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The shadows stretched long across the glen as Ysara picked her way down the rocky slope, her fingers twined with her son's small hand. A wicker basket hung heavy at her hip, filled with fresh-caught trout and bundles of wild herbs. The scent of crushed thyme and mint rose from the basket, mingling with the earthy dampness of approaching evening. The day's gathering had been fruitful, though her shoulders ached from hours bent over the burn, and her knees were damp from kneeling in the soft earth of the forest floor.

"Almost home, love," she murmured, squeezing Eiran's hand as he stumbled on a loose stone.

The wee lad righted himself without complaint, his serious eyes scanning the path ahead. At two years old, he rarely cried out—even when he fell—having learned early that silence was their shield. Ysara's heart twisted at the thought. No child should need to know such caution.

"Fish for supper?" he asked, voice small but clear.

"Aye, and berries too, if ye've room after." She forced lightness into her tone, even as the skin at her nape prickled.

Something wasn't right.

Ysara slowed her steps, drawing Eiran closer until she felt his small shoulder press against her thigh. The hairs on her arms rose despite the lingering warmth of the day. She'd chosen this hidden croft for its natural protections—the steep crags at its back that turned away the worst of winter winds, the thick woodland encircling its clearing like a living wall, the single approach that could be watched and defended from three different positions. For nearly three years, it had sheltered them from those who sought the last Fraser daughter and the child she'd borne in secret.

Her eyes swept the familiar path. Nothing moved that shouldn't. No sounds carried on the wind that hadn't been there yesterday or the day before. Yet instinct—the same that had kept her alive since fleeing her father's holding—screamed a warning she couldn't ignore.

A broken branch lay across their usual path. Fresh-snapped, the pale flesh of its wood still damp.

"Eiran." Her voice dropped to barely a whisper. "Do ye remember our quiet game?"

The boy stiffened, his small fingers tightening around hers. He nodded once, eyes wide but steady.

"Good lad. We'll play it now."

She veered from their path, leading him beneath the low-hanging branches of an ancient pine. Crouching, she set down her basket and studied the ground before them. A stone cairn she'd built as a marker lay disturbed, its topmost rock now lying in the dirt. For others, it might seem the work of a foraging animal or the wind. But Ysara had built these signals around the perimeter of their sanctuary. She knew better.

Someone had found them.

"We need to go a different way," she whispered, lifting Eiran into her arms. "Stay quiet as a mouse, aye?"

The boy nodded against her shoulder, his small body tense but trusting.

Abandoning the basket, Ysara moved silently through the undergrowth, choosing each step with care. The croft lay just beyond the next ridge—close enough that she could make out wisps of smoke from the morning fire she'd banked. If they could reach it, she had supplies hidden, weapons cached, an escape route planned. But the forest felt wrong, hollow with a silence that made her palms sweat.

A twig snapped in the distance—far too heavy to be a deer.

Ysara froze, pressing her back against the rough bark of a Scots pine. She clamped down on the urge to run. Running made noise. Noise made targets.

"Five men approached from the south," a low voice carried from somewhere ahead. "Check the dwelling. The woman and child can't have gone far."

Fraser men. They'd found her at last.

Cold dread pooled in her belly. How had they traced her here, to this remote corner of the Highlands? She'd been so careful, changing her name, avoiding villages, trading only with a handful of trusted crofters. Yet someone had betrayed her location.

Her mind raced through options, each more desperate than the last. The hidden cave higher in the crags—the one she'd stocked with dried meat and blankets after the last close call—might offer temporary shelter, but reaching it meant crossing open ground in plain sight. The forest would provide cover, but for how long? Where could she go with winter's first chill already nipping at dawn and dusk, and a child who needed more than roots and berries to survive?

Eiran's warm breath tickled her neck as she clutched him tighter, one hand moving to the dirk sheathed at her belt. She would fight—kill if necessary—before letting anyone take her son.

"The fire's still warm," another voice called. "They can't be far."

Ysara's heart hammered against her ribs. They were at the croft already, which meant—

The bushes to her left rustled. She whirled, drawing her blade in one fluid motion.

A man stepped from the shadows, his plaid marking him as one of her father's mercenaries. His eyes widened briefly at the sight of her—knife drawn, child on her hip—before his mouth curved into an ugly smile.

"Lady Ysara," he said, voice thick with satisfaction. "Yer father has been searching for ye these long years."

"Tell him I'm still dead," she spat, backing away, blade extended. "As ye'll be if ye take another step."

He laughed, drawing his own weapon—a broadsword that gleamed dully in the fading light. "Now, now. We're tae bring ye and the wee bairn home. Lord Fraser is eager to meet his grandson."

"He'll never touch my son."

Ysara cast a quick glance behind her. Two more men emerged from the trees, cutting off her escape. Surrounded. Three armed men against a woman with a child and a dirk.

She set Eiran down, placing him behind her. "Stay at my back, love," she whispered. "Whatever happens, dinnae look."

"Bold words from a cornered woman," the first man said, advancing slowly.

She bared her teeth, the snarl of a she-wolf protecting her cub. "I was cornered the day I fled. Been fighting my way out ever since."

