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Scottish Highlands

2056 AD

Scott Campbell rested his finger on the trigger of the L115A3. 

Watching. No, he’d give them a chance. 

He lifted the telescopic sight of the long range rifle and viewed his quarry from his vantage point above. His Militia silently settled into place behind him. The tips of the Scottish Highland mountains glowed orange as the setting sun dimmed his view of the bandit group—about a dozen of them—setting up camp below him amid the heather and gorse, sheltered by large grey boulders. This was an unfamiliar group of simply dressed, woollen-cloaked campers. Scott repressed a shiver as the mist settled amongst the mountains and the cold from the ground beneath him seeped through his clothes, chilling his skin. 

Still watching.

A scraggy-haired youth slipped saddlebags off the back of a mule and placed them next to the growing pile. An older man in torn jeans directed proceedings. A middle-aged woman lit a fire as a scrawny lass brought cooking pots and utensils from a packhorse. So far, the only stolen goods on this group of reprobates were not of the human kind. Not slavers then. Still he watched; he had to be certain. The people in his Community must be safe.

The soft murmurs of Scott’s crew settling-in surrounded him. This reconnaissance should be for nothing. At least it would give the youngsters with him some more experience. Experience never went astray. 

Guilt nagged at him, but he pushed it aside. He needed a break from the compound and this exercise was an excuse—the emotions at home were growing too intense.

He glanced up at the darkening peaks ahead. The world’s trauma had barely touched the Highlands. The cities hadn’t been so lucky. It had been a long time since he’d been in Glasgow. Man, that’d been a mess. He’d walked away, past looted buildings and crumbling infrastructure, never to return.

Scott had chosen to take the first watch. His eldest boy, Rory, joined him as others hunkered down for the night behind the rocky outcrop where they had perched. Rory was a quiet lad, and smart.

“So, tell me, if ye loved someone, and one day ye will.” Scott shifted his gaze from the rifle’s sight and now looked at his son. 

A smile tweaked at the corner of Rory’s mouth. 

“If ye had a chance to be with them again, once ye’d lost them, would ye?” Scott asked, then returned to watching through the sight.

Silence was Rory’s first response. Scott didn’t mind, he would get a considered answer eventually. One worth waiting for. He slid his glance back to the eldest of his twin sons.

“Now that depends on the means of acquiring the chance.” Rory’s deep red hair seemed brown in the fading light. “Would I do anything? Maybe. Would I risk danger to do so?” He pursed his lips and scratched his wispy beard. “I’d weigh up the risk against benefit. If I was sure I would see them again, and I couldn’t imagine life without them...” 

Good lad, wise enough to not give advice. A warmth settled in Scott’s chest as he turned his attention again to the camp below. The youths in the group were removing saddles and tack from the horses and mules and tying the animals to a line for the night. The young lads were rowdy and undisciplined. Scott gritted his teeth. He had to be sure these people were just one of the usual groups of desperates trying to survive in this world. Slavery was rife and nowhere was safe. Well, his Community was. And he was determined it would stay that way.

The quiet whisper of static followed by low-voiced conversation floated along to him. The lass in his Militia group on communication-duty, padded up the slope from her position with the portable radio, to their secluded shelf in the hillside, her brown buckskins and dusky-green homespun camouflaging her in the night.

“Sir, you’re wanted at the compound.” There was an urgency in her voice and a frown creased her brow as she dragged a rifle from her shoulder. 

“Verra well. I’ll go back.” Scott knew what the problem would be. “You stay here with the others, Rory. If ye and your brothers need to come, I’ll send a message for ye.”

Scott strode down to where they’d tethered the horses and leaped onto his Highland Mountain horse. Scott galloped his stallion to a lather along the trail. He seemed to fly through the Western Highland night, by lochs glistening in bright moonlight, with the silent mountains gleaming as they observed his journey by their feet. The electricity-generating windmills on the hill behind the compound glowed a dull white in the moonlight, spinning like crazy long-limbed ghosts. The sentry called as Scott approached the high walls of the compound and the sturdy iron gate slid open, revealing light spilling onto the main building’s courtyard. It had once been a farmyard but now the farmhouse, animal sheds, and other buildings formed part of the complex that was the Invercharing Community—and home.

Flinging his right leg over, Scott landed beside his stallion and patted the deep-brown neck, warm and smooth under his hand. He loved this animal and would miss him.

A long shadow approached from the doorway. The doctor was quiet; her mouth a straight-line matching those on her forehead. His heart missed a beat.

“Has she gone?” he asked.

“Not yet, but soon.” Her voice was soft and full of sympathy, as she would use for those who mourn.

He ran inside.

***
[image: ]


PRESENT DAY

The shard of metal protruded from the man’s eye. It had pierced cornea and lens, and now the clear fluid of aqueous humor trickled down his cheek.

“Please lie down on the trolley, Mr McNabb, and we’ll have a closer look at you.” Caitlin Murray directed the sheet metal worker to Bay Four in the emergency department of Edinburgh Royal Infirmary. 

The sheet metal worker who had not worn his protective eye-gear. It was her last shift before her annual leave, and it had been a killer. Only one more hour to go. 

Sound assaulted Caitlin on every side. The hum of professional conversation, the beeping of monitors, IV pumps and blood-pressure machines, and the emotion-packed voices of patients and their companions filled the air. With all the bays taken, patient-occupied trolleys now lined against the walls. As Caitlin went to fetch an ophthalmoscope and alert the intern to call an ophthalmologist, a bony hand grabbed her arm, digging in above her elbow, while the scent of stale urine wafted into her face.

“Nurse! Nurse!” The elderly woman had been there for hours; her daughter had left two hours previously. 

There was no available bed on the wards, so the elderly woman waited on a trolley. Caitlin had seen it before—a granny dump—an over-taxed carer in need of a break hoping for a hospital admission for her elderly relative. The old woman’s sunken eyes and flaccid skin, the signs of dehydration, told Caitlin the woman’s family was not coping.

