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LAIRD ROSS MACLEOD – laird to the MacLeod clan

Euphemia – woman sworn to aid Ross

Maureen (MacKinnon) MacLeod – wife of Ross

Laird Donald MacKinnon – brother-in-law of Ross

Maureen – Euphemia’s friend who died of old age years prior. She seemed to have some insight into future events

Gordon – Ross’s second-in-command and childhood friend whose father was a MacKinnon and mother a MacLeod.

Alastair – deformed beggar who claims he is indebted to Ross

Kane – Ross’s first-in-command, cousin, and best friend.

Bruce – Ross’s tenant who owns hunting dogs

Grant – Ross’s tenant who raises cattle

Malcolm – Ross’s seasoned soldier who used to be his father’s first-in-command 

Davina –Gordon’s sister

Bram – MacKinnon prisoner
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The Isle of Skye, 16th Century

Ross MacLeod dropped to join his five dead soldiers as a sword sliced through his side. His body hit the ground, causing the mist to swirl around him just as the sun’s rays crested over the canopy of the thick forest into the small clearing, lifting the fog. The onslaught had come unexpectedly.

He’d left his wife’s dowry estate an hour earlier, traveling with only a handful of men. Since her holding bordered his land, he had no reason to suspect an attack would happen.

As the last MacDonald soldier disappeared into the woods, Ross’s second-in-command wandered into the small clearing. When Ross saw him, the hair stood on the back of his neck. He’d left Gordon in charge of his wife’s holding.

“Why?” Ross asked as Gordon stopped inches away from his bloodied body.

Gordon’s mother was a MacLeod, so he’d trained under Ross’s father. They’d been good friends for years. When Ross became laird at his father’s and older brother’s death, he’d made Gordon his second-in-command.

“The MacKinnon legend. I’m sorry, Ross.” Gordon’s eyes shifted about.

Sorry? Ross could not believe what he had just heard. More so, he could not believe his second and his friend had betrayed him. Ross wanted nothing more than to thrust his sword into Gordon.

“I married a MacKinnon... per yer suggestion!” Ross yelled.

Regret clothed the man’s face. “Aye. Donald...” Gordon’s words trailed off. He could not even look Ross in the eye. Donald, Laird MacKinnon, was Ross’s brother-in-law.

“Maureen’s brother? Is this his doing? Does my wife ken?”

Gordon looked around to make sure they were still alone. “Maureen doesna ken. Donald... he’s greedy. Yer daughter... She’s the One.”

“The one what?” Ross asked. What the hell is he talking about?

“The MacKinnon legend. She’s... the One.”

“What one?” Ross’s voice was getting weaker with every breath. Keeping his eyes open was a chore, let alone raising his head.

Gordon turned away.

“Why did ye come back here?”

Gordon stopped and faced him again, still not looking him in the eye. “I came to ensure the deed was done.”

“I’m naw dead yet. Finish me off.” 

Gordon shook his head. “Yer wound is fatal. I canna bring myself to raise a sword to ye.” With that, he turned and made his way into the woods.

Ross gathered all the energy he had and bellowed, “Gordon! Yer days are numbered!” He closed his eyes, and his head dropped back down as his words reverberated, replacing the woodland sounds. He would not survive. Even if he could cut off the pressure to the gash in his leg, the laceration on his left side would undoubtedly kill him. He could not believe he’d been betrayed by someone he thought loyal.

What legend? he thought, just as everything went black.

***
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Euphemia MacKinnon watched the attack from where she hid in the tree. She had known it would come. An old woman had told her years ago. The woman had died since, but she had never been wrong when Euphemia was a child. She predicted where and when a deer would come out or a rabbit would hop by. The woman once foresaw an avalanche months before it happened.

Euphemia had waited all night, but when the attack came, it was over quickly. As soon as Gordon left the small clearing, she climbed down from the tree. Her body struggled to move as she approached the small battleground. She told herself it was because of being cramped in a tree all night, but it was the fear of getting caught. She could not believe she was doing this. Courage was not something she possessed a lot of.

By the look of the young laird, it appeared that the elderly woman who told her he would someday be a great leader with many children had been wrong. Surely Ross would not live through the day. But Euphemia had promised the woman that she would aid him when the time came so he could fulfill his destiny. It had seemed important to her dear friend, so it was the least Euphemia could do. Her friend had been a bright light in a dark life, so she would care for the young laird until he could care for himself.

Euphemia quickly tied off his leg with a scrap of material she’d cut off one of his men’s plaid while looking around nervously, worried someone might return.

Typically, fear immobilized her. Making a conscious effort, she pushed her worries aside to focus on how to get Ross out of there. He was twice her size. She struggled to roll him onto the second length of plaid she’d cut to tie around his body to keep his side wound closed.

She contemplated getting the warrior onto her horse as she walked. She considered dragging him on a tartan, but that would most likely injure him more, not to mention leave a trail right to her. A search party was bound to look for him. The thought made her pause, and she looked around frantically, listening for any sound of someone returning.

As soon as she deemed herself safe, she continued walking as she thought. She’d have to get the laird on her horse, though Lightning would not appreciate it. Euphemia had a special bond with the wild horse, which never strayed far unless she was with her herd. It had taken well over a year of befriending before Lightning allowed Euphemia to ride her. She had no saddle or harness but used her legs and the subtle shifting of her body to control where she wanted to go.

Euphemia continued to think about how to get the man on her horse. She shook her head. She still did not believe he would survive. If it had not been for the promise, she would not bother trying to save him. But then, if it had not been for the promise, she would not have spent the past night up in a tree, meaning he definitely would not have lived. She would follow through on her word.

The horse was right where Euphemia left her. The white beauty looked up from munching on a patch of grass. Euphemia walked faster as she pulled up her skirt with her right hand, grabbed its mane with her left, and half jumped, swinging her leg over the horse’s bare back. She guided Lightning to the clearing but tensed when she saw the dead bodies. She wanted to take off in the other direction. The horse sensed her unease and stopped.

