had broken out, during which Yvaine had slipped away. The next time Caelen had seen her had been on the shore of the island as her brother Logan had carried her away, placed her in one of the very boats now concealed nearby, and taken her back to the mainland alongside his warriors. Caelen remembered standing on the shore and watching her fade into the distance, his heart telling him even then that he was experiencing a loss unlike any he had ever known. Of course, his mind had understood only much later that he needed her by his side, that she belonged with him.
Yvaine’s hand still rested within his as they stood with their feet in the sand, churning waves rolling onto the beach. The day was bright and promising, and the salty sea air filled Caelen’s lungs, invigorating him with renewed determination. He could sense the trepidation that clung to the people around them like a heavy mist but also the faint glimmers of hope that flickered in their eyes.
“Here we are,” Yvaine announced, her voice strong and confident as she gestured to the boats hidden in the shadowy recesses of the rocky coastline. “These will carry us across the water to our new home.”
As they brought the boats forth, Caelen and Yvaine took care to assign people to each vessel, making sure that each group had at least one experienced sailor among them. The boats, though sturdy and well-built, could not accommodate everyone at once.
“Dunna worry,” Caelen reassured those left behind on the shore. “We shall return for ye as soon as we have ferried the first groups across.” They successfully loaded the boats and set out toward the island, its rugged beauty faintly visible on the horizon. Caelen kept one eye on the wind and the other on Yvaine, mesmerized by the expression upon her face as the mist parted, revealing the only true home she had ever known. There was longing in her eyes and sadness as well, and once again, Caelen wondered what thoughts lived in her head. Had she already made up her mind? Did she already know if she would stay... or leave?
As they reached the shore, Yvaine jumped out of the boat, eagerness carrying her forward, while the rest of them hung back. Many people eyed the island with apprehension as Caelen himself had done the last time he had been here. There was a low howl upon the wind as though voices whispered nearby, and Caelen could not quite decide if they were friendly or not. One truth he had always known, though; although, he had never come across another soul living on this island, it did not seem—or feel—uninhabited. Was it indeed the Fey who stirred these emotions within his chest? Or was it simply his own imagination, fueled by the eerie sounds of the wind?
The sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows on the sandy shore, as the first group disembarked from the boats and tentatively ventured up the beach. Yvaine stood a bit higher up, waving them forward, her eyes aglow and the smile upon her face radiant and reassuring. Caelen smiled. She was like a beacon in the night, casting a warm glow over everyone, her certainty and faith inspiring. Caelen could see it upon the people’s faces as they took their children’s hands and led them forward.
“Help me gather some men,” Caelen said to Fergus, who stood nearby, his features etched with quiet resolve as he, too, eyed their future home with a bit of wariness in his gaze. “We needa return to the mainland and fetch the others.”
Fergus nodded, then he turned to Gwyneth and kissed her upon the forehead. Then he sent her to Yvaine’s side, his hand holding onto hers for as long as the distance between them would allow it. Caelen marveled at the sight of them, wondering how he had not seen the bond that connected them before. Perhaps it had simply been the hopelessness of their situation that had deterred him. After all, had it not been the same for Fergus and Gwyneth themselves? They had known each other since childhood, and yet only recently they had revealed their true feelings to one another in a moment when all hope had seemed lost. Aye, often enough it was these moments which brought forth the truth. Had it not also been the same for him and Yvaine?
Together, Caelen and Fergus gathered a small group before setting off once more on the journey back to the mainland. Before they left, though, Caelen pulled Yvaine aside, loathe to leave her side—even if only for a short time. “Are ye certain ye can manage without me?” he asked softly.
Yvaine raised her right brow, her green eyes sparkling with challenge. “Are ye certain ye can manage without me?” she retorted, crossing her arms over her chest.
Caelen laughed, loving her dauntless spirit. “Not certain at all,” he murmured, pulling her into his embrace, his hands slipping up her arms, over her shoulders and then into her hair. He felt her lean into him, her green eyes wide and her lips slightly parted as they breathed together. “I...” He swallowed hard, yet before he could try to find the right words, Yvaine placed a staying hand upon his chest.
“I willna leave,” she vowed softly, sincerity glowing in her eyes, “without saying goodbye. I promised ye that, and I shallna break my word.” She held his gaze, waiting for him to nod. “Do ye trust me?”
