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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The long wait is over. It is time for Ramsey MacLaren and Leelah MacLeod’s story to be told. I’m sorry for the length of time it has taken me to finally put this story on paper. Life Interruptus took hold of me and dragged me from my writing for much longer than I expected. I’m fighting back for my writing persona and carving out time to visit the worlds in my mind.

I want to thank my critique partner, Melanie Carroll, of the Sassy Scribes for reading, brainstorming, discussing, and just listening. She helped get this story in its final form. I also want to thank my new editor, Mary Marvella for her eagle eyes on details and characters, and her precision with the written word.

Most of all, I’d like to thank the readers for their patience in waiting for this story. Without you my stories would never see life.


 

 

CHAPTER ONE

England 1349

Anger rode high in Ramsey MacLaren when a guard lashed a fellow Scotsman for dropping a load of stone on its way to the crumbling south wall of Draught Castle. Ramsey pressed between the guard and his fallen comrade. The leather whip snapped around Ramsey’s forearm. He offered a clenched-tooth smile to his friend while blood dripped from his arm to the ground. With his fingers locked onto the leather strip, he shoved the enemy back, distracting the guard from the other man.

The guard backhanded Ramsey then walked away. “Ye’ll pay for that, Scottish filth.”

Ramsey breathed in through his nose then out through his mouth before turning to his friend. “Let me help ye, Thomas,” he said, pulling the man up.

Thomas stared at the open gash on his arm. “The bastard should die, taibhse. They all should die.”

Ramsey wiped blood from his chin. “Aye, Thomas.” And if he had his way, they would die. He’d take pleasure in peeling the skin from the bodies of every Sassenach soldier there.

Three guards returned.

“Back to work,” one hollered at the other prisoners who’d gathered to watch the action.

Two grabbed Ramsey’s arms, pulling them behind his back. They muscled him to the whipping post where they secured his wrists in manacles. Ramsey tightened his muscles against the first lash, holding back a groan when the whip cut into his skin. Over the raised voices, he heard the wind shift as the leather sailed through the air and landed with a loud whack and sharp sting on his back.

When Ramsey didn’t fall, one guard slammed his face with a meaty fist. Ramsey shook his head. A second punch blurred his vision. He heard his nose break. The world went black.

He didn’t know how long he’d hung on the post, but when he opened his eyes, dusk had arrived.

As night descended, the other prisoners marched back to their cells. Pain lanced through Ramsey with every movement as the guards dragged him to his cell. Two guards held him upright while a third one shackled him to the wall.

The overweight guard who’d delivered the lashes grinned. His foul breath made Ramsey want to gag.

“You’ll hang there all night.”

Ramsey spat in the man’s face.

The guard punched him in the gut. “Mayhap you’ll be dead by morn,” he snarled then left the cell, clanging the door loudly.

Aching legs barely held him up, relieving the stress on his shoulders and arms. Sweat and grime stung the cuts the manacles made in the skin around his wrists. Ramsey inhaled through his nose and released a slow breath. Surviving another day in hell has merit, doesn’t it? he asked himself on a daily basis.

Rats scurried along the walls. “Waiting for me tae fall asleep?” he muttered. “Eager tae feast on me flesh?” He’d killed a few of the vermin earlier, so the other rats fed on them for a while. His nose had gone numb from the smell of waste and blood. Desperation hung like a noose in this place, growing tighter until he couldn’t breathe.

The dampness from the littered floor seeped through the holes in the sheepskin that covered his feet. The lashes on his back burned, making him shudder. Dirt and sweat magnified the stinging wounds. His fury and hatred kept him pushing the boundaries, kept him baiting the wrath of others.

At twenty years, he’d started his mission to prove himself to his chastising brothers. They’d goaded him on to greater things, as did The MacLaren, his father. Duncan, the eldest, complained of Ramsey’s ineptness with a sword. Shawe and Ronnie jumped him from the most unexpected places to toughen him up. The MacLaren looked down his nose with disappointment at his youngest son.

That arrogant young man was long gone, laid low by the Archbishop of York. Robert Stewart and Patrick Dunbar, the cowards, fled the Battle of Neville’s Cross early, leaving King David to fight alone. Ramsey planned to hunt down Stewart and Dunbar, remove their heads, and stake them on a pike for all to see.