“It’s okay, the ward will have a bed for you soon.” She patted the woman’s arm and then continued her journey to the equipment trolley. 

She passed the end of Bay Two where her team partner Jan had been working. She glanced in to see how she was going.

“But we’ve been here two hours already! And before that, we were in the waiting room for three.” The man in his late thirties spoke through gritted teeth, frustration boiled in his voice.

Throughout the busy day, one demand after another had prevented Jan from attending immediately to the man’s wife in Bay Two. Caitlin had tried to help her team partner and get to Bay Two herself but without success. Over the buzz of the ED, the man’s frustration was giving birth to aggression. Jan glanced at her, pleading in her expression as the man’s verbal output took on harsher tones.

‘Want help?’ Caitlin mouthed. 

Jan took a step away from the man and moved toward Caitlin, with an imperceptible nod. The man’s hands clenched into fists. 

Oh, how I hate calling a Code Grey and having to bring security in.

“Sir, I’m Caitlin. What’s your name?” She would try anything to deflect his simmering anger.

“Miles.” His voice was tight.

“Miles, I’m truly sorry you and your wife have had to wait for so long.” She kept her voice gentle and even. “It’s been a busy day, and we also find it concerning when we can’t get to everyone in the time frames we would like to.”

His fists, which had pressed into his sides, loosened their curl. 

“I understand your frustration; we feel it too. Your nurse, Jan, is ready now.” Caitlin turned to Jan. “I’ve got something to deal with and then I’ll give you a hand, Jan.” Caitlin paused and looked directly at Miles’ wife. “We’ll be with you soon, okay?” 

The woman was pale and dark lines curved under her eyes as she leaned back against the trolley’s pillow. She nodded, a slight flush beginning on her cheeks from her embarrassment at her husband’s behaviour. Caitlin felt for him; he was looking after his wife in a difficult situation.

***
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AT THE END OF THE SHIFT Caitlin shut her locker door, now dressed in civvies, and with her nurse scrubs in the Change Room laundry basket.

“You handled that well, Duchess.” Jan’s warm hand rested on Caitlin’s shoulder. 

Caitlin groaned inwardly. Jan meant no harm with the nickname which had stuck since they graduated over a year ago, but the twinge of guilt rose in her stomach as always. 

“So where are we going for drinks? Got to celebrate you gettin’ a place in the Master of Nursing program. We’ll make you a super ED nurse yet.” Jan turned to Milla. “You comin’ for a drink to double celebrate her success and freedom from here for a couple of weeks?” 

“No, I’m sorry I can’t.” The older woman grimaced. “We are meeting with our Financial Planner. Pension funds and all that. I’m thinking of retiring soon.”

“Jan, have you organised something without asking me?” Slight panic swirled in the back of Caitlin’s mind. 

She was about to let her friends down because of tonight’s family commitment. She took a breath, bracing herself for the inevitable scorn from Jan who constantly reminded her of all she benefitted from since she started living with her aunt and uncle. 

“If you have, I can’t do it,” she said. “It’s my uncle’s birthday and the family doo is tonight. After all they’ve done for me, I can’t miss it.”

Jan’s shoulders drooped. “Not even a quick drink?”

“No, you know what the traffic’s like. I need to leave now.”

Milla and Jan were quiet for a few moments, Jan’s shoulders sinking deeper.

“So where will you be holidaying?” Milla broke the uncomfortable silence. 

“I’m just staying at my uncle’s estate this year,” Caitlin replied. “Be nice to relax and ride.”

“Just going to The Estate. Only riding my horse this year. Not gallivanting around Europe. That’s so tiresome.” Jan put on a toffy accent and gave a false yawn. 

Caitlin shook her head. If only Jan knew of the loss leading to her so-called life of privilege since her aunt and uncle had taken her in. 

***
[image: ]


THE DRIVE TO HER UNCLE’S Scottish Lowland estate took the usual ninety minutes due to the traffic out of Edinburgh. Caitlin stopped at the shops in the small village right before the gatehouse to the estate. She walked past the supermarket, hardware and hunting goods store to the Post Office, where she bought a birthday card to go with the present for her Uncle Kieran. She smiled to herself as she thought of her gift for him. Once back in her car she drove the short distance before turning into the driveway next to the gatehouse and approached the main house. Her chest warmed at the sight of the large trees that dotted the neat green lawn edging the drive, which stretched its way toward the stately home. On either side of the two-storey grey-stone Georgian building, barley fields rippled like the wind on still water.

Caitlin called it a house; Jan would call it a mansion. A smile tugged her mouth. Whatever it was, it had become her home. She rented a flat in Edinburgh close to work, but this was where family lived, and that was her home. Her only family since her mother died. Uncle Kieran and Aunt May had kept a room for her, it was a comfortable place. They spoiled her, and she loved them for it. 

It was late in the day when she parked her two-door run-about at the front of the house. It looked a little shabby next to her cousins’ luxury class sedans. The setting sun angled beams of gold through the front doorway and large windows, illuminating the paintings hanging on the walls of the main entrance of this stately home. Scenes of Scottish lochs hung beside portraits of past lairds. A fan of Lochaber axes glinted next to a display of claymores mounted on the bare-stone wall. Caitlin walked around the back to the kitchen door. All her cousins would be there tonight, even though none now lived at home. Family gatherings were always a large event in this house. 

Caitlin entered the kitchen. The radio was on, as usual, and platters of food sat on the large kitchen table: cold meats, smoked salmon, antipasti, dips, and oat cakes. The smell of gourmet party-pies and vol-au-vents wafted from the oven. No-one was in sight. They would all be in the drawing-room already. As she left the kitchen, the news item on the radio caught her attention.

US stock markets tumble to an all-time low.

It was never a music station, always someone talking. Caitlin stepped down the corridor. The bronze statuette of a twelve-pointer stag sat on the marble hall table. 

So Scottish. 

Laughter floated through the open door down the hallway.

“Here she is!” Uncle Kieran’s deep voice greeted Caitlin as she entered the drawing room.