Caelen nodded. “Aye, I do.” And it was the truth. He did trust her. Only should she decide to leave, he could not bear the thought of wasting any time he could have spent in her presence. If only he knew what the future would bring. Never had Yvaine spoken of what happened after the legendary Yvaine and Caelen had led their people to their new home upon the island. Had they lived happily ever after? 
Caelen wished he knew.
“Do ye trust me to take care of our people?” Yvaine asked, her voice lighter now, and her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Or do ye believe I will burn this place down if ye turn yer back for a mere moment?”
Caelen chuckled. “This place is already in ruins. I dunna think there is much damage ye could do to it.”
Yvaine’s eyes widened in mock outrage. “That is not verra reassuring. Am I truly to believe that ye have no faith in me?”
Though laughing, Caelen pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly. “I do have faith in ye, lass,” he told her then, savoring the feel of her pulse beneath his fingertips. “More faith than ye’ll ever ken.” Aye, he knew her strength and resilience, qualities that had drawn him to her from the very beginning.
[image: ]
“Take care of yerself, Yvaine,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I will return as soon as I can.” He pinched her chin playfully. “And if I dunna find ye safe and sound, there’ll be hell to pay.”
Yvaine chuckled then freed herself from his embrace and shoved him away. “Go then, and be back soon.” The look in her eyes made it almost impossible for Caelen to turn away, to even remind himself of the next task that needed his attention. In that moment, all he could think about was her, all he wanted was to feel her again in his arms.
Later, some rational corner of his mind whispered. 
Later.
As Caelen sailed away from the island, the wind whipping through his dark hair, he allowed himself to be swept up in the enormity of what they were undertaking. For years, he had fought against the endless cycle of violence and hatred that had defined their lives. Now, with Yvaine by his side, they were poised to create something new, a clan united not by blood but by choice—a family bound by love, loyalty, and hope.
Fergus steered the boat beside Caelen’s, his own gaze fixed on the receding shoreline. They shared a nod of understanding, acknowledging the magnitude of their task but also the righteousness of their cause. This was the path they had chosen, and they would see it through, no matter the obstacles that lay ahead.
“MacKinnear Island awaits us,” Caelen whispered, more to himself than anyone else. “Together, we shall forge a new future.”






  
  Chapter two
A Father’s Daughter


Yvaine stood upon the beach, Gwyneth by her side, as they watched Caelen, Fergus, and the others sail back to the mainland. Her heart ached at their departure, but she knew that they would return soon with the rest of their people. And then? 
Now that they had arrived on the island that was to be their future home, Yvaine realized that she had done precisely what had been told and retold in the legend of Yvaine and Caelen. 
Aye, she, Yvaine, had come out of nowhere during a time when the clans had been at war. She had... fallen in love with Caelen, the son of the rival clan chief, and together, they had sought to bring about peace for both their clans. Unfortunately, as told in the legends of old, they had not succeeded. A battle had ensued and many lives had been lost, including her brother’s.
Logan. 
Yvaine blinked back tears at the memory of her brother’s death. He had taken an arrow meant for her... or perhaps Caelen; they did not quite know for certain. He had saved her life and given his in the process. Only that act had enraged their father, leading him to attack Caelen’s people. Who had shot that arrow was still open for debate. Another thing they did not quite know.
And now they were bringing their people to this island, the island that was to be their future home. MacKinnear Island. A clan made up of different people, united in their desire to be free and happy. It was something so very simple, and yet terribly hard to achieve.
Am I free now? Yvaine wondered to herself. Have I fulfilled my duty? If so, if I returned home now, would history still continue as it is meant to? Perhaps. And yet...
Her gaze drifted out to sea where she could spot only small specs dancing upon the waves, the boats returning to the mainland. The complicated truth was that she loved Caelen, had loved him ever since... that first fateful day. If only I knew what the Yvaine of the old legends had done, she thought to herself. If only I knew what I am to do now. Am I to stay? Or to return home? It seemed an impossible choice.
Shaking off these heavy thoughts, Yvaine looked around herself and found that the people had gathered around her, their eyes expectant, filled with uncertainty and hope alike, looking to her for guidance. It was a new experience for Yvaine to lead so many, and she drew courage from the memory of her true father, Aidan MacKinnear, who had always been able to reassure his people with just his calm voice and quiet demeanor.