She’d never seen so much blood in her life. She glanced at each man. Were they really all dead? Would one wake and see her taking his laird or want her to help him too? What was she doing here? She had to remind herself of her pledge to get moving again.

Euphemia jumped down from the horse and looked around for a minute as she devised a plan. She walked over to a soldier and nudged him with her foot, then backed up in case he woke and grabbed her. When nothing happened, she did it again. Finally, she removed the belt from the soldier’s waist and yanked the plaid off him.

Ross was huge compared to her, but she managed to drag him over to sit up against another man who lay dead under a low-hanging branch.

Wrapping the end of the plaid under Ross’s arms, she tied it tight around his chest and secured the belt around it as reinforcement. Euphemia wasn’t sure her idea would work, but she saw no better way. She grabbed her horse’s mane and led it under the tree. The horse snorted at her, not liking that others were around even though they lay dead.

Euphemia picked up the other end of the plaid. “Please do this for me. I promised to help this man,” she said to the horse. The horse snorted again, then bent its head to munch on a small patch of grass under the tree. Euphemia quickly mounted and looked up at a branch to judge the height. She could do this.

“Be still, Lightning,” she said softly as she brought one foot up, stood, grabbed hold of the branch to steady herself, and flung the end of the plaid over the limb. The end was more than an arm’s length away from her. She sprang off the horse and grabbed it, letting her weight lift Ross vertically. A small branch whacked him in the eye. “Oh!” She held tight as his head wobbled back and forth.

Lightning snorted in the unconscious man’s face and moved closer to Euphemia. She used her body to push the horse until it came to the dead soldier on the ground below the tree.

“Move.” She shoved the horse more forcefully with her body. She couldn’t let go or the laird would go down.

Lightning snorted but sidestepped over the corpse. The movement hauled Ross up and over onto the horse’s back. Euphemia quickly let go of the plaid and grabbed Ross’s arms, draping them over the horse. She wasted no time. Half jumping over the horse’s back, she grabbed the belt around Ross’s chest and pulled several times until his body was balanced, but Lightning was getting skittish.

“Easy. Easy.” Euphemia soothed Lightning, as she secured the man by wrapping the plaid under the horse and over its back. Once mounted, she looked around, spotting Ross’s bejeweled sword. She should grab it, but there was no way she was getting down to retrieve it and chance Lightning taking off and trying to unload the man on its back. She was lucky to have gotten him on in the first place. She’d not push her luck.

Deeper and deeper she went, away from the MacKinnon holding until she entered MacLeod’s land. At first, she worried about a search party. But from what she had overheard from the soldiers, they were headed to Dunvegan Castle, the MacLeod stronghold. Since Ross and his men weren’t expected to return for several days, Euphemia figured they would not search anytime soon. But that did not mean she would not cross paths with someone else, which scared her. She would keep to the woods, away from any path.

She looked down at Ross. He looked dead already. Euphemia never knew her friend, the wise woman, to be wrong, but it was impossible to believe this man would survive.

Well, at least she could give him a proper burial.
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ROSS GROANED IN PAIN as he forced his eyes open a slit.

An angel appeared. No, not an angel. If she were an angel, he would be dead. However, the pain throughout his body indicated that he was not. Unless he were in hell, but hell would not have a woman as beautiful as the one in front of him.

Perhaps she was a fairy. That was it. She was a fairy. Her hair was spun of gold. It dropped around her face as she leaned down to talk to him. Her lips moved, but he could not hear anything above the pounding in his head.

His eyes started to close, but she shook her head. He willed them to stay open to please her as she propped him up and placed a cup to his mouth.

He took a sip of the vile drink she offered. He tried to refuse it as he coughed, but she was not having it. Instead, she put the cup back to his mouth. It smelled awful, but he took another sip to appease her, then shook his head again. She poured it down his throat, not caring. He would gag if he had the strength.

No, not an angel or a fairy. He was sure he was in hell.
***
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Ross moaned as he shifted. As soon as he moved his arm, pain shot through his side. His eyes flew open. The first thing he realized, aside from the pain, was that he lay on the ground. That much he knew. Even a peasant straw mattress was not that hard. He turned his head to get a better view, but his sight was blurry and there was little light. Where the hell was he? He could not decide if he was in a small hut or a cave. And, God, he was freezing.
Perhaps he was underground with the fairies. Had he not seen a fairy the last time he woke? He tried to call out, but no words came. He was so cold he could feel his bones shaking. His eyes closed again, and sleep overtook him.

***
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Euphemia walked into the run-down hut. Good, he was still asleep. She walked the wooden cup she had chiseled over to place it against the wall.

She wished she had a bucket to carry water in. It would make it easier. She would have preferred to stay closer to a stream, but she’d been fortunate to find the neglected one-room cabin far from civilization. Ross probably wouldn’t have survived in the elements. And they had had their share of rain the past week. Of course, when it rained, she didn’t have to walk to the creek to get water. There was a hole in the roof, and she could catch it where it dripped.

She began to make a tonic so it would be ready when Ross woke up. She had learned how to make it from her adoptive mother, whose husband was always in pain due to a cart falling over when he’d rounded a bend too fast. It had happened before Euphemia came to stay with them. The woman would only give it to him when his pain was unbearable because the potion was vile. He always yelled that she purposely made it revolting to anger him. Often his grousing was followed by the cup being flung across the room at the woman, but he always drank it first because it worked so well.

Euphemia’s chest tightened as she made the mixture. She glanced at Ross, who was sleeping. Would he become violent when he was more coherent? She almost wished he had died the first couple of days. She would have kept her promise but not been burdened with tending to him, great leader or not. She didn’t know anything about him and didn’t trust him. There were only two people in her life that she trusted: her adoptive mother, who died when she was young, and her dear elderly friend, Maureen, whom she had lived with secluded in the woods after that. After Maureen passed away, she continued to stay in her secluded cabin by herself. She couldn’t wait to go back home.

