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Chains and Shadows

Jem’s body ached with every shallow breath. The thin straw mattress beneath him did little to ease the bruises and broken ribs that screamed with every heartbeat. The cold stone walls of the nunnery cell closed in like a tomb, and the damp air reeked of mold and stale incense.

Heavy iron chains clinked around his neck and wrists, biting into raw flesh, a constant reminder that his freedom and the promises given to him were shattered. His wrists were raw where the iron shackles bit into flesh, blood seeping slowly down his arms. The chains around his neck were heavier than the weight of despair that pressed on his chest. The wooden floor was cold beneath him as he endured the harsh stillness of the chamber in aching silence.

The dank air of the cell wrapped around Jem like a shroud and sent shivers down his pained spine. Cold seeped into his bones far deeper than the biting chains ever could. Each breath was a shallow rasp, the wounds beneath his tattered shirt still anguishing him, reminding him he was still alive, barely.

The walls, damp and crumbling, echoed faint murmurs of prayers and whispered secrets. Outside his cell, footsteps of nuns passed by, their faces pale and averted. They never looked in. They never spoke.

How long had he been here? Weeks? Months? Time had dissolved in the darkness. Only the chiming of the chapel bell marked its passing, each toll slicing through the silence like a blade. Why was he shackled in a nunnery? A place of sanctuary for peace, convalescence, and prayers. Not a prison under the guise of holy cover.

Jem closed his eyes.

The scent of mildew and blood was suddenly replaced by another smell, faint but piercing, horse sweat and gunpowder. A memory rose like a nightmare.

The hold-up he had planned along the York Road had failed. The famous highwayman, once feared and admired in equal measure, had been cruelly double-crossed, and now the furious clatter of a pursuing posse echoed ever closer behind him.

His horse, faithful to the end, stumbled without warning, lamed beyond hope at the worst possible moment, and with that misstep his fate began to close in.

He urged the animal on regardless, but the distance between hunter and hunted shrank with every labored stride. Then came the sharp crack of a pistol. He was flung violently from the saddle and pitched into the cold mud, the searing burn across his back announcing the lead shot that had brought him down. His world spun, and his mouth filled with the taste of earth and blood. The sound of hooves thundered past him before circling back.

Then, as before, he found himself in chains, the iron biting into his wrists, his body wracked with pain, his pride wounded more deeply still. The ache of his injuries was matched only by the bitterness of desertion, the knowledge that the trap had been set by one he had trusted. Lying there, bound and broken, he understood with grim clarity that it was not merely the law that had caught him, but deceit that had closed its jaws at last.

More than ever his mind churned with bitterness and confusion. He was certain he had been betrayed again, sold out by the Baron of Ripon, whose life he had saved not long ago. The cruel and calculating Baron had played him like a puppeteer. The thought of the broken promises twisted in Jem’s gut like a knife.

Now, for reasons unknown, they’d left him here to rot, abandoned to die in misery.

Finally word came a few days later. Just a whisper from a passing sister that Beechey had survived. Not only that, but she had been able to return home and was receiving treatment. The knowledge was both a spark of hope and a fresh wound.

His addled mind recalled the nightmare that led him here, trapped like a fox. He’d been coerced into making an agreement with the British secret service. A promise of freedom and a pardon for his crimes of theft, with a reward worthy enough for him to set up a new life with his family if he could find and break free from the traitorous Jacobites, the esteemed British spy, Jacqueline Beechey.

He slumped back against the wall, utterly spent, the strength drained from him at last. A long, weary sigh escaped his lips. Why had she abandoned him too, after everything they had endured together, blood and soul bound, forged side by side through a hellish time that should have made them unbreakable? The question gnawed at him, heavy with disbelief and hurt, as the silence offered no answer. He had trusted her throughout, mistakenly, because he thought she too trusted him.

That’s why the Baron’s cruel foul play cut so deep, it wasn’t just the wounds and chains that caused the pain, but the tearing of the bond of trust itself.

And yet one question would not leave him: had she paid a terrible price to survive?

Jem opened his eyes. The memory faded, replaced by the damp grey of the cell. His hands clenched against the chains. She lived. They said she lived. That whisper had come days ago. He couldn’t see the face of the nun who had breathed it through the iron bars in the door, but her words were clear. Beechey lived. A mercy, or a cruelty to keep him from despairing enough to die? He did not know.