“Listen well,” Yvaine addressed the crowd, her voice steady and strong despite the slight trembling in her hands. “Upon this island, we shall rebuild our lives. There, at the old fortress, now in ruins, we will lay the foundation of our future.” She gestured toward the distant structure, its crumbling walls a testament to the passage of time. “We will construct a flourishing village, a harbor where ships from all corners of the world will come to trade. In time, more villages will sprout across the island, forming a network of thriving communities bound together by peace and unity.”
As Yvaine spoke, she could see the tension in the crowd begin to dissipate, their eyes sweeping over the landscape, already imagining the life they would build together. A life Yvaine had not only seen with her own eyes but also a life she had lived. A life she longed for. A life that called to her. “Follow me,” she called to those around her, finding her way through the crowd and up the sloping hill that led to the ruins. In the future, it would be lined by houses, the path to the castle frequented daily by all those living in its vicinity. “’Tis not far,” Yvaine beckoned them, and together, they started to make their way to the old ruins, some walking with purpose while others lingered, still absorbing the enormity of their decision.
Once they arrived at the ruins, Yvaine took a moment to envision the castle―the home she had known for years. In her mind’s eye, she saw a grand structure, proud and strong, a symbol of their determination and unity. “One day,” she whispered to herself as her eyes swept over the crumbled rocks and broken walls. “One day. But first things first.” Addressing her people once more, Yvaine put them to work, reminding herself of all the necessities survival demanded. Yet as was to be expected, conflicts arose between those from the warring clans, their old animosities refusing to be forgotten within the course of a single day. 
Still, there was no time. And thus, Yvaine did not try to soothe and reassure. She simply shouted, “Enough!,” her voice cutting through the heated arguments. “We have come here to start anew. To leave behind the hatred and bloodshed that has plagued our lives for too long.” Her eyes were hard as they fixed upon those arguing the loudest. “If we are to succeed, we must work together, as one people. Do so... or leave.”
Her words hung in the air, heavy with truth and conviction. The crowd fell silent, and for a moment, Yvaine feared she had ruined everything, certain they would now all turn their backs and return to the lives they knew. Instead, though, people began to turn to their tasks, albeit reluctantly. Some set up camp for the night while others started cooking. A few ventured into the surrounding woods to gather firewood, and others searched for food and water sources.
Yvaine watched as the children, first hesitant, began to play together, tentatively eyeing one another. Soon, though, the echo of soft laughter could be heard here and there, and hope blossomed anew in Yvaine’s heart. Aye, it was always the very young who knew best how to forget the past and look toward the future. Perhaps with a little time and effort, their parents could do the same, allow the wounds of the past to heal and begin again.
The sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows by the time the second group of people arrived on the shores of MacKinnear Island. Exhausted from their journey, they stood hesitantly on the beach, glancing warily at one another. Yvaine could see the apprehension in their eyes, and she knew it was her duty to help them overcome their fears. Never had she felt closer to her true father than in these moments, feeling the weight of responsibility upon her own shoulders. Always had she been the carefree daughter, seeking excitement and adventure, and although she had found plenty of it, now was the time to stand tall and be the voice of reason, of compassion and hope.
“Welcome,” Yvaine called out to the newcomers, her voice strong and steady. “Join us up at the ruins. We have begun to set up shelter for the night and a warm fire to ward off the chill.” She breathed in deeply, a wide smile upon her face. “Smell that? That’s our supper, roasting as we speak. Follow me.” And thus, Yvaine led another group up the slope toward the ancient castle. I wonder who first built it, she thought as she walked ahead, her gaze taking in the glowing ruins at the top. At some point, there had to have been people here. But who?
With Caelen and Fergus sailing back to the mainland one last time to fetch the last group, Yvaine set to work organizing the newcomers, assigning tasks, and easing tensions with her calm presence. A thought which made her smile. After all, she had never been a calm presence in her life. Odd, how circumstances could bring out a side of one that one never knew was even there. Still, a flicker of doubt remained. Would she truly be able to unite these people, who had known nothing but hatred and strife for generations?
“Remember, Granddaughter,” her grandmother’s gentle voice echoed in her mind, “nothing is ever accomplished overnight. Be patient and ye’ll persevere.”
Yvaine drew strength from this memory, pushing aside her doubts and focusing on the task at hand. As the afternoon wore on and the sun began to set, the final group arrived on the island. The old castle ruins were awash in a warm, golden light, and a large fire blazed in the courtyard, casting flickering shadows on the tents that had been erected for shelter.
