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Dedicated to our Scottish ancestors,

who suffered so much, yet

endured it all without complaint

and without succumbing to self-pity.

 


 


GLOSSARY

of unfamiliar words used in the text

 


Scottish Gaelic Surnames Appearing in the
Story

 


Gaelic Name..........Anglicized Form

Cambeul....................Campbell

MacAntoisch..............MacIntosh

MacGriogair...............MacGregor

MacIlleDhonaghart....MacDonald

Mac'Ill'Eathainn........MacLean

MacEòghainn............MacEwan

MacLachlainn............MacLachlan

MacNeachdainn.........MacNaughton

MacPhàrlain...............MacFarlane

MacThàmhais............MacTavish

Stiùbhart.....................Stewart, or,
Stuart

 


Prionnsa Teàrlach Stiùbhart - Prince Charles
(Edward) Stuart, also known as “Bonnie Prince Charlie”

 


Scottish Gaelic Given Names Appearing in the
Story

 


Name.....Pronunciation (Anglicized Form)

Ailean.....A lun (Alan)

Aodh.......OOGH (Hugh)

Boisil.......BO shil (Boswell)

Brandubh.BRAN doow (Branduff)

Brìghde....BREE ju (Bridget)

Coinneach.KOIN nyuch (Kenneth)

Coinneach-òg.KOIN nyuch og (Young
Kenneth)

Dearshul....JER hool

Eachann....ECH unn

Faolan.......FOOL

Fearghas...FE ruh ghus (Fergus)

Gabhran....GAW run (Gavin)

Gòrdan......GOR dun (Gordon)

Lachlainn..LACH lunn (Lachlan)

Latharn......LA urn (Lorne)

Mùirne.......MOORN a (Morna)

Odhran......OE ran

Raghnall....ROOL (Ronald)

Ruairidh....ROO uh ree (Rory, Roderick)

Suibhne.....SOOEE nyuh (Sweeney)

Teàrlach......TCHAWR luch (Charles)

Ualraig......OO ul rik (Walrick)

Una...........OO na

Name pronunciation key from
http://www.namenerds.com/scottish. Used by permission from Norah
Burch.

 


Definitions of Gaelic Words Used in the
Text

 


àirigh - (airy) - A shealing; a hill
pasture, or summer residence for herdsmen and cattle; a level green
among hills

 


airisaid - The outer garment worn by
women, a large piece of fabric, usually of a pale color with
contrasting stripes, pleated around the waist and tied in place
with a belt, the upper part pulled over the shoulders and fastened
with a brooch or bodkin

 


bùrn - Water, fresh water.

 


caman - The curved, slanted head of a
stick used in the game of camanachd

 


camanachd - A game played by Celts for
2,000 years, also called shinty; field hockey and golf are said to
be derived from this game

 


céilidh - (kay-lee) - A social
gathering where stories were told, poems recited, songs were
sung.

 


féileadh-mòr - (filamor) The outer
garment worn by Highland men; a large piece of fabric, usually
woven tartan, which was worn pleated and belted at the waist, with
the excess fabric pulled over the left shoulder and fastened with a
brooch or bodkin

 


Sasunnach - Saxon, i.e., English

 


sporan - A purse or pouch worn by
Highland men

 


triubhas - Trousers

 


NOTE: the Scottish spelling “whisky” is used
throughout the text. “Whisky” is an anglicized form of the Scottish
Gaelic uisge-beatha, “water of life.”

 


Definitions of Cherokee Words Used in the
Text

 


anetsa - a ballgame from which la
crosse was derived. Anetsa means “little brother of war.”

 


Ani-Kawita - Creek Indians

 


Ani-Tsalagi - Cherokee people

 


asehi - yes

 


asi - hot house

 


edoda - father

 


ehena - come

 


gvgeyu - I love you

 


osiyo - hello

 


Tsalagi - Cherokee

 


wado - thank you

 


 



PART ONE

 


 


MÙIRNE

 


The Western Highlands of Scotland, March,
1728

 


Dim light from the peat fire on the hearth
cast a softening glow over the rough stone walls. Lingering aromas
from supper had aroused five-year-old Mùirne MacGriogair’s appetite
before the meal but hung about her unappreciated now that her
stomach was full. She scooted off her chair, stood at Granda’s side
and tugged at his tunic sleeve.

“And what would you be wanting, little lass?”
he asked, habitual smile crinkles appearing at the corners of his
eyes.

“A story.” Mùirne bounced on her bare feet.
“I want a story.”

“All right.” He lifted her onto his knee, as
he did every evening of her visit.

She leaned back against his chest and
entwined the fingers of one hand into the red curls of his beard.
Her other hand rested in her lap.

“So what shall I tell you tonight, lass. Let
me see…”

“Tell her about some of the things done to us
MacGriogairs. It’s time she knew.” Uncle Suibhne thumbed a string
on his fiddle, turned the peg a bit more.

“No.” Grandma spun her drop spindle. “Those
are things you tell a boy. Tell her a story more fitting for a
girl. She doesn’t need to hear about the fighting and the—”

A loud bellow from a cow penned outside the
door interrupted her.

Granda sat straight. “That one may be getting
ready to drop her calf. Suibhne, go see if she needs help. We may
have to bring her inside.”

Uncle Suibhne laid the fiddle on his chair
and left the cottage.

“Now.” Granda settled himself onto his chair
again, and Mùirne nestled closer, twisting a curl of his beard
around her finger. “What about a story of the fairies that live
inside the hills?”

“Oh yes, please. I like the fairy
stories.”

“Which one shall I tell you?”

“Tell me the one about the bonnie lass
who—”

“Well, now. The bonnie lass again, is it? How
many times have I told you that one?” He smiled, cleared his throat
and began. “It happened one day that a man named—”

The door burst open. “It’s the Cambeuls!”
Uncle Suibhne shouted. He slammed the door, lowered the bar and
rushed to the wall where swords hung on pegs.

Granda pushed Mùirne from his lap and jumped
up from his chair. He started for his sword but paused and turned
to look at Mùirne. He scooped her up, and she gasped, threw her
arms around his neck and clung to him. She pressed her face against
his cheek, buried it in his beard.

He hurried to the chest in the corner and
lifted the lid, pulled out the blankets and placed Mùirne inside.
He wrested her arms loose from their tight grasp and pushed her
down inside the chest. Her eyes widened at a muffled thump on the
door. Granda looked over his shoulder, then at Mùirne, his eyes a
molten mix of hot rage and cold fear. Mùirne shrank from him.

“Stay in here where you’ll be safe. Don’t
come out until I tell you to. And don’t make any sound at all.
Understand?”

Mùirne stared at him, frozen, unable to
respond.

“Do you understand!” he roared.

She nodded.

He shut the lid. Mùirne wanted to cry—wanted
to call to him not to leave her in this dark place—wanted to push
the lid open and fly to the safety of Granda’s arms. But she
remained where he placed her, rigid, twisting the folds of her
clothing, wrapping the fabric about her fingers as though they were
still embedded in the wiry familiarity of Granda’s beard.

Voices Mùirne didn’t recognize called out,
the words distant and indistinct. Granda and Uncle Suibhne yelled
in reply. And then came more thumps and a splintering.

She covered her ears and squeezed her eyes
shut, tried to shut out the terrifying clamor of fighting: bellows
and curses, the clang of sword striking sword. When she heard
sobbing from Grandma, her breaths became panting, and her fear
grew, swelled until it seemed to fill the wooden chest, and it
pressed down on her, holding her in place.

She thought the fighting would go on without
end, and she wanted to throw open the lid, jump from her hiding
place and run far away. A shriek from Grandma pierced the air like
a sharp dirk, and Mùirne shoved her fist into her mouth to stop an
answering scream from escaping. Other sounds came, went—and all was
quiet.

Mùirne waited for Granda to take her from the
stuffy chest. But he didn’t come. Perhaps he had forgotten her.
Surely it was safe to get out now. Each breath came harder, and she
longed to be in the open air. She pushed the lid open a little,
just enough to get a breath.

No one said anything.

She waited a bit longer and raised the lid
further. Mùirne looked through the open crack and saw part of the
room where firelight dispelled the darkness. Granda was slumped
over the worktable against the far wall.

“Granda,” she whispered.

He said nothing.

She couldn’t see Uncle Suibhne or Grandma.
Where were they?

“Granda,” she called again, louder this
time.

He still didn’t answer.

So Mùirne pushed the lid open and stood. And
she saw them.

Uncle Suibhne lay on the earthen floor at
Granda’s feet, his head tilted back at an impossible angle. Grandma
lay near the fire, the front of her tunic covered with blood.

Mùirne began to shake. Her knees grew weak,
and she hardly had the strength to climb out of the chest. With her
back against the wall, she sidled toward the shattered door, her
eyes wide with horror and her breath coming in shuddering gulps.
She neared the door and saw Granda’s blood-spattered face, his eyes
open but not seeing. As she stared into them, Uncle Suibhne’s words
echoed through her mind…

It’s the Cambeuls…

 


 


ONE

 


The Western Highlands of Scotland, December,
1738

 


Ailean MacLachlainn clenched his teeth. He
pushed Latharn Cambeul’s caman aside with his own and took
control of the ball again. Latharn glared at him. Ailean gave the
ball a nudge to move it further into the open so he could strike a
solid blow and send it flying to the goal, but Latharn rammed his
shoulder into Ailean, pushed him off balance and interrupted his
swing.

He shouldered Latharn away, and the two
combatants shoved one another while each tried to take possession
of the ball. Two Cambeul players remained on the periphery of the
intense struggle between Latharn and Ailean, a duel which
transcended the rivalry of their clans’ annual camanachd
game.

Latharn, the older, shorter and stronger of
the two, gritted his teeth, his lips curled away from them in an
angry sneer. He drew back his stick, swung his caman, not at
the ball but at Ailean’s legs, and tripped the lanky boy. Ailean
hit the ground with a thud. He winced as he struggled to his feet,
blood flowing from a gash on his shin.

Ailean’s older brother, Coinneach, and three
other MacLachlainn teammates came running toward the two scuffling
players. Coinneach, his eyes blazing with uncharacteristic anger,
slid to a stop in front of Latharn.

“You did that on purpose!” Coinneach smacked
the ball with a short but powerful stroke. A twinkle replaced the
anger in his eyes as his innate good humor rose to the surface.
“You better watch out that someone doesn’t mistake that little head
on your shoulders for the ball and take a swing at it.”

Latharn’s brown eyes emitted a vivid flash of
animosity. He raised his stick, aimed it at Coinneach and jabbed
him in the stomach. Coinneach grunted as his breath left him. He
doubled over and crumpled. Latharn ran after the ball, a satisfied
gleam in his eyes.

Camanachd was a rough game and players
were often injured during play. But Coinneach had not been injured
because of play. Ailean knew it. Latharn often behaved
dishonorably. Ailean glanced at his brother lying on the ground,
retching and gasping for breath, and rage flowed through him. He
wouldn’t let Latharn get away with his maliciousness. Ailean’s
anger gave him strength and resolve, and he ran after Latharn,
heedless of the pain from his injured leg.

With long bounds, he overtook Latharn,
elbowed him and knocked him off stride. Ailean pushed his
caman under the ball and lobbed it skyward. Two Cambeul
players hurled themselves at him, but he kept his balance and
raised his stick, watching the descent of the leather-covered orb.
Latharn swung his stick up in front of Ailean, jumped and reached
for the ball with it. His swing missed its intended target, and his
stick collided with Ailean’s head. The ball dropped untouched to
the ground between them.

Latharn snaked his stick in front of Ailean
and took the ball again. Ailean plunged to the left, his stick
extended, but Latharn changed direction to keep the ball out of
Ailean’s reach. Ailean made a long leap and landed in front of
Latharn. Ailean pushed the ball away from Latharn’s caman,
took aim and hit it.

It bounced along the ground, with all the
players in pursuit. Latharn thrust his stick in front of Ailean to
trip him again, but Ailean jumped over it and tore down the field
at top speed. His long legs carried him faster and farther than the
other players, and he reached the ball first as it rolled to a
stop. He took a long swing, hit the ball hard, and it streaked past
the goalkeeper.

Ailean made the winning goal. Again.

A raucous cheer went up from the Clan
MacLachlainn spectators, and they ran onto the field. They
congregated around their victorious players, cheering and
celebrating their win. The small clan had beaten powerful Clan
Cambeul for the third year in a row.

Ailean limped back to Coinneach, who pulled
himself to his hands and knees.

“Are you all right, brother?”

Coinneach nodded. “I’m better than all
right.” He smiled, then grimaced and sat back on his heels and
clutched his stomach. He smiled again. “You fixed Latharn. His clan
lost.”

Ailean held out his hand. His brother grasped
it and pulled himself to his feet.

“I couldn’t let him get away with what he did
to you.” Ailean brushed damp hair from his perspiring face and
wiped away the trickle of blood from the cut Latharn’s stick had
made on his forehead.

He caught sight of Latharn, who glowered at
him from the fringe of a group of Cambeul men. He frowned at
Latharn, pointed a finger at him and mouthed the words, “Don’t
ever hurt my brother again!”