“Happy birthday Uncle Kieran.” Smiling she placed the wrapped present in his lap and returned his hug, his strong aftershave lingered in her nostrils.

“Ooh. Wonder what this is?” He unwrapped the present and laughed as he folded the paper and set it aside next to the rest of the folded, used wrapping paper.

They all laughed.

“Really cuz? A deerstalker?” Theresa’s deep blue eyes looked directly into hers. 

Theresa would be ready to give Caitlin the ‘appropriate gift’ speech once more. Caitlin had already decided she’d ignore her. 

What do you give someone who has everything, really has everything?

“Now, now, Theresa. Caitlin’s presents are always fun, aren’t they, darling?” Uncle Kieran gave Caitlin a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you. I love it. I shall wear it on next week’s shoot.” He placed it on the coffee table in front of him, beside the designer label watch and cologne, and the Fabergé egg.

“So, are you coming to Majorca with us, Caitlin?” The other deep voice belonged to her favourite cousin Martin. He pushed his long fringe out of his eyes as his intense, intelligent stare fixed on her.

“No, I’m staying here.” Caitlin craned her neck to look him in the eye. “Want to keep my riding skills up.” 

“Well, come say hello to your great-aunt and give me a hug.” The crisp voice came from a high-backed chair in the corner where Great Aunt Meredith sat. 

Caitlin stepped across the room and obediently hugged the elderly woman. Her bony frame seemed thinner, but the resemblance to her own mother remained. It brought a tightness to her chest as it did every time.

“So where is your boyfriend?” Aunt Meredith asked.

“She doesn’t have one.” Theresa supplied the information, as usual.

“And why not?” Aunt Meredith asked Caitlin. “A beautiful and intelligent young woman such as yourself should be well and truly married by now.” 

To Great-Aunt Meredith it was all so clear.

“Aunty, when I find the right man,” Caitlin said. “I promise you’ll be the first to know.”

“You are being too fussy, girl.” Aunty Meredith crossed her arms over her bosom.

“No. The guys my age are just boys,” Caitlin said.

“She wants a real man.” It was Theresa once more and her derision was at full pitch.

With her back to her cousin, Caitlin rolled her eyes. Aunty looked up as Caitlin stood over her.

“Well, they are, Aunty, and I’ll not settle for just anyone.” She hoped they all got it. This topic was becoming tedious—again.

“You’re not coming to Majorca,” Monica piped in, “but you’ll be getting your room redecorated, won’t you?” 

“Oh no,” Caitlin said. “It doesn’t need it.”

“Yes, it does! It’s been the same pink for three years.”

“But I like pink.” Caitlin’s stomach tightened. 

Arguing with her cousins was sometimes futile. They were so used to having the latest and the best. And by the best, it meant the most expensive designer label. Caitlin’s stomach knotted. She couldn’t justify what her cousins always thought was theirs by right. She’d stand her ground for as long as she could. 

“I don’t want a change to my room. But thank you anyway,” she said.

Caitlin walked over and gave Aunt May a peck on the cheek. She had watched her closely throughout this exchange. Aunt May understood. She was wealthy, but she had come from working-class roots. Caitlin loved her family, but sometimes, like now, the cringe-o-meter was off the scale.
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Caitlin swung her leg over her mare and landed lightly on the stable floor. The ride had been invigorating and the scent of horse comforting. Aunt May and Uncle Kieran had been tense over breakfast. She hadn’t heard the full story, but through the farewells to her great aunt and her cousins, she had sensed something about today’s stock market activity was making them nervous.

They always watched the stock market closely since floating their electronics business ten years ago. The company was now in Europe as well as the UK. Uncle Kieran had made his fortune since then. They were regarded as ‘new money’, but they didn’t seem to mind—this Scottish Lowland country estate and a flat in London, plus a personal wealth which they had never disclosed to Caitlin—but was substantial—was nothing to sneer at.

“Yoor uncle’s lookin’ for ye, miss.” Andy leaned over the stall door. “And we’ve taken on a summer hire to help me with the grounds for a wee bit. Giant of a man, ye will nae miss him.” Andy’s balding head shone in the morning light filtering through the stable’s high windows. 

“Very well,” she responded over her shoulder as she left the stable. 

It was good news as Andy was an excellent groundsman but getting older and needing the help to maintain the large estate.

As she strode to the kitchen door, her mobile buzzed in her jacket pocket. It was Jan.

Milla has lost her Pension Fund. Jan texted.

What? How?

The Stock Market crashed. Haven’t you heard? Jan replied.

No.

People are losing money. Jan text. Ask your uncle. 

Okay.

Caitlin ran upstairs to her uncle’s study. The noise of the television came through the closed door—it was turned up loud. Aunt May glanced at her as she entered.

“Something terrible is happening.” Aunt May returned her attention to the news.

‘Stock Markets fall world wide. DOW, FTSE 100, S&P 500, Nasdaq, Hang Seng all down 55 percent since opening today.’ The BBC Television News ticker made its way across the bottom of the huge television screen on the wall of the study.

Uncle Kieran stared at the television, one arm across his chest as he stood, the index finger of his other hand tapped his upper lip and his brow furrowed. Something he always did when deep in thought. The main news item reported in-depth the current stock market crash and the resulting fall-out. 

The tension in the room hung like a fog between its occupants. Aunt May, who usually never stood still, sat down heavily on the Georgian sofa and made a call on her mobile phone. Uncle Kieran rushed to his mahogany desk and opened his computer. Caitlin stood behind him and peered over his shoulder.

“I can move stock electronically,” Uncle Kieran muttered to himself. 

Caitlin guessed he was trying to prevent further losses. Her bottom lip pinched as she chewed it. She had grown used to the lifestyle she had with them, and quite enjoyed it, so different from her financially tight existence with Mum. But Uncle Kieran’s wealth had not come easily. They had both worked hard and she admired their work ethic.

“Are you okay, Uncle?”

“Oh, we’ll ride it out.” Uncle Kieran sounded optimistic.

“If we do, we’ll be the only ones!” Aunt May said. 

