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The wind blew across the open moor, cool and relentless, tugging at her jacket as Ivy Mitchell trudged along. The hills rolled out before her, a soft and endless green divided by low stone walls and peppered with the vibrant blooms of summer heather, while the air smelled of rain that hadn't fallen yet.

At the crest of a small knoll, she paused, taking it all in—the sweep of the hills, the muted light of an overcast sky, the open space—and for a moment, she felt something she hadn't experienced in a long time.

She felt close to heaven.

Not the heaven of sermons and hymns, not the bright, unreachable place painted in church windows as she’d known on Sundays with her grandparents, but the heaven she’d known otherwise as a child, barefoot in soybean fields under an endless stretch of sky in southern Indiana, the sun warm on her shoulders, the world vast and full of promise.

She felt now the same as she had then, that she was just a tiny little blip in a great big world, and that she was free to be who she was, or whatever she wanted. She’d only known that feeling while with her grandparents at their fourth-generation farm. At home with her thrice-divorced mother—who was as different from her salt-of-the-earth parents as corn was from cotton—Ivy knew little peace, and even less security. To this day, Ivy was forever grateful for how long it took her mother to find Husband No. 4, as that meant Ivy was dropped off at her grandparents’ farm every weekend while Daisy Mitchell was on the hunt. The saddest day ever was when her mother announced her intention to wed again, this time to Kurt Ledger—fittingly referred to as Junior, since everything about him was small, or lesser than: his brain, his ambition, his patience, and pretty much anything else that mattered. For several years before Daisy wed Junior, Ivy happily spent every weekend at the Four Corners Farm, showered with love and attention, with a sense of normalcy and constancy that she’d rarely known elsewhere.

Today, almost two decades later and thousands of miles away, Ivy had taken the train north on a whim, craving exactly this open space, the quiet in a world made turbulent once again. This would also be her last solitary hike in Scotland, as she was scheduled to board a plane in a few days and return home. Her boots crunched along the narrow trail winding up the hillside, the path marked only by a weathered wooden post that might have been standing for decades or even centuries,

She moved steadily upward, her hand drifting absently to her belly—one part of her recent turbulence. It was no longer small, though it could still be hidden under her jacket. The baby had grown enough that she’d had to purchase several pairs of elastic waist pants. She’d found a perfect pair of joggers, a good quality brand of organic cotton, and discovered that one size larger than her normal size four gave her plenty of room and comfort. 

Seven months along already. She wasn’t sure how the weeks and months had flown by so quickly. The doctor said everything looked good—healthy and normal. She should have felt reassured by that. 

She felt instead as if she was nine or ten again, and it was late Sunday afternoon and her mother was due to arrive at any moment to take her back home—to the chaos, the instability. 

She felt, on occasion, that same dread. Subsequently, sometimes, she caught herself feeling a quiet sort of relief that her grandparents weren’t here to see her like this—alone, unwed, and knocked up on the other side of the world. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t have wanted them here. God, she would have given anything for one more day with them. But Ivy couldn’t help feeling she had somehow faltered, been careless when she should have known better, that she had more of her mother in her than she would have ever hoped or imagined. For that, at least, she was grateful her grandparents had been spared the heartache of watching her stumble. They would have worried for her, and hurt for her. 

And yet...

"No baby is ever unwelcome," her grandmother had always said whenever whispers spread through their small town about another unmarried girl expecting.

Ivy certainly didn’t see her baby as a mistake. It was a life, and part of her life now. 

And yet, it brought with it another sort of chaos.

What now? was wondered just as often as, How am I going to do this?

She had come to Scotland almost a year ago, a final-year veterinary student on a study abroad program she hadn’t been able to pass up—a semester of coursework, rural outreach, and hands-on experience working with the great draft horses and hardy cattle—the Highland coos—she’d only read about previously. It was supposed to have been a brief detour. Four months, maybe six, and then back to the States to finish her clinical rotations, sit her boards, and start the long road toward her dream of becoming a veterinarian. 