“Come,” Yvaine said, beckoning everyone to gather around the fire. “Let us break bread together. We’ve accomplished much today, and we deserve a good meal... and a good story.” She added that last part with a bit of a mischievous wink, and tentative chuckles drifted to her ears in reward.
As food was handed out, the atmosphere began to change. People from both clans gathered around the fire. Though most still sat with their own clansmen, tentative conversations sprung up here and there despite the old suspicions that still lingered. Yet there was an undeniable sense of hope that permeated the gathering.
“Look at them,” Caelen whispered to Yvaine as they stood off to the side, watching their people come together. “Would ye ever have believed this possible?” Awe stood in his eyes.
Yvaine nodded, unshed tears pricking the backs of her eyes. “I ken ’twas to be, and yet...,” she agreed softly. “We still have a long road ahead of us, though,” she warned, afraid to be misled by this first hopeful steps. “We mustna let our guard down and step in whenever need be.”
Rather abruptly, Caelen reached for her hand, tugging her along to a dark corner of the courtyard, away from the watchful eyes of their people. The sunlight was fading fast, and its last rays cast a warm glow over their makeshift camp. “I ken I’ve said so before, and I also ken that I’ve no right to do so.” He swallowed hard, his gaze urgent upon hers. “I want ye to stay, Yvaine. I want ye to stay here... with me... forever.”
Caught off guard, Yvaine stared into Caelen’s eyes, her heart suddenly beating so fast that she could not seem to draw enough air into her lungs. “Caelen, I...”
Closing his eyes, he shook his head at himself, his hands tight upon hers. “I’m sorry. I ken I shouldna have said anything but...” He heaved a deep sigh, an almost helpless expression upon his face. “I love ye. What can I say? I do. And I need ye to ken how I feel about ye.” A long breath rushed from his lips as he leaned back against a crumbling wall, pulling her along. “I canna imagine this place without ye. Ye belong here. I ken ye do. And—” 
He broke off abruptly then cast her a sheepish smile. “I shouldna have said all that,” he murmured, hanging his head. “’Tis yer decision, and I would never take that choice from ye. I understand well what I’m asking of ye.” He glanced across the courtyard to where Fergus and Gwyneth sat among their people, their faces aglow and their arms entwined as they laughed together. “My family is here, and ’twould break my heart to leave them.” His blue eyes reflected the firelight as he looked at her. “I simply needed ye to know how...”
Overwhelmed, Yvaine surged into his arms, burying her face against his shoulder. “I feel it as well,” she whispered, clinging to him as though he might vanish into thin air if she did not. Was that how he felt? That if he turned his back, she might vanish to a place where he could not follow? “I wish I could...” She sought his gaze. “I love ye as well, but my family... I... I wish I...” There simply were no words to do justice to the war raging inside her heart.
“I ken,” Caelen murmured, gently cupping her cheek. “I ken that ’tis far from easy for ye, and I dunna wish to put pressure on ye, lass. I simply... want ye to ken.” 
Their eyes remained locked for a long moment before Caelen abruptly tugged her forward, his lips claiming hers in a fierce kiss. It was like a wildfire that quickly spread throughout her body, setting every nerve alight. His hands were warm and gentle as they roamed over her back, pulling her closer to him. She melted into his embrace, feeling the heat radiating from his body. His lips were soft yet demanding as he explored hers with an intensity that reminded her of their earlier kisses.
Yvaine moaned softly into his mouth, the sound seeming to fill him with hunger and desire. His hands moved down her sides before finding their way back up again, caressing her curves as if he were memorizing them for eternity.
Just in case.
Then, Caelen pulled away ever so slightly, his gaze searching hers with a mixture of longing and desire. He brushed his lips against her mouth one last time before resting his forehead against hers. They stayed like that for what seemed like an eternity until finally he stepped back and took a deep breath to steady himself. “Ye promised them a story,” he murmured against her lips, his blue eyes aglow in the light from the fire.
Yvaine bit her lip, her heart still in turmoil. If she did not step back now... She swallowed hard then nodded. “Aye, I did.” Another step brought more distance between them, and yet Yvaine could still feel Caelen’s gaze like a touch upon her skin. 
“Go,” he whispered with a warm smile upon his face, and yet the expression in his eyes mirrored the upheaval of her own emotions. “They look to ye for reassurance.”
With a renewed sense of purpose, Yvaine made to step away from Caelen but paused then. “Not to me,” she whispered, and a slow smile spread across her face. “To us.” She held out her hand to him, and he took it, the expression upon his face warming Yvaine more than the fire in the courtyard.