She always seemed to have a greater understanding of the vagaries of the stock market and Caitlin found herself inclined to pay more attention to her aunt’s comments.

“You’ll be alright even if you lose a chunk, won’t you?” Caitlin asked.

Aunt May glared at her. “The market has lost over half its value. Our net worth has dropped by at least thirty percent.”

“We’ll be alright, darling.” Uncle Kieran’s fingers clicked over his computer keyboard.

“My friend has lost her pension.” Caitlin stepped from Uncle Kieran at his desk and sat beside Aunt May.

“She’s not the only one. And there’s a run on the banks.” Aunt May pointed to the television.

The live feed showed queues outside banks, people wanting to withdraw their money before the closure of banks lost it all. 

“We still have the cash in the safe, don’t we?” Aunt May asked. 

Uncle Kieran nodded and pursed his lips, but his eyes stayed on his computer screen. 

“How much exactly?” Aunt May asked.

She rarely discussed their finances in front of Caitlin. Caitlin’s stomach twisted.

“Maybe twenty,” Uncle Kieran answered.

Caitlin assumed he meant thousands.

“Is it as bad as last time, Uncle?” she asked.

“Hmm. Just a wee bit worse. It depends on how quickly it bounces back.” Distracted by his share reshuffle, Uncle Kieran didn’t elaborate further.

“People lost their jobs and homes last time,” Caitlin said. She couldn’t keep the question or the concern out of her tone.

“Aye, it may well happen again, Caitlin,” Uncle said. “People seem to be exceptionally nervous about this one. Too many got hurt in 2008.”

“What about your business?”

“It’s alright at the moment, but if the companies that buy from us fold, or can’t afford my electronics then...” Uncle’s lips screwed to one side.

At least hospitals were secure. You always needed nurses, right? She’d be okay job-wise but what about Uni? Her phone buzzed in her jacket again. Caitlin slipped out of the room, they didn’t notice her go; Aunt May’s focus was on the television reports and Uncle Kieran stared at his computer screen.

Caitlin walked down the hall, the atmosphere of stress and mild panic she had sensed on entering the room remained with her.

This is really serious. 

She passed works of art—some by famous artists—ceramics, bronze sculptures, and other collectibles, as she always did. But she wasn’t admiring them today. Her mobile buzzed again.

My father’s work has laid him off already. It was Jan once more. He’s checking he still has a pension. 

Poor Jan, she still lived at home with her parents.

So soon? Caitlin text back.

Yep. It sounds like he’s not the only one. Jan replied.

Sorry. 

After a pause, Jan text. Will have to get more shifts at work.

Yep. 

What else could she say? Jan would think that she, The Duchess, would be okay because of her Uncle Kieran’s wealth. But this crash would diminish even that.

Caitlin stayed in her room for most of the day. She ventured downstairs a couple of times, but everyone was glued to the television, so she went back to her room, snuggled into her cushions on the four-poster bed, and continued reading for her university post graduate studies, trying to distract herself. She had little savings in her own bank account, having paid her own way through university and had only worked a little over a year as a nurse. She had gone to university to study nursing straight from school and her Mum, being a single parent, had little to spare and her inheritance had been small. 

More text messages from Jan interrupted her reading. Other friends had lost shares and the rush on banks had caused some to close their doors only to announce by the end of the day that they had closed permanently. Two of ‘the big four’ banks had folded, including Caitlin’s. Wow, all her meagre savings gone in an instant! Other banks called mortgages in. Caitlin went downstairs to tell her aunt and uncle.

They were eating their dinner in front of the television news in the study. They never ate dinner out of the dining room.

“There’s rioting in London.” Aunt May abandoned her meal and placed the plate precariously on the edge of the Chippendale coffee table. It threatened to tumble onto the Chinese silk rug.

The television showed footage of a mob smashing the glass doors of a bank, shoving past security guards, and dragging staff out onto the street. Other clips showed people exiting broken shop windows with as many goods as they could carry. Crowds ran and the riot police were manoeuvring into position. Uncle Kieran picked up the remote and turned over to the Scottish news.

“Glasgow too!” Uncle Kieran’s voice held a shocked tone Caitlin had only heard once before when she told him of his sister’s death. The day her mother died. 
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Caitlin spent the evening watching the unfolding of events on the television with her aunt and uncle. It felt so far away, even Glasgow’s troubles.

Unbelievable. 

When she finally went to bed, disturbed sleep was all she had. She woke several times to stare at the dark canopy lining of her four-poster bed. Morning came, and she went down to breakfast. What would be next? Her eyes were gritty after spending the night contemplating a future without any money apart from her income from her job, which meant no backup savings and life would be harder. How would she pay university fees? She wouldn’t presume on her aunt and uncle.

The backdoor closed with a bang and Andy staggered into the breakfast room.

“Andy? You look as white as a sheet, man. What’s wrong?” Uncle Kieran’s teacup was mid-way between the saucer and his mouth.

“Och, I’ve just been getting some groceries at the wee village.” His Highland accent lilted through his amazement. “There’s a mob o’ strangers smashin’ things. Must be from the city for I dinnae ken anybody.” Andy’s eyes were wide as he shook his head.

Uncle Kieran’s teacup remained motionless for only a moment longer. “I’m going to check a few things. Won’t be long, darling.” He gave Aunt May a brief kiss on the forehead and left with Andy.

Aunt May’s butter knife clattered on her plate. Caitlin jumped as she turned to her aunt who had already risen from the table.

“Go check every window along the front of the house is locked. The housekeeper and I will do the back and sides.” Aunt May said over her shoulder as she strode through the kitchen. “And close the wooden shutters!”​

Caitlin strode through the rooms on the lower floor checking and locking each Georgian sash window and closing those with shutters. From her position in her bedroom on the second floor, Caitlin could see right down to the gatehouse. If she stood at an angle to the left of her window, the far end of the main street of the village came into view. As she stared at the smoke and movement in the distance, her neck prickled and the hair on her scalp rose.

A hand covered her mouth, stifling her gasp, and a muscled arm came around her, pinning her arms to her sides.