The man lunged, and Ysara barely dodged the arc of his blade. She countered with a slashing strike that caught only air as he retreated. The other two men began to circle, looking for an opening.

Desperation gave her clarity. She couldn't win, not against three. But she might create an opening, a chance for Eiran to slip away while they dealt with her. He was quick and small. If she could distract them long enough...

"I'll not be taken alive," she warned, voice steady despite her racing pulse. "And if ye harm my son, I swear by all the saints yer death will come slow."

One of the men laughed. "We dinnae need ye alive, lass. Just the boy."

A cold wave of fury washed through her. So that was her father's plan. The child without the troublesome mother. Her fingers tightened on the hilt of her blade. She'd die before letting that happen.

The first man moved in again, more cautiously this time. She feinted, twisted, caught his forearm with the edge of her knife. He cursed, blood welling from the shallow cut. The momentary triumph vanished as the second man seized the opportunity, rushing her from the side.

Ysara pivoted, too slowly. His blade sliced through her sleeve with a sound like tearing parchment. For a heartbeat, she felt nothing—then came the burn, white-hot and searing across her upper arm. She stumbled back, her body curling instinctively to keep Eiran shielded, warm wetness soaking through linen as pain blossomed sharp and deep.

"Mama," he whimpered, the first sound he'd made since they'd been discovered.

"It's alright," she lied. "Just stay behind me."

Blood soaked through her sleeve as she faced her attackers, knife held steady despite the tremor in her arm. The three men closed in, confident now that first blood had been drawn. Ysara backed against a broad tree trunk, eliminating one avenue of attack. If these were to be her final moments, she'd make them pay dearly for every step.

"Take her," the lead man ordered. "I'll grab the boy."

Ysara lunged in fury, but the injured man caught her wrist, twisting until bones ground together. She refused to drop her blade, even as pain shot up her arm. The third man moved to help restrain her, reaching for her other arm.

A shadow detached itself from the trees behind them, moving with lethal purpose.

The first mercenary never saw what hit him. One moment he was reaching for Eiran; the next, his eyes went wide with shock, a gurgling sound escaping his throat as he crumpled to the ground. A dark figure loomed where he'd stood, the heavy thud of the body hitting earth punctuating his arrival. The newcomer moved like nothing Ysara had ever seen—not man but fury incarnate, each step deliberate yet swift as striking adder. A massive claymore caught the dying light, steel singing through the air with deadly purpose, the blade an extension of the warrior who wielded it.

The man gripping Ysara's wrist shouted in alarm, releasing her to draw his sword. Too late. The attacker's blade sliced through his defenses as if they weren't there, opening his throat in a spray of crimson.

The third mercenary managed to raise his weapon before the stranger disarmed him with a brutal twist, driving him to his knees with a blow to the back of his legs. The mercenary raised his hands in surrender.

"Please—"

The plea died as the stranger's sword found his heart.

In the sudden silence, Ysara pressed Eiran's face to her skirts, shielding him from the carnage. Her breath came in rapid gasps as she raised her dirk toward the man who had appeared from nowhere to save them—or perhaps to claim them himself.

He turned, and the last light of day caught his profile.

The knife slipped from her numb fingers.

It couldn't be. Her mouth went dry, a roaring in her ears drowning out the forest sounds. A ghost. A phantom conjured by fear and desperation.

The man before her was broader than in her memories, his shoulders thick with muscle earned through violence, not the training yard. His face harder, cheekbones sharper, marked by a jagged scar that split his left eyebrow and disappeared into his hairline. His hair was longer, wilder, tied back with a leather thong. But those eyes—storm-gray and piercing—were unchanged, windows to a soul she'd once believed she knew better than her own.

"Sorin," she breathed, the name like a prayer and a curse combined.

Sorin MacCraith—her husband, her love, the father of her child—whom she had mourned for nearly three years. Whom she had believed dead with absolute certainty. Who now stood before her, very much alive, his blade dripping with the blood of her pursuers.

He studied her with a gaze so cold it burned, his jaw tight. No joy at their reunion softened his features, no relief warmed his eyes. He looked at her as one might regard a stranger—or worse, an enemy.

"We need tae move," he said, his brogue thicker than she remembered. "There are more coming."

Ysara couldn't move, couldn't speak. Her wound throbbed, her legs trembled beneath her, and her mind spun with questions that crowded her tongue but couldn't pass her lips.

Sorin's gaze dropped to Eiran, who peered around her skirts with wide, wary eyes. Something flashed across his face—too quick to name—before his expression hardened once more.

"Now, Ysara," he snapped, cleaning his blade on the plaid of a fallen man before sheathing it. "They knew where tae find ye. This place isnae safe anymore."

His words finally pierced the fog of shock. More men coming. Her son still in danger.

"How—" she started, but he cut her off with a sharp gesture.

"Later. We've no time."

He strode to her, reaching out to grasp her injured arm. She flinched at his touch, though whether from pain or the shock of his presence, she couldn't say. His eyes narrowed as his fingers came away red with her blood.

"Can ye run?" he asked, his voice clipped.

Ysara nodded mutely, bending to lift Eiran. Her arms shook with reaction, nearly betraying her as she gathered the boy close.

Sorin watched, his expression unreadable. "This way," he ordered, turning abruptly and moving into the deeper shadows of the forest.