The two stared at each other until some of
Ailean’s clansmen reached him. They patted his shoulder and
congratulated him along with the other MacLachlainn players.
Everyone knew who had won the game, knew who had won every game
each of the three years since he began playing at the age of
fourteen: Ailean MacLachlainn.

His father, Aodh, and mother, Brìghde, made
their way through the crowd to congratulate their sons.

“You did well, son,” Aodh said to Ailean.

Ailean’s smile broadened at the words of
praise from his father. “Thank you, Da. But it wasn’t just me. If
it hadn’t been for Coinneach—”

“Aye, you did well, too, Coinneach,” Aodh
said. “I’m proud of both of you.”

“How is your leg?” Brìghde leaned down to
look at Ailean’s shin. “I need to see to that cut.”

“I’m fine, Ma, just fine.” Ailean,
embarrassed by his mother’s attention, turned his body to keep his
injured leg away from her scrutiny.

“And you, Coinneach,” she continued. “How is
your stomach?”

“I’m fine, Ma.”

“That Cambeul man.” Brìghde shook her head.
“Sometimes I’d like to—”

“Well, little brother.” Coinneach looked up
at Ailean with a smile. “You won the game for us again this year. I
guess they’ll let you claim to be a part of the clan for a while
longer.”

“Maybe.” Ruairidh MacLachlainn, one of the
chief’s tacksmen, clapped a hand on Ailean’s shoulder and laughed.
“Brilliant playing, Ailean, just brilliant! Thanks for winning for
us again.”

Ailean, unaccustomed to being singled out for
praise and recognition, enjoyed the attention. “Thanks. I did my
best.”

A growing feeling of being watched nagged at
him, made him uncomfortable, and he scanned the crowd. He saw
Latharn Cambeul’s dark eyes fastened upon him in a malevolent
glare. An almost imperceptible shiver passed through his body, and
he turned his back on Latharn. And toward the enjoyment of the
victory celebration.

____________

 


Latharn sat by the fire with his father, who
was sipping his usual evening drink of whisky.

“Are you still fretting about the game?”
Eachann asked his son.

“That MacLachlainn boy. I wish he’d break a
leg or something. Ever since he started playing, we haven’t won a
game.”

“Things come and things go. He won’t play
camanachd forever. Then, we’ll probably be the winners
again.”

Latharn noticed his father’s empty glass.
“Can I pour you another dram, Father?”

“No. I think I’ve had enough for tonight.”
Eachann frowned, in thought. “I saw some of the MacThàmhais boys
playing when I rode by their croft a week or two ago. One of the
boys is good, quite good. He’ll be old enough to play in a year or
two, and maybe he’ll turn our fortunes around.”

Latharn made no comment. He didn’t care about
the MacThàmhais boy, didn’t care if the boy helped Clan Cambeul win
in years to come. He only cared that MacLachlainn defeated his clan
while Latharn himself played on the team, that MacLachlainn bested
him.

Latharn enjoyed his status as the best player
in Clan Cambeul. He resented the erosion of respect resulting from
the game losses to Clan MacLachlainn. He looked into the flames,
seething, his dislike for Ailean MacLachlainn deepening.

____________

 


When spring arrived, thoughts of planting, of
eking out meager crops on the thin soil of the crofts, replaced
thoughts of camanachd competition in most crofters’ minds.
Matters of survival took precedence over clan rivalries and ball
games.

Ailean’s family and the neighbors who were
joint tenants on their croft drove their sheep and cattle to the
airigh, away from the unfenced fields of the croft where the
men would plant oats and barley. The women and children tended the
animals through the summer months, holding them at the
airigh so they would not destroy the growing crops. And the
cattle fattened on the lush grass of the upland pasture.

In late summer, after the people harvested
the oats, the men gathered the cattle and sorted them for the drive
to the croft. Aodh MacLachlainn discovered one of his cows was
missing.

“Ailean. Go find her. She can’t have wandered
far,” Aodh told his son.

His father’s order rankled. He always
gives me the worst jobs, things a child can do. And Coinneach
always gets the manly chores. It isn’t fair!

“Why me? Why not Coinneach?” Ailean
asked.

“Just do as you’re told.”

Ailean walked away, grumbling under his
breath. He went to the hut to get a piece of cheese to carry with
him. This trek could take an hour or it could take all day, and he
wanted to be prepared. He didn’t enjoy going hungry.

When he squatted to get a piece of cheese
from the bottom shelf, his scabbard banged into his leg and jerked
against the strap fastened around his waist. The irritation begun
by his father’s order grew with the aggravation caused by the
unwieldy sword. Ailean clenched his teeth and tried to push the
sword into a better position. But no matter what he tried, he
couldn’t reach the shelf in the close quarters of the tiny hut with
the sword strapped in place. At last, he unfastened the belt and
laid the sword aside while he got his cheese.

He looked at the sword when he stood and
placed the cheese in his sporan, and a spirit of rebellion
rose within him. Da told his sons never to go about unarmed. But
the heavy sword always got in the way. It would be even more
cumbersome in the rough country he’d travel through on the hunt for
the missing cow. Besides, it was useless to carry the extra weight.
He’d never drawn his sword except in training sessions.

Ailean’s habitual rashness did not allow him
to see beyond his current aggravation with the sword. And the task
his father assigned him still irritated like a persistent gnat
buzzing around his head. He set his jaw in defiance, giving no
thought to how his disobedience could affect him, and, against Da’s
explicit orders, Ailean left the sword where it lay and walked
unarmed from the hut into the bright sunlight of the August
morning.

 


 


TWO

 


Ailean located the cow and her calf on the
side of a hill before midday. Good. At least he wouldn’t spend the
whole day looking for one old cow.

But the cow refused to be driven up the
slope. He tried every tactic to turn her in the right direction. He
cajoled, yelled, waggled his walking stick at her and waved his
arms, but she stood staring, unmoving, her skewed horn aiming an
empty threat at him.

“You! You there!”

He turned and looked down the hill. Two men
wearing blue Cambeul tartan labored up the incline. When they drew
near, Ailean recognized one of them and groaned.

Just what I needed. More trouble.

Ailean brushed his hair from his face and
tugged the right side of his bonnet further down on his
forehead.

“Well, well. What have we here. A
MacLachlainn. Trespassing on Cambeul land,” Latharn Cambeul said.
“And trying to lift some of my cattle, besides.”

“No, I’m not. This cow belongs to my da. She
wandered from the airigh.”

“You’re a liar. And you’re a cattle thief.”
Latharn moved to the left and signaled his companion to circle to
the right.

A flush of burning anger colored Ailean’s
face a deep red. “I’m no thief. That’s my da’s cow, and I can prove
it.”

“Let’s see you try.”

“Before we drove our cattle to the
airigh this spring, we put Da’s mark on them all with tar.
On the right side of the neck, like we always do. You can see it
from where you stand.”

Although the small, shaggy cow was black, the
clotted black tar mark was visible on her neck.

“I don’t see a thing,” Latharn said. “Do you,
Odhran?”

His companion hesitated, then shook his
head.

“You can leave now, MacLachlainn. Without my
cow.”

“No. I’ll not leave without this cow!” Ailean
shouted.

“I think you will.” Latharn drew his
sword.

Ailean gritted his teeth and reached for his
dirk, berating himself for leaving his sword in the hut. His dirk
would be no match for Latharn’s sword. If only he had his sword,
he’d teach Latharn a thing or two about tangling with a
MacLachlainn.

“Odhran,” Latharn said. “Your sword.”

When Ailean heard the metallic scrape of
Odhran’s sword leaving its sheath, he began backing away from the
two men as they advanced, keeping his eyes fixed on Latharn. The
cow, intimidated by the two additional men, wheeled and ran
clattering up the rocky slope, followed by her calf. Ailean turned
and ran after her.

Latharn laughed. “Look at the coward run,
Odhran. Isn’t that the funniest sight you’ve ever seen?”

Ailean stopped for a moment and looked down
at Latharn. “Not nearly as funny as watching you lose the
camanachd game year after year.”

“Get off my range!” Latharn shouted.

I’ll never run from him again. No matter
what, Ailean thought as he ran behind the cow, humiliation
dogging his steps like a hound on the trail of a fox. Even if he
cuts me to pieces, I’ll stand and fight.

____________

 


The cow reached the pasture of the
airigh with no further trouble. She and her calf trotted to
join the herd, and Ailean circled around the cattle to his father’s
side.

“Da, that old cow brought me some trouble
today. With Latharn Cambeul.”

His father glanced at him. “How so?”

“She wandered onto their range. He and
another man came along when I was trying to get her moving, and he
accused me of trespassing. He called me a liar and a cattle
thief.”

Aodh turned to face him. “And did you demand
an apology for the insult?”

“No.”

“And why not?”

Ailean looked away, unable to meet Da’s
piercing stare. “I was without my sword.”

“You were without your sword?”

Ailean didn’t answer.

“Sometimes, Ailean, I despair of you ever
learning to do the right thing.” He took a deep breath, released it
in a disgusted sigh. Aodh emphasized each word as he said, “What
have I told you, again and again.”

Ailean ducked his head, fixed his gaze on the
grass at his feet and repeated his father’s directive. “‘Always be
armed, always be prepared for trouble if it comes, but don’t make
trouble.’”

“That’s right. Remember that. Don’t
ever go about without your sword again.”

Ailean stood, stiff and unable to move,
embarrassment and frustration, like twin spikes, fastened him to
the spot. He had disappointed Da again. His impatience and
disobedience cost him more of Da’s respect.

“Where is it?” Aodh asked.

“What?”

“Your sword.”

“In the hut.”

“Put it on. Now!”

____________

 


When the men finished sorting and separating
the cattle, they left the ones they intended to drive to market at
the airigh and drove the ones they would keep down to the
croft. Ailean slipped away from the herd when it passed the trail
to his favorite place, a nearby mountain peak.

He loved his homeland. Scotland claimed his
heart, but her mountains filled his soul. Happiness and sadness
alike elicited a single response from Ailean: go to the mountaintop
to think things through.

Sometimes, he settled himself on an
outcropping of rock near the top of the mountain and surveyed the
land below like a king on his throne. But on this day, he had
disappointed Da again and embarrassed himself through his impetuous
behavior. The rock became a gibbet for displaying him in his shame
for all the world to see. He sighed and took his accustomed
seat.

As he viewed the panorama spread before him,
the late afternoon sun changed its hue. The rays of light bathed
the glens and hills below, and Loch Fyne beyond, with golden light,
enriching all they touched. The rude stone dwellings of the croft,
with their thatched roofs, looked warm and peaceful. The furrows of
the mown fields drew lines of light and shadow across the
smooth-looking yellow stubble in satisfying uniformity.

The serenity of the landscape soothed Ailean.
His mistakes didn’t appear so dire when seen against the vastness
of the beautiful scenery. The feeling of humiliation he suffered at
Latharn’s hands diminished, and his frustration over his failure to
live up to Da’s expectations faded in the warm glow. His spirits
lifted a little, and his natural optimism began to reassert
itself.

He daydreamed again about his future life. He
pictured himself as the hero of adventurous exploits, a respected
and celebrated warrior of the clan. He lost himself in his exciting
inner world, one in which he made no mistakes. A world where
everyone in the clan respected him and spoke his name with awe.

Sometimes, he daydreamed about following in
his father’s footsteps. Yes, he would be a farmer, like Da. Of
course, that would come later in life, after he had established
himself as a larger-than-life hero, braver than the bravest of men.
He would have a beautiful, strong wife, the envy of his clansmen.
And she would bear him a houseful of virile, handsome sons to
follow in his own footsteps.

Ailean smiled as the visions of his future
took shape in his mind. His chest expanded, and he drew his
shoulders back, raised his head in an attitude of superiority. He
would be a man of substance.

He scanned the croft below. When Coinneach
married Una, he built a cottage for her beside Da’s. Ailean
expected to do the same when he married. After he had led a
glorious and adventurous life. There, on the other side of Da’s
cottage, that was the site where his own cottage would stand, where
he would live with a wife who loved him, who would be happy to do
his bidding, who…

He heard a small noise and turned to see his
father standing behind him.

“I thought I’d find you here,” Da said, his
voice rasping with exasperation.

“Look, Da. Doesn’t the croft look beautiful
from up here?”

Aodh was silent for a moment. He passed a
glance over the land below. “Aye.” He turned to Ailean and looked
into his eyes. “It looks beautiful from up here on the mountain,
but you must remember that your life is lived down there in the
glen. And sometimes, life isn’t so lovely when you’re there in the
midst of it.”

“But—”

“Ailean, you walked away and left your work
for others to do. A man doesn’t do that if he’s any kind of an
honorable man. He shoulders his share of the burdens and pulls his
own weight when there’s work to be done.”

Ailean looked down in shame at his bare feet.
His spirits, which had lifted when he viewed the beauty of his
homeland, plummeted at Da’s words.

____________

 


“You should have seen him run,” Latharn said.
He chuckled and took another sip of whisky.

“I suppose it was amusing,” his father
said.