“Please dinnae scream... I mean ye nae harm... I am here to take ye to safety.” A deep gravelly voice whispered into her ear with a broad Highland accent.

Caitlin stiffened and grunted behind the man’s hand. Her heart pounded as she took in her predicament. 

“Now please just hear me oot! I seriously mean ye nae harm.” The man’s voice became more intense as she struggled. His masculine scent surrounded her as strongly as did his arms. “Ye are, or will be, in danger soon if I dinnae get you oot o’ here, Caitlin.” 

How did he know her name? And he spoke like he knew her, his tone one of familiarity.

Stay calm Caitlin, think! 

Her room was so far away from anyone else’s in this big house, screaming was not an option. She needed time to plan an escape—she’d talk him around. She had dealt with aggressive people at work and staying calm to dispel any violent behaviour was her usual plan of action. Her training kicked in. She slowed her breathing and let her shoulders relax. He released his hold on her.

She turned and stood with her back to the window. He was tall, with dark-blond hair and a neat beard, and blue eyes typical of Highland families. His broad shoulders and muscled arms filled a shirt that stretched over his well-formed torso. His size and army-type attire were incongruous against the backdrop of her pink lace-curtained four-poster bed covered in frilly scatter cushions. Was he the summer hire Andy had mentioned? Why had he snuck up on her? Her muscles tensed, and a shiver of fear began at the base of her skull. She was no match for him in physical strength. 

Time to talk!

“How do you know my name?” Despite trying to stay calm, her voice quavered.

“Caitlin Murray, ye would be surprised how much I actually ken about yoo, lass.” He smiled. “My name’s Scott. Your Uncle Kieran hired me to work here for the summer. Andy told ye aboot me, aye?” 

He moved to stand in front of her bedroom door, effectively barring her exit. No staff had ever behaved toward her like this—cornering her. Her eyes flicked to the bedside table. With the internal phone by her bed, she’d call the phone in the kitchen. Aunt May might be there. His eyes narrowed slightly as he followed her glance.

“Your family is losing millions and the average person their wealth.” His gaze returned to her. “Although most of them are losing everything—investments, superannuation, their life savings, their homes, which will be seized by the banks. The economy is in decline. People will lose their jobs. Your family, on the other hand, and all the similarly wealthy, will ride out this storm and survive it. This will nae please the average ‘Jock in the street’ and life for the wealthy is about to become dangerous.”

It seemed a weird time to be giving a running commentary on current events. She stood straighter and clenched her sweaty palms into fists. How does this crazy know Uncle Kieran is worth millions? So, he was going to abduct her, was that it? For ransom? A plan formed. Distract him with questions, take him off guard, make her move.

“You mean ‘the peasants are revolting’?” she asked.

“Aye, I ken ye know your history. Dinnae joke about revolutions. Some of the rich will recover and the poor will become poorer. The United Kingdom, Europe and eventually the globe will sink into disarray and chaos after this economic crisis.” His deep voice rumbled in steady, measured tones and his stare was intense.

“The world economy has crashed before. It recovered. It will do the same this time.” Caitlin swallowed and inhaled deeply as she flicked her long blond hair behind her shoulder. She continued her direct gaze, trying to ignore her thudding pulse.

“No. It does nae.” He crossed his arms over his chest, making him look even larger. “The rich people of the world have been ignoring the past for far too long. It will now catch up with them.” His shoulders rose as he drew in a breath. “People will die. Cities will be torn apart. The world will never be the same. There’s going to be food shortages, disease, wars!” He flung his hands around him expansively as if trying to explain the unexplainable. “That’s why I am here for you Cait, to keep you safe while the world goes crazy. I have my vehicle packed but we need to go the noo’, before they come to ransack the place.” He moved toward her.   

He called her Cait. Only her mother ever called her Cait. Her thumping heart came into her throat for a moment. She took another breath to steady herself. 

“We are off the road here,” she said. “And we can lock the gate and doors.”

This halted his advance.

“Ye really think that will keep that mob out? Caitlin, they’re all fired up and comin’ here. I need to get ye out of here. Now!” 

The room faded out briefly and as the floor began to shift, Caitlin reached for a post of her bed. She quickly refocussed, and the room ceased its slow tilt. He spoke like it was inevitable. In any other situation, he would come across as intelligent and articulate—normal— apart from his theories of the present crisis. She’d continue with her plan—talk and distract. 

“I can’t go with you.” She shook her head.

“Well, ye have no choice.” He crossed his arms as the fingers of his right hand tapped his left bicep. Tilting his head, in a way only a Scotsman can, his tone was persuasive. “Please come with me willingly. It’s for to keep you safe lass. Och! You’re so young here! Ye dinnae ken anything. Just have a wee look oot the window. The mob’s on its way here!”

Caitlin blinked, not wanting to take her eyes off the man but the conviction in his voice compelled her. She turned side-on, viewing out of the window and keeping an eye on him. At the far end of the long driveway there was movement. A group of men had come through the open gate and were trekking up the driveway to the house. As she turned fully to the window to gain a better view, her pulse seemed to miss a beat. The mob carrying cricket bats and iron poles parted from behind as it made an avenue of honour for a car, its occupants waving guns and knives.

A warm rough hand grabbed hers. She flinched away from the man as she turned.

“Caitlin, ye must come with me now. We’ll go out the back way, aye?” He raised his brows and intense blue eyes engaged with hers. 

She didn’t want to go with this stranger, a stranger who acted so familiar with her. Yet danger marched up the driveway. He claimed to be the summer hire. That meant Uncle Kieran and Andy trusted him. Aunty...Uncle Kieran! They were out there! Her leg muscles tensed as her hand came to her mouth.

“What about Aunty—” Caitlin began.

“Now, Caitlin!” His voice was firm as his grip encircled her upper arm. 

He dragged her out of her bedroom and down the passageway. Passing the hall table on the right, she grabbed the bronze statuette of a Highland Mountain horse. So intent on their flight, he didn’t turn as she feigned a stumble. Swiftly she raised the small, heavy object and let the weight of it crack onto the back of his skull.