Every time he closed his eyes, Ramsey relived the battle with great detail. He staved off sleep as much as possible, but it came, nonetheless.

As a member of King David’s force, Ramsey stationed himself on the hill, his left hand gripping a freshly sharpened sword, ready to attack. His right hand held a dagger.

The wait was agonizing. He wanted to get on with it.  A large Anglo-Saxon cross stood a few feet from his position. He bowed his head and prayed for a blessed victory.

 The battle raged. Outnumbered, the Scots’ formations crumbled.

A white-clothed female floated in the shadows. The moonlight danced off her hair and turned her pearly smile sinister. Her long skirt billowed in the windless night.

“Ramsey,” the siren voice called. “I feel your pain and hunger.”

“Away wi’ ye!” He dared not be drawn in by the witch’s beauty. The price, his soul, was too steep.

“Why do you bother worrying over the others? The pain is great. Each day it gets worse,” she crooned.

“And each day, I shall bear it,” he swore.

The scrape of the metal cell door sliding along the floor woke him from the dream and screams from those who lay dying.

The guard sneered as he unhooked the steel manacles hammered into the dungeon wall. His elbow bashed Ramsey in the mouth. “Damn, you’re still breathing.”

Ramsey dropped to his knees and spit out fresh blood before raising the brow over his unswollen eye. “Sorry tae disappoint ye.”

The guard kicked his midsection.

A second guard slammed the iron bars closed. “We should kill the rebel Scot.”

“He is more stubborn than most, but I shall break the animal. The whipping post will knock the fight out o’ him. I like the challenge.” The men turned and strode away.

Ramsey got a measure of amusement from the fact that the English bastard actually believed that.

He shuffled across the floor on stiff legs, holding his aching stomach with one hand and rolling his other shoulder to get better movement. His two new cell mates, brothers, cowered in the other corner. He didn’t blame them. They were but children.

Bloody fingers fumbled along the cracks to find the jagged rock hidden there. He slashed a single mark on the stone wall next to so many others. They covered two full walls of his cell from top to bottom.

Two years, eight months, and seventeen days of capture.

Ramsey stared at the blood-stained rock before closing it in his hand and settling on the floor. For the thousandth time, he cursed the reckless behavior that caused his capture.

A harsh voice called, “Yo, Scottish pig. Here be your slop.” A guard tossed sparsely filled tin plates and cups to the dirt floor. His new cell mates grabbed theirs and scooted out of sight.

Ramsey carefully rolled to his side and pushed himself up. With chin held high, he limped on wobbly legs to the cell door where the guard held a water bucket.

“Bring your cup lest you get no drink.”

Ramsey scooped the tin cup from the floor, shook it out, and held it fairly steady as the guard hastily ladled water into it. Turning, he snatched the plate from the floor and sat down to eat while the two young boys got their cups filled.

Most days he considered going without. The oat and meal passed as food only on a good day. The water was the color of piss and tasted just as foul. His swollen tongue and dry-as-a-dirt-bowl mouth ached for cool, clean water. Memories of fresh air and the taste of real food withered away with time.

Tattered clothing hung loose on his diminishing frame. Smashed and past broken fingers ached in the damp cold. The cell door keys jingled every time the guard’s arm swung for another lash or punch, mocking him.

Relinquishing his fight seemed a low blow to those who died fighting the battles against the English king attempting to seize Scottish lands and command its people.

His declaration to hunt down the cowards meant he could never go home to Balquhidder, for his clan remained faithful to Stewart.

Hours of working in the scalding sun darkened his skin and siphoned his energy.  His fingers, hands, and arms ached from lifting heavy blocks all day, but his muscles had grown more defined. The scratchy shirt scraping against yesterday’s gashes stung. He lay on the patch of floor, awaiting sleep. “Damn.”

During sleep, the buidseach called to him. Though she appeared in white, he believed her to be a black witch—an evil witch—wanting to take his soul.

“It be hard tae sleep wi’ her wailing in your head.”

Ramsey recognized that voice and raised his head. In front of him shimmered an eerie gray figure bouncing against the filthy stone background. “Niall?”