Ysara followed, her feet moving of their own accord. Blood pounded in her ears, drowning out the rustle of leaves beneath their feet. The copper taste of fear coated her tongue. Eiran clung to her neck, his small body shivering against hers, his heart fluttering like a trapped bird.

Behind them lay the home she'd built from nothing—the hearth whose smoke she'd learned to disperse to avoid detection, the garden hidden beneath brambles, the walls fortified with stones carried one by one from the river. Before them stretched a path into darkness with a man who had returned from the dead—a man whose eyes held no warmth for her, only cold purpose and something that looked terribly like accusation.

Questions crowded her mind, threatening to overwhelm her. How had he survived? Where had he been these past years? Why had he returned now? Did he know about Eiran? But survival drove her forward, one foot after another, following Sorin's broad back as he led them deeper into the forest.

Night was falling fast, shadows pooling between the ancient pines. She stumbled once on a hidden root, nearly falling before catching herself against a tree trunk. Pain lanced through her wounded arm, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out.

Sorin glanced back, impatience warring with something else in his expression. Without a word, he returned to her side and held out his arms.

"Give me the boy," he said, his voice low and rough. "Ye're losing blood."

Ysara instinctively tightened her hold on Eiran. The child burrowed closer, sensing her uncertainty.

Something like hurt flickered in Sorin's eyes before his expression shuttered once more. "I'll no harm him. But ye'll fall if ye keep on, and then what use will ye be to him?"

The harsh words stung like nettles against bare skin, but the truth in them couldn't be denied. Already her vision swam at the edges, dark spots dancing like midges before her eyes. Her arm burned with each beat of her heart, blood warm and sticky between her fingers where she pressed the wound.

"Ysara." His voice softened a fraction, the burr of her name in his throat the first crack in his cold demeanor. "Please."

That single word, spoken in the voice she'd believed forever silenced, broke through her resistance. Carefully, she shifted Eiran toward him.

"It's alright, love," she murmured as the boy resisted, clinging tighter. "This man will help us."

Eiran turned his face toward Sorin, studying him with solemn eyes so like the man's own. For a breathless moment, father and son regarded each other—neither knowing the truth of their connection.

Then Eiran reached out tentative arms, allowing Sorin to take him.

Sorin's hands were sure and gentle as he settled the child against his chest, a stark contrast to the ruthless efficiency with which he'd dispatched the mercenaries. Eiran continued to watch him with grave curiosity, one small hand coming up to touch the dark stubble along Sorin's jaw.

Something raw and painful crossed Sorin's face—a shadow of the man she'd once known flashing beneath the stranger's mask. Then it was gone, his features hardening once more as he turned away, adjusting his sword to accommodate the child's weight.

"Stay close," he ordered, his voice rough as Highland granite. "The crossing will be dangerous after dark."

Ysara pressed a hand to her bleeding arm, willing strength into her limbs. "What crossing?"

"The river," he said tersely. "We need tae reach the north side before dawn."

"I have supplies hidden—"

"Leave them."

The curt command stoked a flare of anger that cut through her shock and confusion. "My son needs—"

"What yer son needs," Sorin interrupted, his voice low and fierce, "is tae be far from here when more of Fraser's men arrive. Or would ye rather wait and see if they honor yer father's order tae take ye alive?"

The anger drained away, leaving only hollow exhaustion in its wake. He was right. Nothing mattered now except getting Eiran to safety.

She nodded once, swallowing her questions and protests. "Lead on, then."

Sorin's expression softened infinitesimally before he turned and continued into the deepening darkness of the forest. Ysara followed, her mind still reeling with the impossibility of it all.

Sorin MacCraith walked before her, carrying her son, leading them both away from danger.

Sorin, who should be dead. Sorin, who had appeared just when she needed him most. Sorin, whose eyes held no love for her, only cold determination.

Her husband had returned from the grave, but the man who strode ahead of her was a stranger—harder, colder, more dangerous than the one she had loved. His appearance raised more questions than it answered, and each step they took into the darkness only deepened the mystery.

Yet she followed, because Eiran's safety trumped all else—even the storm of emotions that threatened to overwhelm her. The answers would come later. For now, survival was all that mattered.

The forest swallowed them, shadows closing in behind as they fled into the gathering night.
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Sorin pushed through the grasping undergrowth, pine needles stinging his cheeks and brambles clawing at his legs. Each footfall landed with deliberate precision despite their haste. The unfamiliar weight of the child against his chest shifted with every step, threatening to unbalance more than his stride. His gaze fixed stubbornly on the forest floor rather than risk looking down at the boy—those eyes had already tugged at something buried so deep he'd thought it dead and gone. Bent ferns and snapped twigs marked their passage like a map for anyone clever enough to follow.

Too many tracks. Too obvious a trail.

He glanced back at Ysara, her face pale as milk in the deepening twilight. Blood darkened her sleeve, the stain spreading wider than he liked. She caught his gaze and straightened, chin lifting in that stubborn way he remembered all too well.

"I can take him now," she said, reaching for the boy.

"Save yer strength." The words rasped from his throat like stones grinding together. Three years of silence, and these were the words he gave her.