He halted mid-stride, his grip loosened as his hand flew to the back of his head and his whole body flinched in pain. She glanced at his face for a nanosecond as she ran down the corridor and headed for the kitchen. His expression was one of shock and surprise as he crashed to his knees.

Chaotic voices became louder as she approached the entrance hallway on the way to the kitchen. Clanking metal and the thudding of sturdy wooden furniture on the oak floor greeted her as she turned the corner, her flight bringing her right into the centre of the mob. The men with cricket bats stood around the lobby table, which they had dragged over to the wall displaying the armaments. Two men dressed in jeans and T-shirts were ripping claymores from the wall. A younger guy with a shaved head jumped down to the floor and brandished the sword, waving it around as if he knew what he was doing.

“Well, hello!” Hands grabbed her upper arms. 

A man either side of her jerked her backward, forcing her toward the dining room. Her heels dragged along the carpet. 

“Let’s see what’s under all this posh clothing, eh?” The one on the left sneered into her face.

Caitlin’s heart pounded. She let out the scream she’d been holding in. Her breath now came in short, sharp pants. They flung her on the dining room floor. She rolled over, regaining her footing and took in a deep breath, preparing for another scream. The Turkish rug loomed bright red before her eyes as she pushed up with her hands to stand. Rough hands grabbed at her jeans, pulling her T-shirt up from behind. 

A grunt sounded from the doorway. The hands ripping at her clothes fumbled. Then the man fell beside her. Blood dripping from his mouth. Eyes staring.

Caitlin spun around. Scott stood behind her holding high a bloodied claymore. He lowered it onto the man in the doorway who was rising from a fall. The man’s shoulder buckled with the force of Scott’s blow. He fell to the ground and didn’t rise.

“Caitlin.” Scott’s expression was severe. “Will ye come with me now?” His chest rose and fell rapidly with his exertion. “We are running’ out o’ time, lass.”

Caitlin opened her mouth to answer as Scott reached out and grabbed her arm in a firm warm grip.

“Stay behind me,” he ordered as he led her through the dining room and to the back of the house, to the old servant’s stairs unused for years. 

“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” With a shaking hand, she pulled her T-shirt down to cover herself.

“Certainly do.” His voice was gruff as he faced ahead, intent on their escape. He strode with purpose, like he knew where he was going.

Once down the stairs they reached a door Caitlin had never seen before. A hot ring of pain burned around her upper arm where Scott held it in a vice-like grip. If he let go, she would make a run for it. But he held her firm as though he read her thoughts.

“What about Uncle and Aunty?” Her voice sounded ragged, even to her own ears.

“My only concern is you, Caitlin,” he said.

“Let me go. Now! You’re hurting me.”

“Dinnae run away on me, lass!” he spoke firmly.

He shouldered the door, and it flew open. Dust particles rose in the air and mould hit her nostrils. She squinted at the bright day outside. Sounds of the mob filtered through from the front of the house.

Loud. Angry. A cold sensation in her chest fought with her heart trying to escape it. Now this tall stranger was dragging her to his vehicle. Those thugs were plundering the house, just as they had almost plundered her. For the moment Scott seemed the safest option. Reluctantly she let him tug her to his four-wheel drive vehicle as he threw the sword aside. Caitlin landed heavily in the front passenger seat as he pushed her inside. 

“But Aunty and Uncle!” She yelled up at him.

“Put your seat belt on.” He slammed the door, ignoring her pleas for her family’s safety.

The lock clicked shut. He ran around the front of the vehicle to the driver’s side. The door clicked unlocked for the few moments it took for him to jump in. Then it clicked locked again.

So, he doesn’t trust me.

“Keep your head down.” He started the engine and skidded past the back of the house, making his way to the far driveway to avoid a head-on confrontation with the mob.
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The back driveway came out onto the main road which led into town one way and to the north the other. Scott turned north.

“So where are you taking me?” Caitlin asked.

“Somewhere safe, Cait. Don’t worry.”

The vehicle jerked to a halt as the seat belt dug into her neck and burned. Across the road leading north two cars were alight. In front of these a group of men with metal poles—broken signposts most likely—stood as a further barricade. Scott cursed under his breath as he skidded the car around and headed into the village. 

Ahead, rubbish littered the street, and the breeze picked up a long sheet of plastic wrapping blowing around the feet of distressed shop owners, their hands hanging by their sides as they stood in front of their businesses. Glass covered the footpaths and road. Apart from the stunned locals, the street was empty, with no sign of the mob. Scott drove cautiously through the rubble, the tyres crunching over the broken glass.

Following the road through the village, they approached the gatehouse to the estate. Caitlin’s breath caught in her throat as she looked along the driveway. The mob still massed at the front of the house and some men moved along smashing the lower floor windows. Others were dragging out the furniture and paintings. 

“There’s Andy!” she yelled. “We’ve got to help him.” 

Scott ignored her. 

She tried the car door. Still locked. 

“We have to help him. Uncle Kieran’s probably with him!” she screeched, frantically shaking at the door catch. 

Caitlin’s heart pounded. Her head swam.

Uncle! Aunty!

Scott accelerated past the end of the driveway. She yelled with all her might as a large man swung his fist toward Andy’s head, using full force to land the blow. She let out a strangled cry as Andy crumpled to the ground.

“No! Go back! We’ve got to help them!” Her empty lungs burned with their struggle for air.

She punched out at his arm trying to hit his face, but he was out of reach. Scott drove on, raising his arm to block her futile blows. It was like punching a concrete wall. Her knuckles crunched as pain shot up her arm.

“Scott!” Her voice was hoarse now as she pleaded with him. “Let me out. We have to help them.”

“Quiet!” His shout was deafening. 

Caitlin flinched. He scowled at her and continued to drive, glancing constantly at the rear-view and side mirrors. His breathing came loudly through his nostrils, matching her own ragged breaths. A silence settled in the vehicle’s cabin, its engine the only sound as Scott read the road signs. This man was hard-hearted or a psycho. What had she got herself into?