“Aye.” The figure smiled.

Ramsey glanced at the other two inhabitants of the cell who stayed by each other. Thankfully, they slept.

He shook his head. “I be tetched in the head. This place has taken me wits.”

Niall, a previous cellmate who’d died weeks ago, chuckled. “Nay, lad. Ye be as sane as I.”

Ramsey’s brows shot up. He tilted his head. “Ye be dead, Niall—dead.”

“Tae be sure, though I kin tell ye I be not happy aboot it.”

Ramsey barked out a laugh then quieted and cast another glance at the brothers to make sure they did not wake to see him talking to no one.

“I have come tae warn ye.”

Ramsey’s stomach seized, threatening to expel his meal. Sure now he’d lost his mind from being imprisoned for so long. “Warn me about what, Niall?

The shimmering form paced the confines of the cell. “The one who comes tae ye when ye sleep.”

Ramsey narrowed his eyes. “What do ye know o’ her?” he whispered.

Sighing, Niall answered, “She be cunning and evil.”

Ramsey admitted to himself that Niall was correct. Evil surrounded the beautiful woman.

Ramsey jammed fingers through his filthy, matted hair and propped against the wall. “What does the buidseach want?”

“She wants power.” He paced back and forth.

“Why does she come tae me?” Ramsey brought his legs up and planted his feet on the floor to rest forearms on his knees.

Niall ran his hands down his face. “I dunna know.”

Ramsey leaned his head against the stone wall. Finding it hard to keep his eyes open, Ramsey lay down. “I have nothing for her, Niall. It be good tae see ye.”


 

 

CHAPTER TWO

The next morning bright, and early, the prisoners ascended from the dungeon and went outside to the bailey to begin work. Ramsey noticed newcomers to the prisoner ranks. Guards yelled at them to move faster. One guard shoved a once strong and virile Scotsman to the ground. The guard proceeded to beat the man mercilessly.

Weaving among the other prisoners, Ramsey moved toward the guard. He grabbed the arm that dished out the punishment. He peeled back the man’s fingers until he heard one crack. The man screamed, dropped the whip, and punched Ramsey with his free hand.

The guard from the previous day grabbed Ramsey by the shirt collar, wrapped his thick arm around his neck, and dragged him to the whipping post while the other prisoners yelled and pushed at the guards.

The smelly man locked one of Ramsey’s hands in the iron cuff, but Ramsey managed to punch him square in the face, giving him a bloody nose before another guard grabbed his other hand.

The bloody guard stood in front of him and snarled.

Ramsey bashed his forehead hard against the other man’s head, causing him to stumble back with a growl.

Thomas and other Scots in the yard rushed toward him, but he shook his head. He’d happily fight this battle alone.

Ramsey ground his teeth as the strap sliced into his right shoulder with the first lash. It stung as the leather slid down his back to the ground, ready for the next strike.

Thomas glared hatred at the guards and begged Ramsey with his eyes to let him help.

The next lash ripped the skin on his right bicep open. The tip struck his fingers, stinging them.

Ramsey appreciated it when the other prisoners pulled a reluctant Thomas away from the scene. He didn’t like to see the torment in his friend’s eyes.

He lost count of the lashes that struck his flesh. At one point, the tail end of the strap cut across his face. Blood poured from the cuts on his body. He no longer felt the whipping, for his raw back was numb to it. New scars would form over already puckered flesh.

He passed out.

At some point, he felt the guards hauling his limp body along the ground before tossing him on the floor of the cell.

Sometime later, he woke. The brothers sopped up blood from his wounds with a scratchy cloth. They spoke in whispers.

“Thank ye, lads,” he croaked and tried to get up. But with his strength depleted, he fell back to the floor. He’d lost a measure of blood.

He woke on and off with hazy recollection of the boys forcing the piss water down his throat along with oat cakes.

Ramsey lay on his stomach, his face turned toward the wall. His head pounded as if a smithy lived inside. He heard distant chattering of the rats, most likely devouring his food.

Time stood still in the prison.

At one point, he struggled to open his eyes. Any attempts to move his head sent shards of pain to his eyeballs. His neck felt as stiff as a pike. He groaned. Before he closed his eyes again, he heard a soft voice say, “Hang on, lad. Ye be a strong boy.”