Ross moaned, and she stiffened, glancing his way. She hoped he didn’t wake up, but if he did, at least he would be confined to his corner of the room. He wouldn’t be able to get up with his injuries. She would have to keep her distance from him in case he had a violent demeanor.

***
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Ross’s whole body hurt. A noise grabbed his attention, and he forced his eyes open.

The beautiful woman walked into the hut. She was smiling, and his heart began to race. His pain drifted away as he realized she was indeed a beautiful angel. He followed her with his eyes, watching her glide to the table in the corner. He took in her dirty peasant clothes, bow, and quiver as she placed the game on the small corner table. Perhaps she was not an angel at second glance. Angels did not hunt. And her dress did not glimmer like an angel would wear. Still, her long blond braid fell to her waist like an angel.

She pulled out a dagger and placed it on the table. Would an angel carry a knife? He looked back at the door that was half open to see who else would come in, but no one did.

“So ye’re awake,” she said, regaining his attention as she walked over, knelt on the floor beside him, and placed her hand on his forehead.

Her voice was heavenly, and her touch made his skin tingle. Perhaps she was an angel disguised as a peasant. He slowly raised his right hand and brushed the cheek of the celestial being before him.

She frowned and swatted his hand away as if it were a pesky fly.

Ross yanked his hand back. No, not an angel. He blinked in disbelief before she leaned in. His heart sped up, and he smiled, thinking she was going to kiss him, but instead, she brought her hand to his left eye and spread it open so she could look into it.

“Can ye see all right? I daresay ye got poked in the eye with a branch when I put ye on the horse.”

He shook his head, more to get her to release his eye than to answer her.

Disappointed that she was not an angel, he frowned. His eyes darted back to the door, which was still partly open as he waited for someone else to appear. The woman was so small. She could not have lifted him onto a horse... unless she was a fairy. Fairies were known to have the strength of three full-grown men.

His eyes darted to her again. She grabbed a wooden cup by his head and turned to him.

That’s it, she was a fairy. Her golden hair was the color of sunlight and her eyes the color of the sky. Yes, she was a fairy. Ross relaxed, happy he had figured it out.

“Drink something,” she demanded, propping his head up with her free hand.

Ross tried to pull himself up to a sitting position.

“Nae,” she snapped and placed the cup on the floor, trying to stop him.

He scowled at her feeble attempt to keep him down. His pain came back in full force, shooting through his left side. No way had she lifted him onto a horse. She couldn’t hold him back even in his weakened condition. Maybe she was not a fairy after all.

She crossed her arms and frowned. “If ye rip open the wound to yer side, I’ll make sure ye dinna wake for another three weeks,” she huffed.

He glared at her, with a clenched jaw and flaring nostrils. If she was no fairy, who was she to be talking to him that way?

Euphemia sat on her bottom and curled her legs under her skirts, as if to put some distance between them, keeping an eye on his good hand.

He continued to glower at her but was pleased he could intimidate her into seeing her error in talking to him in that fashion. He took several deep breaths. Just sitting up made him out of breath.

“Where...?” he croaked out of his dry throat, rubbing his neck.

She offered the cup again.

He grimaced, then finally accepted it. Suddenly he remembered fragments of being awake and her forcing some horrid liquid on him. He eyed her as he brought it up to his nose to sniff. Once satisfied that she was not poisoning him, he took a small sip.

She scoffed. “Ye think after three weeks being yer nursemaid, I’d poison ye now?”

Who the hell did she think she was? Perhaps she didn’t know he was a laird. His blood boiling, he gulped down the rest of the water and thrust the cup at her.

She scooted away and straightened her back, putting him in mind of a half-scared, half-defiant rabbit, warily regarding the cup in his hand, before grabbing it and placing it on the ground.

“Where am I?” he asked scratchily.

She casually looked around the one-room hut, then shrugged. “Somewhere in the MacLeod forest. I was fortunate to find this hut before nightfall. I doubt the horse would have let ye drape over her back again.”

He looked around the run-down hut. He did not recognize it. Either this was deep in his forest, or she was lying. He looked her over to see if anything about her indicated deceit.

Grimacing at the insult, she gave him a good once-over herself but apparently didn’t get the result she expected, which he found amusing.

She snorted. “How do ye feel?”

“Like I was run through with a sword. Where are my men?”

“Ye dinna remember?”

As he clenched his jaw again, she got up and moved to the table, grabbed her dagger, and skinned her kill.

She looked back at him as he slid back to rest against the wall. His breathing became labored from the effort, and the pain left him more irritated. “Well?” he asked angrily.

“I only made a wee fire. I need to get this on it while the coals are still hot. I canna have it burn longer than necessary.”

She left him staring at the door where she had exited, his blood boiling at her insolence in not answering his question. How dare she ignore him.

At first, he thought she had left the door open, but looking again, he realized that the top hinge was broken and it was stuck open. Where the hell was he, and what in God’s name had happened to him?

He tried to think back to his last conscious moment. His wife, Maureen, had delivered a beautiful baby girl. He smiled at the thought.

It was part of the marriage contract that she would deliver their firstborn at the MacKinnon estate, her dowry. They had been there close to two months while he traveled back and forth to Dunvegan Castle.

He moaned. Thinking was making him tired. He closed his eyes and tipped his head back against the wall as he tried to remember what had happened to him.

He was called back to Dunvegan on an urgent matter... to quell some quarrel with the MacDonalds on his border farther north. Maureen’s estate bordered his land on the south, so he never traveled with more than a handful of soldiers. He had planned to gather more men at Dunvegan Castle before heading north to address the skirmish. He massaged his forehead as he struggled to remember.

***
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Euphemia looked around anxiously through the trees. She should not have started the fire until after preparing the meat, but she had not expected him to be up. Acutely aware of the possibility of someone noticing the smoke, she flipped the skewered meat. She should be far enough into the forest that no one would notice her tiny fire, but she was concerned. Ross’s legacy depended on her keeping him hidden from those who would kill him—and if they succeeded, what would happen to her? She wished she wasn’t in this mess.
Ross released a war cry that sent the birds in the trees scattering. Euphemia was sure it could be heard all the way to England. She smothered her wee fire. If someone heard him and saw the smoke, would they come searching? 