Autumn was well on its way, and the night air was cool. People huddled close together, their hands wrapped around their bowls of steaming stew, as they sat around the fire, soaking up its comforting warmth.
Hand in hand, Yvaine and Caelen stepped forward, exchanging one last glance before they turned to their people. “Listen closely,” Caelen called them all together, beckoning with his free hand to those who still lingered a bit farther away. “Yvaine promised ye a story, and a story ye shall have.” He grinned at her rather mischievously, and from one moment to the next, the ease that had been between them before returned.
Yvaine laughed, her heart feeling lighter. Then she stepped forward, aware of all the eager faces turned toward her. “’Tis a tale of our clan’s future,” she began, her voice clear and strong. “Of what we can become if we stand united and leave old hatreds behind.”
The children leaned in, eyes wide with curiosity. Their faces were innocent and free from the weariness that came with experience. They whispered questions in hushed tones as Yvaine spoke, too enthralled to voice them out loud. The adults also listened attentively; they, too, wanted to know more about this stranger who had appeared as though out of nowhere. Years had passed since Yvaine’s disappearance as a young lassie, and now, all of a sudden, she stood before them. Of course, they had questions; Yvaine could see it upon their faces. She did her best to weave a captivating narrative, speaking of family, of her family, without revealing her true origins. Instead, she described a thriving community, the one she had grown up in, bound by love and respect, where everyone had a chance to be happy.
“This island,” Yvaine continued, each word spoken with slow emphasis, “has a protector.” Instantly, hushed silence fell over the crowd, and Yvaine smiled, aware of their fascination. “Rumors are that a sea serpent dwells beneath the waves, safeguarding not just this speck of land but all those who call it home.” 
The children gasped in awe, their imaginations no doubt painting vivid images of the mythical creature. Their eyes grew round, and some even clasped their little hands over the mouths.
“Ye needna fear it,” Yvaine reassured them, “for it would never harm a soul upon this island. Ye have my word.” Of course, the glistening cobblestone path hidden just beneath the waves could not cause any harm, and Yvaine prayed that its secret would remain as hidden as the path itself in the years to come. It was a wonderful story, and she knew from experience that it inspired a sense of belonging, of safety, of wonder.
Awe lingered in the air that first night upon MacKinnear Island, and although Yvaine knew a rough road lay ahead, there were sparks of hope everywhere.
“This is our new home,” Caelen stated in his strong, deep voice, his hands clasped to her shoulders as he stood behind her. “This is the place where our children can grow up free of our past; yet ’tis up to us to ensure such a future. Let us learn from the past but not be shackled by it.” He looked around the fire, from face to face, imploring people to forget old hatred and move forward. “For our children.”
All around the fire, people nodded in agreement, their eyes aglow with hope and purpose. Some even picked up Caelen’s words, “For our children,” and they echoed around the fire as the night deepened, keeping at bay the dark and whispering of a better tomorrow.






  
  Chapter three
An Unexpected Return


Caelen stood atop the cliff, his blue eyes surveying the island that was to become their new home. The ruins of the ancient fortress loomed before him, a silent sentinel that no doubt had witnessed countless battles and generations of warriors. The wind whipped at his almost black hair as he took in the landscape, feeling a strange sense of peace and determination wash over him. 
“Ye think we can make it work?” Yvaine asked, her fiery-red curls dancing around her face as she joined him on the precipice. Her green eyes sparkled with hope, mirroring his own thoughts.
“Aye,” Caelen replied, his gaze lingering on the crumbling stone walls. “We’ll start by rebuilding the keep to ensure our people’s safety. Later, we can focus on setting up the village and harbor down by the shore.”
Fergus nodded in agreement as the late autumn sun touched upon his dark hair and green eyes, giving him a bit of a wicked expression. “It won’t be easy, mind ye, but together, we can make this place our own.” He nodded, full of enthusiasm, rubbing his hands together as though he could not wait to set to work.
Over the next few weeks, the people of both clans worked tirelessly to restore the ancient fortress. The sounds of men and women pounding stone and wood rang through the air. The rhythms were so familiar and dear that they seemed to have been coursing through Caelen’s veins for centuries. The calls of seabirds, echoing off the cliffs, mingled with the shouts of construction. To Caelen, it sounded like a great song being woven together, with each note needed to make it complete.