Determined to stay conscious, Ramsey managed to get his crusty eyes open. He turned his head, despite the jarring headache, to see that the cell was empty. The other prisoners must be working in the yard.

Shuffling footsteps announced someone approaching. He closed his eyes.

“He hasn’t moved in days. You think he is dead?” a guard asked.

“We’ll check on the morrow. If he is dead then we dump the body with the others.”

Days? The guard said days. He hissed and pushed his naked torso up to sit. Hot sparks of pain shot through his arms and back. It felt as though a red, hot poker jabbed into his back, but he stayed upright.

An eternity later, the brothers stumbled into the cell by way of a hard shove from the guard. They hurried to him when they saw him sitting up.

“You’re awake,” one boy said and smiled.

The other boy’s dirty face lit up. “How do ye feel?”

This was the first time since they became cell mates that Ramsey heard the boys speak. He took a moment to assess them. “I feel like a boar ran across me back and stabbed me wi’ its horns.”

The boys’ dark eyes widened.

“We dinna think ye would wake up,” one said.

“Aye, we thought this time they killed ye.”

Managing a crooked smile, Ramsey asked, “What be your names?”

The first, who looked to be the older of the two, rose on his knees and said, “Andrew Keith.”

“I be David Keith.”

“How did ye get captured?”

“Our Laird led a legion wi’ other Scots and the French against the English. I be not good enough wi’ the sword, so me da wouldna allow me tae fight,” Andrew groused. His jaw tightened.

“I be in charge o’ taking care o’ me da’s sword and weapons. I cleaned and polished ‘em ‘til they shined,” David said proudly. “During the battle the tent was set on fire. The smoke drove us out tae fresh air.”

Andrew growled. “The English soldiers grabbed us.” A worried look passed over his face. “We havena seen any o’ our clansmen. I fear the laird be gone.”

David nodded.

Ramsey winced as he crossed his legs and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “War takes many, Andrew.”

David moved closer to his brother.

Tin plates and cups clattered to the floor, making both boys jump.

A grungy guard sneered through the bars. “So you live.”

The boys turned and sat down next to Ramsey.

The corner of Ramsey’s mouth lifted. “Aye.”

“Come get your food.”

“Go on, lads.”

Reluctantly, Andrew and David shot across the cell to grab the plates and cups. Andrew picked up one for Ramsey.

The guard snickered. “If he wants food, he needs to get it himself.”

Andrew and David turned to Ramsey with questioning eyes.

Clenching his teeth, Ramsey bent his legs and fell forward. He stayed there a moment, letting the pain wash through him. He inhaled deeply tainted air two times before pushing to his feet. He walked to the cell door with a hard smile and slow gait, glaring at the guard with each step.

Andrew handed him his plate and cup.

“Thank ye, Andrew.”

Growling foul words, the guard threw a few small pieces of bread through the bars, slapped the oats and meal onto the plates, and sloshed water into the cups.

Ramsey made sure the boys got their food first. He stood tall and glared until the guard walked to the next cell.

The English bastard moved on before Ramsey allowed his shoulders to sag. He closed his eyes, breathing heavily through the agony. He turned and limped slowly back to the wall. Andrew and David were there waiting for him. They held his food while he lowered to the floor.

“I dunna trust that man,” David said.

Ramsey nodded. “Dunna trust any o’ them, David.”

“He stares at me.”

Ramsey’s gut heaved. He knew the acts of depravity that happened to the weaker occupants in this prison. He protected as many as he could manage. “David, ye stay wi’ Andrew at all times.”

“Aye.” Andrew nodded.

Ramsey swore that he would not allow this place to destroy the boys’ spirits. He’d pass the word along to the others to keep the boys close. It was time to find a way out of this place.

Andrew and David settled down to sleep. Movement was easier, but Ramsey still couldn’t lie on his back. He’d be in the yard working tomorrow, so he needed to rest.

Ramsey jerked, hearing the screams of his fellow Scotsman falling in battle. His friend, John Bonville, lay dead beside him with a longbow arrow through his heart. Others battled the English riders, but it was clear their force had a disadvantage, not only in numbers.