Sorin turned away, jaw clenched tight enough to crack teeth. He'd glimpsed the flash of hurt in her eyes—a softening that would weaken his resolve if he stared too long. Weakness killed men. He'd learned that with brutal clarity the night his blood had soaked Fraser earth and the stars had wheeled above him in cold indifference. The night Ysara's pendant had swung from the fist of the man who'd driven a blade between his ribs.

The boy stirred against him, small fingers working their way into the folds of his plaid, clutching tight as if seeking anchor in a storm. The scent of woodsmoke and fear still clung to the child's hair. Such trust from a wee lad who'd witnessed men gutted like deer not an hour past. A child who had no earthly reason to place faith in a stranger whose hands still bore crusted blood beneath the fingernails.

"What's his name?" The question escaped before Sorin could stop it.

"Eiran," Ysara answered after a pause, her voice low and hesitant, as if she feared giving even this much away.

Eiran. The name settled in Sorin's chest like a stone, heavy with significance he refused to examine. Not yet. Perhaps not ever.

Darkness thickened around them as they pressed on, the forest growing denser. Sorin led them away from any path, toward rougher terrain where pursuit would be slower, more treacherous. His mind worked with cold efficiency, calculating distance, risk, and need with each passing minute.

The sound of Ysara's increasingly labored breathing drove him forward. If they could reach the stone outcropping beyond the next rise before full dark, they might risk a brief rest. No fire. No comfort. Just enough to check her wound and ensure they weren't being followed.

The taste of copper flooded his mouth as memory ambushed him—Ysara's face beneath guttering torchlight, tears cutting pale tracks through the dirt on her cheeks. Her lips trembling as she'd pressed something cold and metal into his palm. The last time he'd seen her before Fraser steel had carved him open under a moonless sky. Before darkness had swallowed him whole. Before betrayal had unmade the man he'd been and forged something harder in the ashes. He'd believed those tears genuine then. He'd believed many things that night that now rang hollow as an empty grave.

"There's a stream ahead," he said without turning. "We'll stop there. Briefly."

He heard her stumble, sensed her exhaustion without looking. His body responded as it always had, hand half-reaching backward before he stilled it. This woman had been promised to him since childhood. Had been his wife for a mere fortnight before the trap was sprung. Had been, in his mind, the architect of his downfall.

And yet his first instinct, even now, was to steady her when she faltered.

Fool.

The gap between them widened as Ysara slowed further. Sorin clenched his jaw, torn between pushing ahead to secure their destination and dropping back to ensure she didn't fall. The boy grew heavier in his arms, a warm weight against the cold emptiness he'd carried these past years.

When they finally reached the stream, moonlight had begun to silver the water's edge. Sorin chose a spot where stone met earth, sheltered by a massive boulder that would break the wind and hide any movement from watching eyes. He set the child down carefully, steadying him when small legs wobbled.

"Stay here," he told the boy, who regarded him with solemn eyes that seemed to see far too much.

Sorin moved quickly to the stream's edge, scanning the water for any sign of disturbance. Nothing. He filled his waterskin and returned to find Ysara slumped against the rock, eyes half-closed, one hand pressed tight against her wounded arm.

"Let me see it," he demanded, crouching beside her.

She flinched away. "It's nothing. A scratch."

"Dinnae lie to me. Not about this." Not about anything else, his tone implied.

Their eyes locked, a battle of wills as familiar as breathing. He'd forgotten how green her eyes were, how they caught even the faintest light. How they'd once looked at him with desire and devotion instead of wary defiance.

"Fine," she bit out, slowly peeling her hand away from the wound.

Sorin worked in silence, tearing a strip from his own shirt to use as a bandage. The gash was ugly but clean—the blade that made it sharp enough to cut without tearing. Small mercies. He cleaned it with water from the skin, movements brusque but careful.

"Who were they?" he asked as he wound the makeshift bandage around her arm.

"My father's men." She hissed as he tightened the binding. "Or mercenaries in his pay. He's been searching since I fled."

"Why now? After three years?"

Ysara's gaze darted to the child, who had settled against her other side, eyes heavy with exhaustion but still watching Sorin's every move. Her silence told him everything and nothing.

"He's why ye fled." Not a question. The pieces slid into place with cold certainty. "Yer father wants the boy."

She nodded once, hand instinctively drawing the child closer. "For his bloodline. For alliances he might forge."

Sorin's hands froze on the half-tied bandage. A phantom chill crept up his spine despite the sweat beading his brow. Lord Fraser's merciless gray eyes flashed in his memory—the calculating gleam as he'd assessed Sorin across the great hall that first time. A laird who moved men like chess pieces without thought for the blood spilled in consequence. Sorin had been merely one such piece—the disgraced heir to a broken clan, useful only for his sword arm and the political convenience of binding him to a Fraser daughter.

Until he'd become a liability instead of an asset. Until he'd dared love the daughter rather than merely claim her.

"And the boy's father?" The question tore from him, rough and raw. "Where is he in all this?"

Pain flashed across Ysara's face, quickly masked. "Gone," she whispered, her gaze holding his with an intensity that made his chest ache. "I believed him dead."

The words hung between them, heavy with meaning Sorin refused to grasp. Instead, he tied off the bandage with a sharp tug and rose to his feet, putting distance between them.