“You’ve let them die,” she said.

“No, I have nae.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I ken, that’s all.” 

Caitlin glanced back trying to get a glimpse of the house. Now in the distance smoke rose from the stables. 

“Bonny! My mare!” she cried.

What if she’s caught in the fire? What if they stole her? Or killed her! Caitlin’s throat tightened. But it was more from seeing Andy slump to the ground.

She would never forget it.

Never. And the fact that this man would not go back! 

“Caitlin lass, we cannae go back.” Scott’s voice took on gentler tones. “It’s too dangerous. Your uncle and aunt survive. I dinnae ken for certain about that nice old man Andy.”

He drove on in silence.

How could he know that? The crazy-man-theory was looking more and more plausible. She glanced at the equipment in the back of the 4WD. It was boxes containing who knows what—camping gear and guns? She recognised gun covers from the shoots her uncle held at the estate in summer. Why did he need guns? Emotions swirled within her; chilling fear tempered by the subtle warmth of curiosity.

“How do you know?” Caitlin asked. “You can’t know —”

Scott’s raised index finger silenced her. “I’ll stop up ahead and we’ll talk. Give me your phone.” He held out his hand. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

“For what?” She took her mobile out of her jacket pocket and slammed it into his open palm.  “Oh, yes. Thank you for saving me from the bad men.” 

She repressed a shiver and tried to keep up the bravado. If she made him think she was compliant, she might be able to lull him into a false sense of security and then make a run for it. Another run for it. He drove until they came to a secluded wooded area off the road and then parked.

“I must explain it to you. But not all at once, for ye will have trouble accepting it. The reason I am here. You see... och how do I say this?” He ran the thumb of his left hand over his brow as he sucked air between his teeth. “I’ve been trying to think of a way to make it easy but there is nae one.” He lifted his head and looked her directly in the eye. “So Cait, I’ll just go right with the truth. I’m from the future and I’m here to protect you.” 

Caitlin blinked, and nothing came out of her mouth, no matter how much she wanted something to. 

“In the future,” he continued, “I know you. And you, young lady, are a great leader. You see, I need to keep you safe during this time, so you can do your job in the future and help the world get back on its feet.” He paused and blinked a few times as she held his gaze and took deep breaths. 

“You mean like Terminator? You’re not an android, are you? I knew the crackpot-theory was going to win in the end!” She grabbed for the door handle.

“Now Caitlin, give me a chance!” He restrained her with a firm grip, his massive hand encircling her right arm. “I’m no’ a robot.”

She looked at him with squinted eyes. “If you’re from the future where it’s a mess, how do you know what a terminator is?”

“You made sure people rescued books and made anyone who remembered a movie to write the story down,” he replied.

“Really?”

“Aye. Really.” He slowly nodded his head and his mouth became a thin line.

“How do you know me?” She kept her eyes narrowed.

“I know you well.” 

“No. That’s not what I asked. But you claim you know me well. Tell me something about myself. Prove it!” Caitlin glared at him.

“Ye have a dark mole,” he said, “on your upper inner thigh very close to—”

“Wait a minute!” Caitlin gulped. How the hell did he know that!

“I said I know you.” His voice rose to a defensive squeak.

“What else?” she asked.

“The cause of death recorded on your mother’s death certificate is not correct,” he said.

“How not correct?”

“The young doctor who completed the form wrote Sarcoidosis instead of Lymphoma,” he replied. “Sarcoidosis was the initial, but incorrect, diagnosis. Sarcoidosis mimics many diseases. The doctor had nae looked far enough into your mother’s history when she came to write the death certificate.”

“Now, you could have somehow got those records yourself and found that out!” A coldness began in the pit of Caitlin’s stomach. 

“And you refused an autopsy,” he continued his revelations. “They wanted to perform one because your mother had undergone surgery in the previous two weeks. But you said that ye knew what she died from, and ye wanted her buried untouched.” His Scottish accent lilted throughout his explanation.

No one else was in the room with her, the doctor, and her mother’s corpse when that conversation occurred four years ago. Only someone whom she herself had told would know this. 

And she had told no one.

Caitlin sat straighter, breathing deeply. His grip remained on her arm as she still held the doorhandle. He raised an eyebrow. 

“Are we good then?” he asked. “Can I proceed?” 

“I’m not totally convinced you’re not a crack-pot. And I really want to know how you know all this stuff about me.” She chewed her bottom lip. “What do you propose to do with me now?”

He sat back in the driver’s seat a little, having released his grip. Mirroring her, he now chewed his bottom lip and stared intensely.

“Okay.” He leaned forward on the steering wheel. “The plan is to take you somewhere safe to ride out the chaos which is erupting.” 

“What then? A couple of weeks hiding away and then you take me back to my family?” 

He shook his head. “Remember I said I’m from the future?” He hesitated. “Well, this anarchy and world-wide chaos will last for years.” He paused only slightly to acknowledge her exclamation of disbelief. “And my plan is,” he continued, “to take you to a secluded place in the Highlands and ride it out.”

“The Highlands! What’s in the Highlands?”

“Not much in the place I’m going to take ye, and that’s the point. Now, we should get movin’.” He looked her directly in the eye, ensuring he had her attention. “Please, Caitlin, will ye promise you will nae attempt to leave me? This is all for your safety. We will keep listening to the radio, and ye will see that today was just the beginning.” 

Caitlin returned his direct gaze but made no reply. In the present situation locked in a vehicle, escape was impossible. She settled down for the drive to the Highlands, determined she would find the means of escape once her circumstances changed. 

They journeyed for an hour or so without speaking. Caitlin tried to absorb everything he had told her.

“You say my aunt and uncle survived. Can you at least let them know where I am?” she asked. “Or just that I’m safe?”

“No, Caitlin. No one can know your location. It’s for your own safety.”

“Why the Highlands for heaven’s sake?” 