When she entered the hut, she noticed how red his face was. His hands were fisted, his eyes were wide, and he looked ready to kill someone. He must have remembered. He looked so angry she considered turning around and leaving, but she was so scared she couldn’t move. She kept reminding herself of her promise. He was angry, but there was no way he could outrun her if he became violent.

She mustered her courage. “After the care I’ve taken to keep ye hidden these last few weeks, ye had to go and do that!” She walked over only close enough to slide half the meat off the skewer onto the plaid, then moved away. “It’s not cooked all the way, but it’s better than nothing. I dare naw chance anyone hearing yer squall, then seeing a stream of smoke pointing right to us.”

“Who are ye?”

She glared at him from the opposite corner of the room, debating whether to answer after the rude way he asked. She took a deep breath. Perhaps he had a right to be angry. “My name is Euphemia.”

“Are ye a MacLeod?” He studied her more fully.

“Nae. I am a MacKinnon.”

His jaw tightened at the name, and there were a million questions in his eyes, but all he asked was, “How did I get here?”

“Eat first, and we will talk later,” she replied.

“Nae. We talk now,” he ordered.

She shook her head, grabbed the empty cup and turned on her heel.

“Damn it,” he yelled behind her as she slipped out of the hut. He grabbed the piece of meat on the tartan and bit into it.

***
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Euphemia walked to the stream and sat down, not yet convinced someone hadn’t heard Ross yell. She’d only recently stopped her constant worrying about someone finding them. Now she was back to it. 

She wanted to go back home. Could she consider her promise fulfilled now that he was awake? She thought of the times her friend asked her to save him. It had been important to the woman, though she was long dead. It was the least she could do. Maureen had been a loving old woman who took Euphemia in when she had nowhere else to go. She would follow through with her promise and pray Ross wouldn’t become abusive like her adoptive mother’s husband. She would have to be on guard and stay out of his reach when she could.

Euphemia tried to think of something to distract her from Ross. Lightning!

She hoped the horse was all right. She had taken the mare to a field and left her there. The coast was not likely much farther than that. Lightning was wild and needed to run. Without the protection of the herd though, Euphemia was concerned.

She sighed as she thought about everything that might happen to Lightning. She was sure the horse could outrun any wild animal that might come its way, so the only real problem was if someone saw her and wanted to claim her as their own. It would take a team of people to capture her.

Thoughts about the horse did not help. Euphemia jabbed her dagger into the wooden cup and turned it to make it deeper. Her thoughts continued to churn for the hour she sat there chiseling. Finally, she filled the cup and headed back.

Being careful not to spill any water, she took her time walking through the woods back to the hut. It took her a long time to get there, but she was happy she did not spill anything. Once, she had tripped walking into the hut and spilled close to the whole cup.

Ross was asleep when she entered, having somehow managed to lay himself back down on the plaid. She debated checking to see if he’d torn open his wound, but she did not want to wake him. There was no fresh blood on his tunic. That would do.

She sat on the other side of the small room, still too close to Ross to be comfortable. The hut was so small that two full-grown men would be tight lying between them. The sun shone through the large hole in the corner of the thatched roof near the door and illuminated the room.

She grabbed a piece of wood that she had already started to chisel. She had nothing better to do and needed something bigger than the cup to carry water.

It wasn’t long before the sun sprayed an orange hue on everything it touched. She sheathed her dirk and set it and the bowl aside. It was too dark in the small, windowless hut to continue.

She lay on the hard dirt floor and watched through the partly open door until the orange disappeared.
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IT WAS PITCH-DARK IN the room when Euphemia woke to a scratching sound. She quietly unsheathed her dirk and kept her eye on the partly opened door, which displayed the only bit of light from the moon, albeit not much. The sound hadn’t come from a human but a woodland animal, maybe a badger or a fox. She sure hoped it wasn’t a wolf.

Her breathing was heavy as she waited. The scratching stopped after a couple of minutes, but her heart still pounded.

“It’s just a badger. It’s gone,” Ross whispered.

“Aye,” she replied quietly, and her breathing normalized. It was funny how an injured and unarmed man could ease her tension. Not so much that she sheathed her blade though. She usually slept with her bow beside her, but it still lay on the table by the door. She had forgotten to grab it before she lay down.

Ross realized he should not have been so rude to her. After all, she had cared for him. But he needed to know why a MacKinnon had gone through the trouble to save him.

Since the MacDonalds were the ones that attacked him, it was clear they had aligned themselves with the MacKinnons. He boiled just thinking about Gordon’s betrayal. And his own brother-in-law Donald... damn him. How could he not be suspicious of any MacKinnon? What of his wife, Maureen? Was she involved? Gordon, the traitor, said she wasn’t, but he’d not trust any MacKinnon until he found out the truth. He needed to find out her reasons for keeping him alive.

“Why did ye bring me here?” Ross asked, keeping his voice low and calm.

“Ye were dying,” Euphemia stated matter-of-factly.

Ross expelled an exasperated sigh. “What is yer motive for bringing me here?”

“To save ye. Why else?” she answered wryly, as though it was obvious.

His heart jolted as he held his breath again. He always considered himself a patient man when it came to dealing with women, but she was pushing him to his limit. Was she doing it on purpose? He counted to ten before calmly asking, “Why do ye wish to save me?”

“At this particular moment, I dinna wish for anything but to go back to sleep, least of all save ye. I didna wish to save ye when I did. I made a promise.”

Aha! So she was working for someone. He knew she could not have brought him there without help. “Are ye holding me for the MacDonalds or the MacKinnons?”