“More than amusing, it was gratifying. I just
wish you had been there to see it.” He laughed again.

Eachann moved his foot on the stool where it
was propped and winced. Latharn saw his father’s discomfort and
frowned.

“Do you need another cushion?” he asked.

“Yes, if you will get one, please.”

Latharn brought a pillow, lifted his father’s
foot and arranged the padding under it.

“Will that do?”

“Yes. Much better, thank you.” He shifted in
his chair and grimaced again. “Much better. I’m looking forward to
seeing that doctor in Edinburgh. I hope he’ll be able to do
something for me.”

“He’d better.”

“I understand from Ualraig that he’s done
things akin to miracles for some of his patients. But perhaps I
shouldn’t get my hopes up.” He sighed. “Now. What was it you were
telling me about?”

“As I was saying,” Latharn went on. “I wish
all our crofters had seen MacLachlainn run, not just Odhran. But
he’ll tell of it, and that will be almost as good.”

“Well, you administered a retribution of
sorts for the camanachd defeat,” Eachann said. “Now let’s
see how they like the way I avenge the humiliation of my
clansmen.”

Latharn looked at his father with a question
in his eyes that became a smile on his lips. “A new rate of passage
for their cattle?”

Eachann smiled and nodded.

____________

 


When all the families completed the move from
the airigh to the croft, Aodh asked the men to gather at his
cottage for a discussion of the upcoming cattle drive.

“Latharn Cambeul is taking over more
responsibility for his father’s holdings of late. I don’t like
having to deal with him,” Aodh said.

“Me, either,” Gabhran MacEòghainn said.
“There’s something about the man I don’t care for.”

“Yesterday, I sent Ailean to find a cow that
had wandered off, and he had an encounter with Latharn. He insulted
Ailean, made some accusations, and he and the man with him drew
their swords. I don’t want to have a dispute with the Cambeuls, but
I think Latharn is determined to make one.”

“Latharn Cambeul is trouble dressed in a
féileadh-mòr and bonnet,” Coinneach said, and all the men
laughed.

“I have a proposal,” Aodh said. “It may be a
good idea, or it may be a bad one. If we discuss it, maybe we can
decide if it is as good as it seems to me.”

Boisil MacLachlainn said, “Let’s hear
it.”

“Each year, Eachann charges us more to drive
our cattle across his holdings.”

“Aye.”

“He does.”

“He charges too much.”

All the men made comments. Aodh held up his
hand, asking for silence.

“What if we made the drive to Dumbarton
instead of Crieff?” Aodh looked around the group to judge their
response to his suggestion. “We might get less for the cattle in
Dumbarton, but I’ve worked out a path that would take us across
Tòmas Cambeul’s holdings instead of Eachann’s.”

The men were silent as they considered Aodh’s
words, and he waited for a response.

At last, Gabhran spoke. “I, for one, would be
pleased to do that, no matter what Tòmas charges. Not having to
deal with Latharn would make it worthwhile.”

“What do you say, Boisil? Coinneach?” Aodh
asked.

“I like the idea,” Coinneach said.

And Boisil said, “Let’s do it.”

Gabhran smiled. “I’d love to see the look on
Latharn’s face when he realizes he won’t get money from us this
year.”

 


 


THREE

 


Sixteen-year-old Mùirne MacGriogair rolled
over, stretched and yawned. She opened her eyes when the sounds of
morning penetrated her wakening haze, and she stretched again. She
heard Ma stoke the fire, heard Grandma MacPhàrlain’s wooden spoon
scrape the inside of the iron pot that hung from the rafters. The
porridge would be ready soon.

At that thought, Mùirne’s stomach growled in
anticipation.

“Mùirne!” Ma called.

“I’m awake,” she answered.

Mùirne climbed out of the warmth of her bed
and dressed. She tugged a comb through her curly red hair and tied
it back with a length of wool yarn. She wasted no time on her
appearance; it was of no importance to her.

She came from behind the curtained partition
that separated the sleeping area from the living area and stood by
the open hearth in the center of the room, waiting for her
breakfast. Grandma handed her a bowl of porridge, and she ate it
standing by the fire. She finished, set her empty bowl on the
worktable and started toward the cabinet to get bread and cheese
for her midday meal. She wanted to hurry, wanted to be out of the
confines of the house and in the open spaces.

The biggest ewe bleated in the byre, the
sound loud in the small cottage. She bleated again and Grandma
said, “Better get her milked before she makes us deaf.”

“Yes, Grandma,” Mùirne said, and led the ewes
outside.

They were accustomed to this routine and each
one stood still to be milked. Mùirne enjoyed the milking,
especially on cool mornings like this one. The ewes’ udders felt
warm and comforting to her hands. She finished, carried the wooden
bucket of milk inside and set it on the work table.

Mùirne glanced outside through the open door
and saw the biggest ewe start across the clearing toward the woods,
with the others following. She ran after them and turned them in
the direction of Loch Lomond. She would take them to graze in a
small glen on the shore of the loch, her favorite place.

She guided the sheep along the path as it
curved around a patch of woods. Mùirne remembered she didn’t have
food for her noon meal. She stopped the sheep and started them
grazing on the bit of grass near the path. She hurried through the
woods to the cottage, approaching it from the side. She didn’t want
to give the sheep time to scatter.

She neared the open door and heard voices
from inside.

Grandma said, “I don’t know if we’ll ever get
that girl married. She’s so peculiar—”

“There’s time yet,” her mother answered.

“Most girls of sixteen are thinking about
marrying. But all she wants to do is be out in the wilds with the
sheep. You need to take a strong hand with her, talk to her.”

“I will, Ma.”

“Don’t wait too long. Here she’s fortunate
enough to have a fine, handsome man like Latharn Cambeul come
a-courting…”

Cambeul…Grandma’s voice faded away,
pushed into the background by the unwelcome memory as it came and
filled Mùirne with an unreasoning dread.

Cambeuls… It’s the Cambeuls…

She leaned against the rock wall of the
cottage trembling, her breaths shallow and panting, her hands
twisting and wrapping the folds of her airisaid around her
fingers as she had twisted the curls of Granda’s beard on that
night so long ago. When the soul-wrenching images faded, leaving
her weak and shaken, she struggled to regain control of herself, to
straighten her shoulders under their habitual burden of guilt and
fear.

She smoothed her clothing and rubbed her
sweaty palms dry on it. She stood, stepped away from the wall and
forced herself take deep breaths until her trembling lessened. She
listened to make sure they were not still talking about her.

“If you’ll feed the hens, I’ll deal with that
milk,” her mother said.

Mùirne took another deep breath and went
inside to get her bread and cheese.

____________

 


Ailean left the trail and ran to head off the
stubborn steer for the fourth time that morning. It wanted to
return to its home range, but he hazed it back to the herd. The
other cattle had adjusted to life on the trail during the first
week, but this steer was still restless and hard to handle.

Ailean had worked the cattle drive each
autumn since he was thirteen. He was experienced handling cattle
and sometimes knew what they would likely do before they even knew
it themselves. He walked alongside the steer and crooned to it to
calm and settle it, his voice mellow and rich. After a time, the
steer forgot its intention to leave the herd, pacified by the sound
of Ailean’s voice.

The cattle were not the only ones who enjoyed
listening to him. His singing ability was known and appreciated
throughout the clan. The elderly song leader at church had trained
Ailean to take his place. Now, Ailean led the psalm singing on
Sunday mornings, singing the presenting line which the congregation
repeated in song after him.

Once the steer was content to move along with
the other cattle, Ailean dropped back to walk behind the herd with
his older brother, Coinneach, and Raghnall MacLachlainn, still
humming and occasionally thumping a rump with his walking stick
when a steer stopped to graze too long.

“Well, little brother,” Coinneach said. “It’s
too bad your voice doesn’t have the same powerful effect on lasses.
If you were as masterful with them as you are with cattle—”

“I’m as good as you are,” Ailean
interrupted.

“Oh, are you now. I was married by the time I
was your age, and you have no one even looking at you with a
sideways glance,” Coinneach goaded. “Maybe you’re just too big and
you scare them away.”

Raghnall chuckled as Ailean narrowed his eyes
and gave Coinneach a cutting look.

Ailean walked in silence, wondering if
Coinneach’s words had merit. It was true he was big. He stood
almost a head taller than his brother and father and neighbors who
were making the cattle drive together. Even though he was the best
swordsman on the croft during the training sessions, and even
though he knew he was the best camanachd player in the clan,
at times his size made him feel awkward and out-of-place like an
untrained man trying to dance a Highland fling.

He thought of a reply. “No, brother, you were
too dumb to avoid getting cornered and caught. I, on the other
hand, am too smart to succumb to female wiles. Besides, there are
things I want to do before I get myself entangled with a
woman.”

Raghnall laughed. “I love these drives. Being
with the two of you for a few weeks is more amusement than I get
the rest of the year.”

Ailean saw his father had stopped and stood
to the side of the herd as it passed, waiting for his sons to reach
him. When they drew near, Aodh said, “Ailean, I think you need to
walk up by the lead steer. Looks like he may be wanting to balk
again.”

“All right, Da.” Ailean trotted to the front
of the herd.

He walked alongside the lead steer, singing
and enjoying the scenery as the trail neared Loch Lomond. The track
made an abrupt turn around the foot of a hill, and ahead of the
herd, he saw a flock of small Highland sheep. A red-haired girl was
herding them across the trail toward the loch shore.

The sheep saw the cattle coming and ran in
alarm. Some of them continued in the direction they were being
driven but the others ran back the way they had come, despite the
frantic efforts of the girl. Ailean sprinted to her side to help
her. Together, they drove all the sheep across the trail before the
lead steer reached them.

“Thank you,” the girl said as she looked up
at him with the most brilliant blue eyes he’d ever seen. “I…I
sometimes bring them down to this glen to graze. I didn’t expect…”
Her voice trailed off as she lowered her gaze and took a step
backward.

“I…we-we’ve never…come this way…be-before,”
he stammered, overwhelmed by a rush of unfamiliar feelings and
unable to think or speak coherently.

The girl didn’t reply, and he searched for
something else to say to her, anything that would make her look at
him with those eyes once more.

“This is…it’s our first drive to…to
Dumbarton. We usually go to Crieff,” he said.

She still didn’t say anything, kept her eyes
lowered and backed farther away.

“I’m sorry we scared your sheep.”

She looked up at him again, and a shy smile
brightened her face. “Thank you for…helping me.”

He brushed his long, reddish-brown hair back
from his face and tugged the right side of his bonnet lower.
Delicious emotions flowed through him, lifted the corners of his
mouth and spread a foolish grin across his lips.

“Ailean!” his father called, and he
remembered he had a job to do.

“Goodbye,” he said and ran back to the herd,
looking over his shoulder at the red-haired girl.

____________

 


“Your idea was a good one, Aodh,” Gabhran
said with a smile, putting his money into his sporan.
“Eachann Cambeul will never get a coin from me again.

“Aye,” Boisil agreed. “I wonder what he’ll
think when he doesn’t get his crossing money from us this
year.”

All the men laughed at the thought of having
outwitted Eachann and Latharn.

They left Dumbarton as soon as the sale of
their cattle was complete that afternoon. They were unwilling to
spend more time than necessary among the Lowlanders, who viewed the
poor Highlanders, barefoot and dressed in tunics and
féileadh-mòr, with contempt. The men chose a more direct but
rougher route for the homeward journey, since they didn’t have
cattle to consider.

Except for Ailean and Coinneach.

“I don’t know why I let you talk me into
coming back this way,” Coinneach grumbled. “I could have been home
by now if I’d gone with the others.”

“You know you came along so you could be free
a little while longer.”

Coinneach gave his younger brother a mock
punch on the arm, and they both laughed.

When they neared the place where he’d met the
red-haired girl, Ailean slowed his pace as he scanned the area on
both sides of the trail. When he spotted her in the glen below, he
stopped and stared.

“Ah. Now I know why you had me come this
long, weary way. Why are you standing there? Go see if she would
welcome a word from you.” Coinneach gave Ailean a little shove and
sat on the grass beside the trail to wait.

Ailean’s steps slowed as he neared the girl.
He didn’t know what he should say, what he should do. He only knew
this was the loveliest girl he’d ever seen, and he was drawn to
her. The mere thought of her aroused feelings in Ailean he couldn’t
quell.

The sheep watched him approach, looking as if
they were ready to run. Their wariness alerted the girl to his
presence, and she turned toward him, alarm widening her eyes. She
took a step away from him, and Ailean thought she might take flight
at any moment.

Ailean stopped and said, “Please, don’t be
afraid. I mean you no harm.”

She didn’t run, but her posture told Ailean
that any small thing could send her scurrying away.

“Don’t you remember me? I helped you with
your sheep a couple of weeks ago.”

A look of recognition flitted across her
face, and her shoulders, drawn tight, loosened, and she relaxed a
bit.

“My name is Ailean MacLachlainn.”

She dropped her gaze from him, stared down at
her feet, and her shoulders began to lose their hunched look. She
clasped her hands and began twisting her fingers together, still
not raising her eyes nor speaking.

