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Prologue
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The forest did not end so much as thin, the dense press of trees loosening just enough to allow a strip of open ground before the land rose again. Snow lay heavy there, unbroken but for one narrow track cut by a man dragging a travois across it, the runners scraping almost noiselessly against the frozen crust. He leaned into the pull, shoulders hunched, the cord slung over his narrow back. His boots sank a bit with each step, and his breath came slowly in the cold.

The child lay bundled on the frame behind him, wrapped in wool, her tangled hair stiff with ice. She hadn’t stirred, either during the ride or when he’d first found her in the forest. Her slight weight shifted as they moved, slack but not dead. He adjusted his grip and kept moving, and wondered about her strange garb, the brightness of it. 

The hut sat just inside the trees, where the forest thickened again, tucked among the trunks so that it did not show itself until one was nearly upon it. No smoke rose from the roof at the moment. There was no direct or regular path leading to the door, but the snow was compacted in several spots, indicating his coming and going since the snow had fallen. 

He paused once at the edge of the clearing, turning his head slightly, gray threaded through his hair where it escaped the hood, listening. The wind moved through the upper branches, carrying snow down in soft sheets. When nothing else stirred, and he was satisfied he was alone but for the child, he pulled again.

Up close, the hut was little more than stone and timber fitted together with care born of necessity. Its roof was low, weighted with sod and snow, the door narrow and short, built to keep out weather rather than welcome company. A small stack of split wood leaned against one wall, carefully covered with bark and now with snow. 

He dragged the travois to the door and let it rest there while he worked the latch free with stiff fingers, the old joints slow to answer in the cold. Inside, the air was crisp but still. The fire pit sat at the center, banked with ash, a faint heat lingering beneath. Shelves lined one wall, holding clay jars and bundles tied with cord. A narrow, raised pallet lay near the far wall, furs folded neatly atop it. He liked everything in its place.

He returned to the girl and lifted her carefully, grunting with the effort. She was light, young, her body all angles beneath the layers. His arms were roped and spare rather than broad, the spare muscle earned through daily use, not saved from his youth, and the transfer was not made with ease. He carried her inside and laid her on the pallet, adjusting the furs so they covered her properly, tucking them in as one would against the wind rather than out of tenderness.

Her small face was pale, lips tinged blue. He pressed two fingers briefly to her throat once more. Still alive.

He built the fire without hurry, coaxing it back from the embers, feeding it until the hut warmed. When the kettle was set and golden light had settled into the corners, he knelt again beside the pallet and loosened the wet wool at her shoulders. Ice that had caked in her hair began to melt away.

He wondered how she had found her way so far from any road, or why she lay half-frozen in the forest, so far removed from any settlement. Border reivers sometimes practiced their brand of menace close to this part of the forest, but not recently enough to have chased her from some warm, loving abode.

He settled back on his heels, easing weight off a knee that hadn’t liked the mean winters in years, watching the girl breathe, and stayed there watching while light shifted and danced over her face.

Outside, snow continued to fall, softening the tracks he had made, erasing them as quickly as it appeared. By the time night came down fully, the clearing would show no sign that anyone had passed through it at all.

***
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By summer, she knew the sound of his steps. Often, she felt as if that was all she knew in this world.

He moved lightly for a man, with a gait that was steady but slightly uneven. He did things in the same order each day, and she learned the order before she learned the reason for it. When he went out before the light reached the house, she stayed inside. If he left later, she went with him.

He didn’t ask if she was hungry but simply set food in front of her. She ate what he ate, which was little, and learned not to leave anything behind. When she did once, he took the wooden bowl and demonstrated scraping the leftovers with two fingers, slow and deliberate, then set it back in front of her. She finished her portion and hadn’t ever needed to be told again.

The clothes she’d arrived in had worn thin months ago, and when they failed, he replaced them without comment, laying a long shirt on the stool. Coarse pants had been folded beside it, those initially being too long in the leg and too wide at the waist. At first she cuffed the length and used rope as a belt until he’d taught her to sew, showing her initially how to mend a large tear in her striped pink and white coat, and she then applied the technique and implements to the pants he’d given her. She altered them with clumsy stitches, imagining her mother would be appalled, at her outfit and her sewing efforts.

Most of her first words to him, after the first few weeks asking about her mother, father, and home, were, “I don’t know how.”

The few words he initially gave to her were unrecognizable. He resorted to using slow, telling gestures and expectant silence.

He’d watched her attempt what he’d been trying to teach her, and then leave her to it.

He didn’t often speak unless there was something to be named, an object or action. He said the word once, sometimes twice, and expected her to remember it. At first, she waited for more—for explanation, for correction, for some sound that would tell her she had done or said it right. But sound rarely followed. The moments after the work or her attempt to repeat a word stayed empty. It took her time to understand that the emptiness was the answer.

Silence, she soon learned, was not the same as nothing. Silence had weight. When it settled, and he moved, the lesson was finished. When it held, and he remained watchful, she should continue. Silence marked the edges of things, the end of instruction or direction, the beginning of a quiet night. After a while, she listened for silence the way she listened for wind through the trees or the change in the fire’s noise. It had a shape she could recognize, once she knew to listen for it.