“Are ye always such an... an... arse? Ye ungrateful... dimwit!” she spat as she sheathed her dirk and got up. “I canna believe any of the things I was told about ye could be true,” she mumbled and headed for the door, using the slim moonlight as her guide. Little help it did. She ran into the doorjamb. “Ow,” she muttered, continuing without missing a step.

He smirked when she hit the door. It served her right. He’d never had a woman talk to him like that. He was a laird and would not tolerate that from any man or woman, especially a MacKinnon. And the way she stumbled over the word arse made it clear that she was not used to calling people names. And dimwit? He chuckled.

He could tell she did not go far but had sat down, probably against the hut a couple of steps away. He considered asking her another question to get her all riled up but decided against it. From how she’d reacted to the animal scratching at the door, she most likely was uncomfortable sleeping out there. A question from him might make her move farther away. She would most likely trip and fall, maybe even knock herself out. She would not be able to defend herself.

Perhaps he should call her in, he thought wearily. He fell asleep contemplating how to get her back into the cabin without offending her.

***
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Euphemia reached out to use the house as a guide as she walked a few steps and sat down outside.

Who the hell does he think he is, accusing me after I’ve kept him alive this whole time?

She anxiously looked around at the dark shadows, quietly unsheathed her blade, and held it tight on her lap.

She should not have snapped at him. Perhaps knowing he could not come after her was why she did it. Hadn’t she seen the woman she called mother beaten often enough to be wary of giving a straight answer to any man? Aye, she should have just answered his silly question without the additional why else, even if he should have known the answer. She prayed he would forget about it all when he woke.
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​Chapter 4
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IT WAS MIDDAY WHEN Ross woke to the empty room. There were no sounds outside to indicate anyone was out there. Did she go to tell the others he was awake? Well, he would not meet his enemy lying on the ground. He managed to sit up despite the pain in his left side.

He felt better than he did yesterday. According to Euphemia, he had slept for several weeks. No doubt he had little to eat during that time. Most likely, the two bites of her kill were the first thing he had eaten in a while. Just that little bit of nourishment had done him good.

He pulled back his kilt to see his leg. There was a six-inch gash, well on its way to healing. It did not look like it had been stitched. The edges of the laceration overlapped in a few spots, leaving large bumps. It would be a nasty scar.

He looked around the room. There were no supplies, not even a mat where she slept on the other side of the room. In the corner diagonal from him sat an empty table. It was crooked. Several large stones were stacked and used as a leg where it sat in the corner. The table was rotted due to years of rain coming in from a hole directly above it.

At the head of his makeshift bed was a wooden cup full of water. He leaned over to grab it, but the pain in his left side was too much, so he straightened. Disgusted, he noticed he had lost a lot of muscle. He looked like a weakling. Hell, he was a weakling. He could not even get himself a cup of water.

He edged away, dragging the plaid he sat on. Once he made it to the wall, he leaned back and grabbed the cup with a victorious snicker, downing the water. Expelling a long breath of satisfaction, he nodded, looking around again. Now what? He set the empty cup on the ground.

The attack continuously went through his mind. It had been well thought out. Looking back on it now, he saw nothing that made him think he should have seen it coming.

He sat watching the door for what seemed like forever, listening for the sound of hooves that never came. Eventually, he had begun to doze off in a sitting position when he heard twigs snap. His eyes sprang open as he waited for his fate.

Euphemia walked in with a hare in one hand and a bowl in the other. He watched as she made her way inside carefully so she would not spill any water from the bowl. She did not know that he was watching her until she got inside and looked around.

“I brought ye more water. I thought there might be enough after ye drank some to at least wash yer face if ye wish.” She handed it to him. They both looked down at the half-empty bowl. “Some spilled.” She sounded disappointed as she turned to place the hare on the table.

Ross stared at the rough-cut bowl of water. How far did she have to go for it that she didn’t go back and fill it again? He shook his head and placed it on the ground beside him. “Where did ye go to get the water?”

“At the stream,” she called over her shoulder casually as she slid the bow and quiver off her shoulder and placed them on the table.

Ross’s heart began to speed up. What kind of answer was that? He slowed his breathing down. He could hear his childhood friend and first-in-command, Kane, laughing. Ye ask a stupid question, ye get a stupid answer.

“Is the stream far?” he asked.

She shrugged as she pulled her knife out. “I wouldna have considered it far if I didna carry a bowl of water.”

God! She was exasperating to talk to. “How long did it take ye to get from the stream to here while ye carried the water?” There. Right to the point.

“A lot longer than I would have liked.” She began to skin the hare.

“Can ye nae answer a simple question? Did it take five or ten minutes or... close to an hour?” he asked quietly but with a hint of irritation.

She did not know how to tell time and began to panic. Ross had not yelled, but a feeling washed over her as she recalled several visions of the man she was supposed to call father charging at the woman she had called mother. He always yelled at her for not giving him a yes or a no as Euphemia tried to make herself disappear into the corner of the room.

Ross was glaring at her when she turned to face him.

Euphemia’s face turned bright red from embarrassment, and she said quietly, “I canna tell time.” She grabbed the hare and knife and went outside to prepare it.

Damn it! Ross still had no answers. He had thought if he started with small talk, he could ease his way into who she promised to keep him alive for and why.

I really think ye’ve made a mistake. Euphemia talked in her mind to her dear old friend, Maureen. I ken ye were right about the attack, but there is no way this man will become a great leader. A great tyrant perhaps, she thought as she continued with her work.

***
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When Euphemia returned, Ross was asleep in a sitting position against the wall. He most likely would sleep most of the time for several more days until he got his strength up. Unfortunately, the only way he could build his strength was to eat, which required him to be awake.

She considered putting the meat on his crumpled plaid. Then she could leave while making a lot of noise to wake him up. When she returned later, he would be asleep again. That would be cowardly, but she did not care about that. The problem was that she needed him to either drink the water or wash with it so she could make another trip to the stream before dark.

Giving in to necessity, she called to him softly, “Sir.” He didn’t stir. “Sir,” she repeated as she nudged him with her foot. He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Ye need to eat,” she stated quickly as she placed his portion on his plaid and turned to sit in the corner where she slept.