He jumped, grabbed at a rider, and took him down off the horse. He kicked the soldier in the head and stabbed the bastard in the stomach. He lunged at another who came up behind Philip. With a yell, he cleaved the man’s arm and left him bleeding out.

More and more the English came. More and more of his friends fell. When he heard from others that Dunbar and Stewart had retreated before the campaign started, he swore to avenge his fallen brothers if he survived.

He slashed his way through a group of soldiers. Blood covered his clothes, turning them red.

Through the mist, she appeared. Her long hair blew around her body like a cloak. She floated toward him with a wide smile.

The battle continued to rage around them, the sound muted. He watched others fall prey to the enemy. Still the witch drifted closer.

Ramsey growled. “Why be ye here?”

“I am here to help you, Ramsey.”

“I dunna need your help. If ye genuinely want tae help, help them.” He motioned toward his fellow Scots.

“I cannot change the past, Ramsey, but I can help your future.”

Ramsey held out his sword to keep her as far away from him as possible. “Ye needs be gone, buidseach.”

Her face bunched into a scowl. “I hate that word.” Her voice boomed across the battlefield.

“I dunna care what ye like or dunna like. Be gone.”

Her eyes widened and darkened as her scowl returned. Screaming like a banshee, the witch disappeared in a flash of bright light.

Ramsey spun away and closed his eyes.

When he opened them he was back in the cell.

“I told ye, boy. She willna give up.”

Niall again paced the cell.

Rubbing the muscles in his neck, Ramsey said, “She said she could help me future.”

Niall nodded. “It will be a barter.”

“What kind o’ barter?”

“I dunna know.”

Ramsey glanced at Andrew and David. “Kin ye help me escape this prison?”

“Nay. Ye see I be a ghost.” He ran his hands down his figure. “I be limited in what I kin do.”

“Kin she?”

Niall started pacing and shaking his head. “Ye dunna want her help. She will have your baws, boy.”

The Scots numbers dwindled. Starved and beaten, they were slaves to a master who enjoyed inflicting pain. They wouldn’t last much longer. He considered what David told him. The boy should be skipping rocks in a creek or chasing hares, not rotting in a prison.

“I see ye thinking, lad. She be a beautiful evil that cannae be trusted. The witch spins lies like a tapestry. She doesna care who she hurts or kills tae get what she wants.”

Niall’s warnings should be heeded, but the thought of losing one more Scotsman to the Sassenach bastards burned through him like a fire. The younger captives presented the enemy with new ways to mete out pain. They needed to get free of this foul place. If freedom extracted a price, he’d pay it.

He would pay it for them all.
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“A young lady sits quietly, knees together,” Katherine instructed.

Leelah MacLeod rolled her eyes. Sit quiet and keep your mouth shut she meant. A small snort escaped.

Her mother frowned. “Leelah.”

“Aye, Máthair. I ken, keep me knees together so they cannae see the dirk strapped tae me thigh.”

Her sister, Eleyne, giggled and fell off the chair.

Katherine clapped her hands. “Ladies.”

Eleyne’s giggles caught up to Leelah, so she started laughing. Her mother’s frown softened until a smile broke out on her face.

“What be going on in here?” a booming voice called from the doorway.

“Lessons,” Leelah managed to say despite the laughter.

Drummond MacLeod—Laird of the Clan—her father—marched into the room. “Doesna look like you’re learning.”

He picked Eleyne up and twirled her around, making her laugh harder.

Katherine threw up her hands. “Fine. Be gone with you,” she huffed.

Leelah bolted out the door. Eleyne raced to their chamber.

As Leelah bounced down the stairs, she heard her mother’s laughter and her father’s murmurs. Even after all this time, and despite the fact that her mother was English, they still loved each other deeply.

She hurried straight through the bailey, out the gate, across the bridge, and into the countryside, as far away from lessons as she could get.

Her mother’s upbringing predisposed the how-to-be-a-lady-lessons, but Leelah never felt the need for them. Scottish women were strong and hardy. They didn’t wilt at the sight of blood, and they weren’t afraid to fight. Plus, she was a MacLeod.

“O’ course, me da will pick me husband,” she mumbled. “Let it be a man I kin love and who shall love me.” The fleeting wish passed through trembling lips.