The man didn’t smile. But then, he didn’t frown. He didn’t praise and he didn’t scold. He simply was and did, always in quiet motion. 

When he set the snares, she watched how his hands moved, not his face. The work lived there, in the small decisions—how far apart his fingers were, how the wire lay against his palm, how he tested the ground before he chose the place. When he reset them, he waited until she was looking before he pulled the wire taut. 

She learned where to step and where not to, how to place her weight so the ground did not remember her. He taught her how to cut bark without killing the tree, how to take fallen branches before live ones, how to test a length of wood for rot by the sound it made when struck. He showed her how to split kindling so it would catch quickly, and larger pieces so they would last, and how to stack both so the air could move through them without letting the rain settle in. 

In the hut, he taught her the order of things without naming it as such. The kettle went on before the light reached the far wall. The fire was never fed too quickly. Ashes were never left where they could choke tomorrow’s flame. 

Her hands learned things first. How to hold a knife so it did not slip. How to turn a skin without tearing it. How to scrape without rushing. When she cut herself, he wrapped her hand with cloth and they carried on.

At night, she slept near the small fire, wrapped in furs that smelled of smoke and animal. He slept further back, on the small bed, where the wall held the heat. There was space between them, always the same space, never crossed, and she was conscious of it—it mattered to her, though she didn’t know why.

She wasn’t afraid of him. He’d never raised his voice. He’d never reached for her when she did not expect it. He didn’t touch her unless it was necessary, and when it was, he did it with the same care he used for tools and game.

When she grew sick once, he fed her gritty tea water. When she recovered, he gave her work again.

She learned the land the way she learned everything else—by watching, then doing. After a while, the dark forest did not frighten her. She learned its shape and sound, and how it behaved.

Sometimes she remembered another place, but the remembering began to thin and grow distant, like a sound heard through water. She tried to hold it for a while, hoping one day she could communicate enough with the man to have her questions answered. But for now, the work came first. Still, she sang songs she recalled, hoping to keep a language she had once known but didn’t hear anymore. She sang quietly, most often when she was alone, the words whispered.

By summer’s height, she set a snare without his help and brought back her catch the next morning. She laid it on the table and waited.

The man bobbed his head, his blue eyes on the stout rabbit. That was all.

She had seen eleven summers, though only one of them belonged to this place. By the time she understood the man’s language, she hadn’t forgotten what questions she’d wanted to ask—about where she was, how she’d gotten here, when she was going to see her mother and father again—but they seemed somehow less important than what they would eat and how they would survive another winter.
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By the second summer, she no longer startled when he came up behind her. She was familiar with the man and his sparse noise—the shift of weight, the careful placement of a foot.

She sat on the floor near the door, mending a tear on the knee of her pants. Her jeans no longer fit her and had long since been taken apart for other needs—strips for tying bundles, a patch inside one boot where the leather had worn thin, a square folded and kept by the hearth to lift hot iron, another sewn into the lining of her shirt to hold flint. What remained of her jeans was little more than a length of blue cloth, softened by so many washes and the ever-present smoke, and she used it now without thinking. She still wore her undershirt, though it stretched tight against her chest, and sometimes her own wool cowl-neck sweater, though the sleeves no longer reached her wrists. She had outgrown her coat at the end of last winter and had sewn the thing into a bundle she used as her pillow. It had once been pink and white, striped and bright enough to look out of place in the gray house, the only color that did not belong to bark or ash or fur. Smoke had dulled it until the white had gone the color of old bone and the pink had faded into something quieter. It still held its shape better than the furs, and it kept the cold from her cheek at night, but she would’ve preferred to have had her coat still.

Her stitches were smaller than they had been a year ago, laid close and even. When the thread knotted, she didn’t get frustrated or rush it, but carefully worked it free and went on.

The man came in and crossed the room to the shelf and took down the salt jar. Out of the corner of her eye, she noted the weight of it in his hands, the way he tilted it to judge what was left. He did that now and again, though she didn’t know why. They rarely used salt.

Outside, the light was high and clear. They worked close together that day, splitting wood that had been dragged back from deep within the forest. He chose the heavier lengths; she carried the smaller ones and stacked them where he indicated. 

There had been a morning weeks ago when she’d woken to blood and thought briefly that something had gone wrong, that she was dying. She’d stood very still, listening to her body the way she listened to weather, waiting for pain that did not come. When she told him, with hardly enough wherewithal to be embarrassed, he listened, nodded once, and brought her cloth without comment. He showed her where to keep it and how to clean it, and said the blood would come again, every month. That was all.

She moved a little more carefully that night. Her body felt heavier, but she didn’t worry about it, since the man had not. It was simply another thing to account for, he’d said.

Later, as the light faded, she sat on the low stool and watched the man work near the fire’s soft light, repairing a strap that had begun to fray. He didn’t speak then, and yet the silence between them wasn’t empty. It had long since taken on a familiar shape, something that held, rather than pressed.

She was taller now than she had been when she first came here and stronger, too. The work fit her hands better. She understood more than she once had, and understood as well that she had much to learn.