He watched her as she sat on the dirt floor and fanned her food to cool it down. “I’m sorry. I dinna ken...,” Ross began, but she waved him off.

“I’d rather naw talk about it.”

He stopped talking. Apologies were not something he enjoyed making anyhow.

Halfway through their silent meal, Ross said, “I really would like to ken why I am here.”

She huffed, and her hands fell from her lap to the ground. “I told ye already.”

His hand flew up in a stop gesture. “Nae.” She quieted, and he said, “I’d like more detail.”

“Well, where do ye want me to start?”

“How about the attack?”

“Oh. I thought from yer yell yesterday that ye remembered yer attack.”

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes momentarily. “Aye. I do. But I dinna ken yer part in it.”

“I didna have a part in yer attack. I already stated as much.”

Oh my God. This woman could try a saint! He counted to ten, then asked calmly, “Where were ye when I was attacked?”

“Hiding,” she stated, then suspected he wanted more detail by how he continued looking at her. “In a tree.”

He began to massage his head. “Why were ye hiding?”

Her face scrunched up, and her eyes narrowed. “So I didna get myself killed.”

He snorted, and his hand dropped to the side, tipping over the water bowl she had carefully carried to him.

“Now look what ye did!” She got up, grabbed the empty bowl and cup, and stormed out the door, stopping to sling the quiver and bow over her shoulder.

Damn it, Ross thought.

***
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He was asleep lying down on his crumpled plaid when she came back. She set the cup and bowl on the floor beside him.
She had found some berries, and after she ate her fill, she put several in the water bowl for him. It was good she found them because the squirrel she got was rather small and would not fill either of their bellies alone.

She loosened her belt to pull out her kill as she went outside again. The sun was low in the sky, so she rushed to prepare their meal. She had to hurry since the hut would be dark soon except for the hole in the roof over the table. She had considered tossing some evergreen branches up there to close it off, but she preferred the light... until it rained. Then the earthen floor turned into a mud pit, which did not make for good sleeping.

Ross was still asleep when she went in with his rations, so she nudged him with the tip of her foot. “Sir.”

He opened his eyes and looked at her.

“Ye should eat while there is still light,” she said, waiting for him to become fully awake and sit up.

He began to push himself up as he said, “I need to relieve myself.”

Euphemia’s heart jolted as panic washed over her. She had not anticipated this problem and did not want to get any closer to him than necessary. She didn’t trust him. He seemed calm at the moment, but his demeanor had changed so quickly the past two times he was awake. Would he turn his anger on her? She looked around. She had no choice but to help him outside.

Euphemia walked over to the table at a snail’s pace, contemplating what she could do if he tried to hurt her. She placed the skewer down and walked back. If he got angry, she would take off and let him fall.

He was already sitting by the time she returned. She looked him over, debating how she was going to help him. It was his right leg and left side that were injured, which meant he could not push off the ground with his left arm without straining his side.

“On this side,” Ross said as he lifted his right arm.

It was said casually, but Euphemia was still nervous. She glanced at his face before placing herself between him on his right side and the wall. She squatted, using the wall to keep balance as he put his right arm over her shoulder. She could feel her insides tremble. She had never been this close to a man before other than dragging him there, but then he’d been unconscious.

“Ready?” she asked shakily.

“Aye.”

She straightened out, using the wall to help her. Ross was heavy, and it put her off balance. She leaned into the wall. He had lost a lot of weight but was still much larger than her. A wave of heat washed over her, and she tensed. What if she dropped him? He would be furious. She was sure he could feel her shaking.

Ross groaned and swayed.

“Are ye... all right?” she asked.

“Just give me a minute. I’m a bit shaky.”

They stood that way for close to a minute. Euphemia’s fears slowly receded, but her insides were still tight and her palms sweaty. She supposed him being so unstable was why she wasn’t scared of him anymore, yet her heart continued to race.

Finally, he nodded. “I’m ready.”

Euphemia nodded in return, and Ross stepped with his left leg, using her as a crutch. She stiffened but walked with him, continuing to lean against the wall. They continued several steps to the corner, where she straightened from the wall to go around his boots. She swayed under his weight and began to panic. She put her hand on the wall again. He stopped, shifting himself onto his left leg. 

“Easy,” he said quietly.

Euphemia took a calming breath. She stepped around the boots, moved closer to the door, and rested her shoulder again on the wall.

“Only two more steps,” Ross assured her.

She nodded, and they continued to the door, then turned at the doorjamb. He put his weight again on his left leg but continued to hold on to Euphemia, avoiding the door for fear it would come off the remaining hinge. He gathered his kilt with his left hand and trapped the fabric with his free wrist. Quickly he grabbed himself.

A jolt went through her as soon as the stream came, and she looked away. She could feel the heat rise to her face.

He chuckled at her embarrassment. When he finished, he let the kilt drop and looked at her. She was still beet red and continued to avert her eyes. “I’m done. Thank ye.”

She took a deep breath, and they turned around, but now she could no longer hold on to the wall. It was shorter to cut out the corner, so she stepped forward, heading for the wall at the base of his makeshift bed. He stepped again, and she was sure her legs would give out. The next step, he put more weight on his right leg, but he groaned at the pain of it. One more step and they made it to the wall. He leaned his shoulder against it, keeping his left arm close to his body so he didn’t strain his side wound.

“Perhaps I should straighten out yer bedding. Can ye rest there?” Euphemia asked.

“Aye.”

He removed his arm from her shoulder, and she quickly picked up the plaid, shook it out, and laid it down nicely.

“Why do ye nae have a blanket to lie on?” he asked.

She walked over to him, and he wrapped his arm over her shoulder. “I only have the one. I took it off one of yer fallen men so I could tie ye to the horse.”

They took two more steps until they were on the blanket.

“Turn so our backs are against the wall,” Ross said.

With their backs resting against the wall for support, Euphemia asked, “Are ye ready?”