"We need to move on," he said, scanning the darkened forest. "Rest would be wiser, but we cannae risk it. Not yet."

"Where are we going?" Ysara gathered the now-sleeping child against her, struggling to rise.

"North. Across the river and into MacKenzie lands."

"MacKenzie?" Alarm sharpened her voice. "They've no love for Frasers."

"Or MacCraiths," Sorin agreed grimly. "But they hate yer father more than either of us. And I've earned enough goodwill with their laird to ask for shelter. Briefly."

Lie. He had no goodwill with any clan. Just debts and blood-sworn oaths from mercenaries who'd fought beside him these past years. Men who'd keep their silence for the right price, or the right threat.

Sorin watched as Ysara attempted to lift the sleeping child, her injured arm trembling with the effort. Cursing under his breath, he stepped forward and took the boy from her arms before she could protest.

"I can manage," she insisted, reaching to reclaim her son.

"Ye'll slow us down if ye drop him," Sorin countered, adjusting the small body against his shoulder. "Save yer pride for when we're safe."

Something flared in her eyes—anger, perhaps, or wounded dignity. Once, he would have soothed it with gentle words or a teasing smile. Now, he simply turned away, the boy's soft breath warm against his neck.

They traveled in tense silence, the only sounds their footfalls on the forest floor and the occasional hoot of a hunting owl. The river lay two miles ahead, a natural barrier that might give them some advantage if Fraser's men were still in pursuit. If they could cross before dawn, they might disappear into the rugged hills beyond.

The child—Eiran—stirred in his sleep, small hands clutching at Sorin's shirt. Such a strange feeling, to carry a life so small, so vulnerable. A fierce protectiveness welled in Sorin's chest, an emotion he hadn't felt since...

Since the last time he'd held Ysara in his arms, vowing to keep her safe from all harm.

He'd failed then. Spectacularly. Woken to blinding pain and the knowledge that he'd been betrayed by the woman he loved. Survived only by the grace of a traveling tinker who'd found him half-dead in a ditch, broken and bleeding from wounds meant to be fatal.

And now here she was, walking beside him once more. Alive, when he'd convinced himself she must be dead. Why else would she have led him into that trap, if not because she too had been marked for death? A Fraser daughter who'd defied her father by actually falling in love with her intended husband. A political pawn who had dared to choose her own path.

He'd spent three years burying that possibility beneath rage and bitterness, finding it easier to believe she'd betrayed him than to face the ache of having lost her.

Now she walked at his side, and he didn't know what to believe.

"Yer clan," she said suddenly, breaking the silence. "Are there any left who would shelter us?"

Sorin's jaw tightened. "MacCraith is no more. Scattered to the winds after my father's death. Those who survived the purge changed their names or fled across the sea."

"I'm sorry." Her voice was soft, genuine.

"Dinnae pretend to care now," he bit out, the words sharp as a blade.

Ysara stiffened beside him, but said nothing. The silence between them grew heavier, laden with unspoken accusations and questions neither was ready to ask.

The boy whimpered in his sleep, a small sound that sliced through Sorin's anger. Without thinking, he adjusted his hold, one hand coming up to steady the child's head against his shoulder. His rough palm seemed too large, too calloused against the boy's soft hair.

"How old is he?" The question came unbidden, dragged from some place within him he thought long dead.

Ysara hesitated, her steps faltering. "Two. He'll be three come Beltane."

The calculation seared through his mind with brutal immediacy. Two years and some months. Conception shortly before steel had opened his flesh beneath a blood-moon sky. Before men he'd fought beside had shown their true loyalties. Before everything had shattered beyond mending.

His stride faltered, boot slipping on moss-slick stone. Blood rushed in his ears as his gaze skimmed over features he'd been deliberately avoiding. The high brow. The stubborn set of that small jaw. The storm-gray eyes that matched the ones he saw in still water when he bothered to look.

Nay. He silenced the thought with savage discipline. Counting moons and tracing resemblances would only distract from survival. From the clear path forward. From keeping that small body breathing through another night.

"We need to pick up the pace," he said, voice rough. "The moon's high now, and we've still the river to cross."

He lengthened his stride, forcing Ysara to hurry to keep up. Physical exertion would drown out thought, drive away the dangerous questions circling his mind. Questions he wasn't ready to ask—wasn't sure he wanted answered.

The ground began to slope downward, the distant rush of water growing louder with each step. Sorin's senses sharpened, scanning for any sign of movement along the riverbank. The crossing would be their most vulnerable point—exposed, with nowhere to hide if Fraser's men had reached the water before them.

"What happened tae ye?" Ysara's question came quietly from behind him. "After that night. I saw ye fall. Saw the blood."

Sorin's back stiffened. Three years, and she asked now? When they were halfway to safety, the child a warm weight in his arms, her blood still drying on his hands?

"I died," he answered coldly. "Or near enough. Woke three days later in a tinker's cart, stitched together like a torn plaid. Been living as a ghost ever since. More useful that way."

"I searched for yer body," she said, voice breaking. "When I could slip away. I went back to that place. There was so much blood..."