When the man finished, he set the strap aside and looked at her, inclining his head in the direction of the fire, and she rose and banked the small flames, the day done now.

That night, she slept deeply, the house steady around her, the quiet, familiar noises comforting.

The next day, they went out early, while the ground still held the night’s cold. The air was clear enough that sound carried farther than it had the day before, and she kept a little more distance between them, watching how he chose his steps and then placing her own feet where his had been. They checked the furthest line first. One snare lay empty, another held a rabbit, already still. He reset the thin line while she waited, then nodded for her to take it.

She secured the rabbit in the pouch at her hip, careful not to let it swing. At the small loch, she knelt and rinsed her hands, the water cold, and then—without really thinking about it—she picked up a flat stone and sent it skipping across the surface, once, twice, and a third time before it sank. She smiled to herself, with some hazy memory of her father showing her how to do that.

The stone made a small, dull sound when it sank, and then the water closed again, smooth but for a softly widening ripple. She watched the place where it had disappeared and had the quiet thought that this must be how it was, when something was no longer where it belonged. It didn’t stop being—she had not stopped being. She and the stone had simply gone where they could not be seen.

The man had come to stand beside her. He stood for a moment, looking at the stream, and then surprised her by bending and choosing a stone of his own. He threw it less carefully than she had, and it skipped only once before dropping. He looked at the water, and then fetched another stone, and tried again. This one hopped twice.

He made a sound then—not quite a laugh, but something close to it. The corner of his mouth lifted, just enough to change the design of the wrinkles in his face.

She smiled again, a bit distracted by her thoughts for a moment before she picked another stone and skipped it with greater intent. Her stone skipped five times before it dropped from sight. 

The man’s brows lifted at this, but he didn’t attempt to skip another. Without a word, but giving a small nod, he turned and left the loch, angling toward the sun in the east and the other snares.

***
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Five years later
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She finished washing her hands before she looked at him again.

The water was cold enough to sting. She rubbed her fingers together until the ache passed, then shook them dry and stood for a moment, listening. The house made the same small sounds it always had—the settling of the fire, the faint shift of air near the door—but it seemed already something in the pattern had slipped.

She went to where the man lay, where he’d gone to sleep last night but had not risen this morning, and lowered onto her haunches. His face was turned slightly toward the wall, one hand loose against the fur. She waited, staring at him, thinking about how she would address this, what needed to be done. She touched his hand again, sought out the pulse in his wrist, but still there was no answer, confirming what she already knew. Then she withdrew her hand and straightened.

She banked the fire. She covered the man’s face with the fur. She gathered the tools and paused only a moment before deciding to take the man’s tall, smooth walking stick and not her smaller one. The ground beyond the door was soft with late spring, the earth kinder now. She walked quite far, choosing a clearing where she was unlikely to encounter thick roots, where a gentle slope would carry water away, where animals passed but didn’t often linger.

The digging took time. She worked steadily, resting when her arms protested, then going on. Many hours passed before the hole was deep enough, and she went back for him.

He was heavier than expected, though she’d grown taller than him in the last few years. She managed it in stages, pulling and adjusting, careful not to let him slide from the travois that had stood unused against the side of the house for so long. When she reached the place she had opened in the earth, she could not bring herself to simply dump him into the hole. Instead, she braced her feet and worked him down inch by inch, her arms shaking before she was done, until she could lay him there without letting him fall. She crossed his arms over his chest and climbed out of the hole, and then stood over him for a moment and considered his clothes—he never liked to see anything wasted—but she could not, would not, leave him undressed in the cold ground.

When she was done, she gathered the tools and the man’s walking stick and returned to the house.

Inside, she set everything where it belonged and stared at the empty space in his bed. The silence didn’t seem to close the way it used to, but rather it seemed to stretch.

That night, she slept near the fire, wrapped in the same furs, her body curled tight against the cold, and thought it was indeed quieter now, and certainly colder.

***
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She woke before the light reached the trees. The fire had burned down to a dull red seam beneath the ash. She uncovered it with a careful hand and coaxed it back with a twist of bark. When the flame caught, she fed it slowly, waiting until the crackle settled into something even.

The kettle went on before she put on her boots.

Outside, frost still held the ground. The air carried the smell of night—damp earth, leaf mold, the clean edge of cold that meant clear weather. She stood for a moment at the threshold, listening, then stepped out and barred the door behind her.

Since last spring when the man had died, she thought that she ought to find her way back to the other life she sometimes remembered. Not today, and probably not tomorrow, but someday, when the work eased or the weather turned, or when some small, remembered thing told her where to go.

And yet, she went no farther into the forest than the man had gone, and no farther out of it than he ever had either. The paths she walked were the paths he had made first, pressed into the ground by years of use and return. Beyond them lay more trees, more land, more world, but she wasn’t brave enough to explore. Everything that was familiar was safe.

She checked the eastern line first. One snare lay empty, sprung by nothing. Another held a rabbit, already cold. She reset the wire before lifting the body free, wiping her hands on the grass instead of her pants. 