Despite their shared goal, though, tensions sometimes flared between those formerly of Clans MacCarmaigs and MacLeòirs. Centuries of enmity could not be erased overnight, and old grudges still simmered beneath the surface. However, Caelen and Yvaine were always there to quell any disputes, their love for each other serving as a symbol of unity between the two clans.
As time went on, the unlikely duo of tall and burly Liam, formerly of Clan MacCarmaig, and dainty-like-a-pixie Isobel, formerly of Clan MacLeòir, grew in importance. When tempers flared, they were often able to mediate with humor and compassion. One day, two clansmen nearly came to blows over a hunting dispute. Liam, though, stepped in between the two enraged men. “Let us not fight,” he declared, holding out his hands which contained some of the game meat he had hunted that day. “Take this as a gesture of goodwill and let us put aside our differences.” His words hung heavily in the air, and the two men looked at each other and then back at Liam. It was Isobel who stepped forward in that moment, her small frame belying the strength of her voice. “Let us not waste this beautiful day with such bickering,” she said with a sweet smile. “Surely we can come together and figure out how to share in a way that is fair for all.” 
Liam smiled appreciatively at Isobel’s suggestion when she began to sing quietly, her voice lilting and light as a pixie’s wings in the summer breeze. The song was one of peace and understanding, encouraging everyone to put aside their differences and find common ground. Others, drawn by her song, soon joined in, singing softly as they shared the food that Liam had brought. In no time at all, tensions had been defused and the group laughed as they shared stories of their families and lives before coming together on this island. 
While Liam often stood as the voice of reason, Isobel’s laughter was like bells ringing out in joyous celebration. It seemed impossible not to be filled with warmth when she was around. Her gentle spirit was infectious and she often found ways to make those around her smile or laugh even in the most difficult circumstances. She had become an important part of this little family of sorts, bringing life into every moment with her humor and compassion for others. 
Caelen smiled at the sight. Aye, without realizing it, their people had come to rely on Liam’s and Isobel’s soothing interference in discovering new ways to speak to one another. Thanks to their efforts, the air upon MacKinnear Island slowly filled with the sound of laughter and camaraderie, rather than angry shouts.
“’Tis going well, Caelen,” Yvaine said one evening, as they once again stood side by side on the cliff, watching the sun set over the sea. “Our people are beginning to trust each other.”
Caelen nodded, savoring this moment of peace after almost a lifetime of conflict. Too long had their two clans been at war, this terrible feud standing between them every day of his life, and so a part of him could not help but be surprised by how smoothly things were going. Everyone was pulling their weight. Everyone was trying hard. Everyone was hopeful. “Winter will be here soon,” he murmured, tucking Yvaine into his arms. The wind blew strong, and she snuggled deeper into his embrace, her fiery curls dancing upon the breeze, tickling the side of his face. “We must hurry to prepare.”
“Aye,” Yvaine agreed, resting her head against his shoulder. “It willna be easy.” She gazed up at him. “Yet we never expected it to be, did we?” A teasing grin claimed her lips, tempting Caelen to bend his head and steal a kiss.
“We didna,” he murmured, his eyes lingering upon hers, imagining not only the future of their clan but also their own personal future. Though, was he fooling himself? His gaze shifted from her and outward to the sea, imagining beyond the tall cliffs to the south the small island where according to Yvaine the portal lay hidden in an underground cavern. “Have ye thought of what ye will do?”
The expression upon Yvaine’s face changed, and Caelen could tell that she understood him. “I’m afraid to go there,” she murmured, her eyes distant as though in that moment she were picturing the cavern. “I’m afraid of what I’ll find there.” She blinked, and her eyes turned to meet his. “What if I canna go back?”
Caelen’s heart paused in his chest.
“What if I can?” Yvaine sighed deeply, the expression upon her face utterly torn. “I dunna ken what I want. I want everything.” She scoffed, shaking her head, making her curls dance wildly upon the breeze. “What do I do?” Her gaze searched his.
Closing his eyes, Caelen heaved a deep breath. “Dunna ask me that,” he murmured before looking at her once more. “Ye ken what I want.” His arms tightened upon her, pulling her deeper into his embrace. “Ye canna expect me to be unbiased. I canna make this decision for ye. ’Tis yers, and yers alone.” Speaking those words nearly killed him, and yet he knew that this was how it had to be.
With a bit of an anguished expression, Yvaine rested her forehead against his chest. “I never once thought, I never once imagined that being allowed to choose freely would feel so awful.”