“I just wanted to tell you again that I’m
sorry our cattle caused problems with your sheep.” He rubbed first
one foot, then the other, across the rough grass.

“Thank you,” she mumbled.

“I’ve told you my name. What’s yours?”

She glanced at him. “Mùirne…MacPhàrlain,” she
lied.

“Mùirne? That’s a lovely name.”

She blushed, smiled at him and lowered her
gaze again.

“So, do you live near here, Mùirne?”

She nodded, keeping her eyes lowered.

Ailean took one step closer to her and she
glanced up again, the blazing blue of her eyes causing Ailean to
catch his breath.

“Do you mind if I come to see you again,
Mùirne?”

“I…I don’t mind,” she said and turned her
eyes toward the ground once more.

“I have to go. My brother is waiting for me.”
He gestured toward Coinneach. But he made no move to leave.

Mùirne raised her gaze to meet his, and he
noticed the sprinkling of small freckles across her nose and
cheeks. She was so delicate and fragile, so small and defenseless.
He looked again into her eyes that were bluer than the sky above
her head, and he was totally captivated.

“I have to go now, but I’ll be back, Mùirne
MacPhàrlain.”

 


 


FOUR

 


Mùirne herded the sheep into the byre for the
night and fastened the gate. She wandered to the hearth and took
her seat, sitting on the edge of the chair, hands clasped in her
lap. Suppertime and the hours following it were her least favorite
time of the day.

Grandma and Granda MacPhàrlain sat on their
chairs on the other side of the fire. Her mother dipped a bowl of
stew from the iron pot for each of them and handed around slices of
bread. Mùirne devoured her food. She wanted to be done with it and
leave the warmth of the hearth for her bed, where she could pull
the covers over her head against the terrors of the darkness.

“Hello, the house!” a voice called from
outside.

A chill of recognition swept over Mùirne.
No, not him!

Grandma smiled, gave Mùirne a knowing look
and rose from her chair. She went to the worktable, laid her bread
and bowl on it and hurried to the door. She straightened her
clothing, tucked a stray strand of gray hair under her curtch, and
raised the bar. She invited Latharn Cambeul in.

“Good evening,” he said, his voice as smooth
and soft as new-made butter, a polite smile affixed to his face. He
inclined his head in a slight bow.

“Please, sit,” Grandma said, gesturing to her
chair.

Mùirne’s stomach roiled, and she almost
retched. She wanted to run to her bed and hide under the covers but
hadn’t the strength to stand. And she knew from past experience
that Grandma would drag her back to her chair, make her endure the
presence of this…this…Cambeul.

Latharn exchanged pleasantries with her
mother and grandparents. He complimented them, ingratiated himself
further with them, then turned his attention to Mùirne. She kept
her eyes averted, wouldn’t meet his. She couldn’t bring herself to
look into his eyes, didn’t want to see past the thin veneer of
civility that covered his face like a mask and hid a mass of
ugliness beneath it.

She looked sideways at Grandma as her breaths
came faster. How could Grandma not see? How could she not know? How
could she insist that Mùirne’s future lay with this…Cambeul? Didn’t
she know that a life with him would be a living death for her
granddaughter?

The answer came as she saw a glint of greed
in Grandma’s eyes when they rested on Latharn. The money. Grandma
was impressed with Latharn’s wealth, with his fine clothes, his
genteel manners. Mùirne gagged.

____________

 


Ailean took his bonnet and sword from their
pegs by the door. He raised the bar, taking care to make no noise
that would rouse his family. He slipped outside into the early
morning darkness and pulled the door shut behind him. The cold wind
off Loch Fyne slapped the pleats of his féileadh-mòr about his bare
legs, and he shivered.

He paused long enough to strap on his sword
and put on his bonnet, then started loping with long strides toward
the east, toward Loch Lomond and Mùirne. He knew the way by heart
now, having traveled it often during the weeks since he’d met
Mùirne, and he hurried through the darkness over the rugged
terrain. The sooner he reached her side, the more time he’d have to
spend with her.

Ailean was well-aware of the danger in
traveling through the Highlands alone, but he disregarded the risk.
He didn’t ask anyone to accompany him because he wanted to be alone
with Mùirne.

____________

 


Mùirne’s waking thoughts were of little else
but Ailean. At night before she fell asleep, she remembered and
relived every word he said, every look he gave her. She thought of
what she would say, what she would do, the next time she saw him.
Mùirne imagined what it would be like to have him hold her hand,
and she daydreamed about laying her head on his shoulder. But when
he was there beside her, fear kept her silent and withdrawn.

“Well, I think I’ve told you everything there
is to tell about myself. I’ve even told you all about my family,”
Ailean said one afternoon. “But you still haven’t told me much
about yourself.”

A tiny fear trickled down Mùirne’s backbone,
but she didn’t allow it to show. She was accustomed to hiding her
feelings. She shrugged. “There’s not much to tell.”

“There has to be more than what you’ve told
me. Which is nothing.”

She shrugged again.

“Maybe I’ll find out more by asking
questions. How many brothers and sisters do you have?”

“I have two sisters.”

“Are they older or younger than you?”

“Older. They’re both married.”

“Ah, now that’s better. At least I know one
thing about you. You’re a younger sister.”

The big ewe moved closer to the woods, and
the other sheep trailed after her. Mùirne got to her feet and
started after the ewe, glad to have an excuse to end the
questioning. But Ailean followed.

“Where is your house? I’ve never even met
your mother and father.”

“My father is…dead.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

Ailean was silent for a few moments, as
though he didn’t know what to say next. He walked along beside her
as she turned the sheep away from the woods.

“I suppose I’d better start for home,” he
said.

Mùirne turned to face him. “Do you have to go
so soon?”

“Are you sure you want me to stay? We don’t
seem to have much to talk about.”

“Please stay.”

Ailean’s presence always brought an
assuredness of safety and gave Mùirne an opportunity to relax. And
she liked the rare sense of closeness to another person that
enveloped her when they sat together, the feeling that she wasn’t
alone in the world anymore.

Once, his hand brushed hers as he sat beside
her, and Mùirne longed for the time he would touch her again. A
feeling of tenderness toward him was growing, too, and she worried
about his safety when he traveled home each time he left her
side.

She had not yet told him about Latharn
Cambeul.

____________

 


One morning, Ailean found Mùirne and the
sheep in the little glen that bordered the drovers’ trail where
they first met. He took his sword off, laid it on the ground near a
small tree and sat close beside her, his shoulder touching hers.
They talked a while and fell silent, each enjoying the physical
nearness of the other.

A man on horseback came riding toward them
from the trail. When Mùirne caught sight of him, she moved away
from Ailean so that their shoulders were no longer touching. Ailean
glanced at her with a question in his eyes. He looked back at the
man. It was Latharn Cambeul.

Latharn neared the spot where they sat,
dismounted and sauntered over to stand in front of them. When he
saw the person sitting with Mùirne was Ailean MacLachlainn, his
smile disappeared. He planted his feet and put his hands on his
hips.

“What are you doing sitting here with this
MacLachlainn?” he asked, an angry edge to his voice.

Mùirne looked at the ground and began
twisting her airisaid around her fingers. Her breathing
became panting.

“And what is it to you if I sit here with
her?” Ailean asked.

“That’s my woman you’re sitting with. I don’t
like it.”

Ailean looked at Mùirne. “Is this true? Are
you his woman?”

“No…no—” Mùirne began.

“Yes, it’s true,” Latharn interrupted. “I
decided some time ago that I wanted her to be my wife. She’s mine.
So you can just leave. Now.”

“Your wife?” Ailean asked, a sudden nausea
seized his stomach. He turned his eyes toward Mùirne again. “You’re
married?”

“No, I…I’m not his wife. He’s not even spoken
to Ma… and…I would never agree to it,” Mùirne said, her words
coming in panting gasps. “I would never…say ‘yes’ to him.”

Ailean closed his eyes for a moment and took
a deep breath of relief.

Latharn turned his glare back to Mùirne. “But
you will agree. You’re mine. I have decided we will be
married. And you know your family will agree to it.”

Ailean stood, crossed his arms and faced the
belligerent man. Latharn took a couple of steps backward as he
looked up at Ailean.

“Then, you think she is yours just because
you decided that you want her?” Ailean asked.

“Yes. She is mine,” Latharn said. “I’ve been
courting her for several months.”

“Well,” Ailean said, “I say that she
is mine. But what’s important is what she wants, what
she says, not what we decide.”

He turned to Mùirne, who was scrambling to
her feet.

“What do you say? Which one do you choose? Or
do you want either of us?”

“I…I want you, only you,” she said, unshed
tears glistening in her eyes as she gazed up at him.

“Mùirne, please!” Latharn said, desperation
sounding in his voice. “You can’t mean that.” He grabbed Mùirne’s
wrist and jerked her to his side, away from Ailean. “Come along.
I’ll help you herd the sheep to your house, and we can visit.”

Mùirne looked over her shoulder at Ailean,
her face scrunched in pain.

“You’re hurting her! Take your hands off
her!” Ailean shouted, and he seized Latharn’s arm. He pried
Latharn’s fingers loose from Mùirne’s wrist and pulled her away. He
pushed himself in front of her, shielding her with his body. He
turned his head to look down at her and asked, “Are you all
right?”

Ailean caught a glimpse of movement from the
corner of his eye and turned toward it just as Latharn’s fist
smashed into the side of his face. He staggered backward a step or
two before he regained his balance. Blood oozed from the cut on his
cheek where Latharn’s fist had broken the skin. Ailean gritted his
teeth, doubled his fist and took a swing at Latharn. But he missed
when Latharn ducked under the punch.

“Are you sure you want this whelp, Mùirne?
Look at him! He’s not even man enough to know how to fight,”
Latharn taunted.

Latharn swung his other fist, hard and fast,
and connected with Ailean’s chin, making him stumble backward
again. Latharn followed, punching him in the stomach with first one
fist, then the other. As Ailean doubled over, Latharn brought his
knee up, slammed it into Ailean’s forehead, and he dropped to the
ground.

“Stop it! Stop it!” Mùirne cried and fell to
her knees beside Ailean.

Latharn drew back his foot to kick Ailean’s
head, and Mùirne covered it with her arms to deflect the blow.

“NOOOOO!!” she shrieked.

Latharn almost kicked her arm before he
gained control of himself enough to pull back and stop his
thrust.

He glared at her. “You want him? He can’t
even fight. What protection would he be for you?”

“Leave! Leave here and don’t ever come back!
I never want to see you again!” she screamed at him.

____________

 


Latharn looked down at them before he turned
to leave, and an unfamiliar hollowness in his chest brought an ache
that traveled into his throat. He labored to get a deep breath as
he struggled to believe what Mùirne said. How could she turn him
away for the likes of MacLachlainn?

But as he regarded MacLachlainn’s bloody
face, his discomfort was replaced by the satisfaction of having
beaten the boy as he’d wanted to do since the first
camanachd loss three years earlier. His anger at
MacLachlainn boiled up and over again, washed through him like a
raging flood, sustained him as he mounted his horse and rode away.
It wasn’t until he reached the trail that his anger subsided enough
for him to remember the expression on Mùirne’s face and recall
things she said. In an instant, the anger left him, replaced by a
cold pang of bereavement.

I’ve lost her. I can’t endure it. His
chest ached, and again, he couldn’t draw a breath. No! This
can’t be!

Latharn swallowed, fought to keep his
composure, fought to hold down his rising distress. A thought
came.

I can fix it. She can’t want someone like
MacLachlainn. He has no money. She’d be condemning herself to a
life of drudgery and poverty. She’ll come to her senses. I’ll see
to it. The tension constricting his chest lessened, and he took
a ragged breath.

Besides, her family accepts me as a suitor.
They’d never allow MacLachlainn to court her. That must be why he’s
sneaking around, seeing her here, just the two of them…alone. I
wonder if her family knows about him. Surely they don’t know what
he’s been doing…

The realization that a few words to her
family about the situation could bar MacLachlainn from ever seeing
Mùirne again brought welcome relief from his agony. He would send
his cousin, Suibhne, to talk to Mùirne’s family about MacLachlainn.
And that would be the end of that.

But another a thought occurred to him: if he
sent Suibhne to tell Mùirne’s family about MacLachlainn, might that
make Mùirne even more angry with him? Maybe he should wait, should
only reveal it to her family if she didn’t agree to marry him.

And he decided it would be best if he didn’t
see Mùirne for a while. He would give her time to get over her
anger, then he would see her, maybe take her a gift. Things would
be better between them. Now that she’d seen what a strong, powerful
man he was, she would respond to his overtures. She wouldn’t be
withdrawn and silent when he came near.

Especially if he threatened to tell her
family MacLachlainn had been seeing her behind their backs. He
closed his eyes, took a deep breath. Yes, he would win Mùirne over,
one way or another.

A welcome sense of calm settled over him like
a warm blanket on a cold night as he convinced himself that the
confrontation with Mùirne was a mere disagreement which could be
rectified. His charm had gotten him out of trouble before. It would
again.