"Did ye expect them to leave evidence of their treachery?" He didn't turn to face her, couldn't bear to see whatever emotion painted her features. "They meant me for a shallow grave, forgotten by all. And they nearly succeeded."

"They told me ye'd fled," she whispered. "That ye'd broken our handfasting and run. I never believed it. Not for a moment."

The words struck like physical blows, each one cracking the armor he'd built around his heart. He'd spent three years believing she'd known about the ambush, had perhaps even helped plan it. Had the truth been something else entirely?

No. He couldn't afford to believe that. Not yet. Not until they were safe.

"The river's just ahead," he said, deliberately changing course. "It'll be cold. Deep in parts. Can ye swim?"

"Aye." Her voice had gone flat, resigned to his rejection of her words. "Though not well with this arm."

"Stay close to me then. I'll take the boy across first, then come back for ye if needed."

The trees thinned as they approached the water's edge, moonlight spilling silver across the current. The river ran swift but not raging, though its black depths promised bone-deep cold. Sorin scanned both banks carefully, searching for any sign of movement, any hint of torchlight in the distance.

Nothing but shadow and stone.

He crouched at the water's edge, setting the boy down carefully. Eiran stirred, blinking up at him with sleep-heavy eyes. For a breath, they simply regarded one another, the child's gaze direct and assessing in a way that stirred uncomfortable recognition in Sorin's chest.

"We need to cross the water," Sorin explained, his voice gentler than it had been all night. "It'll be cold, but I'll keep ye above it. Just hold tight to me, aye?"

The boy nodded solemnly, and something twisted in Sorin's chest. Such trust from a child who knew nothing of him. A child who might be—

No. He couldn't allow himself to finish that thought. Not here. Not now.

"I'll take him," Ysara said, reaching for her son. "He kens me. He'll be frightened otherwise."

Sorin's jaw tightened. "Yer arm willnae hold him if the current picks up. I'll manage him."

"And if ye slip? If ye're both swept away?" Her voice rose slightly, edged with fear. "He's all I have, Sorin. All I've lived for these past years."

The raw honesty in her words hit harder than any blade. Whatever else might lie between them, her devotion to her child was real. Visceral. As fierce as any warrior's oath.

"I'll no let him come to harm," Sorin promised, the words torn from some place deep within him. "I swear it on my father's memory. On my clan's honor. On whatever trust ye might still hold for me."

Her eyes widened slightly, surprise mingling with something softer, more vulnerable. Then she nodded once, a terse acceptance of his vow.

"His clothes will be soaked through," she said instead of arguing further. "The night's too cold for that."

"Here." Sorin removed his plaid, wrapping it around the boy's small form. "This will keep him warm enough once we're across."

He hesitated, then unfastened the brooch that held the woolen length in place—a simple silver circle that had once belonged to his father, one of the few possessions he'd kept from his former life. With quick, efficient movements, he pinned the plaid closed around the child, creating a small cocoon of warmth.

"There," he said, a strange tightness in his throat. "Wrapped up safe as a bairn in swaddling."

The boy's small hand reached up to touch the brooch, tiny fingers tracing the Celtic knots etched into silver worn smooth by generations of MacCraith hands. The metal caught moonlight, reflecting it into those wide gray eyes that now lifted to Sorin's face. 

He tore his gaze away first, rising so abruptly his knees protested with a crack that echoed across the water.

"I'll carry him across, then return for ye," he told Ysara, not meeting her eyes. "Wait until I call before entering the water."

Without waiting for her response, Sorin lifted Eiran into his arms and stepped into the river. The cold bit instantly, numbing his legs to the knee. The child stiffened against him but made no sound, watching the dark water with wary eyes.

"Brave lad," Sorin murmured, holding him higher as the water deepened. "Just like yer mother."

The current shoved against his thighs like an impatient hand, then clawed higher to his waist as he waded deeper. Stones shifted treacherously beneath his boots until suddenly—nothing. The riverbed vanished, plunging him into the channel's heart. Icy water closed around his chest, stealing the air from his lungs. Sorin gripped the boy tighter, arm burning with the effort of holding him above the black water while his other carved desperate strokes through the current. The cold sank teeth into muscle and bone, but instinct took over where strength failed. Each powerful thrust carried them closer to the shadowed bank that promised salvation.

When his feet found purchase again, relief surged through him. He staggered onto the bank, setting Eiran down on dry ground beneath the shelter of an overhanging oak.

"Stay here," he told the boy, crouching to meet his gaze. "I must fetch yer mother. Dinnae move from this spot, understand?"

Eiran nodded solemnly, huddling deeper into the plaid. In the moonlight, with Sorin's cloak around his shoulders and the silver brooch at his throat, he looked like a MacCraith heir in miniature.

The thought hit Sorin like a fist to the gut. He turned away sharply, wading back into the freezing river before his mind could follow that dangerous path further.

Ysara waited on the far bank, a pale figure in the moonlight. She'd removed her own cloak, likely preparing to keep it dry during the crossing. The simple practicality of the gesture struck him forcefully—this was a woman who had survived on her own for years, raising a child in hiding. Whatever else had happened between them, she was no helpless maid needing rescue.

"Ready?" he called across the water, keeping his voice low.