Having found refuge at her grandparents’ farm in those dusty summers spent barefoot and sunburned, riding the backs of patient old plow horses, sneaking into the cool barns with a battered paperback and snacks in her pockets, Ivy had learned early that animals didn’t ask questions or take sides. They didn’t judge or use her as a pawn or weapon; they didn’t drink too much or shout down the walls in fits of rage. They were soft, gentle, welcoming, and exactly what Ivy had needed.

Becoming a veterinarian wasn’t only a dream. It was as inevitable as breathing.

Though her grandparents had left the Four Corners Farm to Ivy and not their daughter, Daisy—more chaos there— they had never meant for it to tie her down. They had always said she could have both: the farm and her dream. It was the farm, after all, that had made the dream possible. Without the inheritance they had left her, Ivy would never have been able to afford college, much less time studying abroad. 

She hadn’t simply abandoned it, hadn't left the farm to fall apart. Four Corners was in good hands. Her grandfather had built a team over the years—people he’d trusted, people Ivy now trusted, too. Hal Whitaker, the old farm manager, knew every field and fence line better than he knew his own children. Maria Sanchez handled the books and logistics with a sharp eye and a sharper tongue when necessary. Nate Jensen and Brett Chojnacki kept the machinery running and the crops rotating like clockwork. Even in her absence, the farm had been and would continue to be planted, harvested, and cared for just the same as it always had been.

It was still home. It always would be. But for now, it was a home waiting for her to find her way back.

And yet...for so long she’d put it off.

Nothing about Scotland had felt temporary since the moment she arrived. Not the craggy hills, not the serene misty mornings, not the friendly people or even the rousing town life. And not the guy with the crooked smile and charming accent who had shown Ivy her first taste of true attention, and what she thought was genuine affection.

It was genuine, she still believed; it simply hadn’t been the lasting kind.

Ivy picked her way carefully across a rocky patch, her boots scraping against stone.

She’d met David Newlands on her first Saturday night in Edinburgh. Despite the thrill of Scotland, she had been exhausted, overwhelmed, and more homesick than she’d expected to be. Some classmates had dragged her to a small pub tucked off a crooked side street, a place with creaking beams, a low fire, and a cover band playing American-made music.

She remembered fumbling her way from the crush at the bar, balancing two pints awkwardly, when someone had backed into her hard. She’d sloshed half the beer down a bar patron’s back.

Mortified, anxious, she’d looked up as the man had turned around, ready to apologize—and found herself staring into blue-green eyes and an uneven but electric smile.

David had plucked the half-empty glass from her hand, handed it back to the bartender, asking for another, and had quipped to Ivy, “First round’s on me then."

It had been that easy, that fast.

He had a way of laughing that made everything around him feel warmer, lighter. His voice was rich, his r’s rolling just enough to curl against the ear, and he had an effortless knack for drawing Ivy out of her shell without making her feel small for needing the coaxing.

By the end of the night, they had traded numbers, shared a cab, and had made plans to meet up again the next day.

And the day after that. And the one after that.

Coffee dates, wandering through secondhand bookstores, ferry rides out to craggy shores where the sea foam slapped against the rocks. A week later, Ivy wasn’t thinking about the semester but about David. He was magnetic, clever, teasing, and just reckless enough to make her feel young and alive and bold in ways she hadn’t dared before.

They had kissed for the first time on the North Bridge, the wind tearing at their jackets, the city lights spilling below them in a haze of gold and stone. David had cupped her face in his hands and said, with the kind of certainty Ivy had always craved, "You are wildfire, Ivy Mitchell. Scotland's lucky to know you."

It had been exactly what she needed to hear. Maybe exactly what she had been waiting her whole life to hear.

A wry smile tugged at her mouth now, as she trudged onward.

The dream she’d begun to imagine with David had ended the moment she told him about the baby.

He hadn’t been cruel; he’d been shocked. There was some—wisely cut-off—attempt to blame her for the unexpected pregnancy, though that had been panic speaking, she still allowed. 

He hadn’t shouted or stormed out. He had simply gone still.

Shock, then reason.

"It’s not the right time,” he’d said, as if they were considering getting a pet or rescheduling a flight. "I have...other plans... so much ahead of me. We both do,” he’d been quick to qualify.

A few weeks later, he’d accepted a job offer in London. He hadn’t asked her to go with him. 