“Aye.”

As they began to squat, his weight was too much for her knees, and they buckled. He went down with a thump.

“Ah!”

“I’m sorry,” she exclaimed as terror shot through her. She stood and moved out of his reach.

“It’s all right,” he grunted, leaning his head against the wall as he tried to ignore the pain his side was giving him. “How bad is my side wound?”

“It’s bad.” She walked over to him with the skewered meat she had cooked.

He closed his eyes briefly. Her short answers pricked his nerves. He calmly asked, “How big is it?”

She was about to put his portion of meat on the plaid when she stopped to think. “It’s about this big,” she said as she moved the tip of her blade about five inches from the end of the skewer.

When he nodded, she put the portion of meat on his plaid and sat against the wall across from him.

“I dinna see yer horse out there,” Ross commented. Not that he could see much of anything since the door was only partially open. No doubt if he opened it all the way, it would pull off the other hinge.

“Well, it isna really my horse,” she replied.

Ah. Somebody lent her their horse to do the deed. He knew she had help.

“Whose horse is it?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Naebuddy’s,” she replied casually, taking a bite of her meat.

“Naebuddy’s?” he asked with a half sneer.

“Aye.” Then, when he devoured his meat in two bites, she added, “There are berries in the bowl of water.”

He could see the berries from where he was but could not reach them. Euphemia got up and handed the bowl to him. He looked down, picked a berry, and brought it to his mouth but stopped when he noticed she had none.

“Do ye want some?” He held it out to her.

She shook her head as she sat down. “Nae.”

He studied her in the fading light before putting it in his mouth. The way he looked at her gave her the feeling he wanted her to say more.

“I already ate my fill while picking them.”

He nodded, seeming satisfied, and looked back down to grab another berry. “So this horse,” he began as he looked back up at her and popped a berry in his mouth. “Are ye saying ye found this horse? Maybe it belonged to one of my men.”

She shook her head.

He watched her wipe her hands on her skirt and scoot back against the wall. Concentrating on his breathing, he glanced down at the bowl and picked another berry. “So where is this horse now?”

“I took it down to a field and let it go.”

He stared at her in disbelief. Why the hell would she have done a thing like that?

She again got the sense that he was looking for more. “It didna belong here in the woods.”

He continued to look at her, but he did not say anything. He still looked like he wanted her to continue.

“It’s wild,” she explained.

His eyebrows rose. “So a wild horse came by, ye caught it, hopped on it, and transported me here?” Is she serious?

She shook her head. “Nae,” she exclaimed, appalled by the idea.

Relief washed over him, and he let out his breath.

“Ye canna catch a wild horse and hop on it. It takes a long time for a wild horse to get comfortable with just yer presence,” she explained.

He looked back down at the bowl. It was getting as hard to see the berries as it was to talk to her. He grabbed the last two. “How long did it take ye to ride yers?”

She loudly expelled her breath and irritably replied, “I told ye. It isna mine.”

He popped the berries into his mouth and chewed them well past what was necessary in order to keep from shouting. After he swallowed, he rephrased his question. “How long did it take ye to ride the wild horse?”

She sheepishly shrugged.

“Ye really dinna have any concept of time,” he commented.

She could feel the heat rise to her face as she took offense. “I dinna wish to talk to ye anymore tonight.”

“Ye really dinna ken how to talk to people either. Do ye?”

“What is that supposed to mean?” she snapped, waving her hand between them. “We are talking.”

“I mean... having a conversation. Ye dinna have any communication skills.”

“I didna need to hold a conversation with anyone up to this point in my life.”

“Why naw? Do ye live alone?” he jeered.

“Aye. I do!” She stood and stormed out the door. At least she did not run into it this time.

Though dark inside, outside, the last streaks of light lit the sky. She sat down and watched the sunset as she thought. She had never talked much as a child out of fear of saying something wrong. Her adoptive mother knew she could, but Euphemia never spoke in front of her adoptive father.

She had talked to Maureen though.

As a child, she used to play outside most of the day, in the woods or by the creek. Anywhere she could be alone. Then she came across Maureen. At first, Euphemia was scared of the wrinkly old woman, but Maureen did not push her to speak. Eventually, they became very close.

I miss ye, Maureen.

***
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She lives by herself? Ross drank the water in the bowl and placed it on the ground. Still, she knew how to talk, so she had not always lived alone. She had to converse at some point in her life.

Ross grunted and groaned as he lay down on his blanket.

What an unusual woman. He was being tended to by someone he knew not whom she was holding him for, and all he could get out of her was some made-up tale of a wild horse. Perhaps she was a fairy. She could possibly pass for one with her gold-spun hair and blue eyes. But if that were true, she would be able to pick him up and carry him outside and back. She had struggled under the weight of him when putting him down.

Perhaps she was some outcast fairy. Aye. Ross looked around the dark room. Maybe fairies lose their strength when they are cast out. What did a fairy have to do to be an outcast? His mind lost all concern about who she was holding him for and what they wanted from him. Instead, all he could think about was Euphemia.

Finally, Ross drifted off to sleep, and Euphemia quietly returned.
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​Chapter 5
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EUPHEMIA JERKED AWAKE, breathing heavily.

She had dreamed of cowering in a corner, watching her guardian yelling in her adoptive mother’s face that she talked too much. He just wanted a simple answer. She had not dreamed that in a very long time.

“Are ye all right?” Ross asked.

“Aye.” She lay back down on the cold hard floor.

He opened his mouth to ask if she’d had a bad dream and wanted to talk about it but immediately thought better of it.
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Euphemia slowly opened her eyes and looked across the room. The light started filtering in a bit, and it looked like Ross was still sleeping.

She quietly got up. Good. He did not move. She grabbed the empty bowl, bow, and quiver and then headed for the door.

“I need to relieve myself before ye go,” Ross said.

Her shoulders sagged. She almost got away.

He laughed to himself at her reaction.