She nodded, stepping into the shallows with barely a flinch at the cold. Sorin swam back to meet her, watching as she moved deeper, her injured arm held awkwardly above the water.

"Take my hand when ye can no longer touch bottom," he instructed. "The current's stronger in the middle."

Ysara said nothing, her face set in grim determination as she pushed forward. When the water reached her shoulders, she began to swim one-armed, her movements hampered by her injury but still strong, controlled.

Pride flickered through Sorin, unwanted but undeniable. This was the woman he had chosen—fierce, stubborn, refusing to yield even to a river that could kill her with one careless moment.

Halfway across, her strength began to falter. The rhythm of her one-armed strokes fractured, each movement growing shorter, more desperate. Her head dipped beneath the surface for a terrifying moment before she resurfaced with a gasping cough. Without conscious thought, Sorin lunged toward her, powerful legs driving him through the current. His arm circled her waist, callused palm settling against the curve where he had once known every inch by touch alone.

"I have ye," he growled, voice strained as river water filled his mouth. "Just a bit further."

For a heartbeat, she stiffened against him, muscles coiling with that stubborn pride he'd once admired beyond reason. Then practicality won. She yielded against him, her sodden weight settling into the cradle of his arm. The press of her body against his side struck him like a physical blow—a ghost of memory made flesh. The curve of her waist, the sharp angle of her hip bone, the way she fit against him despite the layers of sodden cloth and three bitter years of silence.

When they finally staggered onto the far bank, both gasping from cold and exertion, Sorin released her immediately, stepping back to put distance between them. The moment of forced intimacy had cracked something in his carefully constructed defenses—a hairline fracture that threatened to spread if he didn't reinforce the walls around his heart.

Eiran darted from the shelter of the oak, throwing himself against Ysara's legs with a small sound of relief. She dropped to her knees, gathering him close despite her shivering, murmuring soft reassurances.

Sorin turned away from the sight, focusing on wringing water from his shirt, on the burn of cold air against his wet skin, on anything but the way the child clung to Ysara with desperate relief. Anything but the way his heart twisted at the sight.

"We need to move," he said after giving them a moment. "Get to higher ground where we can dry off without leaving obvious tracks."

Ysara nodded, rising with the boy in her arms despite her visible exhaustion. "How much farther tonight?"

"There's a cave system in the hills ahead. We can shelter there until dawn, then push on to MacKenzie land tomorrow."

"And then?" she asked, the question hanging between them, heavy with implications neither was ready to address.

Sorin met her eyes for the first time since the crossing, allowing himself one unguarded moment. "Then we figure out how to keep ye both alive. One day at a time."

It wasn't forgiveness. It wasn't even trust. But it was a promise—the only one he could offer now, with his heart still armored against her, his mind still clouded with questions he feared to ask.
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Ysara stumbled forward through the darkness, thorny branches tearing at her skirts. Her wounded arm burned with every movement, sweat and blood mingling along the ragged edge of the gash. Owls called in the distance, their eerie hoots swallowed by the thick canopy overhead. The forest had grown denser, the sharp scent of pine mingling with damp earth and rotting leaves. Each step sent shocks of pain through her ankle, the ground treacherous with hidden roots and stones.

Ahead, Sorin moved through the trees, his outline barely visible against the deeper shadows. Eiran lay bundled against his chest, the boy's small face tucked into the hollow of Sorin's throat. Dark hair against dark hair. The silver brooch at Eiran's collar caught a stray moonbeam, winking like a distant star. Ysara's breath hitched, the sight driving a splinter deeper beneath her ribs than any blade.

Sorin's arms cradled her son with the same unconscious care she remembered in his touch—from a time when she'd been the one held against that chest, her ear pressed to the steady drumbeat of his heart. Now those arms carried her son, while she trailed behind like a ghost.

She'd pictured this moment during countless sleepless nights—imagined the joy, the relief, the completeness of their reunion. The reality cut deeper than her fantasies had prepared her for: Sorin's jaw set in hard lines, his eyes cold as Highland winter when they turned her way, his voice flat when he spoke. A stranger wearing her husband's face.

"There," Sorin's low voice sliced through the night. He gestured toward a dark shape hunched against the hillside ahead. "An old hunter's bothy."

Ysara squinted through the gloom, the structure materializing like a specter as they drew closer. Stones crumbled along one wall, moonlight spilling through gaps where mortar had surrendered to time. The thatch sagged inward, vines crawling through the roof like grasping fingers. A fox or some smaller creature scurried away at their approach, dry leaves rustling in its wake.

"Looks abandoned," she managed, her throat so parched the words emerged as little more than whispers.

"Aye." The single syllable hung between them, laced with unspoken histories. Sorin adjusted his hold on Eiran, the boy's weight shifting against his chest. "Wait here."

He handed the sleeping child to her with careful movements, his hands lingering just long enough to ensure Eiran was secure in her arms before he withdrew. The brief contact sent warmth spreading through her chilled skin—an unwelcome reminder of the connection that still pulsed beneath her anger and confusion.

Ysara watched as Sorin approached the bothy, moving with silent caution, his hand on the hilt of his sword. She pressed her cheek against Eiran's hair, drawing strength from his warm weight, from the soft rhythm of his breathing.