The iron collar chafed as he sat up, the movement grinding broken ribs against one another. Pain flared white behind his eyes. He let it come. The pain was proof he was still alive. The pain meant his body still fought to survive.

The straw crunched beneath him as he shifted, then came a sound loud and heavy in the stillness. Footsteps approached outside and Jem held his breath. The slit of the viewing hatch creaked and a pale oval of a face appeared for the briefest moment. It was one of the younger nuns. Her eyes flicked over him, pity warring with fear. Then the hatch slammed shut and the bolt clanked into place.

He almost laughed. Was it pity from behind the barred door? Or did they think of him as a beast, caged for taming?

Why did the Baron want him broken?, reduced to nothing but a wrecked shell, to be discarded when his usefulness ended? He was confused, but angry.

He filled his lungs to the full with a pained gasp and, as every chain tightened around his flesh, he vowed they were another knot in the cord of vengeance that he would wrap around that man’s throat.

Suddenly the smell of chimneys and a damp sea breeze cast him back to Whitby and the clatter of swords clashing. Another memory surged as he closed his eyes, unbridled and brutal.

Dropping to one knee, completely exhausted, Beechey gathered all her last remnants of energy and defiance to summon one final blow at De Winter’s calf, but her movement was awkward, slow, and labored, and De Winter deftly stepped back to knock away her sword and turn on his heels to launch his boot powerfully against her mouth.

Blood sprayed from her mouth as her head snapped back and her exhausted body crashed flat onto the cobbles. De Winter’s demonic eyes circled across the aghast faces of the crowd as he defiantly waved his blade and touted for challengers to stop him.

With no heroes stepping forward, his gaze bore down on his expiring enemy.

“Time to die, bitch!” he threatened as he straddled over her.

“My death scream will haunt you forever.”

“I’m afraid, my dear, it will bring me nothing but great peace each night.”

Beechey tried to summon another reply, but only blood came out of her mouth. He slid his feet closer to her side and stood on her hair, pinning her head to the bloodied cobbles, and then, holding her head tight so she was directly facing him, he raised his sword high above his head and prepared to drive the blade down viciously fast and hard into her motionless body.

“Your death will be savored.”

On the verge of collapse, Beechey refused to close her eyes. She said no prayers or held thoughts of regret. She accepted her fate and defiantly fixed her gaze on the face of her killer, then, clasping her jaw tight, she awaited death.

De Winter stood tall above her, raising his sword slowly for the death blow. He knew she was completely powerless to act and defend herself. His eyes flickered across the surrounding cowardly blanched faces, but no one moved or spoke, and silence beset the sickened and fevered crowd.

He stood firm, poised, and smiling with his head at a slight angle. He proudly reveled in and savored his moment of victory and the nearing execution.

Drawing a large breath, he prepared to unleash the final savage blow, but then suddenly and unexpectedly his facial expression changed from a manic grin of supreme confidence to a grimace of perplexed shock.

His eyes gaped open in panic as, stepping out of the crowd in front of him, he immediately recognized the battle-battered face of Lazar Benedict, alias the ruffian Jem Rose.

Speculation danced in his probing eyes, but he had no time to react as the blade of the highwayman plunged hard and deep into his body, only stopping when the metal tip struck against the Dutchman’s backbone.

A high-pitched scream of pain lanced everyone’s ears as De Winter spat out air and a mouthful of blood. He could find no words to equal his anger and was unable to respond in any way other than to cast a look of shock and horror.

He remained stationary, his face draining of all its flush, and he watched helplessly as the highwayman withdrew the blade and savagely stabbed it back into his body three more times in rapid succession.

De Winter’s sword slipped free and clattered to the floor. His legs gave way, and he sank to his knees, broken in defeat. Eyes wide open, blood pouring from his mouth and oozing from his bodily wounds, he lay still as his life painfully began to ebb away.

Beechey shot a disbelieving glare at Jem and summoned up all her energy to haul the top half of her body over De Winter. Looking directly into his eyes, she felt the warmth of his last breath expel on her face.

“Go to hell, bastard!” she screamed as she spat a mouthful of blood and saliva into his vacant, greying eyes.

No one moved, spoke, or tried to interact. The crowd remained silent and still in shock as a result of the barbaric scene which had developed and concluded in front of their eyes.