No more words passed between them that day as they stood upon the cliff top. The spot was quickly becoming their place, a place they retreated to when they wanted to be alone together. Sometimes words were not required. Sometimes they simply stood in each other’s arms, sweeping their gaze over the sea and the island as well. Almost every evening they found themselves here, and sometimes even throughout the day. It was a place where they could breathe, where they could get away from the buzz of activity around the ruins, ruins that were changing, taking on the feeling of a place they could call home.
Perhaps a fortnight later, Caelen once more stood atop the cliff, his eyes scanning the horizon as he listened to the sounds of their people working diligently below. His own face was bathed in sweat, his shirt soaked through. His muscles ached, and yet Caelen could not remember ever having felt so much at ease. The very sight before his eyes was peaceful and soothing, and when he looked down at the woman standing beside him, he could not help but smile. The sunlight danced on the waves, casting a shimmering path across the water that seemed to lead straight to their island, and Yvaine’s presence beside him, her warmth and determination, fueled him even as the work ahead loomed large.
“’Tis a perfect day, isna it?” Caelen murmured as he closed his eyes and simply enjoyed the late autumn sunshine as well as the chilling east wind upon his face. Aye, winter would be upon them soon.
Beside him, Caelen felt Yvaine shift upon her feet, and when she failed to respond to his question, he opened his eyes to see what had claimed her attention.
Indeed, she stood with her eyes squinted, slightly leaning forward, one hand shielding her eyes as she peered out to sea. “Do ye see that? Is that a boat?”
Moving to stand beside her, Caelen lifted a hand to his own eyes. “Aye, it looks like a boat. A visitor?” His gaze shifted to meet hers, seeing there the same apprehension that teased his own pulse. “Or perhaps...?” He raised his right brow.
Yvaine shrugged, and her posture stiffened. “I dunna ken. But we must be prepared.” She grasped his hand. “Let us head down to the shore.” They began their descent, the grassy slope leading them down to the ruins where many people were still hard at work restoring it, the clang of hammers on stone interspersed with the cheers of those who were watching. As they passed by, Caelen noticed a few of them glancing his way, clearly confused by their rapid descent. He ignored them, though, and kept walking, unwilling to cause any undue concern. After all, it was yet unclear whose boat it was.
Just as they reached the bottom of the hill, a young MacLeòir lad came running up to them, pointing excitedly at something in the distance. His eyes were wide, and the way he looked at Yvaine sent a cold shiver down Caelen’s back. “Look! ’Tis Logan! He’s in that boat! ’Tis Logan!” Disbelief clung to his voice as he pointed at a small craft making its way toward their fledgling harbor, which at this point was no more than a simple dock.
“Logan!” Yvaine gasped, her green eyes widening as she clutched Caelen’s arm, her fingers digging into his flesh. “Can it be?” Her eyes met his for a split second before they sought the small boat once more, narrowing, trying to see. “He’s dead,” she murmured as though fighting to keep her hopes from soaring to the sky. “We saw him die, did we not?” she spun to face him, desperate for an answer.
Caelen grasped her hands, trying his utmost to remain calm. “Let us go and see,” he said simply, afraid to see her go through that loss again. Still... 
Together, they rushed down the hillside toward the shore, their hearts pounding in unison. As the boat reached the makeshift harbor, they drew to an abrupt halt, and Caelen felt his pulse beat like a hammer against the side of his temple.
“Logan!” Yvaine gasped, her face suddenly pale as she stared at her brother’s bright red hair, gleaming in the sunlight. He looked pale and weak, which of course was not surprising considering the arrow wound he had sustained a mere few weeks before. Still, it was him. Barely standing and his breathing labored, but alive.
As Yvaine staggered toward her brother, Caelen blinked when he noticed another person disembarking from the boat. He had only met her once before, and yet Caelen knew instantly who she was: Catriona. Indeed, her pale, almost white hair gave her away, and the almost serene expression upon her face reminded Caelen of the day Logan had nearly lost his life. There was truly something otherworldly about her, as though she knew more than any other mortal. Her gaze was calm, and yet it showed not a hint of surprise as it swept over the island, taking in the work that was being done on the old ruins. If anything at all, it showed approval, as though they had indeed acted out a plan, fulfilled their destiny as had always been predicted. It was an odd thought, and yet it did not linger, quickly pushed aside by the discovery that Logan was truly alive.