"He found us," she whispered into the darkness. "Though he doesnae yet know who ye are, my heart. And I dinnae know if I should tell him."

The question had tormented her since the moment Sorin appeared from the shadows. Did he have the right to know? After three years of absence, after leaving her to believe him dead while he lived his life elsewhere? But the absence hadn't been his choice—and the terrible suspicion in his eyes told her he believed she'd played some part in his betrayal.

Saints help them both.

Sorin emerged from the bothy, beckoning her forward. "Empty. No sign anyone's used it in months."

Ysara moved toward him, her steps careful on the uneven ground. As she drew closer, the bothy's sorry state became clearer. One section of stone wall had partially collapsed, and the thatched roof sagged dangerously, open to the elements in places. But it was shelter, and it was hidden—two things they desperately needed.

"The hearth's intact," Sorin said as she passed him at the threshold. "Fire would be a risk, but a small one if kept low. Your choice."

Ysara stepped inside, her eyes adjusting to the deeper darkness. The single room smelled of damp earth and old smoke, with hints of rot from the failing thatch. A crude hearth of stacked stones dominated one wall, its chimney hole a black patch against the crumbling ceiling. The packed earth floor was scattered with old rushes, moldering into dust.

"We need warmth," she decided, glancing down at Eiran's still-damp clothes. "And his things are soaked through from the river. The risk is worth taking."

Sorin nodded once, then disappeared back outside. Ysara sank down against the wall farthest from the collapsing section, cradling Eiran against her chest. The child stirred, blinking up at her with drowsy confusion.

"Where?" he asked, his small voice tight with uncertainty.

"A safe place to rest, love," she soothed, brushing damp hair from his forehead. "Just for the night."

"Man?" Eiran twisted in her arms, searching the empty bothy.

"He'll be back." Ysara swallowed against the tightness in her throat. How could she explain? What could she possibly say that a two-year-old would understand when she herself was lost in confusion? "He's gone tae fetch wood for a fire."

Eiran settled back against her, one small hand clutching at the fabric of her damp shirt. His trust humbled her, as it always had. Since the moment he'd drawn his first breath, squalling and red-faced in the isolated croft where she'd fled to birth him alone, he had been her center, her purpose. She'd kept them both alive through sheer stubbornness, learning to hunt and forage, to mend and build, to guard against dangers seen and unseen.

But tonight had proven how fragile their safety truly was.

Sorin returned, arms laden with kindling and a few larger branches. Without a word, he knelt at the hearth and began arranging the wood with practiced efficiency. Ysara watched his hands—broader than she remembered, scarred across the knuckles where they had once been smooth. A warrior's hands now, not a clan heir's.

The easy intimacy they'd once shared had been replaced with wary distance, as if they were strangers forced into unwelcome proximity. And perhaps they were. Three years changed a person. Transformed them from the inside out until they barely recognized themselves, let alone those they'd once loved.

Spark caught tinder, and soft orange light bloomed in the darkness. Sorin fed the flame carefully, adding larger pieces only when the kindling had properly caught. The fire's glow carved his profile from the shadows—the sharp angle of his jaw, the proud line of his nose, the new scar that traced from temple to cheekbone like a pale lightning strike.

Ysara forced herself to look away. Once, she'd had the right to trace that face with reverent fingers, to press her lips to the hollow beneath his jaw, to watch him sleep in the silvery light of dawn. Now she was the enemy—the woman he believed had betrayed him.

"We should dry his clothes," she said when the fire had grown steady, breaking the heavy silence. "And tend to your arm properly." Sorin's gaze flicked to the crude bandage he'd fashioned earlier. "It's holding well enough."

"For now." His voice was gruff. "But infection's a risk we cannae afford."

Ysara nodded, then carefully set about removing Eiran's sodden clothes. The boy cooperated with sleepy compliance, raising his arms when instructed, stepping out of his small trews without complaint. She wrung out each garment and arranged them on a flat stone near the fire to dry. Sorin's plaid, still wrapped around the child's shoulders, was damp only at the edges.

"Thank ye," she said softly, glancing up at Sorin. "For keeping him above the water."

Something flashed in his eyes—a brief softening quickly shuttered away. "No child should suffer for the actions of those who came before."

The words stung with their implication, but Ysara forced herself to focus on Eiran, wrapping him more securely in the plaid. The silver brooch gleamed in the firelight, drawing her attention like a beacon. She recognized it, of course. The simple circle had belonged to Sorin's father, one of the few heirlooms he'd managed to keep after his clan's fall from grace. That he still carried it after all this time, after all that had happened...

Hope was a dangerous thing for a woman in her position. She knew better than to nurture it.

"I'll check the perimeter again," Sorin said, rising to his feet. "Set snares in case we need tae stay longer than dawn."

He disappeared through the low doorway without waiting for a response, leaving Ysara alone with Eiran by the small fire. The boy was fully awake now, watching the dancing flames with solemn fascination. She dug in the small pouch still tied at her waist—miraculously still dry—and pulled out a strip of dried venison. Eiran accepted it gratefully, gnawing on the tough meat with determined concentration.

"Hungry, ye are," she murmured, smoothing his damp hair. "We left in such a hurry, with no proper supper."

"Bad men
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