After many long nights, crying lonely tears, Ivy had exchanged a handshake and an impersonal last kiss with David before he’d left. A neat, civilized end. David had already moved on, she’d felt, had probably begun to do so on the very day she’d told him she was carrying his child.

She didn’t hate him. She was only sad that he’d not lived up to the promise of what she thought he was, and that they hadn’t either.

He wanted a life that didn’t include her, maybe never had in terms of longevity as she’d dreamed. She wanted a life he wasn’t willing to make room for. She absolutely didn’t want to be with someone who didn’t want to be with her.

She thought about him, here and there, since then—what ifs and maybe one day—but not with any true sadness. More often, she thought, Oh my God, I’m going to have a baby.

Her boots scuffed to a halt at a rise in the trail. The ground leveled out into a wide, open moor. In the distance, the hills rose higher, gray-blue and mist-laced against the pale spring sky. Somewhere beyond them, the true Highlands stretched wild and unreachable.

Her hand drifted again to her belly, smoothing gently over the small, solid curve.

A now-familiar sense of unease swept over her, wondering if she were strong enough, sensible enough, mature enough, to raise a child by herself. She would find out, she imagined. This was her last weekend in Scotland. She had a flight scheduled for Monday evening to return home. It was time to get on with her life at Four Corners Farm. She would miss Scotland but wanted now to be surrounded by the familiar, by people she knew and who cared for her, by her own things and in her own place. 

The wind picked up again, sharper, threading through the thin layers of her jacket. It carried with it a scent she couldn’t quite place, something that reminded her of rain, but oddly seemed more ancient.

Ivy frowned, glancing around. She shifted her weight, unsettled by the way the land seemed to blur at the edges. The air had gone still, seemed suddenly heavy. A prickle of unease climbed the back of her neck, but now it hadn’t anything to do with her anxiety over becoming a single mother. Maybe she was just tired. Maybe the weight of everything—school, the pregnancy, the thought of leaving Scotland and any hope of David changing his mind—was finally catching up to her.

She turned to start back down the trail.

The mist thickened without warning, rolling in low and fast, rose up so quickly that Ivy frowned at it, confused. It curled against her skin, clammy and cold, and for a second Ivy could barely see the trail under her boots. She paused, waiting for the fog to lift — but instead, the ground shifted beneath her. She froze but knew she hadn’t slipped or mis-stepped. The land itself tilted subtly, feeling strangely as if the earth had just drawn a breath.

Ivy staggered, lifting her arms to steady herself, and held her breath, puzzled, as she glanced behind her. The trail she'd been following, the narrow ribbon winding between the low stone walls, was gone.

Her stomach gave a slow, sick twist.

The hills were still there, but rougher now, and the stone walls appeared broken and scattered. The grass was longer, thicker, and wild. Farther down, the line of trees looked different, older, thicker, and more plentiful. The air smelled different too, sharp and raw. 

Somewhere beyond the nearest rise, a noise broke through the mist. It was distinct, harsh—an unmistakable metallic clash, like metal striking metal, followed by a ragged surge of voices raised in something that sounded closer to anger than conversation.

Ivy went still, straining to listen.

Another clang of metal rang out, closer this time, and another burst of rough voices reached her. The ground vibrated faintly beneath her feet. Ivy took a slow step back, her heart hammering, every instinct screaming at her to run, that something was... so not right.

***
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The smoke was still thick in the clearing, hanging low where the trees opened up just enough to let the sun spill through in pale streaks. One of the English wagons had burned hot—its oil casks or pitch stores catching flame—and what was left of it lay in a scorched heap of blackened wheels and snapped axles. Ash clung to everything: the grass, the brush, the folds of plaid wrapped around the Highlanders who had done the damage.

The ground was a churn of hooves, broken crates, and blood—English and Scots alike. A pair of bodies lay near the tree line, blood covering unmoving chests. Another had been dragged toward the ridge where a makeshift triage had begun to take shape. Someone groaned behind the wreckage of a cart, but the sound was weak and growing fainter.

Alaric MacKinlay knelt with one hand braced on his thigh and stared down at the lifeless eyes of a MacKinlay lad, Onlay, whose mother was Alaric’s cousin. He closed the lad’s eyes and rose to his feet, rolling his shoulders to ease the tension, and had to force himself to unclench his teeth, disheartened by the number of MacKinlay casualties in a strike that should have caused them no harm. 