Having dropped his sword, Jem set his feet and firmed his stance, then lowered his right hand to grip Beechey beneath the shoulder before carefully hauling her to her feet. Leaning on each other for support, they steadied themselves. Beechey’s mournful demeanor temporarily vanished and, through watery vision, she looked directly into Jem’s eyes.

“The Baron?” she whispered.
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“HE IS SAFE.” JEM SMILED.

Now his thoughts returned to the present, and he found himself once more in the darkened room, the stale air heavy with the lingering smell of candle wax, sweat, and blood. Jem shouted out in pain, his voice raw with terror. He called out her name.

“Choices, Mister Rose. We all make them. Yours led you here,” a woman whispered from behind the door.

Jem had tried to speak and spit every curse he knew, but pain stole his words. The last glimpse of Beechey, her eyes wide, tears cutting paths down her blood-smeared cheeks, seared into him. Then he slipped away again, his world spinning into blackness.

He shuddered. The chill of the cell seeped deeper, but it was nothing compared to the pain lodged under his breastbone since that day in Whitby. Beechey’s face still haunted him in the dark like a candle he couldn’t snuff out.

He forced himself to stand, though every muscle seemed to scream.

The chain between his ankles gave him only a few steps, but he took them, pacing the narrow confines day after day, slowly gaining in strength and stamina.

The walls pressed close, dripping with moisture, and somewhere beyond the stone, the bells tolled morning’s new dawn.

Another day of the same grey void, filled only with agony and painful memories. The robberies, the hold-ups, the bold and daring flaunting. He’d gone too far, been overconfident, and he had made an almost fatal mistake.

Now all thoughts of Beechey and her treacherous uncle, the Baron of Ripon, were banished, replaced by softer and warmer thoughts of his loving wife and his two sons. Their beating hearts, somewhere beyond these walls, were the embers that kept him from collapsing entirely into self-pity and regret.

His only thought was now to use his hate for the Baron as strength. He must escape, gain his vengeance for the betrayal, and return home to his family.

Unknown to Jem, beyond his confining walls the beast of rebellion still paced and snarled. The Jacobite uprising had been broken, its promise dissolved, and Charles Edward Stuart had fled once again across the sea.

Yet the truth remained hidden from most, it had been Jem’s and Beechey’s boldness and guile that had crippled the Jacobites’ hopes of reinforcing the Scottish army at Derby.

Drained of strength, starved of supplies, and stripped of essential equipment, the invading army was forced to turn back to Scotland, its dream of marching on London and crowning James Stuart, father of Charles Edward, as King of England left in ruins.

As the Protestant King and his nobles planned their retaliation over great lunches and candlelit beverages, real heroes like Jem and Beechey were caught in the grinding teeth of power and removed from history to prevent whispers of the catastrophic failures of the British secret service from spreading through the corridors and taverns. It was those who sought the attentions of the King who ensured their own glories were credited with the defeat of the Jacobites.

Jem sank back onto the straw, the exertion of dragging his chains from wall to wall and corner to corner having exhausted him. Penetrating the thick heavy door and lingering around him, the damp air hummed with the faint sound of prayers from the nuns who worshipped. Was it for his soul and God’s salvation? he wondered. He shook his head and ground his teeth. He wasn’t interested in prayers, only survival.

Another flash of the past struck and his throat tightened.

A firelit room, warm against the Autumn damp. This was the first betrayal, the one that locked him in the vices of the Baron and the British secret service. He saw her clearly now, over her pain and laughing at his demise. He had taken his exploits too far, and he knew it. He should never have deceived Claudia, and he should have retired his pistol and the ways of the highwayman years ago. Trying to deceive the wealthy widow, Baroness Walden, had proved to be a monumental error, and whatever sentence would have been ordained, he would never be able to return to his respectable life with his wife and two boys in Badsworth.

The cell door groaned and Jem snapped his head up. A nun entered, small and dull-faced as the stones around her. She carried a bowl of thin broth, the steam ghosting in the chilled air. She set it down without looking at him.

“Have you news of my family? ... Beechey? ... Are they alive?” he rasped.

Silently, as usual, she ignored his questions.

“Can you help me?” Jem pleaded, his voice a jagged whisper. “Do you have any news? ... my family ... Beechey. Are they alive?”

The nun paused from reaching for his waste bucket.

“Are they alive?” he repeated with hope, his eyes widening as he noted her unusual hesitation.

However, with disappointment, he watched her trembling hands grab the bucket and turn away, but then unexpectedly she did something he had not seen her do before. She crossed herself before fleeing without a word. The door slammed shut and the bolt clanked as it fell.