Late at night, while those in the keep slept, she whispered the secret wish. She never spoke it aloud. She didn’t want her father believing she did not trust his decision.

Soon, Leelah arrived at a copse of trees and bushes that hid another secret—a beautiful, azure byrne—her hiding place. She loved the peaceful place and sneaked here as often as she could.

Plopping down onto the green grass, she dangled her feet in the water before laying back. The sun high in the sky shone brightly today, spreading its warmth. Leelah closed her eyes and let the sun’s rays heat her skin.

Clouds passed in front of the sun to block the beams. She cracked one eye to see the shiny orb. “It must be the ferns and hedges so plump wi’ greenery that have clouded the area.”

A mist crept into the small pocket oasis. It twisted around tree trunks and weaved into the shrubs. It grew thicker, circling her head, blocking out the light.

Imaginary birds flew round and round in her stomach, threatening to make her lose her morning meal in a retch.

In mere moments, the mist grew thick as a blanket, obscuring the entire area. She waved her hand and felt the white substance sift through her fingers. This type of mist often covered the moors and meadows.

It was odd.

She stuck her tongue out and tasted tangy moisture. She jumped to her feet. Trembling fingers wrapped around the handle of the dirk beneath her plaid and drew it out.

A breeze stirred the white stuff. Hollow moans carried through its wake. Afraid that a ghost or banshee crept into her secret place, Leelah twisted the dirk for a better angle to stab with.

“Leave here, demon. Ye have no place on MacLeod land.”

She sounded fiercer than she felt. Again, the food she’d eaten threatened to spew from her mouth. She laid one hand on her churning stomach.

The moaning grew louder. Someone chanted her name.

“What do ye want wi’ me?” she asked in a shaky voice and raised the dirk.

The mist thinned in one area. Hesitant, Leelah inched closer. A dark stone with bone-colored streaks jetting through it floated in the space.

Leelah stumbled back. “What?” What is happening?

The chanting of her name roared through her head. Her skin tingled. The hairs on her arms and neck shivered.

“Who be ye?” she screamed.

The chanting stopped. Again, the mist thinned to reveal the floating stone.

Her head buzzed. Her eyes watered.

The stone disappeared in a puff of smoke. In its place stood a tall man with a broad chest and brawny arms. Long, blond hair framed a lean face and angled chin and fell past his shoulders. A white scar marked his jaw. His clear, calculating gaze stared at her. The amber flecks within his gray eyes blazed like raging fire.

A warmth stirred in her belly and inched lower to her female parts. Leelah lifted her hand toward the handsome image. It exploded into smoke.

Slowly, the mist disappeared to reveal the byrne and blooming trees.

Dizziness rolled like waves, one after another. She fell to the grass and gagged. Her breath came in short gasps, like she’d run up and down the castle stairwells, chasing her sister in a game. Earlier, the sun had warmed her skin, but now her body overheated.

An ancient stone and a man. Her heart had raced at the sight of him.

At twelve summers, she was old enough to understand what stirred within her while staring at the warrior. His taut jaw and tight mouth were unyielding.

Was that a vision? A vision?

She’d heard of women who had visions—seers.

The pain in her head lessened. Her stomach calmed. She lay on the ground and stared at the now blue sky.

“If that was a vision, does that mean I’m a seer?” she whispered. She shook her head. “Nay.”

If anyone in her family had seer abilities, certainly she would have known. “One vision does not a seer make,” she said adamantly. “Mayhap the food I ate caused me stomach upset and the vision.” Would I have gotten better so quickly if it be illness?

Rumors carried through the village about one woman who was a seer. Leelah took her herbs from her mother’s garden. The kind old woman spun wonderful stories about the past and the future. She’d make sure to visit the sweet woman soon to discuss this strange event.

She shivered.

She wanted nothing to do with it.


 

 

CHAPTER THREE

The sun shone brightly, bringing with it the heat of summer. Ramsey chipped away old mortar. Sweat poured down his face. Another man worked behind him, laying fresh mortar upon the stone to refortify the castle walls. Although the walls and buildings had sustained damage from many battles and years of erosion, the castle, itself, was in good condition.