He turned just as his captain came striding across the ruined path.

“Too long we’re standing still,” said Mathar MacCraith, spitting to one side. His voice was rough, wind-chapped from years of shouting over the clatter of battle and storms. “Ye ken the bastards that ran willna regroup?”

“They might,” Alaric said. His tone didn’t shift. “But we’ve lost too much blood already. I willna kill my wounded dragging them half-alive through the forest just to ease yer worry.”

“They’ll nae live long if they’re caught still breathing when the next wave rides through.” Mathar’s jaw tightened. “We need to push hard now, ride ʼem down, and leave nae one to bring word back to Stirling.”

Alaric looked past him, toward the ridge where Calum was trying to keep a man’s chest bound with his own belt, and Duncan sat white-faced and grim while someone stitched a long cut along his thigh.

“We hold the edge,” Alaric said quietly, “and will move when all are ready.”

Mathar exhaled sharply through his nose. “If they circle back, then we—”

“Then we’ll bleed where we stand,” Alaric said, turning from him. “Nae running like frightened stags.”

He didn’t raise his voice. He never did. When he spoke, men listened—not because he shouted loudest, but because he didn’t waste breath on bluff or panic. His words were unflinchingly decisive.

They’d been at this since autumn—raiding patrols, upending wagon trains, slipping into English-held towns in the dark to cut a single tether and scatter the beasts. It wasn’t glory they were after. Alaric had no taste for banners or speeches. They were a blunt edge in the king’s war—a disruption. A wound that wouldn’t stop bleeding.

Not all Scots were resisting anymore. Many had bent the knee when Edward's last truce passed. The Bruce was fighting still, but his name was spoken quietly, like a prayer or a threat, depending on who was listening. Alaric and his men had never stopped. They didn’t need declarations and they didn’t want a truce. The war hadn’t ended for them, not when the English still marched their roads and fed their fires on Highland wood.

“We give the wounded an hour,” Alaric said. “Those who can walk, walk. Those who can ride, ride.”

Mathar gave a tight nod, his mouth still thin with disapproval, but he didn’t argue further. The man was fierce, loyal, and twice as stubborn as most. He didn’t ever hide any dissent, but he always followed orders.

Alaric rubbed the back of his neck, the grit of ash and dried sweat crusted beneath his fingers. He didn’t like the feel of the place—too quiet now, the birds not yet daring to sing again. The English had fled south, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t come back with twice the number.

They had maybe an hour before that risk sharpened.

Maybe less.

A quarter hour later, Alaric crouched beside the makeshift litter where young Ruaidhrí lay half-conscious, pale and sweating, the shaft of an arrow protruding just below his ribs. The boy’s tunic was soaked through with blood, and his breath came in short, wet gasps. Nearby, a knife and several lengths of boiled linen had been laid out on a flat stone, along with a thick iron rod being slowly heated over the embers of a burned-out cart.

“Keep his shoulders down,” said Tàmhas, their barber-surgeon, already peeling back the bloodied fabric. “He’s a wiry one, and this’ll make him thrash like a fish on the line.”

Alaric didn’t answer. He planted his knee firm beside the boy’s hip and set both hands across his chest, gripping hard across the collarbones.

Ruaidhrí’s eyes fluttered open, wide and dazed. “I’m nae ready for dying,” he whispered hoarsely.

“Ye’re nae dying,” Alaric said, not unkindly. “Ye’re being patched. Hold still, or ye’ll give the man more work than he wants.”

Tàmhas grunted, already slipping the small curved blade beneath the edge of the arrowhead, feeling for resistance. The tip had lodged shallow, but it had torn something—muscle, maybe an organ. The blood was dark. 

The boy let out a broken cry as Tàmhas worked the arrow free, his body jerking beneath Alaric’s hands.

“Hold him,” Tàmhas barked. “Ye let go now and he’ll tear himself open from the inside.”

“Aye and am I nae?” Alaric muttered, tightening his grip. Ruaidhrí’s heartbeat thudded beneath his palms like a panicked bird. Sweat beaded on the boy’s brow, and he made a strangled sound when Tàmhas pressed a cloth into the wound, then reached for the iron.

