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The Stone Oath

Mist lay thick across the glen, clinging to the low ground as though the earth itself wished to hide. At dawn the heather was dark with dew, and the standing stones rose from the slope like the ribs of something ancient and buried. Eòin MacRuaidh stood among them with his cloak drawn close, listening to the wind move through the grass. It carried the smell of rain and peat smoke, and beneath that, the iron scent of a land that had known too much blood to forget it.

The stone beneath his palm was cold. He pressed his hand there anyway, fingers splayed, feeling the rough grain bite into his skin. This was where his father had sworn fealty once, where his grandfather had done the same, binding the name MacRuaidh to a promise older than parchment or crown. Oaths were not spoken lightly here. They were laid into stone and soil, and the land remembered.

Behind him, the men waited in silence. He did not turn to look at them. He knew each by the sound of his breath, by the weight of his presence. Alasdair shifting his stance when his knee pained him. Young Iain holding himself too straight, as though courage could be summoned by posture alone. They trusted him. That knowledge sat heavier than any blade.

Eòin drew a slow breath and spoke, his voice steady in the open air. He named the words he had learned as a boy, the phrases shaped by generations of tongues. Loyalty. Shelter. Defense. He swore to stand for his people and his land, to answer harm with resistance, to keep faith even when the cost was dear. The wind tugged at his hair as though trying to carry the vow away, but he held it fast.

When he finished, he lowered his hand. The stone remained, unmoved and patient.

A single footstep sounded behind him, lighter than the rest. Eòin turned at last.

She stood just beyond the circle, a splash of color against the muted glen. Her cloak was green, trimmed with a narrow band of gold thread worn thin by use. Dark hair escaped its fastening and lifted in the breeze, brushing her cheek. She did not bow or look away when his gaze met hers.

Màiri of Glenarraidh had never learned to pretend smallness.

“You are late,” Eòin said.

“You chose the stones,” she replied. “They never hurry.”

Her voice was calm, but he caught the tightness beneath it. She had ridden hard to reach this place, he could see that much in the dust on her boots and the damp sheen on her brow. Whatever had driven her here had not waited for courtesy.

Alasdair cleared his throat behind them. “Should we give you a moment, chief?”

Eòin nodded. The men retreated a short distance, turning their backs without question. Privacy was another kind of loyalty.

Màiri stepped closer, lowering her voice. “The king’s men were seen on the eastern road yesterday.”

Eòin felt the shift inside him, the way the world tilted when rumor hardened into warning. “How many.”

“Enough to matter.” She met his eyes. “They carry writs.”

Writs meant law, and law was a sharper weapon than any sword. “And whose name do they carry.”

She did not answer at once. Her hand moved to the clasp at her throat, worrying it. “Yours. And mine.”

The glen seemed to draw in around them. Eòin glanced toward the stones, to the mark his hand had left in dampness and warmth. Oaths, once spoken, did not loosen easily.

“They will not take this land,” he said.

“They will try.” Her mouth curved, not quite a smile. “They always do.”

Màiri had been raised between worlds. Her father’s blood tied her to a line of chiefs, her mother’s to the lowlands and the written law creeping north. She read, she negotiated, she remembered names and favors with a precision that unnerved men who preferred matters settled by strength alone. Some called her dangerous for it. Eòin had always thought her necessary.

“They come under the banner of peace,” she went on. “They will speak of order and protection. They will offer terms.”

“And if we refuse.”

“They will call it rebellion.”

Eòin’s jaw tightened. The word had a way of flattening truth. “Then they will learn the ground is not kind to strangers.”

Màiri studied him, searching for something. “You have just sworn an oath.”

“I swore to my people.”

“And I am among them,” she said softly.

He did not look away. “You are.”

The wind shifted, carrying the distant call of a raven. Màiri turned her head slightly, listening. “They will expect us to bend,” she said. “They know hunger follows winter, and winter was hard.”

“They think us weak,” Eòin replied. “They always have.”

She shook her head. “They think us divided.”

Silence stretched between them, filled with unsaid names and old disagreements. The glen had heard worse.

“At dusk,” Eòin said at last, “we will call the council. All who hold land, all who speak for families. Let them hear the truth before it is dressed in fine words by others.”

Màiri nodded. “I will send riders.”

She turned to go, then paused. “Eòin.”

He waited.

“If it comes to choosing between the oath and the law,” she said, “be certain which one will leave us alive.”

He watched her walk back toward her horse, the mist parting before her steps. Alive. It was a narrow measure for a people who counted themselves by what they endured.

When the council gathered that evening, the hall was thick with smoke and voices. Torches flared along the walls, throwing light over faces lined by years of weather and war. Eòin stood at the center, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword, not in threat but in familiarity. Màiri took her place beside him, unarmed and unyielding.

They spoke of boundaries and taxes, of roads the king wished to cut through grazing land, of sons taken south to serve causes not their own. Some argued for compromise, others for resistance. The air grew hot with it.

Eòin listened. When he spoke, it was not to command but to remind. He spoke of winters survived because neighbors shared grain. Of feuds ended because someone chose words over blades. Of the oath he had sworn that morning, not as a chain, but as a promise to stand.

The room quieted.

In the end, no vote was taken. The choice settled in the shared understanding of what would not be surrendered. When they filed out into the night, the stars were sharp above them, the mist thinned to a low breath along the ground.

Màiri walked with Eòin to the door. “They will come soon,” she said.

“I know.”

She hesitated, then placed her hand briefly over his, where it rested on the wood. “Whatever follows,” she said, “we face it awake.”

He closed his fingers around hers for a moment, then released her. Outside, the glen lay open and waiting, as it always had, as it always would.
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Heather and Steel

The riders arrived with the sun still low, its light caught on spearpoints and polished bridles. They came in a measured line along the eastern track, banners furled but visible enough to announce intent. Eòin watched from the rise above the river, his men spread behind him among the rocks and gorse. No horns sounded. No challenge was given. This was not a raid. It was a summons.

Màiri stood at his right, her gaze fixed on the approaching party. She had changed since the night before, trading her travel cloak for one more formal, the green deepened by shadow. A brooch marked with her mother’s sigil fastened it at her shoulder, a quiet reminder that she carried more than one claim in her blood.

“They are careful,” she said. “See how they keep to the road.”

“They think it earns them welcome,” Eòin replied.

The lead rider raised a hand when they drew within bowshot, halting the column. He dismounted with deliberate ease, smoothing his cloak before stepping forward. He was not young, but his posture was unbent by age. His accent, when he spoke, carried the flatter sounds of the south.

“Eòin MacRuaidh,” the man called. “By authority of the crown, I ask parley.”

Eòin stepped forward alone, stopping short of the river’s edge. “You have it,” he said. “Speak.”

The man inclined his head. “I am Sir Thomas Calder. I carry writs concerning the governance of this
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