At the stream she broke the skin of ice with a stone and filled the jug, then knelt and rinsed her hands and wrists. Later, she would return and wash her clothes, working them against the small rocks as she did once every week or so, when smoke was not the only thing she smelled in her garments. She did this more often in summer when the work left more sweat in the cloth. She dreaded laundry in the winter, but never delayed or ignored the task, her patterns constant as the man’s had been. 

The rabbit was skinned on the low table outside. She worked cleanly, setting aside what would be used later and hanging the rest beneath the eaves. A strip of meat went into the pot with dried roots and a handful of greens she’d foraged on her route. She let it boil for a long time, because tough meat did better that way, then set it back to simmer while she finished her other work.

She ate standing, the bowl cradled in one hand, her back to the wall. She missed bread most on mornings like this, when the air was cold and her hands were slow to warm. Bread only came in summer, when the small patch of grain behind the house could be cut and threshed and ground. The man had shown her how to save seed, and she had done it carefully, year after year. This spring, she meant to break more ground and make the plot wider, so that there was more grain and she could make bread longer into the winter months.

When she finished, she rinsed the bowl and set it upside down to dry.

The middle of the day was for wood. She chose fallen branches rather than cutting live growth, tested each piece before splitting it, and stacked the pile so it would not shift when snow came again. When her shoulders began to ache, she carried the smaller pieces inside and set them near the hearth.

When the light changed, she mended a tear in her sleeve with a strip of darker cloth that had once been something else. The bone needle slid easily through the worn fabric. She tied the knot small and bit off the end.

She checked the door, the latch, and the shelf where the salt was kept. She'd never been told and had never learned where the salt had come from and feared using up the small supply until she could figure out how to replenish it.

Before evening, she walked as far as the last familiar tree and no farther, looking out between the trunks. The forest beyond was possibly no different than the forest she knew, but she went no further.

By the time she returned, the air had cooled again. She banked the fire for the night and hung the kettle where it would not tip. She brought in the clothes she’d washed and laid them near the warmth to finish drying. She’d since taken ownership of the man’s bed, many months after he was gone, and laid out the furs neatly as he’d done, and had added her old coat-pillow at the head.

She sat for a while after that, hands resting on her knees, listening for the sounds that told her all was as it should be. When she lay down, the bare firelight cast the front of her in shades of gold. 
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She first noticed the dog near the eastern line, along the path she took toward the rising sun, where the ground dipped and the brush grew thick enough to hide more than it showed. At first, and from a distance, he was small enough to be mistaken for something else—a scrap of moving fur, any other forest creature that she sometimes had to fight with for her food. He stood where one of her snares had been, his head lowered, his ribs showing through a coat that was thin and uneven. She would remember later that there had been something in the way he held himself that made her stop and look twice.

She waited, squinting. It wasn’t a wolf pup. She and the man had seen those before. The man had warned her about the wolves, that they were to be avoided, all wolves, big and small.

This was clearly a dog—a very young, lanky dog. 

When the dog didn’t run, she took another step, and then another, watching the way his weight shifted as if he were ready to bolt. She made a small motion with her hand and told him to go, her voice not nearly as firm as it should have been in an effort to protect her next meal. He looked at her hand, then at her face, then at the empty place in the snare where possibly a rabbit had been, but now only scattered fur remained, and finally he slipped back into the brush and made no more noise than soft wind moving through bare trees. 

Frowning, she reset the snare and moved on.

Two days later, she saw the dog again, this time closer to the house, sitting where the trees thinned as if he sniffed her out or had followed her, and now watched her. She didn’t think he was fully grown yet, but he seemed to move with some confidence, and she could see that his legs were going to be very long even when the rest of him caught up. She threw a stone near him to advise that this space was hers and not his, and he moved away at once, though not far enough to be gone.

For weeks he came and went, sometimes seen and sometimes only guessed at by the sound of furtive tracking in her wake. Over that time he began to change in small, steady ways. His ribs showed less. His coat grew coarser and darker, losing the soft look of a puppy’s fur. His body almost caught up to the size of his legs, though not entirely, just enough so that he didn’t appear to be in danger of toppling over. More than once, she found a snare sprung and empty, the wire twisted where something had worked at it, and she fixed it without looking around, though she knew well enough what had taken her food.

One morning, when she lifted a rabbit free and felt the familiar weight of it in her hands, she became aware of the dog standing not ten paces away, his tail down, his eyes fixed on the body she held. 

Considering the three other rabbits in her pouch, she sighed and tossed the one in her hand toward him. He didn’t lunge forward for it, but waited and watched her, as if testing to be sure it was not a trick, and then he stepped forward, took it, and was gone.

After that, he followed her more openly, though never close enough to be in the way. He seemed to keep his distance while she moved through the forest but came closer day by day when she was near the house, and he never again took from her traps. At night, she began to hear him outside the house, not whining or barking, just there. Always with a mind that it was so much easier to provide food for one than two—as the man might have thought—she didn’t open the door. But then, neither did she send him away. Come morning, he was always gone.

The first snow came early that year. She woke to air thick with cold and found the dog’s familiar tracks at the door, pressed deep and close together, as if he had turned in a small circle and settled there, but he, as usual, was gone. She stood for a long moment with her hand on the latch and then went about her day.