The stink of burning flesh hit fast. Ruaidhrí screamed once, high and raw, then went limp.

Tàmhas nodded once. “Guid. He’s out. That’ll save us both some misery.”

A moment later, Alaric stepped back, scrubbing a forearm across his mouth. The heat from the iron still hung in the air, mingled with the sourness of fear and blood. He handed Tàmhas the fresh bandages without a word, then turned to scan the edge of the trees again.

Movement caught his eye—just a flicker, something low and tight to the ground. His first thought was a wounded man, dragging himself for cover. But it wasn’t.

Half-shadowed behind a spruce at the edge of the clearing, a pair of wide, stricken eyes met his. Not the red-rimmed eyes of pain or fury. Not the hard, narrowed gaze of an enemy.

These were strange. Clear, but panicked. Eyes that didn’t belong here at all.

They blinked. Froze. Then vanished behind the tree.

With deceptive nonchalance, Alaric let his gaze wander away from the spot. He reached for the rag tucked through his belt and began wiping his hands, his posture unchanged, his eyes flicking across the camp as if nothing had caught his attention at all. He waited until he’d made an internal count of ten before he moved, passing behind a half-toppled wagon, where one of the older men sat being stitched with blood-darkened thread. The man’s knuckles were white on the water skin beside him, his eyes were pinched closed tightly, and he maintained a rigid wince, but made no sound.

Taking a long route across the edge of the wreckage, Alaric circled slowly toward the trees, allowing the battle scene to fall behind him. His bloodied boots found a quiet path between roots and brush as he stepped into the tree line. He moved carefully, not slow, but quiet—hunting not like a predator, but like a man who had hunted long enough to know when silence mattered more than speed.

The trees closed around him, dimming the light.

He curled his fingers around the hilt of his sheathed blade but did not draw as he moved silently through the thickening forest, circling toward the place where she’d first been seen and then vanished. She hadn’t gone far, he realized a moment later, creeping up on her figure still crouched behind the trunk of an old spruce.

He knew exactly when she realized his presence behind her, just a few yards away, naught between them but low scrub and brush. She didn’t twist around anxiously, didn’t bound to her feet. One hand, visible beyond her shoulder, fingers splayed against the rough bark, shifted almost imperceptibly, those slim digits tightening into the skin of the tree. She moved only her head, turning with a measured deliberateness that suggested she was terribly afraid of what she might find behind her, mayhap afraid to trigger an action or reaction, like a hare holding perfectly still hoping the wolf would pass by.  

Her eyes, wide and unblinking, locked on him. Carefully, she twisted one foot on the ground, pivoting, and rose from her haunches. Her hands were clenched in anxious fists.

She was young, though not so young as to be mistaken for a lass. Her face was flushed from effort or fear, framed by a fall of burnished hair—gold, copper, something in between—that caught the light through the trees. There was a delicateness to her features, the kind found in noble courts or carved into chapel stone, not in the wilds of a ruined supply trail. Her eyes—green shot through with brown—watched him closely, frightened but holding steady, like a hand trying not to flinch as the arrow was drawn.

She was beautiful. Beyond beautiful, actually, which creased his brow anew. He didn’t trust beautiful. Especially not when it showed up silent, wide-eyed, and inexplicable on the edge of a battlefield.

He let his gaze pass over her strange clothes—tight breeches that clung like a second skin, a pale pink tunic that surely offered little warmth, and a soft green coat stitched through with odd seams and buttons like bits of horn. Her boots were near spotless, short at the ankle, strange in shape. The entire lot looked costly, made by hands not meant for work.

And she was, quite obviously, heavy with child.

“Late to catch the convoy,” he said flatly after a long moment, his voice cutting through the space between them. “Though I expect they’d nae have left ye behind if ye’d been worth the bother.”

She flinched at the sound of his voice. At the same time, her eyes widened.

“Ye a camp girl?” he asked, brow lowering. “Someone’s kept thing?”

She moved her hand to her belly, the gesture protective, her breathing shallow.

She said something—soft, uncertain, the words strange and fast, bending in ways no tongue he recognized ever had. Not Gaelic. Not French. Closer to the butchered English of the border.