David lugged a large bucket to each man for a drink. The piss water sloshed over the sides when David dropped the bucket to the ground. He dunked a ladle into the water. The boy struggled with the heavy load, but there was a determined look on his face.

Ramsey smiled.

The Keith boys didn’t slack in duties. They jumped in to help where they could.

Ramsey shaded his eyes with his hand as he looked at the blue sky. He missed the Highland sky and the Highland nights.

He missed Scotland.

For three summers, he’d existed in this hell. He’d watched clansmen suffer and die at the hands of the enemy. In battle there was a code. In a prison, there was none.

He clenched his teeth, thinking about Stewart and Dunbar’s cowardice. The Scots had a better chance together, as was the plan, but when two-thirds of the force disengaged and disappeared, those left behind paid the price.

A steep price.

He glanced at the other workers—stout men wasting away. Hatred flamed in his chest. He’d been young and inexperienced at war, but he’d shown up. Cowards turned tail and ran to save their worthless hides. He planned to stake their heads in a place where all of Scotland could spit on them in disgust.

Splashing indicated David’s arrival with the water. He held up a full ladle to Ramsey.

Ramsey took the ladle and downed the disgusting liquid. “Thank ye, David.”

The boy smiled, picked up the bucket, and moved to the next man.

A blessed breeze blew through the yard. Everyone, even the guards, stopped just to feel it. Ramsey lifted his nose in the air, hoping to catch a scent other than sweaty men and rotting bodies.

The guards piled the bodies of dead Scots on the other side of the wall until they lit them on fire. Good men’s lives reduced to ash. No decent burial, no prayers for the soul.

Ramsey returned to work. The witch’s words danced through his thoughts. “I can help your future.”

There was no future if they remained prisoners. Ramsey formed a plan, a plan that involved hearing the witch’s offer and bartering to make the deal to get freedom for all of them.

A tightness squeezed around his heart. Never again would he see the rolling hills of Ballquhidder or the dark clouds that swirled around those hills during a spring rain.

The hours dragged on. His swollen fingers bled, and chips of mortar dug into the cuts.  They restored one more row before the bell chimed announcing a halt for the day.

That evening, after consuming as much of the slop as his stomach could manage, Ramsey talked with Andrew and David for a little while. Even with so much to handle in their young lives, the conversation was lively. He admired their courage.

He lay on his side too nervous to sleep but knowing he must. The rats squeaked and ran through the hallway. He left part of his meal on the floor in the corner for the ravenous creatures.

He closed his eyes and calmed his breathing. The blood in his veins slowed along with his rapid heartbeat.

Sleep claimed him.

Ramsey roamed the battlefield, looking for others who’d made it through alive. The soldiers did the same, hauling the prisoners to a portion of the field with no bodies. They would grab him any minute, as they’d done on the actual day.

He looked around the trees, into the hills for her image. “Where be ye?” he hollered, for he knew she would appear in this dream, like she had in the others.

“I am here.”

Her long hair danced like it was alive. A silver gown hugged her sensual body. Her hips sashayed in an enticing rhythm as she walked toward him.

Her eyes were as brown as the soil, but gold flames burned within their depths.

“Who be ye, and why do ye seek me in sleep?”

Her hands slid into the flowing sleeves of the gown and disappeared. A frown settled on her face. “It is the only way I can reach you for now.”

“Why me?”

 She sauntered around his form, looking him up and down. Once back around to the front of him, she said, “You will be close to someone who has something I need.”

There were not many people he allowed close, which meant it would be a friend. Cautious, he said, “Why cannae ye get it yourself?”

Anger bubbled in her eyes. “I can appear in this time and place for short periods.”

“Why?”

One of her hands flew into the air and waved. “That’s not important.”

On the contrary, he felt it was particularly important. Could he betray a friend? He crossed his arms. “Ye cannae appear in solid form, yet ye swear ye kin help me escape. How am I tae trust ye at your word?”

She walked around him, caressing his arms and his shoulders.

Her soft fingers on his skin made him shiver.

“I will get you the cell keys.” Her calculating eyes assessed him. “I like this version of you, but your real body is not as robust. You will not be able to escape in that condition.” She bent down and picked up a rock. She tossed it up and down in her hand, an indication of her ability.