Jem stared at the bowl she’d left, the faint steam curling upward. He would eat, because he had to. He would live, because he must. Not for the awaiting noose and not for mercy, but for vengeance.

He lifted the bowl with shackled hands, the thin broth tasting of ash and iron. Somewhere beyond these walls, his family breathed and so did the Baron ... for now.
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The Baron’s Visit

Jem woke with a start to the scrape of leather boots against stone. The sound slashed through the fog of restless dreams, setting his pulse hammering. His fingers dug instinctively into the damp straw, the clink of chains following his movement like a curse.

The heavy door groaned open. Candlelight bled into the darkness of his cell, casting long, jagged shadows across the damp walls. Framed in the orange glow stood a crooked-backed, thin figure, his cloak brushing the ground.

‘The Baron.’ Jem recognised the small arched silhouette, even in the flickering light. Then he saw his pallid face, lined with worry, every crease etched deep with distress and fear. Standing in the doorway as if scared to enter, his eyes, cold and unreadable, swept over Jem’s chained form as a wolf might appraise cornered prey, but was too scared to near him. By his side, a dark, stocky figure armed with a musket grinned at the prisoner.

Jem forced himself upright despite the agony that wracked his body. He would not greet this man prone.

“It’s time you learned why you’re in here,” the Baron said. His voice was low, gravelly with age and bitterness, carrying the hush of someone feeble.

Jem’s fists clenched against the iron biting his wrists. “Why ........ I have been betrayed.” His answer was raw, plagued with days of silence and pain.

The Baron did not immediately answer. Instead, he hesitated before taking one step inside.

He nodded to his escort and, understanding the command, the burly man handed him a ring of keys and stepped backwards to close the door behind him with a heavy thud. The echo reverberated through the dim corridor. Finally, after a deliberating pause, the Baron locked the door, clipped the keys to his belt and crossed the slabs to rest on the wooden bench beside Jem’s cot. The smell of rain freshened Jem’s nostrils.

“Your bravery and courage saved the Crown.” He placed the candle on the floor.

“And yet I’ve been betrayed and locked away here to rot,” Jem spat back.

“Locked away for your own safety.”

Jem’s face tightened in confusion.

“The report of your heroics never reached the King. His advisors decided it was more prudent to inform him and Parliament that the rebellion’s downfall should be credited to the military, rather than to a highwayman and a spy.”

“The truth finally revealed ... betrayal.” He lowered his face and shook his head.

“However,” the Baron stammered, “fortunately for you, we still need you.”

“What?” Jem raised his eyes to glare in disbelief in the Baron’s direction.

“It’s true, unfortunately.” Suddenly the bench felt uncomfortable and the Baron needed to stand. “Although you killed Aron De Winter.”

He turned away, hiding his grief. “During Jacqueline’s convalescence, another traitor from the Jacobites’ organisation kidnapped her and sent a ransom demand to the King.”

“Beechey lives.” His exclamation echoed loudly.

“She does ... for now.” Noting the relief in the outlaw’s tone, he turned back to face the shackled man. “My spies have validated reports claiming she has been taken by rogue Jacobites to Edinburgh.

At first I believed she was dead,” he paused, his eyes flicking uncontrollably, “but then the King’s personal advisor received a ransom note from Rome.”

“Rome?” Jem’s breath hitched so sharply it hurt. For a heartbeat, the chains, the pain, the cell, all fell away. ‘Alive’. Now the embers that had kept him from dying flared. “And my family?”

“They’re safe. I’ve posted guards to keep watch on them from a distance.”

“Why...” Jem’s voice faltered, then sharpened to a blade. “Why was I left to rot here? When you promised.”

“I’m sorry...... It wasn’t the plan. You were supposed to be taken to York for habitation, but the King was advised to make sure you never plagued our highways again.”

“Abandoned ... left to die.”

“Not by me or Jacqueline. It wasn’t our doing. I pleaded directly to the Lord Chancellor and the Lord Steward myself, but it was to no avail. His Majesty has been emboldened by his Lords to rid the country of all highwaymen and such criminal activities. He has publicly backed a Hue and Cry for information leading to the apprehension of all England’s brigands and plunderers.”

“So why are you here?”

“I thought you’d have figured that out.”

“I’m not interested.” Jem dropped his head into
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