He stared at her a moment longer. Her gaze didn’t break, though he could see the effort it cost her.

“They’ll have to stop, to tend their own wounded. Ye should be able to catch up with them.” He glanced at her swollen belly again. He had no idea about the appearance of such things, having left to fight before his wife’s pregnancy had begun to show, but decided she was neither newly with child nor about to give birth at any moment. She was clean and appeared healthy, though, so must have been well taken care of, which suggested she was a well-favored whore and robust enough to hike away to find the lover who might not have given her a second thought.

Judging her no threat, and deciding she was not his problem, Alaric turned his back on her.
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“Wait!” Ivy called out plaintively after a full ten seconds had passed.

She lurched forward a bit but jerked to a stop when he turned and faced her again. He was possibly the scariest person she had ever encountered. But then, this—whatever was happening—was even more frightening. But this man...who was he? What was he? A chaotic trio of descriptors flashed across her brain—brute, Viking, medieval warlord. Viking wasn’t fitting, though, not really; this was Scotland, after all, and he didn’t have blond hair.

The man before her looked like something summoned from another century, some brutal, half-mythic past. Massive and still, he loomed like the embodiment of a warrior king—or a warlord—from the darker chapters of a history book. Easily six and a half feet tall, he was broad in the shoulders and heavy through the chest and arms, the kind of muscle that didn’t come from gyms or workouts, but from survival. 

A length of worn plaid was slung over one shoulder, and beneath it was a thick linen tunic that was stained with sweat and splattered with blood. Across his chest and belt hung leather straps and weaponry—swords and daggers, looking dull but not unused.

His face was as fierce as the rest of him: high cheekbones, a strong jaw darkened with several days’ worth of beard, a straight nose with a slight crook that looked suspiciously like it had been broken at least once. His skin was sun-worn and weathered, tanned in a way that said he lived outdoors, lived rough and dangerously.

And his eyes—wow. His eyes were a searing, golden-brown, sharp and unblinking, like he was assessing every inch of her. Not with lust, not simple curiosity, but with what looked like cold suspicion, disdain even. Obviously, he didn’t trust her and was not inclined to pretend otherwise.

He didn’t move toward her. Didn’t threaten her. And Ivy was too engulfed by confusion to be bitten by so much fear. Her brain scrambled for an explanation for this man—for what she’d witnessed in the last half an hour! —anything that made sense. Ren Faire? Movie set? But this man and what she’d seen, none of it felt staged.

He looked real. So real. As if he’d stepped off the screen of Braveheart—if Braveheart had been cast with men who’d actually killed people for a living.

And all the while, he was staring at her like she was the strange one.

She realized he was waiting for her to say something, that she’d called to him but then hadn’t said anything, had only stared in wild wonder at him.

Ivy blurted out the most pressing question, the first thing that came to mind. “Who are you?”

He narrowed his eyes at her, the question in them obvious: why did she want to know?

His answer, whatever it was, had her repeating her question, slowly now, enunciating, as if hearing was the issue and not a language barrier. She thought she recognized the sounds he made as Scots Gaelic, but she could only pick out one word, a name: MacKinlay.

“I don’t understand,” Ivy said helplessly, closing a bit of the ten feet of space between them. “Do you speak English?”

A rustle behind her had her stiffening again and whirling, but it wasn’t more danger, not exactly—just three younger men emerging from the trees and brush beyond. Kids, actually, as not one of them seemed to have graduated from his teenage years. Though they were armed as well, none looked nearly as lethal as the first man. One of them—a stocky, ginger-haired boy who couldn’t have been much older than seventeen—stopped short when he saw her and favored her with a curious frown. The way he scrunched up his lips added to the expression of surprise.

As the redhead said something in Gaelic to the man with the intense brown eyes, the three youths drifted closer, casually but deliberately, until Ivy found herself surrounded—each of them taking up a loose position around her.

She swallowed slowly, feeling suddenly as if she were now in danger. Curious that, since the angry, towering man hadn’t imbued her with so much fear as she felt now. Numbers, she realized. She was now encircled by four men—armed with swords of all things! She gulped and slowly turned back around, moving in time with the three younger men, who now came to stand beside the larger, older man. 