Pain still contorted his face as he staggered toward Yvaine, yet his blue eyes shone with fierce determination. Caelen smiled, for the first time seeing a deeper resemblance between brother and sister than their fiery-red hair. “Yvaine,” Logan croaked, reaching out a hand toward his sister. “’Tis so good to see ye.”
Tears streamed down Yvaine’s face as she all but flung herself into her brother’s arms. For a moment, he staggered backward, and Caelen feared he would crumble to the ground. Catriona’s hand at his back, though, steadied him, and he embraced Yvaine with the same fierceness, his arms wrapping around her and holding her tight. The sight was deeply touching, and Caelen stood back, allowing them this moment of reunion.
“I thought I’d lost ye, Logan,” Yvaine sobbed. Then she stood back and looked up into her brother’s face. “The arrow.” She shook her head, and Caelen could see that she was still afraid to believe. “How are ye here? I thought ye dead. I was there. Ye... Ye...” Again, she shook her head, at a complete loss for words. “How is this possible?”
“Catriona saved me,” Logan whispered, his voice hoarse and his eyes glistening with tears as he cupped his hands to his sister’s face. “She nursed me back to health.” He swallowed hard, glancing at the pale-haired woman by his side. “I hadna died but merely...” He shrugged. “I canna say. Those first few days are a bit of a blur.”
Yvaine’s gaze shifted to the pale-haired woman. “I dunna ken what to say,” she murmured, wiping tears from her cheeks. “Thank ye. Thank ye for saving him. I canna believe that we left ye,” she added, spinning around to face Logan once more. “I’m so sorry. I truly thought ye lost to us. Otherwise, I would never have—”
“I ken,” Logan interrupted, once more cupping her cheek. “Ye needna feel guilty for anything, Yvaine. I ken how fierce ye are, and ye made me a promise, did ye not?” His brows rose questioningly before he lifted his gaze toward the ruins from which the sounds of hammers and saws echoed down toward them. “And I see that ye’ve succeeded. Ye saved our people. Thank ye, lass. Thank ye for all ye’ve done.”
Yvaine heaved a deep sigh. “Not all of them, I’m afraid. We tried.” She glanced over her shoulder at Caelen. “Only our fathers wouldna listen. After ye were struck by that arrow, everything fell apart.”
For a moment, deep sadness hung above their heads like a gray cloud on a sunny day. Then Caelen stepped forward, placing his hand upon Yvaine’s shoulder. “’Tis good to have ye back,” he said to Logan, and the words felt strange upon his tongue. Never before had he spoken to Logan in such a manner. Thus far, they had always been enemies.
Logan smiled weakly at him, though his eyes shone with gratitude. “Thank ye for seeing to my sister.” He squeezed her hand. “It seems I’ve missed quite a bit.”
“Indeed,” Yvaine replied, wiping away her tears as she gazed out across the island that was slowly becoming their home. “It hasna been easy as ye can imagine. But, anyway, we’ve all come together. I think people understand that this is the best way, the only way to live in peace.” Her eyes glowed as she looked toward the ruins and all those working there. “Aye, it’ll all be well. Together, we will ensure that this place stands strong against all odds.”
As they helped Logan ashore, Caelen knew that their path forward was fraught with danger and uncertainty. Yet with their loved ones by their side, Logan now included, there was nothing they could not face—or overcome.






  
  Chapter four
Brother & Sister


Yvaine could barely avert her eyes from Logan even for a moment as they slowly made their way up toward the ruins. Was it possible that she was merely dreaming? What if she blinked and all of a sudden he was gone? Lost to her once more? 
Tears still lingered in the corners of her eyes as she clung to Logan’s hand, offering her support as he labored to make his way up the steep slope. “Ye should rest,” she whispered to him, wishing they could have a moment alone together. Yet as they walked, more and more people gathered around them, all stunned by the very sight of her brother. Like herself, they had all believed him dead and were now staring in utter disbelief, their surprise and shock only too visible upon their faces. Still, Yvaine understood that quite a few saw Logan’s survival as a good omen, a sign that perhaps the new beginning on the island was truly blessed.
“I’ve rested for long enough,” Logan grumbled, and the tone in his voice betrayed his displeasure with his current condition. “I’ve been flat on my back for the past few weeks. Believe me, the moment I felt strong enough to stand up, nothing could stop me from coming here.” Again, he squeezed her hand, his eyes seeking hers. “That first day we met,” he murmured, only loud enough for her to hear, “right here upon this island, I ken that one day ye
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