That night, wind came along with the snow. She lay awake, listening to the way it found every loose place in the walls, every thin seam in the roof. At some point, she heard the dog settle in against the outside of the door before there was complete silence again, except for the wind. She chewed her lip for several minutes before she rose and put on her boots and opened the door.

He was there, curled tight against the wall, his back to the wind, his nose tucked into his tail. He looked up when the small golden light reached him but otherwise did not move.

She stood in the doorway with the cold pouring in around her ankles and weighed the pros and cons before she stepped aside, holding open the door. 

He stood, stiffly it seemed, but didn’t rush past her. He gave himself a good shake, sending a bit of snow flying, and entered with enough hesitation that she urged him along by moving the door, wanting to shut out the cold now. He circled the room once, and it seemed he was being careful not to touch anything, before he watched her climb back into bed, and then lay down between her and the fire.

He never spent a night outside again after that.
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Scotland 1305
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The camp lay in a shallow fold of ground where the wind passed over them rather than through them, which was something at least. Morggán stood at the edge of it with his hands braced on his belt and watched his men settle in with sluggish movements that came of too many nights spent this way—fires banked low, gear stacked where it could be reached in the dark, horses picketed with more strategy than comfort. 

Behind him, Alasdair was arguing with Finlay in a voice that he didn’t bother to keep low.

“If the Earl says we move at dawn, we move at dawn,” Finlay said, with the patient stubbornness of a man who liked rules because they gave him something to adhere to, a path to follow. He was broad through the shoulders and steady on his feet, a shield man by instinct even when he was not carrying one.

“And if the Earl says we should all jump into the river and see who floats longest?” Alasdair replied. He was leaner, quicker, and had never yet met an idea he could not improve by pointing out exactly how bad it was. “Will ye do that as well, or will ye ask why first?”

Finlay snorted. “I would ask whether ye were jumping before me.”

“That’s because ye’re a coward,” Alasdair said pleasantly.

Morggán turned before it could go further. “Cease,” he said wearily, not bothering to raise his voice. 

The two folded the argument away, to be taken out again later when there was more time and less to do.

He walked back toward them, the small knot of men who mattered most to him in a fight: Alasdair and Finlay, Eòin the Younger, and Donnchadh, who rarely spoke unless he decided he had something to say worth hearing. 

Eòin was crouched over a map scratched into the dirt with the end of a stick, improving it in small, fussy ways that made it only slightly more accurate but somehow more reassuring. Donnchadh stood a little apart, arms folded, watching Eòin scratch in the dirt with an expression that said the drawing would do no good, not when the whole thing stunk of disaster waiting.

“So the earl says he’s found a column, coming north,” Morggán said, standing near Eòin’s shoulder. “Where do the scouts put them?”

“Here,” Eòin said without looking up, pointing the stick outside his sketch, toward the south. “English. Moving north with wagons. Supplies, and lightly guarded, he says. Dog-tired, he says, at the end of their line.” 

“And ye believe him?” Alasdair asked.

“I believe he believes it,” Eòin said, and glanced up long enough to offer a thin smile. “Which is nae the same thing.”

Donnchadh shifted his weight. “Even if it is true, they will nae be alone for long. The English dinna leave their throats uncovered unless they have teeth somewhere close by.”

Morggán nodded. That had been his thought as well, and it had not grown more comfortable with the passing of the day. “The Earl wants a clean strike,” he said. “Something visible. Something that looks like momentum and strategy rather than some half-cocked plan.”

“Half-cocked plans are nae fashionable,” Alasdair remarked dryly. 

Finlay’s mouth twitched. “The men will follow him,” he said, more serious now. “They always do.”

“They will,” Morggán agreed. “And so will we.”

That earned him a look from each of them, in different measures. Eòin’s was thoughtful. Donnchadh’s was resigned. Alasdair’s was openly skeptical.

“Ye dinna like it,” Alasdair said.

“Nae,” Morggán said. “I dinna.”

“Then why will we do it?” Finlay asked.

Because although the Earl of Caerwyll was not a man they would have followed by choice, he was a man whose banner gathered others. Because his family had held its lands for generations and lost them, and taken them again, and there were men in the camp who had come for that name. Because Scotland’s need outweighed their own, and because turning away from the earl would not weaken only him, but split what little strength they had left. Because politics did not stop at the edge of a battlefield, no matter how much soldiers wished it would.

Morggán did not say any of that out loud. They already knew all that.

“Because we dinna get to choose the war we’re in,” he said instead. “Only how we stand in it. And we dinna run from a fight or a chance to strike them.”

Alasdair scraped a line through the dirt with his boot, ruining Eòin’s careful work. “Aye, but he’s moving too fast, counting on what scouts report,” he said, “with nae further investigation.”

“Aye,” Donnchadh said quietly. “And that’s when men get dead.”

For a moment, none of them spoke. 

Then Eòin rose from his haunches and said, “If it all goes to hell, ye’ll want us on the left. The ground breaks there. We can hold longer, or break more easily, and hie to the forest.”

Morggán looked at him, and then at the others, and felt the familiar, unwelcome tightening in his chest that came when men began planning for ways to improve another man’s bad idea. God, what he wouldn’t give to be embedded with the Nicholson or the Thains instead of Caerwyll. “Aye,” he said at last. “And give ʼem hell as best we can.” 