He laughed at the way he had administered the
much-needed drubbing and debased MacLachlainn before her eyes. Once
she calmed down, came to her senses, she surely wouldn’t want
MacLachlainn now. What woman would want a gangling, awkward
weakling? Especially when she could have a man of his stature, his
wealth. And, it must be admitted, a man as handsome as he.

Yes. The proper thing to do now was to wait a
little while.
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Ailean lay wheezing, his head throbbing, his
stomach in spasms. But far worse than the physical pain was knowing
he’d been beaten by Latharn. He’d never fought anyone using his
fists and didn’t know how to fight in such a situation. All his
training for combat had been with a sword. As humiliated as he felt
at losing the fight, Ailean was mortified that Mùirne witnessed
it.

He pulled himself up and sat with his head
hanging as the ringing in his ears subsided, his elbows propped on
his drawn up knees, hands dangling between them. His belly hurt,
and he couldn’t get a deep breath. Nausea pushed the contents of
his stomach into his throat, and he feared he’d disgrace himself
further if he was unable to control it.

Mùirne knelt by his side and brushed the dirt
and grass from his tunic. “Are you all right?” she asked, tears
running down her cheeks. She leaned over to look at his face. “No,
you’re not all right, you’re bleeding!”

He turned away, too ashamed to face her. “I’m
all right.”

She threw her arms around his neck and wept.
His embarrassment faded, replaced by the pleasure he felt from her
embrace. He slipped his arms around her waist and held her
close.

Her sobs waned, and she relaxed against him.
They didn’t move for a long time, neither willing to release the
other.

“You said you wanted me, not him. Did you
mean it?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “I do want you. And I always
will.”

He raised his head, and she pulled back from
the embrace to look into his eyes. The radiance of the autumn sun
turned her hair into a flaming halo of curls that framed her
delicate face. Her blue eyes still gleamed with tears. She was so
beautiful that he ached at the sight of her.

“I want you, too,” he said with a catch in
his voice. “I’ll want you forever, Mùirne. Forever.”

She put her hands on both sides of his face
and turned it so she could see his injuries.

“Oh, look what he did to you! I hate him. How
could he do this?”

With gentle fingers, she pulled off his
bonnet and brushed his hair away from the knot rising on his
forehead and away from the cut on his cheek that still trickled
blood.

Ailean pulled her hands away from his bruised
and hurting face. He turned away from her, embarrassed again and
not wanting her pity.

“I told you, I’m all right. Leave me be!”

Mùirne sat on the ground beside him, twisting
and folding the edge of her airisaid with her fingers,
focusing on the grass at her feet.

“Please don’t be angry with me,” she said
with a quaver in her voice.

“I’m not angry with you. I’m angry at myself
and Latharn.”

“You have a deadly enemy now. Because of
me.”

“No, not because of you. He’s been my enemy
for a long time. When I was fourteen, I started playing in the
camanachd game each year between my clan and his. His clan
hasn’t won a game since that time, and he blames me for it. He
hates me.”

Mùirne raised her head, turned her face
toward him and her eyes met his.

“You won’t leave me because of him? Because
of what he did?”

“Never. I could never leave you.”

Ailean touched her cheek, stroked it
gently.

“But…even if…even if I tell you
something…something that…” She turned her face away and looked off
in the distance across Loch Lomond to the mountains beyond, trying
to summon the courage to tell him about herself.

He took her face in his hands and kissed her
lips.

“I love you, Mùirne. I will always love you,
as long as there is breath in my body. No matter what. Nothing can
change that.”

He kissed her again.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Latharn before
now?” he asked.

“I was afraid if you knew about me, you
wouldn’t come back, and I…I couldn’t bear the thought of never
seeing you again.”

“Why did you think I wouldn’t come back?
You’re all I can think of when I’m awake, and you’re in my dreams
when I sleep. All I want is to be with you.”

“It’s just that…” Mùirne started to tremble
and couldn’t continue.

“What is it?”

“Th-th-there…there’s something else I haven’t
told you…” Her breath came in gulps again. “My name…it isn’t
MacPhàrlain…I lied. MacPhàrlain is my mother’s clan. My name
is…it’s MacGriogair. You know what that means…”

He did, indeed, know what that meant.

Her father’s clan name, MacGriogair, had been
abolished, proscribed over a hundred years earlier. Those
MacGriogairs who defiantly used their rightful name were
persecuted, robbed of their lands and possessions and sometimes
killed by Cambeul clansmen, with the blessings of the king.

“Latharn doesn’t know I’m a MacGriogair. I
don’t know what he’d do if he knew. The Cambeuls…they killed my…my
father. And Granda.”

Mùirne began to cry again. And as she gave
voice to things she’d never spoken of since she was five-years-old,
she shivered as though she was caught in the blast of a freezing
wind.

“They killed Grandma…and my uncle…”

Ailean put his arms around her and held her
close while she cried. When her sobs subsided, he put his hand
under her chin and tilted her face so he could look into her
eyes.

“Life is full of dangers, my love,” he said.
“I’ll deal with that Cambeul man if he so much as looks at you.
What happened today will never happen again. I’ll make sure of
it.”

His fingers drifted across her cheek, over
the delicate curve of her ear, pushed the red curls up and away
from her face. He couldn’t bear the thought of Latharn’s hands
caressing her, touching her hair, her face. Couldn’t endure the
idea of Mùirne belonging to anyone but himself.

Ailean had not, until this moment, considered
marriage. He was drawn to Mùirne because she was so beautiful and
because of the feelings of desire her beauty aroused in him. And
the deep fear and helplessness he saw in her awakened his
protective instincts, made him want to shield her from harm.

Now that he knew Latharn wanted her, too, a
determination formed in his mind, took shape and grew firm. He
would ensure Mùirne belonged to him, and him alone. Latharn would
never possess her, never touch her again.

His chin jutted out and a steely glint shone
from his eyes as he made a decision.

“You said you want me. Do you want me enough
to marry me?” he asked.

“Oh yes.”

“Then, will you marry me?”

“Yes,” she said.

He kissed her again, nuzzled her neck and
whispered, “When can we marry? How soon?”

“We have to…there are things we have to do.
First we have to talk to my mother. And we need to have a place to
live,” Mùirne said.

“I’ll talk to your mother tomorrow, and I’ll
build us a house to live in. Whatever it takes, let’s do it
quickly. I want you for my own. Now.” And he wanted to lay claim
before Latharn could.

He took his arms from around her and stood,
grasped her hands and gently pulled her to her feet.

“Then you mean it?” she asked. “We really are
going to be married?”

“Yes, my love, just as soon as we can.”

Ailean took her in his arms and kissed the
top of her head, her brow, her wet cheeks. She melted into his
embrace and lifted her face to his. He kissed her lips, drew back
and looked into her eyes.

“Mùirne, my love, I’ll take care of you, and
I’ll love you forever.”

A tiny thought, a doubt, pressed against the
edges of his awareness. If he married Mùirne, what would become of
his dreams and plans of a life of high adventure? Of heroic
exploits? A small furrow traced itself onto his brow between his
eyes, but his rising passion smoothed it away and smothered his
hesitancy. Ailean pulled Mùirne tighter against his body, and his
kisses became more ardent and insistent.

Mùirne clung to him, returned his kisses. He
caressed her shoulders as he kissed her, and she allowed his hands
to travel down her back, along the curves of her body. Intense
desire engulfed him. He felt as if he were on the edge of a
precipice, about to plunge over, about to do something irrevocable,
and he pulled himself back, drew away from her embrace.

He took a ragged breath. “I have to go. If I
don’t go now, I might do something…something we’ll regret.”
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Ailean ran most of the way home through the
chilly November evening. He arrived after sunset, as the family sat
down to supper. He hung his bonnet and sword on their pegs and took
his place by the fire.

“And who is this stranger coming to sit at my
hearth?” his father said. “Have I seen you before, young man? Don’t
you live somewhere over by the MacPhàrlains?”

They all laughed as Ailean ducked his head,
smiling and blushing. His mother filled a bowl from the iron pot
that hung over the fire, suspended on a chain from the rafters
above. She held it out to him. When he reached for it, he raised
his head and she saw the bruises and dried blood on his face.

“What’s this?” Brìghde asked. “What has
happened to you, son?”

His father and his younger brother, Niall,
saw his injured face but said nothing, waiting for him to
explain.

“Latharn Cambeul.”

“What happened?” Aodh asked, his voice quiet
but intense.

“I was visiting someone. He didn’t like it,
so he hit me. I tried to hit him back, but—”

“Looks like he hit you more than once,” said
Niall.

“Yes, well, if we’d fought with swords
instead of fists, it would be Latharn who’d be answering questions
about the marks on his face instead of me,” Ailean said, and
they all laughed, relieving the tension that had begun to build
when they saw his battered face.

They continued eating, and the laughter and
teasing resumed, all of them enjoying the warmth and love that
radiated from one to the other around the fire.

After they ate, Ailean said, “Da, can I talk
to you? Can we go outside?”

“No,” Brìghde said. “First let me see to
those wounds.”

“Later, please, Ma,” Ailean pleaded. “I have
to talk to Da first. Outside.”

“Outside? What do you have to say that can’t
be said here by the fire where it’s warm?” Aodh asked.

“I want to ask you something.”

“Ask.”

Ailean glanced at Ma and Niall. “Not here.”
He looked down at his hands, fidgeting with the folds of his
clothing and rubbing a foot back and forth on the dirt floor.

Aodh looked at him for a moment. “All right,
son, let’s go.”

When they walked outside, it took Ailean a
few moments to decide what to say. As he ran home, he’d gone over
in his mind what he would say to his father, but now he didn’t know
how it would sound.

He cleared his throat. “Da, I’ve found a girl
I want to marry.”

Aodh remained silent, waited for him to
continue.

“I need to know…I’m wondering…” He hesitated
for a moment, and the words all came out in a rush. “When Coinneach
got married, he built the cottage for Una here beside yours. What
about me? Can I build a cottage here, too? Can I stay here and help
and have a share in things, like Coinneach does?”

“I don’t know, son.” Aodh stroked his beard.
“This little croft, with its poor soil, it barely provides for all
the families who live here as it is. What about when you have a
family, too? How can we feed everyone?”

Ailean said nothing. Da allowed Coinneach to
build a cottage on the croft, but now that Ailean wanted to do the
same, the answer was “no.” Resentment fanned into flames the embers
of his jealousy. In his mind, he formed a biting reply, but before
he could say anything, Aodh broke the silence.

“Of course, we’ll have to get Ruairidh’s
approval, like we did for Coinneach. But he usually agrees to what
we ask. And there is one thing in your favor. We’ve not been
planting that field on the other side of the upper woods. If
everyone is agreeable, you could work that field as your share. For
now.”

Relief flooded through Ailean and washed away
his resentment as though it had never been..

“Thanks, Da! I’ll clear that field myself.
I’ll do whatever has to be done. And Mùirne, she can help Ma and
Una with the sheep. She’s good with sheep.”

“Mùirne, eh? All right, son. I’m sure we’ll
all find a way to get by,” Aodh said, his voice sounding tired and
strained.

He started to go inside but turned back to
Ailean. “Why did you and Latharn fight?”

“He wants to marry Mùirne, too. But she chose
me, not him. And that made him angry.”

“That man will come to a bad end someday.
He’s been coddled and pampered, given everything he ever wanted.
That’s not good for anyone. It doesn’t build character.”

“He has no honor. He hit me when I wasn’t
looking. He didn’t give me a fair chance to fight.” Ailean touched
his bruised cheek with careful fingers. He frowned as he remembered
the fight.

“Honor is the important thing, not the
ability to swing a fist.” Aodh opened the door. “You coming?”

“No. I need to speak to Coinneach.”

“Your mother won’t be happy.” Aodh shook his
head, entered the cottage and closed the door.

____________

 


“It was better than I could have dreamed,”
Latharn said to his father. “The feel of my fist hitting his chin,
it was so satisfying. And Mùirne saw the whole thing. She—”

“You are serious about marrying this
girl?”

“Yes, Father. When you see her, you’ll
understand. She is the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.”

“Then you’d better ask for her hand, get her
family’s approval. Soon,” Eachann said.

Although he wasn’t sure about the suitability
of the girl, it was enough that Latharn wanted her. He seldom
denied his only child, this son of his old age, anything he
desired, and he would not interfere with Latharn’s choice of a
wife.

“But, I thought I’d better let her get over
her anger first. She was so angry—”

“Women don’t understand how things are with
men. She’ll get over it. But you should meet with her family and
get their approval right away, get the formalities settled, since
she has another suitor.”

Latharn looked at his father, his brows
drawing together, wrinkling his forehead. “How do I make sure
they’ll approve?”

“Impress them with your wealth. Dress in your
finest. Take your cousin Suibhne to speak for you, and take Odhran
and some other attendants. Her family will be intimidated by your
wealth and power. And take them a sumptuous gift. They won’t dare
say ‘no’ to a Cambeul. Especially not to a wealthy Cambeul.”

____________

 


Ailean went next door to Coinneach’s cottage.
“It’s me, brother,” he said and slapped the barred door. He heard
the scrape of the bar being lifted, and the door opened.