The tallest of the three youths, a brown-haired kid with a wide jaw and kind eyes, said something now. The brute who’d discovered her first shrugged and said something in the same language before saying in heavily accented English, “Dinna speak our tongue.” 

“English?” Asked another youth with a wiry frame and clear blue eyes while his gaze impudently roamed over her from head to toe. 

“Aye,” answered the medieval-looking brute.

Ivy’s heart skipped another beat. They said English as if that were a very bad thing. The word and the context landed heavy on her, followed by a flicker of alarm. It wasn’t just the way the wiry one said it, it was the way all of them looked at her now. Not hostile exactly, but close. Or maybe it was only caution she glimpsed in their gazes. Evidently, English was a loaded term around here, not a compliment in any way. She wondered if some old national grudge was still simmering among these people, whoever they were. Something that obviously hadn’t made it into the travel guidebooks.

She cleared her throat, lifting her hands slightly in a show of peace. “I’m not... I’m not English,” she said clearly. “I’m American.”

Their expressions didn’t change too much, but she imagined a thread of confusion ran through them now.

“I’m American,” she repeated nervously. “Not English.” She wanted that to be clear, hoping it would distance her—literally and figuratively—from whatever beef they apparently had with England.

As a prickle of greater unease crawled up her spine, Ivy decided she didn’t much care at the moment to have it explained what she’d witnessed moments ago—she’d have to deal with that later, the trauma of it, since it seemed so real. For now, she thought her best plan should be to simply get away. 

“Um, look,” she said, slowly, enunciating her English, “I got a little turned around—I’m not sure how—but can someone point me toward the Great Trossachs Path?” When she received only four blank stares, Ivy tried again. “Or maybe Loch Katrine?” Nothing. “Okay, can you tell me where the nearest highway or road is?” More silence. Their confusion only seemed to deepen. Even the brute looked baffled, though on him, the expression took a darker, more menacing shape than it did on the others.

“Okay,” she said, forcing a smile. “How about just point to the nearest hiking path? Trailhead? Anything paved?”

The men exchanged uncertain glances, and Ivy felt her stomach twist. Either they genuinely had no idea what she was talking about... or they were very committed to their weird medieval reenactment.

To fill what now seemed an awkward silence, she cleared her throat and dared to ask, “So I’m not sure what I saw—or maybe I only imagined it,” she added, giving a stiff laugh, “but were you...did I see...?” Her words trailed off, and she glanced at the man with the intense brown eyes. Her shoulders dropped slightly. “What did I see?” she asked, quieter now, unable to keep the edge of vulnerability from her voice.

The brute didn’t answer right away. His gaze didn’t soften. “What did ye see?” he asked finally, the words slow and heavy, thick with his accent.

She gave another sharp, humorless laugh. “It looked like I saw some kind of... I don’t know—fight? Battle? Maybe a reenactment?” She suggested hopefully. Her eyes widened and she laid her hand on her belly as the baby kicked. After a moment, waiting to see if more movement would follow, she continued, “It just seemed so real. The blood. The sounds. The bodies.” Her voice faltered. “I mean, that wasn’t cosplay. But it wasn’t real... was it?”

No one answered. The redhead and the wiry one were both staring at her belly now, their expressions unreadable.

Ivy turned again to the brute. “I—I thought they were dead...all those people on the ground. They looked dead.”

He didn’t blink. “Aye. So they are.”

“Dead?” she repeated, the word catching in her throat. “Actually deceased?”

He gave a single, grim nod.

The breath left her in a rush. Her knees softened, the world tilting just slightly as her body sagged.

Incredibly, the brute stepped forward and caught her with one strong hand at her elbow. His grip was solid and steady—hot, even through her jacket—and the unexpectedness of it made her flinch. She jolted back a little, not sure if she were startled more by the contact or the gesture itself.

Her sharp reaction elicited another scowl from the man. 

“I’m sorry,” she murmured automatically, holding herself perfectly still now. “Thank you. I’m fine, thank you.”

It was untimely and ridiculous, but she couldn’t help it—she internally dubbed him the Clint Eastwood of Scotland. That narrow-eyed glint he shot her now reminded her so vividly of her childhood evenings with her grandparents, watching old spaghetti westerns where a squint so often replaced words as dialogue. 