Alasdair’s grin returned, crooked and unrepentant. “Och,” he said, “and if we’re to be scattered to the winds or to the heavens, I’d rather it be in guid company.”

Finlay snorted again and glared at Alasdair. “I’m nae dying next to ye—Jesu, and living all eternity with yer blathering in my ear?” He shook his head, his lips forming a thin, unhappy line.

Alasdair’s cocky grin improved, and he pointed a scolding finger at Finlay. “And dinna be seeking death on yer own, trying to escape me.”

Morggán let himself smile at that, just a little. But Alasdair’s fun did not make the plan better. Certainly, it didn’t make the morning safer. But it reminded him why he trusted these men to stand where he stood, and why, when the blood started spurting, they would know to look for one another.

“Get some rest,” he said. “Whatever tomorrow brings, we canna expect it will go as easily as Caerwyll predicts.”

They broke away then, one by one, back into the necessary, familiar business of making themselves ready. Morggán remained where he was for a moment longer, looking out toward the dark beyond the fires, and wondered—not for the first time—how many decisions were made by men who would not be the ones to pay for them.
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Morggán knew before they reached the bottom of the slope that the day was going to be shite.

The valley ahead of them should have held a thin line of wagons and a light escort, something that could be struck hard and broken apart before the English had time to gather themselves properly. Instead, as the Scots came down out of the higher ground, he saw banners where there should not have been banners, and lines forming where there should have been confusion. The sound carried upward to them, not the loose noise of a camp caught unaware, but the heavier, steadier din of men who had already taken their places and were waiting.

He reined in and looked again, counting by tens, taking in the spacing, the way the ground was being used. There were more of them than there should have been. Worse, there was movement to the left, where the trees thinned and the land opened, and a moment later he understood why the air had begun to tremble beneath the hooves. Cavalry was coming in where there shouldn’t have been any at all.

Someone had been wrong. Or someone had lied.

Orders were already moving down the line, and there was no clean way to stop what had begun. The front ranks were too far forward, the banners too visible, the moment for doubt already behind them. They went in because there was nothing else to do that didn’t promise something worse.

The first clash was hard and brief and did nothing to change the shape of what lay ahead of them. The English line didn’t buckle. It held, and then it pressed back, and when the horsemen struck from the flank the fight broke open into something that wasn’t going to be easily mended.

Then the horsemen came in from the left.

He saw them only in pieces at first—the movement between trunks, the flash of steel, the sudden rise of sound—and then they were on them, driving into the flank with weight and speed, splitting what little shape the Scots still had. The fight stopped being a push and became a crush, and then it became a scramble for any ground that was not already taken.

Someone shouted to fall back. Someone else shouted something different. It didn’t matter as the line was already coming apart.

Morggán stayed mounted, forcing his way through the press, keeping his blade up and his eyes forward, trying to take as many English with him as he became certain he wasn’t making it out of this melee. His horse took a blow meant for him, the impact shuddering through the saddle, and a moment later he felt a strike at his thigh, a hot, tearing pain that stole his breath. Then, in the tight fighting, the hilt of a sword thwacked against his ribs.

The horse’s stride went uneven beneath him, its head tossing, foam flying back along its neck. Around him, men were breaking away in ones and twos, then in larger, looser knots, the field dissolving into flight as the English pressed forward.

The trees came up fast, swallowing sound and men alike. Morggán rode into them with the rest, bent low over the horse’s neck, his hands locked in the mane after he’d lost his grip on the reins in an evasive maneuver. The forest floor was torn up with hooves and boots, and more than once his horse stumbled and nearly went down.

The further they went from the doomed skirmish, the more scattered they became. Morggán’s horse, wild with fright from his own injury, ran as if possessed, while Morggán struggled to keep his seat, his own pain greatly intensified.

When his destrier had exhausted himself, far from the fighting, or when the wound overtook him, he finally went down. Morggán felt the fall coming but could not control the possessed beast. The world tipped and ground rushed up at him, the breath driven out of his chest in a hard, white-edged burst of pain when he landed. He rolled, came up on his hands and knees, and heard the horse scream behind him, high and agonized, before it laid its head down.

He stayed with the steed for some time, his hand on its neck, his head swimming, the noise of the battle far in the distance now, broken by the thick forest. When he tried to stand, his leg folded under him, and he had to drag himself upright using the horse’s shoulder, his vision dimming at the edges until he stood still long enough for it to come back.

He left the horse there and went on without any clear sense of where he was going, save back to his men. The uneven ground kept rising and falling and each step cost him more than the last. The gash in his thigh was not small, the blood already having soaked his breeches down to the knee. Once, he tried to pull himself over a fallen trunk and failed, the effort leaving him shaking and light-headed enough that he had to sit where he was and wait for the world to steady itself again.

After that, the hours—or days—lost their order.