“What are you doing out so late? It’s almost
time for bed,” Coinneach said.

“I need to talk to you about something.”

“Come sit by the fire, then.” Coinneach led
the way to the hearth where his wife, Una, sat carding wool.

“Good evening,” Ailean said to Una as he took
a seat on one of the chairs by the small peat fire and put his
hands out over it to warm them. The children were already in bed
asleep.

“Well, what is so important that you had to
come keep me from my bed?” Coinneach asked.

“I’ve asked Mùirne to marry me.”

“You’re going to marry!” Coinneach jumped up
from his chair and clapped his younger brother on the shoulder.
“Congratulations. Mùirne? Is she the red-haired girl with the sheep
over by—” He stopped when he got a closer look at Ailean’s face,
cocked his head to one side and frowned. “What happened to you,
little brother?”

“Latharn Cambeul. He beat me with his fists.
In front of Mùirne,” Ailean said. “I thought I could never go see
her again, that I was disgraced, that she’d think me a weakling and
tell me not to come back. But she said she wants me. And she said
she’ll marry me.” Ailean shook his head, a wondering expression on
his face. “How can you tell what a woman will think or do?”

Coinneach laughed. “That is a question no man
will ever be able to answer.”

“At least, you are one man who seems never
able to answer it,” Una said, with a knowing glance at her
husband.

He smiled at her, turned to Ailean and
regarded him with a sigh. “So. My little brother is going to be a
married man. I never thought I’d see the day.”

“Can you help me?” Ailean asked. “Tell me
what I’m supposed to do?”

“I could do that,” Coinneach said with a
grin. “First, you have to ask the girl’s father for permission to
marry her.”

“She doesn’t have a father. He’s dead.”

“Oh. Doesn’t she have a brother, an uncle, a
grandfather?”

“I think she has a grandfather.”

“You think—don’t you know?”

“Well, I haven’t met her family yet—”

“What? You’ve been courting this girl,
haven’t you? How could you not have met her family?” Coinneach
paused. He compressed his lips, and his eyebrows drew together.
“You haven’t been courting her. You’ve been seeing her behind her
family’s back.”

“Well, I go to see her, but—”

“But not at her house, where her family can
supervise.”

“No. Was I supposed to?”

Coinneach shook his head, rubbed his hands
over his face, took them away and glared at his brother. “Ailean,
don’t you know anything? You’ve compromised her, compromised
yourself. You’ve behaved dishonorably. Who knows if they will
accept you now.”

Ailean sat in silence. A scarlet stain crept
up his throat and colored his face.

“Listen, you can’t go through life jumping in
and doing things just because they suit your fancy. You have to
behave. Do what you’re supposed to.”

“I didn’t know I was doing anything
wrong.”

“There’s no help for it now. You’ll have to
do the best you can to smooth things over.”

“How?”

“You’ll have to ask the grandfather for her
hand. And who will you take to speak for you?”

“What do you mean, speak for me?”

“You have to take someone with you to speak
to the grandfather. He’ll say things about what a good catch you
are.”

“But who can I take? Would you go?”

“No, it would be better if someone else goes,
not your brother. How about Raghnall? He spoke to Una’s father for
me,” Coinneach said, turning his eyes to his wife.

“Aye, that he did,” Una said with a
smile.

“So, how do I do this? How do I ask for her
hand?”

“Take Raghnall. He knows what to say. He’ll
help you.”

Ailean rubbed his bare foot back and forth
impatiently on the dirt floor. He’d had no idea what was involved
in setting up a wedding. He’d assumed he’d go ask her mother if he
could marry Mùirne, and then, well, he expected to get married.
Now, he was finding out there was much more to it. He wished he had
paid closer attention to the proceedings when Coinneach and Una
married.

“This is going to be more complicated than I
expected. And I told her I’d come tomorrow to ask for her
hand.”

“Then go ask Raghnall if he’ll go tomorrow.
What’s the problem with that?”

“Da says I have to talk to Ruairidh tomorrow
to ask for permission to build a house for Mùirne on the
croft.”

“Oh,” said Coinneach. “Then you’ll have to
talk to Ruairidh, like Da said.”

“But Mùirne is expecting me tomorrow. What
will she think when I don’t come?”

“You’ll have to go the next day. You can’t
ask for the girl’s hand in marriage if you have no home to take her
to.”

“But—”

“Listen to me,” Coinneach said, his voice
stern and hard. “I know how you are. You think you can do whatever
you please. Sometimes, you get away with it. But in an important
matter like this, you need to pay attention to what I’m telling you
and do the right thing. Maybe you can repair the damage you’ve
already done.”

He paused again, cocked his head and glared
at Ailean. “Does Da know what you’ve been doing? That you haven’t
been behaving honorably toward this girl?”

Ailean remained silent, and his face reddened
again.

Coinneach shook his head and audibly exhaled
in a disgusted grunt. “I thought not. Go home and get some sleep.
And do what Da tells you for once.”

Ailean said nothing for a moment, irritation
crawling up his backbone with a prickly insistence he could not
ignore. He muttered under his breath as he left Coinneach by the
fire. “Why can’t we just go to the parson and say our vows? Why all
this…nonsense?”

 


 


SEVEN

 


Night still clung to the western slopes and
darkness huddled beneath the thicket of trees overhanging the path
when Aodh and Ailean started for Ruairidh MacLachlainn’s home in
the half-light of early morning. Father and son trotted along
without a word, single-file, their exhaled breaths trailing behind
them in the cold air for a brief moment before dissipating.

“Hello, the house!” Aodh called when they
emerged from the woods into a clearing surrounding a large
house.

The door opened and Ruairidh stepped
outside.

“Aodh, is something wrong?” Ruairidh, a
tacksman of the chief, Lachlainn MacLachlainn, rented land from him
and subleased it to crofters like Aodh and his neighbors. His
crofters came to him for advice when they faced trouble.

“We have something to ask,” Aodh said.
“Ailean, tell him.”

Ailean shuffled his feet and cleared his
throat. “I’ve met a girl I want to marry, and I need to build a
house for her. I’d like to build it on the croft, be a joint tenant
with Da and the others.”

Ruairidh looked at him a moment, a tinge of a
smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “So, you can escape
Cambeul players on a camanachd field, but you can’t escape a
fair lass.”

Ailean blushed and grinned. “Not this
lass.”

“Congratulations, lad. I wish you every
happiness. As far as the croft is concerned, we’ll have to consult
the other tenants to see if everyone is agreeable, but I don’t have
any problem with it. There’s a section that’s not under
cultivation, isn’t there, Aodh?”

“Aye. Just past the upper woods.”

“If the others are agreeable, it will be fine
with me. Talk to them first and then we’ll discuss the details,”
Ruairidh said.

Ailean thanked him and started for home. He
and his father traveled along without speaking most of the way,
each lost in his own thoughts. Ailean’s thoughts were filled with
anticipation. I’ll build Mùirne a home where we can be happy
from now on, where our lives will be perfect.

Aodh’s thoughts were filled with worry.
How can so many families survive on the worn-out soil of our
little croft? We can hardly raise enough food for everyone as it
is.

____________

 


“Won’t you please come in?” Grandma
MacPhàrlain said when she opened the door and saw Latharn Cambeul
standing before her.

“Yes. I need to speak to Mùirne’s
grandfather.” Latharn strutted through the doorway, followed by his
attendants.

“Please have a seat by the fire. I’ll fetch
her granda,” Grandma MacPhàrlain said, and hurried out the door, a
broad smile on her face.

Latharn looked with distaste at the low
chairs arranged around the open fireplace, at the smoke-blackened
walls and rafters. A tremor of revulsion passed through his body as
he contemplated yet again what life in this squalid hovel must be
like for Mùirne. And smiled.

Yes. Father was right. These poor people
would be impressed with his display of wealth. Mùirne’s family
would realize what an honor was being bestowed upon them by his
proposal and would agree to the marriage.

____________

 


Ailean and Aodh arrived home to find Brìghde
at work tidying the cottage. Niall sat by the fire tuning his
fiddle. In his excitement over the prospect of marrying Mùirne,
Ailean had forgotten it was Friday. Each Friday night, all their
neighbors gathered at Aodh and Brìghde’s cottage, the largest on
the croft, for the weekly ceilidh.

“Getting it tuned for tonight?” he asked
Niall.

Niall looked up and nodded without speaking.
He thumbed the string and listened, turned the peg, thumbed it
again.

“Think Raghnall will let you play more than
one song?”

“Yes, I’ll play that one song with him again,
and he said I could play the one by myself that I’ve been
practicing this week.”

“Then maybe it will be worth the torture of
listening to you screeching away—”

“Ma! Make him stop—”

“Ailean! Leave your brother alone,” Bridghe
scolded. “And Niall, stop whining. Act like a man. If you two keep
this up, I’ll send you both to the barn to spend the evening, and
you’ll miss the party altogether.”

“Sorry. I’ll behave, Ma,” Ailean said.

He didn’t want to miss ceilidh; he
loved it. Some of his happiest childhood memories were of the
story-telling at the ceilidh. As a boy, he sat wide-eyed and
enthralled as he listened to tales of the bravery and gallantry of
his ancestors. He thrilled to stories of the glory of battle,
stories of how clansmen fought with honor and defeated their
enemies.

He pictured himself as the hero of the
stories, saw himself, sword in hand, fighting bravely for his clan,
giving no thought to his own safety. In his daydreams, he saved
others through his strength and ability as a warrior. He saw
himself accepting accolades and receiving the glory and honor due
his exploits.

Ailean also enjoyed stories of selkies and
kelpies. And tales of the fairies, little people who lived inside
the hills. He absorbed superstitions from the frightful narratives
of the supernatural which sustained many of the ancient beliefs of
the Highlanders, legends handed down from their Celtic ancestors
and passed from one generation to the next.

And he loved the dancing and singing. Each
week, everyone danced while Raghnall MacLachlainn played the
fiddle. Raghnall’s older brother, Tòmas, had been the fiddler at
the ceilidh until last year when he married and moved to the
nearby croft where his wife’s family lived.

Now Raghnall played the fiddle for the
dancing, and Niall was learning to play, too. Each week his fingers
became more adept as he pulled his bow across the strings of the
fiddle Aodh had inherited from his father.

Singing was an integral part of Highland
life. Highlanders sang as they worked, worshipped and played. Each
Friday night, Ailean always sang a song or two by himself and then
led everyone in song.

He smiled as he anticipated the evening of
fun and wished Mùirne could be at his side to enjoy the party with
him. But he told himself that there would be other Friday nights,
other times of enjoyment he and Mùirne would share once they were
married.

____________

 


Mùirne watched and waited all day, but Ailean
didn’t come. She had believed him when he said it didn’t matter to
him that she was a MacGriogair. She believed him when he said he
loved her, believed he wanted to marry her.

But now, her faith in him was shaken. Doubt
dragged her shoulders down like a heavy burden, and it grew deeper
with each passing hour.

He doesn’t love me after all.

But she remembered how he looked at her, his
eyes misted with love, and she recalled the things he’d said.

Surely he loves me. What if he hasn’t come
because he’s hurt? What if something happened to him?

She chided herself for her faithlessness. But
doubts about Ailean’s love for her arose once more. Anxiety and
disappointment swirled within her, unsettled her stomach and she
was unable to eat her noon meal.

When evening came and she led the ewes to the
cottage, she hardly noticed her surroundings. Her inner turmoil
consumed her thoughts. She herded the sheep into the byre and went
to sit by the fire.

Grandma looked up from her spinning. “Well,
Mùirne, your future is assured,” she said. “You have been spoken
for. And your Granda gave his permission for you to marry.”

“Ailean came here? Without me?”

A joyous smile brightened Mùirne’s face and
delight brought a sparkle to her eyes. The doubt and worry that had
plagued her all day dissolved, washed away as if it never
existed.

“Who is Ailean?” Grandma said, without
looking up.

“You said I’ve been spoken for. Ailean was
going to speak to Ma today.”

Grandma frowned. “No. I don’t know any
‘Ailean.’”

“But…you said—”

“Latharn Cambeul asked for your hand and your
granda gave his approval.”

The color drained from Mùirne’s face, and her
whitened lips moved but made no sound. She stood, backed away from
the fire, shaking her head, her eyes widening as the full horror of
Grandma’s words descended upon her.

“And what’s this about a man we don’t know
speaking to your ma? What’s going on with you, girl?”

Mùirne didn’t answer. She stumbled past the
curtain to her bed and fell across it, panting.

Latharn Cambeul! No! She couldn’t do it,
couldn’t marry the man, couldn’t allow him to touch her. Her skin
crawled at the thought of his hands touching her the same way
Ailean had touched her. Dread filled her at the prospect of being
tied in marriage to a man like Latharn. Waves of anger and fear
undulated through her and over her like the surging of stormy sea
against a beleaguered shore. A trickle of tears became a flood.

She became aware that someone was calling her
name.

“Yes,” she answered, her voice tremulous and
faint.