He stepped back and Ivy straightened herself, closing her eyes briefly to control her mounting anxiety.

“What name do ye go by?”

Ivy opened her eyes and looked at the speaker, the redhead.

“Ivy,” she answered mechanically. “Ivy Mitchell.”

“And ye say ye’re nae English—though ye sound it,” said the kid with blue eyes, “but ye bed down with ʼem.” He gestured meaningfully to her belly.

Ivy gasped. So much had happened just in the last thirty seconds: death acknowledged so coolly, the brute’s jarring touch, the dried blood on the hand of the pointing kid, this blatant insinuation that she’d been knocked up by—what? one of the dead men? His touch! Oh, right, she’d already mentally logged that.

Slapping her hands on her hips, she said indignantly to the kid with the bloody hand, “I don’t bed down with anyone, thank you very much. I had a relationship with a man—a Scottish man, by the way, not that it’s any of your business. And not that he cares about his baby, but I’ll have you know—”

She was interrupted by the brute, though what he said was unclear, since he spoke in Gaelic again. In response, the redhead nodded, the blue-eye youth smirked and scoffed vocally, and the wiry kid frowned and jerked his gaze to Ivy’s face.

“What? What did you say?” she asked him. 

He shook his head as if it were of no importance—though clearly the responses of the youths said the opposite was true—and turned around, dismissing Ivy once more as he walked away.

That is, until the redhead called after him. 

“What’s to be done with her?”

The question turned him back around, ten feet away, his frown returned. “With her?” He challenged, a bit of heat in the query. “We’ve wounded to see to, and dead to bury. Stores to sort and count, wagons to strip, blades to clean, and loot to move ere the flies settle thick.” His eyes flicked briefly to Ivy. “She’s nae my concern.”

He’d addressed the first part of his answer to the redhead and—rudely— turned his attention to Ivy to deliver the last bit, his cold tone making it perfectly clear he didn’t give a damn what became of her.

Great.

Before he resumed his exit, the brown-haired kid with the kind eyes challenged him.

“We canna just leave her—”

He stopped when the brute’s glare intensified, settling on him with enough force to quiet the kid.

“I only need directions,” Ivy said quietly, almost pleading now. “That’s all I’m asking.” She hadn’t yet begun to fully process the fact that she’d seen actual dead bodies or figure out what in God’s name was going on, but a part of her shuddered at the thought that his answer could have been something far worse. Put her to the blade, or whatever terrifying phrase men like him used.

Men like him?

No. Inconceivable. Ivy had never in her life encountered a man like him. 

Five minutes in his company had shown her much, all of it setting him apart from any other man she’d ever met. 

Not just for the obvious reasons—the sheer size of him, or the sword strapped across his back, or the way his presence seemed to shift the very air around him—but because everything about him felt carved from another world. But not just foreign, not even something old-world, but something deeper than that. There was no softness to him, no trace of hesitation in the way he looked at her. He was commanding without speaking, dangerous without doing a single thing, and his eyes—those sharp, assessing eyes—held not even a flicker of the usual kindness or curiosity Ivy was used to from strangers. He didn’t gawk or leer, didn’t employ charm or kindness. He studied her the way a general surely studied the enemy, cold and calculating.

And still... beneath all that steel, there was something else. She’d felt it when he’d jumped to her side, when he’d steadied her. Not compassion exactly, but the ghost of something, maybe something he’d tried to bury long ago.

“But ye’ve yet to ask the way to any place that exists near here,” the brute pointed out, his voice like gravel and ice.

Ivy blinked. “What? I—of course I have. You must know where a road is—any main road that’ll get me back to Great Trossachs Path or Loch Katrine. Surely that’s not too difficult a task, to point me in the right direction.”

That did something. His jaw tightened, and without warning he closed the space between them in long, heavy steps. He didn’t touch her, didn’t raise a hand, but the sheer size of him, the grim set of his mouth, and the storm brewing in his eyes was enough to make Ivy stumble a step back and suck in a sharp breath.

When he spoke, his voice was low but hammer-hard. “Katrine is forty miles from here. Ye mean to walk it, do ye? In
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