He slept. He woke. The sun moved, changing the patterns of light within the trees. The pain in his ribs settled into something deep and constant, no longer sharp, but no less real for that. When he finally looked at the wound, pushing aside cloth stiff with dried blood, he saw enough to know it was not a thing that would mend itself quickly. He bound it as well as he could, with hands that didn’t seem to want to cooperate, and waited for his men to find him.
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She finally named the dog, calling him Charlie, mostly in her mind since she spoke less now than she had when the man lived. Charles the Second, officially, after the last dog she’d known, who surely must have passed by now. He’d been seven or eight when she’d left him. Or since she’d come here—she never had decided how to phrase it, what had happened to her, what she still didn’t understand. Sometimes she wondered if her mother and father were still alive, but then reasoned that was overly dramatic thinking, since her parents would only now be in their forties. She wasn’t certain, but she thought ten years had passed, that maybe she was twenty-one now. She would have been in college now, if she’d stayed there, if she hadn’t come here.

She spoke now, reciting the alphabet song, a way to remember. Other songs had fled her memory over time. She might have remembered the words if only she could recall even one snippet or a title. She should have recited them more often years ago. The man had once said the mind recalls only what it needs to, but she would have thought that she would have needed—desperately needed—to recall the image of her mother but that, too, had faded with time. But what did she know? Maybe stress had erased all but what was necessary to survive. 

In the first few days and weeks and even months, those ten years ago, she’d listened so carefully for sounds that didn’t belong to the man’s house, for the sound of a vehicle or maybe even a helicopter—surely a search party had been gathered and sent out in every direction. 

That day had not faded from memory, not one minute of it. She’d been holding her mother’s hand while they had strolled the narrow streets of some small town whose name she could not recall. She’d tugged her hand free from her mother’s, had stopped to stare in a shop window, at a sparkling display of jewels. Her mother had pulled out a map then. While her parents had studied it, looking for the pub that had been recommended to them, she’d stared at the glistening jewelry, with stones of every color, mesmerized by how the sunlight had glistened and reflected. Her warm breath had steamed the cold window and she’d used her hand to wipe it clean. She’d said to her father that he should buy the blue stone necklace for her mother, to match her eyes. He’d laughed, had said he should buy the ruby necklace, to match her mother’s temper.

“You’ll be seeing that red right now if I don’t get something to eat soon,” her mother had assured him.

That was it, the last thing she could remember of her parents. Yet, their faces were blurry now in the memory. She could recall her mother’s blue wool coat and her father’s dark hair but little else.

The part that followed, waking confused and terrified in the forest, wandering for hours or maybe even days, was even less clear. When next she woke up, she’d been in the man’s house. 

Maybe time didn’t want her to remember, maybe her brain believed it was better if she forgot. But again, what did she know? As it was, nothing from her other life, not one bit of knowledge, was needed here. Everything she knew—everything she needed to know to survive—she’d learned from the man.

She returned to the house now, wet laundry in hand, and spread out her shirts and pants and the long socks over the hazel thicket that grew on the south side of the house, thankful for the warm sun. She paused and considered the vine creeping up against the rough stone and timber, and briefly marveled at two pink blooms just making themselves known. She thought it pretty, but pulled the blooming flowers down anyway, as the man had always done, lest it draw attention.

While Charlie scrounged around the woodpile—likely after a mouse or some other small critter—she sat and worked on the cord she had started the day before. The nettles she’d found near the stream had not gone far, and she wished she’d found more. The pale willow fibers would have to do, and they lay in loose curls across her lap, some still damp from the stripping. She held the cord taut with one hand while the other hand fed new strands into it, rolling them hard against her thigh until they tightened into rope. Every few inches she overlapped another ribbon of inner bark, twisting it carefully into the length already made, testing each section with a small pull before continuing. Yesterday, the cord she’d been using to drag heavier wood back to the house had given way, and despite more than an hour spent trying to repair it, it had snapped again. 

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Charlie lift his head and turn away from whatever had held his attention inside the woodpile. His ears pricked, and he held himself very still, staring off into the deep forest. He cocked his head slowly and then took off, disappearing beyond the house.

She watched for a moment, then went back to her work. He did this sometimes, caught a scent, followed it for a while, and came back smelling of things she didn’t want to know about. She finished the length she was working on and coiled it neatly before returning her knife to its sheath on her belt. 

She stood and listened but heard only the normal silence. Whatever scent Charlie had caught, it must have taken him far to have carried away the sound of him.

Charlie was never gone from her side for long, and when nearly half an hour had passed and he had not returned, she finally went after him. She followed the way he had gone, not calling his name, but watching the ground instead. He was not careful about his tracks. After a good ten minutes, she gave a low whistle, but there was no answering sound. The trees crowded around her as she went, the forest thickening until the afternoon sun was nearly choked out. The farther she walked, the more she felt the old reluctance settle in her shoulders as she came to the boundary of the known forest. The man had rarely ventured further than this point and so she did not.

She angled toward the old, familiar willow—the one that leaned as if caught between standing and wanting to lie down. This was as far as she ever went in this direction.

She heard Charlie before she saw him, heard his low, uncertain sound, not quite a bark. Forcing herself past the willow, she crested the small rise and saw him standing a little apart from something dark in the grass of a clearing, his tail low, his head down.