“Mùirne, what are you doing? I’ve been
calling you to come eat your supper,” Ma said.

Mùirne sat up and dried her eyes, rubbed the
wetness from her cheeks with a corner of her airisaid. She
crept to the hearth, took her seat, and Ma handed her a bowl of
steaming vegetable stew. Nausea billowed through her empty stomach
and bile climbed into her throat at the sight and smell of the
food. She set the bowl on the earthen floor beside her chair and
leaned over, arms clamped together over her midriff, weak and
miserable.

“Eat your supper,” Ma said.

“I…I can’t,” she whispered.

Ma frowned. “Why not? There’s nothing the
matter with it. It’s perfectly good—”

“I feel sick.”

Mùirne raised her head and Ma looked closely
at her daughter, at her disheveled clothing, her tousled and
tangled hair, at her ashen face with its large eyes that were
sunken and hollow.

“What’s the matter, Mùirne?” Ma asked.

“Please. I…can’t do it. Please…I can’t marry
Latharn.”

Ma regarded Mùirne for a long moment. “You
don’t have to,” she said. “We’ll—”

“Yes, she does have to.” Grandma
interrupted. “It’s all settled. We gave our word.”

“I’ll not force her to marry the man. She’s
so afraid of him…look at her. The very idea of it is making her
sick.”

“Dearshul, you have to take a firm hand with
that girl. This foolishness has to stop.”

“No. I won’t make her do it.”

“You have to,” Grandma said. “Think of it.
You could go live with her in that fine house, not have to worry
where your next meal will come from. What else are you going to do?
You’re too old to marry again.”

“No.”

“Me and your da are getting too old to work.
We need someone to take care of us. We’ll all have an easy life
when she marries the man.”

“No. She’s not going to marry him.”

“Then you’re no daughter of mine! If she
won’t agree to marry him, I want you both out of this house!”
Grandma shouted.

Dearshul laid a hand on her daughter’s
shoulder. “Come, Mùirne. Let’s get our things and go.”

 


 


EIGHT

 


“Hello, the house!”

The greeting from a strange voice had Grandma
peering from the doorway, apprehensive. She’d never seen either of
the young men, one of whom towered over his companion. His face
bore the marks of a beating. Grandma thought he must be a dangerous
man, and she backed away when he stopped in front of her.

“Is this where Mùirne MacPhàrlain lives?” the
tall one asked.

“Who are you, and what is your business?”
Grandma demanded.

“I’m Ailean MacLachlainn, and this is my
neighbor, Raghnall MacLachlainn. We’re here to speak to Mùirne’s
mother and her granda.”

“No. You can’t.”

“Why not?” he asked. “Is Mùirne here? I
couldn’t find her anywhere.” A ewe bleated in the byre and the
young man raised his eyes, tried to see inside the darkened
cottage. “The sheep are here…she must be, too.”

“Ah.” Grandma’s eyes narrowed as she
remembered Mùirne’s words. “So you are the Ailean she spoke of. You
can leave. You’re not welcome here.”

“But—”

“Leave, troublemaker! “

“But—”

“Go!”

“Who are you?”

“I’m Mùirne’s grandma.”

“Where is she? I need to see her. And her
mother.”

Grandma squinted at him. Her anger at
Dearshul and Mùirne still burned in her belly. And it ascended into
her chest where it lay coiled tight and heavy like a serpent. Now
its venom oozed from her lips in a lie she hoped would pierce the
heart of the young man who stood before her. She would relieve her
own distress by trying to cause him pain.

“She is away, preparing to marry Latharn
Cambeul.”

The wounded expression that distorted
Ailean’s face satisfied Grandma’s need for revenge, assuaged it, if
only for a moment.

“That can’t be true. She loves me. She said
she’d marry me—”

“Go. You are not welcome here,” Grandma
MacPhàrlain started to close the door.

Ailean put his hand on it and stopped her.
“No. You have to let me see her.” His voice grew louder. “Mùirne!”
he shouted. “Mùirne!”

There was no answer.

Raghnall pulled Ailean’s hand away and the
door slammed shut. “Come. Let’s go.”

“What do I do now?” he asked Raghnall.

“I don’t know. Let’s go home.”

Ailean stumbled down the path beside
Raghnall, his conflicted emotions and thoughts vying with each
other for ascendancy. All his plans and dreams of the valorous life
he had wanted before he met Mùirne were gone, erased by the
consuming need to have Mùirne beside him, to hold her in his arms,
to kiss her lips, to stroke her velvet cheek. A need grown
stronger, pushing all else from his mind, now that it had been
denied.

Coinneach’s words echoed through his mind.
“You’ve compromised her, compromised yourself. You’ve behaved
dishonorably. Who knows if they will accept you now.”

What could he do? How could he get Mùirne’s
family to accept him?

His wanted to run back to the cottage, break
down the door, push past the old lady and find Mùirne, drag her
away with him. But he realized his usual impetuous approach to
whatever situation he faced would not help him now. He needed to
think things through with a cool head, make a careful and
considered plan of action.

Ailean knew one thing: he had to keep Mùirne
from marrying Latharn or his own life would be over.

____________

 


Mùirne rolled over and a rock prodded her
side. It penetrated her slumber. She awoke and sat up, looking
around in the early morning light at unfamiliar territory. The cold
air chilled her dew-dampened clothing and made her shiver. She lay
down again, moving closer to her mother’s warmth. Mùirne’s stirring
awakened her mother, and she sat up and yawned.

“We should be on our way. I don’t think it’s
much farther,” Dearshul said. She picked up her bundle of
belongings and trudged down the hillside with Mùirne following
close behind.

The sun traveled closer to its zenith by the
time they made their way onto the land of Clan MacNeachdainn.
Dearshul stopped at a cottage and asked the way to Raibeart
MacNeachdainn’s home.

Dearshul saw her older daughter from a
distance. “Elasaid!”

“Ma!” Elasaid shouted, left the sheep and ran
to her mother and sister. She threw her arms around her mother,
then embraced Mùirne.

“I’m so glad to see you. What a nice
surprise.” Elasaid beamed.

“You might not think it’s so nice when you
hear what’s happened,” Dearshul said.

“Let me bring the sheep to the house. I’ll
fix you something to eat and you can tell me about it.”

____________

 


Ailean left the house before breakfast and
climbed the mountain. When he reached his rock, he sat and looked
over the land below without seeing it, his heartache expanding and
threatening to choke him. His face felt swollen and bloated from
the effort of keeping his misery from overwhelming him, and his
breaths came fast and shallow as he struggled to keep his tears
from flowing. He couldn’t allow himself to give in to it. Warriors
didn’t cry.

He could control the tears, but he couldn’t
control his thoughts. They returned to Mùirne, again and again.

Mùirne married to Latharn? How could that be
true? She told Ailean she loved him, only him. She said she would
marry him.

Ailean closed his eyes and groaned at the
memory of holding her, kissing her. He remembered how she looked
when she said she loved him, remembered the excitement burning
through her eyes from her soul. Mùirne loved him, and he knew it.
Loved him like he loved her. How could she marry Latharn?

He opened his eyes and blinked to clear the
mist from them. Ailean gazed down at the glen, at the spot where he
planned to build a cottage for Mùirne. A cottage where they would
live a life filled with love and happiness. A cottage that would
never be. There would be no happiness, no golden days of love in
his future.

Ailean found it hard to breathe, as if the
life had been crushed from his heart. His dreams were destroyed and
scattered like ashes. And he could think of nothing to do to change
that.

____________

 


Latharn paced through the house, eager and
impatient, while he waited for his father to finish dressing. When
Eachann was ready, they left for the MacPhàrlain’s cottage.

Grandma MacPhàrlain met them at the door.

“I’m here to see Mùirne,” Latharn told
her.

“Mùirne’s not here,” she said.

“Where is she?”

“I don’t know. I sent her away.”

“But, I brought my father to meet her. And he
and you can begin making the wedding plans,” Latharn said.

“She’s not here. She refused to marry you, so
I sent her away.”

“But she has to marry me. You
approved, you gave your permission,” Latharn said, the implication
of her words penetrating his mind gradually.

“Her mother refused, too. I’m sorry. You’ll
have to go,” Grandma said and started to close the door.

Eachann Cambeul elbowed his way past his son
and stepped in front of her, pushing the door wide open.

“Do you know who I am!” he thundered, his
face growing red, the veins in his neck and forehead bulging. “You
will not disrespect my son this way! I won’t tolerate it!”

He shoved Grandma aside and entered the
cottage, followed by Latharn and Odhran. He went through the small
dwelling, knocking over the pitifully few furnishings, smashing
some of them. He tore down the curtained partition, went into the
sleeping area and threw the heather bedding onto the floor. He
ground it underfoot. He opened the gate to the byre, released the
animals that were penned for the night and drove them outside.

“You haven’t heard the last of this, old
woman,” he wheezed, leaning over Grandma, glaring into her
face.

Latharn hovered at his father’s side, his
face a mask of concern. “Father, are you all right?”

Grandma’s breath came rapid and ragged
through her open mouth. Her shoulders sagged, and she leaned
against the wall for support.

Eachann turned and limped out the door.
“Come, son. We’ve spent enough time in this hovel. And forget the
girl. You can see what kind of stock she issued from,” he said,
gasping. He gave Grandma a piercing look. “She is beneath you.”

____________

 


“Why did Grandma want you to marry that man?”
Elasaid asked. “He lives not far from here, and I have heard bad
things of him. I wouldn’t let him marry one of my
sheep.”

“I think…it’s because Latharn is rich,”
Mùirne said.

“What are you going to do now, Ma?” Elasaid
asked.

Dearshul shook her head, her face drawn and
haggard, worry written upon its wrinkles with a bold pen. “I don’t
know. I just know I won’t give my daughter to a man she is afraid
of, not for any amount of money.”

She looked at Mùirne and patted her hand. She
tried to give her daughter a reassuring smile.

“I don’t know where we’ll find another
marriage prospect for her,” Elasaid said. “There aren’t many
unmarried men around here. Except for a doddering old widower and a
few underage boys. There are some unmarried cottars on this croft
and the next one. But,” she regarded her younger sister with pity
evident in her eyes, shaking her head, “marrying a cottar—”

“Maybe I won’t have to marry a cottar. Ailean
MacLachlainn said he wants to marry me. He said he was going to
come speak to Ma,” Mùirne said. “But he doesn’t know where I am
now. If he did—

“Ailean MacLachlainn? That tall boy who plays
camanachd so well? I’ve heard of him. Saw him play
once.”

“He is tall, truly. And he did say Latharn
became his enemy over camanachd.”

“Mùirne,” Dearshul said, her voice stern.
“How do you know this MacLachlainn boy? He’s never been to the
house.”

Mùirne’s face turned red, and she lowered her
head to stare at her hands, which were plucking and twisting at her
clothing. She didn’t answer.

“Tell me!”

“I…he comes to see me…”

Dearshul grasped Mùirne’s chin and tilted her
daughter’s face up, but Mùirne’s eyes didn’t meet her mother’s.

“Have you…has anything…has he done
anything?”

“He…the last time he came to see me, he
kissed me.”

Dearshul slumped into a chair, buried her
face in her hands. “I’ll never get you married now. I should have
listened to Ma and made you marry Latharn.”

“No,” Mùirne said. “Ailean will marry me.
Ailean…he loves me. He said so.”

Dearshul groaned.

“When Raibeart returns this evening, I’ll
speak to him about this.” Elasaid tried to reassure her mother. “He
can take his brother and go talk to MacLachlainn, tell him where
you are. We’ll see what happens.”

____________

 


“Hello the house,” someone called from the
hillside.

Aodh arose from his chair by the fire and
went outside. Two strangers descended the path toward the
cottages.

“Hello,” Aodh answered. “Who are you, and
what might your business be?”

“I’m Raibeart MacNeachdainn,” one of the men
said, “and this is my brother, Seumas. We are looking for Ailean
MacLachlainn.”

What has that boy done now?

Aodh shook his head imperceptibly. He sighed.
“Ailean is my son. What business do you have with him?”

“Is he here?” Raibeart asked.

“Aye.” Aodh turned to call his son outside,
but Ailean stood in the doorway already.

“I’m Ailean. What do you want with me?”

“My wife sent me to fetch you, if you’ll
come. Her sister, Mùirne, is at our house. She wants to see
you.”

“I’ll come with you,” Ailean said and went
inside to strap on his sword and don his bonnet.

 


 


NINE

 


Raibeart and Seumas struggled to keep up with
Ailean on the path along the shore of Loch Fyne. But after they
left MacLachlainn land and passed through Cambeul territory, he
slowed. And when they entered Clan MacNeachdainn lands, he hung
back so they could lead the way.

His inner turmoil mirrored the terrain they
crossed; his thoughts ascended, reached the pinnacle of his
desires…she loves me, that’s why she sent for me, she’s still
mine…then tumbled and plunged into a valley of
depression…she’s marrying Latharn, she’ll never be mine, she
just wants to say goodbye.

Mùirne stood outside her sister’s cottage,
watching for them, her hand shielding her eyes from the sun. Ailean
caught sight of her flaming red hair from a distance and rushed to
her, once again leaving the MacNeachdainn brothers behind.