“I grew up there,” he smiled. “I know parts of it full well, ye ken. Have you ever been there? And I dinnae mean Inverness or Loch Ness and all the tourist places. Have ye been to the real Highlands?” Caitlin shook her head. “The Highlands of Scotland are wild and beautiful. Some parts are so remote ye can spend days there and never see another soul. Ye may as well be on another planet. It’s ideal for what we need.” 

Caitlin repressed a shiver. 

“Aye, it’s cold, and it’s windy,” Scott continued. “And it almost always rains, but I have equipment and warm clothing and stores to see us through till I can stock up a larder with game.”

“So, you’ve really thought this through?” Caitlin glanced again at the stores, camping gear and guns in the back of the 4WD. Like a Doomsday prepper would collect. “You sound like the conspiracy theorists in the USA. The ones who prepare for the end of the world by going out to the wilds and living ‘off-grid’.”

“Exactly.” He nodded. “That’s what we’re doing.”

“And you are trying to convince me you’re not mad. I’m having difficulty here!”     

He smiled and tilted his head slightly as though she was behaving exactly as he had expected. 
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Caitlin was deep in thought as they drove to the Highlands, contemplating everything Scott had said, plus the fact the vehicle held weapons. They drove past Stirling with the castle sitting on its rocky base to their right. At Perth, they took the road to Crieff, then Crianlarich through the Trossachs National Park. The countryside of vivid green flashed past, lush and verdant. Higher hills were turning purple with the heather coming into flower. Grey, pebbled burns and rivers flowed fast with brown brackish water through spectacular valleys with cloud-capped mountains on either side.

At Bridge of Orchy, Scott ordered her to stay in the car. He opened the door and got out, glancing at her as he locked it again. Her gaze followed him as he walked to the Inn and entered the reception area. After a moment he reappeared with a man following him. Scott pointed to the large aerial attached to the vehicle and spoke to the man. Caitlin wound the window down slightly. Both Scott and the hotelier spoke the Gaelic. Scott was fluent. Caitlin didn’t like to stare, so she watched him while he wasn’t looking, as he spoke to the hotelier. 

Scott was older than he first appeared, maybe in his mid-thirties. He had the tell-tale smile lines at the sides of his eyes. He appeared fit and healthy looking, well-muscled with broad shoulders and strong hands. And handsome. Not ‘pretty-boy’ manicured-handsome, but rough ‘lived-life’ manly-handsome. He was articulate and bilingual. He had an animated conversation with the hotelier and smiled often, such a contrast to the gruff, serious man who had dragged her from her home.

Once back in the car, Scott handed her a bottle of water and a bag of crisps. He drove in silent concentration, drinking his own bottled water. Caitlin watched the scenery flitting past, her vision in sensory overload. They drove through Rannoch Moor with lochs nestled beside the road and purple heather-covered moors stretching for miles either side. She wound the window down further; the air held the faint scent of heather in bloom, the freshness of clean mountain water and the warmth of a summer’s day. The warmth entered her being and momentarily settled some of the chill harbouring there. Green mountains rose behind the moor, but there was little traffic.

“Where are all the tourists?” she asked. “These roads are usually thick with them.”

“Aye, the tours have cancelled due to the troubles, and we’re a step ahead of those who eventually flee north.” Again, he spoke like it was fact—past-history.

Then the scenery changed. It was as if they had turned a corner and the world at once became larger. The mountains were steeper and higher with darker summits, and so close to the road. Caitlin craned her neck as she looked through the passenger side window. A white-grey cloud-filled sky obscured the craggy peaks of the mountains. Waterfalls cascaded over grey rock, pounding their way to earth; burns tore along the glen between the twin rows of imposing mountain peaks. A still loch, mirroring the cloud filled sky, sat to Caitlin’s left. She let out her breath. 

“Amazing, isn’t it? We are now in Glencoe.” His voice held respect.

Caitlin nodded but stayed silent. Scott turned off the main road to a track that led them closer into the mountain range to the north. They passed through the forest at the base of these mountains and turned into the hillside to a much narrower track. 

“Now we walk.” Scott stopped the vehicle.

“What about all of this?” Caitlin pointed her thumb over her shoulder to the equipment in the back of the vehicle.

“That we carry,” he said.

Scott placed a weighty backpack on Caitlin’s shoulders. He gave her two duffle bags to carry, one in each hand. They dragged her shoulders downward. What? He expected her to carry this heavy stuff? 

The track began by entering a small wood of Scots pine trees, with pale-orangey-brown trunks, almost skin coloured, and green pine needles iconic of the forests in Scotland. She looked at them with fresh eyes. Usually pretty, but now she memorised them as the eventual way to the road. She followed Scott through the copse, their feet crunched the pine needles, which carpeted the ground. Relief swelled within her and wearing good running shoes added to her resolve. The wind blew slightly, hissing through the pine branches, and wafting the distinctive scent into her face. 

While passing a bend on the path, Caitlin dumped the gear and made a run for it. Her heart pounded. It wasn’t only from exertion, but her adrenalin-fuelled desire to escape this possible mad-man. She glanced back before turning the bend. Scott was shaking off an over-stuffed rucksack. She ran hard. So hard her thigh muscles burned, and her knees trembled from the unaccustomed exertion. She ran for five solid minutes. She then turned and continued a brisk sideways walk, searching behind her. He’s fit and athletic. He’d be coming around the corner any moment, surely? 

No, not yet. 

Caitlin continued her flight. She pushed herself hard, endeavouring to put more space between herself and him. Her breath seared her throat. Her T-shirt stuck to her sweating back. 

Further along the grassy track, Caitlin’s heart pounded as she gasped for air. The damp sweat running down her back travelled parallel to the chill developing in her spine. Was she rid of him?  She flicked her head around. Still no Scott.

A movement flashed in her peripheral vision. Caitlin turned with a gasp as Scott lunged from the gorse at the side of the track. He tackled her to the ground. They landed on a patch of grass, surprisingly soft against her back. He was on top of her.

Straddling her. Pinning her down. He grabbed both of her wrists in one hand and held them above her head on the ground amongst her hair
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