He ground his teeth. “I be able, but I havna said I will help ye.”

Her image flickered. “You will.” 

“What needs be stolen? Who shall have the item ye seek?” His stomach roiled. He needed answers. 

The witch swung around, giving him full view of the back of the dress or the lack thereof. It was open all the way to her ass. He could see the top of the crack as the gown shifted when she walked. “You escape tomorrow. I will come late in the night when there will be few guards.”

“Ye havena answered the questions.” He uncrossed his arms.

She sighed. “You will become close to Alaxandar MacLeod, and by doing so you will gain access to a talisman.”

“MacLeod?”

“Yes.”

The MacLeod clan was known in some parts. He’d heard a story once about a fairy flag given to a MacLeod chief. Was that the talisman she wished stolen?

“Tell me more about the talisman,” he said.

Impatient, she said, “My time is short, MacLaren.”

“I need more information about the talisman ye seek,” he growled.

“Fine,” she spat. “It is the MacKay stone.”

How would befriending a MacLeod get him access to the MacKay talisman?

Her form started phasing in and out. 

He gritted his teeth before saying, “If I agree, I have terms.”

Her blond brow rose. “Terms?”

“Aye.”

“Freedom isn’t enough for you?”

He shook his head.

“Hurry up, then. Proceed,” she said while wrapping a long strip of her hair around her finger.

“I want every prisoner tae be freed. We shall need weapons. I shall return the Scotsmen tae their homes before I search for what ye seek.”

The witch paced in a circle, mumbling to herself and twirling her hair faster. After a few moments, she stopped and glared at him.

“I can get the keys to open the cells for all the prisoners. You will have to get the weapons yourself.”

He crossed his arms again and stared directly at her. “And return them tae their homes.”

“Very well,” she said. “You can return them. But I don’t expect you to waste too much time.”

“Agreed.”

Her image thinned and became more transparent.

The deal was struck.

 

The night passed quickly.

Before the guards came to take them to the yard, Ramsey talked to Andrew and David.

“Boys, I have a plan for escape.”

“I hear ye have tried tae escape, but it hasna worked,” Andrew stated in a droll tone.

Yes, he tried to escape twice before but got caught and beaten.

Rolling his eyes, Ramsey assured the boys. “This be a better plan.”

David squirmed. “If ye get out, where will ye go?”

“Not just me, David. All o’ us.”

Andrew crossed his arms and cast him a skeptical look.

Voices echoed down the hallway, so Ramsey hurried with his explanation.

“I dunna have time tae explain all. Speak tae the others and pass the word. We leave tonight.”

The guard unlocked the cell door. “Come on,” he growled.

The three shuffled out of the cell and down the walkway to the yard. Others already started their work.

Ramsey walked up to Thomas. “Thomas, we be breaking out tonight.”

Thomas laughed. “Ye jest, Ramsey. It be good tae see ye not give up. I admit some days I beg for death.”

Ramsey grabbed his arm and stared into his eyes. “Tonight, Thomas.”

Thomas’ eyes widened. “Ye speak true?”

“Aye.”

“How?”

“It doesna matter. Pass it along tae all.”

“What about those who kin barely walk?” Thomas asked.

“We carry them,” Ramsey replied. “We leave no one.”

“Hey, you.” One of the guards shoved Ramsey. “Get to work,” he snarled.

Thomas passed a look to Ramsey.

“Tell them,” Ramsey mouthed.

Thomas nodded and went back to work.

David sloshed his way toward Ramsey later in the afternoon. The guard who scared the boy stopped him.

“Give me a drink, boy,” the ogre said and stroked David’s hair.

Ramsey watched the exchange closely.

David’s hand shook as he lifted the ladle. Water spilled with each shake.

The guard swallowed the water and handed the ladle back to David. “Come here, boy,” he ordered and motioned to the door he was standing in front of.

Panicked, David scanned the area for help.

Ramsey would not allow David’s spirit to be broken. The guard’s intentions would do just that. “Boy, I need a drink,” Ramsey yelled.

“Me, too,” Thomas said.

“Aye,” said another Scotsman.

The ogre frowned. “Get on with your duties.”
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