She turned around, placed the boots, bowl, bow, and quiver on the table, and sat on the floor to put on her boots made of animal hides. She secured them on her legs with thin leather binds. By the time she was done, Ross was sitting. She walked over and assisted him out the door and back. It was not any easier, but at least she knew what to expect.

Once settled, she offered him the cup of water, which he drank. Handing the empty cup to her, he started to ask how long it would be before she returned but immediately shut his mouth.

She took the cup and stood back. “Did ye wish to say something?”

He nodded and said, “Thank ye.”

She was taken by surprise, according to her expression.

“Ye’re welcome,” she replied as she turned, grabbed the rest of her supplies, and left.

***
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It was a beautiful day, but Euphemia’s mind kept returning to her dream. It had been fresh on her mind when she woke. She supposed all the talking she did with Ross had made her think about it. She tried to give him straight-to-the-point answers like her guardian always wanted, but Ross seemed to want more.

She made her way to the stream, knelt, and washed her face.

To top it all off, all his questions about Lightning had sparked a concern that someone might capture her. Unfortunately, she could do nothing about it now because she had to play nursemaid with Laird Talkative.

I still canna believe this is yer man, Euphemia said to her dear friend, who she was sure could hear her on the other side. Euphemia wished Maureen was still alive. Maureen had been old and knew she was dying. The woman was not afraid to die and had promised Euphemia that she would live a happy and full life just as she did. And Maureen always seemed happy. No matter what Euphemia fretted about, Maureen would smile and tell her, Everything will work out fine. Ye’ll see.

Up until Euphemia got involved with Ross, everything had been fine.

The summer that Maureen died, Euphemia found the herd of wild horses and watched them from a distance. In time, they let her get closer. Then, when Lightning was born, Euphemia knew they would have a special bond.

Something moved downstream from her, snapping her out of her thoughts. She quietly readied her bow, but it was a deer. She lowered her bow. She’d have to have a fire burning all day to cook that.
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Ross was asleep when she returned with the game she killed and cooked. Unsure how to address a laird but knowing she shouldn’t call him by name, Euphemia called to him, “Sir.” She received no response, so she nudged him with her foot. “Sir.”

He opened his eyes. “Do ye nae ken my name?” Ross asked as he sat up.

“Aye,” she replied.

“Ye may call me by name.”

“I dinna think it proper. Ye are a laird, and I am a peasant,” she said as she placed his portion on the plaid.

“Nothing about this is proper.” He waved his hand, and she glanced around the room with no reply. “Ye may call me by my name,” he repeated.

She answered with a nod and sat in her corner to eat silently.

The silence was killing him, and after several minutes, with a hundred questions going through his mind, he asked, “Why am I here?”

Her head flew up to look at him. Her face went from baffled to concerned. “So I can heal ye. Are ye having trouble remembering things?”

He let out a slow breath, keeping his expression calm, and shook his head. How the hell was he going to get the information out of her? Talking to her was like talking to a child.

He thought of his older brother making a game out of shoveling the horse stalls to see who could finish the task first. It made the chore go faster. Then he thought of stories parents would tell their children of the MacDonalds snatching children away if they did not behave. A story always gets the point across to children.

“Can ye tell me what happened like ye were telling me a story?” Ross asked calmly, leaning forward away from the wall.

She looked at him with widened eyes. “A story?” Her mind went to the first time she met Maureen. Euphemia was sitting by what Maureen later referred to as a fairy pool. Euphemia used to go there and dip her feet into the water, watching the waterfall. It was so peaceful with the blue water, away from her guardian’s yelling.

She had not noticed Maureen until the older woman asked Euphemia if she’d seen any selkies. Euphemia had been startled and looked up, but Maureen sat reasonably far away with no indication of moving. The old woman smiled at her, then looked out at the pool and said, “They say that selkies come and swim in these pools, but I’ve yet to see one.”

Maureen went on to tell Euphemia a story of a selkie who came to swim when the moon was full. She had shed her skin and was swimming when a man happened upon her and hid her skin. This bound the selkie to the man, so she married him and had many children, but she always longed for the sea. One day, one of her children found her skin and asked her what it was. That night, the woman took her skin and returned to the sea, never to be seen again.

“Do ye ken what a story is?” Ross asked, bringing her out of her thoughts.

“Of course I ken what a story is,” she snapped.

He nodded and looked down at his meager meal, not to pressure her.

She took a cleansing breath and began. “I was hiding in a tree.”

“Why?” he asked.

She glared at him. “I already told ye, so I didna get myself killed. And I dinna believe stories are meant to be interrupted.”

He took a slow breath and nodded. “Aye, ye are correct.” He would listen to what she said and ask questions later, or else she was bound to storm out again.

“Some MacDonald men were camped out in a tiny clearing a distance away.” She paused to look at him, half expecting him to ask a question. Instead, he nodded for her to continue as he leaned back against the wall, trying to look relaxed since she seemed so on guard.

“The man that talked to ye after yer attack joined them, and they all spread out and moved closer to the small clearing.”

Ross set aside the bone scraps and wiped his hands on the plaid.

“There are more berries,” Euphemia said as she got up and handed the bowl to him.

“Thank ye.”

She sat down and continued. “Ye and yer men came to the clearing. Ye were talking about this being the last time ye would have to go back and forth for some reason or another.” She let her hands fall from her lap to the floor. “Do ye really want me to go through the whole thing? Ye were there. Ye ken what happened.”

“Aye. Everyone tells stories differently, giving a different perspective.”

She folded her hands back on her lap. “Well, I didna ken what ye were talking about, but when the four MacDonald men came out—”

“Four?” Ross choked out in disbelief.

Euphemia nodded. “Aye. Two on either side. The man ye talked to later stayed back.”

Four MacDonalds defeated six MacLeods? His men were more skilled than the MacDonalds. It just did not make sense. She must be mistaken.

“Yer men surrounded ye and drew their swords. The man in front of ye stabbed the man he was fighting in the arm. The one on yer right did not get his sword out before he was stabbed in
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