It was a horse, she saw, rather astounded. The size of it gave her pause before anything else. Larger than any horse she could remember seeing in that other life, it lay on its side with a long, dark wound in its belly, the saddle still on its back, the reins trailing into the weeds. The smell reached her a moment later, faint but unmistakable. Dead, but not long, she judged.

She stood where she was and looked around before going any closer, turning slowly, letting her eyes move from tree to tree, shadow to shadow. A saddle meant a rider, her brain said. She laid her hand on the knife at her side and waited, listening, before she realized that Charlie would have warned her if anyone was nearby.

It was a shame the horse was dead, she thought initially. She would like to have a horse, imagining it might come in handy, though she could not immediately think how. Another mouth to feed was all she could think of, and maybe that was reason enough to know she would not like to have a horse.

Her gaze roamed over what the horse carried, finding that much more interesting now. 

Breathing through her mouth to escape the scent, she crouched down, and without touching the body any more than she had to, she tugged at the straps of the tack, testing their tightness, then cutting them where they would give her the most length. The leather came away stiff with blood and sweat, but still good. She coiled what she could, laid the rest aside in manageable lengths. The saddle itself was too heavy for her to lift, but the cloth beneath it came free easily enough, thick and still dry on one side. She folded that and set it aside with the leather.

The bags were easier to cut away from the animal. One, miraculously, held food, once-soft bread gone hard at the edges, a fist-sized piece of cheese, and strips of dried meat. She stared longingly at the small feast, not having seen anything so lovely in a decade. Even as her mouth watered, she wrapped them again and threw the bag over her shoulder. Even bread that was not very good, that might be hard as a rock, was still bread.

In the other saddlebag she found things that made her stop and stare with wonder. There was a huge plaid blanket, worn but whole, two spare shirts, a pair of stockings, and a fine leather belt. She found a small pot blackened with use, a whetstone, a bundle of cord, and flint and steel wrapped together in oiled cloth. There was a knife, better balanced and sharper than her own, and she tested its weight in her hand before she slipped it into her belt at her lower back. There were also a few small, dull discs that looked like ancient coins, and a folded sheet of thick paper that she opened, finding it filled with writing she could not decipher, writing that curiously looked as old as the coins, as if from some long-lost time. She took them anyway—paper burned and metal could always be used for something.

When she was done, she stood for a moment and looked at the horse again. It felt wrong to leave it as it was, but there was nothing she could do that would change what had already happened.

Charlie had come to her side, and she rested her hand briefly against his neck, then turned away and lifted the heavy saddle before dropping it back to the ground, deciding it would be easier to drag than to carry. With the two saddlebags flung over one shoulder, rather buoyed by what seemed gifts from heaven, she started back through the trees, the saddle rasping and bumping over roots and brush as she dragged it behind her.

She paid closer attention to the forest on the return journey than she had on the way out, her eyes moving constantly now between the trees ahead and the spaces between them, quite certain that horses with saddles—even dead ones—did not come without a rider.

The forest thickened steadily behind her house the farther north one went, the ground rougher there, darker beneath the pines and old firs where little sunlight reached the earth even at midday. The horse had lain well back in that deeper stretch, nearly a mile from home. Closer to home the woods opened slightly, enough for low brush and hazel to grow beneath the trees, making it easier to scan her surroundings as she trudged along. 

By the time she glimpsed the house through the trunks ahead, her shoulder ached from the weight of the bags and her hands stung from the leather straps. She’d always supposed the man had chosen the spot carefully when he’d built the house, since it stood just within the forest’s edge. In front of the house—one hundred and thirty-six paces, she’d once counted for no particular reason—the forest ended, opening up into a long strip of grasslands that stretched as far as the eye could see left to right. Beyond the clearing, southward, the land rolled away into open hills and scattered stone, exposed and wind-beaten country she had never crossed and had no wish to. The forest belonged to her in a way the grasslands never could. A person crossing the southern hills or even traveling through the grasslands would never notice the house unless he already knew where to look. Once, while cautioning her never to set foot outside the forest, the man had said that from a distance the house was undetectable, that the forest appeared unbroken, a solid wall of green and shadow. Only from within did the narrow stretch of open ground reveal itself, the house sitting low against the trees with its weathered roof and thin trail of smoke. 

There were evenings when she would sit on the worn stone near the break in the trees and watch the light shift across the tall swaying grass of the meadow. The red deer passed sometimes at a distance, moving in quiet groups across grassland, their shapes unmistakable against the pale sweep of grass. She had seen starlings settle in dark, shifting clouds toward the western rise, gathering and folding in on themselves before dropping to roost in the reeds below. On other days a sudden disturbance would ripple through the air—a large flock lifting all at once, wings flashing silver and black as it broke from the ground and scattered into the sky. Nothing else crossed that stretch.

The openness of the grasslands appealed to her even as she knew it was dangerous, being so exposed. But there was reassurance there as well—if anything moved across those hills, she would see it long before it reached the trees. The grasslands offered no concealment. Only the forest did.

She dragged the saddle into the clearing at last and let it fall beside the house with a heavy thud that startled Charlie. Even exhausted, she found herself grinning as she crouched beside the saddlebags again, hardly able to believe the strange wealth she had carried home from the dead horse in the woods.
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