He wanted to grab her, enwrap her in his arms
and carry her away, but he slowed when he neared her, unsure of
what she would say. He stopped several feet away and stood looking
intently at her, breathing hard, as much from the tumult of his
emotions as from his physical exertion.

Mùirne stood before him, trembling.

“Mùirne. You wanted to see me?”

“Aye,” she said, a frown wrinkling her smooth
brow.

“Your grandma said you are marrying
Latharn.”

“No, no. I…Ma and I came here because Grandma
said if I didn’t marry him, we couldn’t stay at home with her any
longer. I’ll never marry Latharn.”

Ailean closed his eyes, turned his face
heavenward and said a silent prayer of thanks. He took a deep
breath, and some of the tightness that bound his body dissolved.
The heaviness that pressed down on him lessened. His shoulders
relaxed as he gazed at Mùirne. Her image blurred, and he blinked
his eyes to clear them. He took another breath.

“You still want to marry me?” he asked.

“Aye.”

Ailean took two steps, reached to take her in
his arms, but remembered that they were not alone in the glen by
Loch Lomond. He forced his arms to his sides and stood looking down
into her eyes. “I love you,” he whispered.

“I…I love you, too,” she said. She smiled,
took his hand and led him to the door of Elasaid’s cottage. She
dropped his hand and beckoned Ailean to follow her inside.

“Ma, this is Ailean MacLachlainn,” Mùirne
said, keeping her eyes turned toward the floor.

“Is it, now,” Dearshul said. “And what would
be your business here, MacLachlainn?”

“I…I—” Ailean stammered, blushing, at a loss
for words. He brushed his hair back, adjusted his bonnet, cleared
his throat and looked directly into Dearshul’s eyes. “I want to
marry your daughter.”

“Can you provide for her?” Dearshul
asked.

“Aye. I’ve asked the tacksman if I can have a
share on the croft, and he gave his permission. The other tenants
are agreeable. I will work hard to make sure we have enough to eat
and clothes to wear,” he answered.

“And your father has approved it?”

“Aye. He told me I can build a house beside
his, like my brother Coinneach did when he married. And I will have
a share on the croft. We’ve already decided which field will be
mine. I will be a tenant, like the others, not a cottar.”

Dearshul turned to Mùirne. “Do you want to
marry him?”

Mùirne was standing by the wall near the
door, listening and nervously twisting her fingers. Her head jerked
up, her eyes opened wide, startled by having the question directed
to her. She blushed.

“Yes, Ma. I do,” she said, her voice almost
inaudible.

“Then, young man, go build the house,”
Dearshul said.

“Thank you,” Ailean said. He smiled and
looked at Mùirne, wishing they could be alone so he could hold her,
kiss her and be reassured of her love for him.

“You can go home now,” Dearshul said. “And
tell your father I’ll speak to the parson, and I’ll plan the
wedding. When will he come here so we can meet him?”

“I…I’ll bring him soon.”

“You can go now,” Dearshul repeated, with a
smile.

Ailean hesitated, smiled at Dearshul and
glanced at Mùirne once more. She looked up at that moment and their
eyes met. Mùirne smiled at him and all his doubt and pain and
turmoil caused by Grandma MacPhàrlain’s words melted away as though
they had never been.

Ailean left the MacNeachdainn’s cottage, and
he wanted to run all the way home. The faster everything happened,
the sooner Mùirne would be his, safe from any claim of Latharn
Cambeul’s.

____________

 


Aodh and Brìghde met with Dearshul to
finalize the wedding plans. They decided to hold the wedding at the
church near the MacLachlainns’ home.

Although many of his clan were Catholic, Aodh
and Brìghde, like Dearshul and her family, had converted and become
Presbyterian. The church where they worshipped was a mile from
their home. The wedding ceremony would be performed there, and
Ailean’s parents would host the wedding festivities at their home
afterward.

Aodh and Bridghe agreed with Dearshul that in
addition to the Christian ceremony, the couple’s wedding should
include traditional Celtic rites, like jumping the broom, rites
handed down through countless generations from their Celtic
ancestors.

Dearshul liked Ailean’s parents and was
thankful that Mùirne would be marrying into a family of decent,
honorable people. The MacLachlainns were, like her own family, like
the people of most Highland clans, poor and hard working, eking out
a precarious existence on the beautiful but harsh Highland hills.
She watched them as they made their way along the path from
Elasaid’s home.

By marrying this MacLachlainn boy instead of
a rich man like Latharn Cambeul, my little Mùirne will have a life
of hard work ahead of her. As I have had, and my mother, and her
mother before her. But maybe, being married to a good man, she may
find some happiness. Lord knows she’s had so little happiness in
her short life.

Her brow creased and a tightness bound her
chest as she thought back over the years. But she dismissed the
unwelcome memories and looked for chores to do, using work to keep
her heartaches and worries at a distance.

____________

 


Latharn sat alone at the table with his head
in his hands. His parents had left that morning for Edinburgh.
Catriona, the cleaning woman, worked as silently as possible as she
completed her morning chores. Catriona knew well Latharn’s black
moods and aimed to avoid calling any notice to herself when he was
in what she called “one of his states.” She didn’t know what had
brought this one on and didn’t care to know.

“Hello, the house,” called someone from
outside.

She hurried to the door. “Who is it?”

“Odhran Cambeul.”

____________

 


Latharn heard Odhran’s voice and called out,
“Let him in.”

Catriona opened the door, and Odhran
entered.

“What is it?” Latharn asked when Odhran
approached him.

“It’s something I thought you’d want to
know.” Odhran shuffled his feet, nervous and tense.

He didn’t want to be the one to tell Latharn
what he’d learned. But he dreaded even more Latharn’s fury if he
found out Odhran had known about it and hadn’t told him.

“Speak up, man. What is it?”

“It’s about Mùirne MacPhàrlain.”

Better to tell it a piece at a time than to
pour it out all at once. Odhran clasped his hands, released
them.

“Well, what about her?”

“I heard something today.”

“Then tell me!” Latharn shouted.

Odhran took a deep breath and blurted, “She’s
going to marry the MacLachlainn boy.”

“No!” Latharn shouted. He jumped up, knocking
his chair over. It clattered onto the stone floor. “No! That can’t
be!”

Odhran backed away from Latharn, tried to
stay out of his reach. He knew from experience it was not safe to
be within arm’s length of Latharn when he was in a rage. Latharn’s
violence could, and often did, spill out onto whomever was nearby.
And whether or not Odhran himself was the cause, he would likely
bear the brunt of it.

Latharn glared at him. “Where did you hear
this?”

“Her mother spoke to the parson, and the
parson’s wife is my aunt. She told my mother.”

“Where is Mùirne? Did she tell you that?”

“She’s staying with her sister. The one who
married Raibeart MacNeachdainn.”

“The marriage will not happen! I won’t allow
it!” Latharn shouted. He began pacing, trying to decide what to do,
while Odhran used the opportunity to slip out the door.

Since childhood, Latharn had almost always
gotten his way, using charm, or by using wild tantrums when his
charm didn’t work. He decided to retake the woman he loved. He
would use his grace and charisma to win her, to capture her heart,
to steal her away from MacLachlainn.

She will listen to reason, he told himself.
What woman wouldn’t prefer a life of ease with a polished, educated
and handsome man instead of a life of drudgery in a poor hovel with
an ignorant young crofter like MacLachlainn? She just doesn’t
understand what’s at stake.

 


 


TEN

 


Dearshul frowned when she opened the door and
saw Latharn standing there, smiling, looking handsome and poised,
arrayed in his finery. An attendant stood at his elbow.

“I’m here to see Mùirne,” he said, his voice
smooth and cultured. “I need to talk to her.”

“She doesn’t want to talk to you.”

Latharn’s courteous demeanor changed in an
instant.

“She’d better talk to me.” A scowl
pulled Latharn’s finely drawn brows together. “And she’d
better not go ahead with this foolish plan to marry
MacLachlainn. I’ve come to warn her.”

Dearshul had never seen Latharn belligerent,
and she recoiled before his piercing stare. He seemed like a
different person. His gracious smile transformed into a surly
frown, and his deferential manner of speaking became an angry,
petulant whine.

Mùirne made the right choice. A wave
of revulsion, followed by cold apprehension, washed over Dearshul.
What would my poor Mùirne’s life have been if I’d forced her to
marry this man?

She swallowed and took a deep breath. “Her
decision has been made. I think you’d better go.”

____________

 


Latharn hesitated. He had rarely been denied
anything he wanted. He didn’t know how to deal with her mother’s
refusal to allow him to see Mùirne.

He rubbed a hand across his chin, tried to
calm himself, tried to stifle his impulse to lash out at Mùirne’s
mother. He saw the way she was looking at him, saw fear in her eyes
and something else—what was it?—loathing? It had been a mistake,
coming to the house when he still harbored angry feelings. He
should have waited, calmed down more. He forced himself to paste an
affable smile on his lips, bowed and took his leave.

As he mounted his horse and rode away, he
told himself surely Mùirne would come to her senses. She couldn’t
want the hard life of a poor crofter’s wife when she could enjoy
ease and plenty with him. He had to think of a way to get her to
see that, before it was too late, before she was married.

Over the next three weeks, Latharn
alternately descended into a dark depression or flew into a fury.
No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t think of a way to convince
Mùirne to marry him instead of MacLachlainn. He schemed and
planned, looked for an approach to win Mùirne.

I could lie in wait with my men and capture
her. I could hold her at my house until she agrees to marry me.

No. That wouldn’t work. He discarded each
idea which occurred to him.

As the date of the wedding grew nearer, he
sank into a morass of melancholy from which he couldn’t extract
himself. Sometimes, an acute awareness of loss pierced him like a
sharp spike, and he drank whisky to dull the pain.

Latharn didn’t know what to do with himself.
He had no one to talk to. His parents were away, but even if they
had been at home, he wouldn’t have confided in them about his deep
sorrow. His father believed in presenting a forceful, confident
façade to the world, and he insisted his son do the same. Latharn’s
sadness and self-doubt over losing Mùirne would be unacceptable to
Eachann Cambeul.

If Latharn had been a different sort of man,
he might have had friends to help him deal with the blow of losing
the woman he wanted. But he’d never felt the need of friends. He
only wanted obedience or admiration from others, not love and
friendship. His thoughts and cares were for himself, his father and
his mother. No one else.

Until he met Mùirne.

Her loveliness was so exquisite and ethereal,
the essence of fraility that hung about her was so touching that
Latharn began to care about her, began to care about someone
besides himself and his parents.

____________

 


Ailean built a cottage near his father’s
house, on the opposite side from Coinneach’s. He gathered and
stacked the stones with his own hands. Coinneach gave Ailean help
and advice, particularly about placing the rafters and thatching
the roof.

“Be sure to get those rafters up high enough.
Wouldn’t want you bumping your head.” Coinneach grinned and slapped
Ailean’s shoulder.

Ailean usually found himself at a
disadvantage when faced with Coinneach’s teasing. He didn’t often
respond with a witty reply because, most of the time, any retort
that came to mind seemed unkind instead of funny. And he’d rather
be thought dull and boring than to hurt someone’s feelings. So
Ailean merely smiled and continued with his work on the house he
was building for Mùirne.

The cottage was small, only one room, but he
constructed a byre at one end. Ailean hung a curtain, made of an
old féileadh-mòr, to separate the sleeping area from the
living area. It would be a crude but snug home for the woman he
loved.

I can add more to it later.

With the help of his father and brothers,
Ailean built a rough worktable, two low stools and a bed. There
were no other pieces of furniture, no chests or cabinets for
storing household items, so they built shelves against one wall.
When it was all finished, Ailean surveyed his handiwork with his
arms folded across his chest, smiling and filled with pride. He
couldn’t wait to bring Mùirne here.

He stole away to his favorite mountaintop the
day after the cottage was finished. He sat on the rock, looking
down on the glen at the home where he would live forever with his
beloved.

Contentment and exhilaration blended,
separated, mingled again, with first one, then the other swirling
to the surface of his agitated emotions. In his daydream, he could
see far into the future, to the days and weeks and years that he
and Mùirne would dwell in the stone cottage he’d built with his own
hands. They would be surrounded by all his loved ones, happy,
content, secure and fulfilled.

A small voice whispered in the back of his
mind, “And what of the grand exploits you dreamed of? What of
the great adventures you wanted to experience?”

He squeezed his eyes shut. That doesn’t
matter anymore. Mùirne is all I need, all I want. Those were the
plans of a boy, and I’ve become a man now.

But a tiny, wistful yearning remained that
would not be pushed aside, would not be silenced.

Ailean had not seen Mùirne in more than a
week. Although building the cottage took less time than he
expected, making the few pieces of furniture had been
time-consuming. One morning, he awoke before daybreak and hurried
out of the house before his father could awaken and think of some
chore Ailean needed to do. He had to see Mùirne, was hungering to
be with her.

____________

 


Latharn alternately raged or planned revenge
with cold intensity. He realized the only thing he could do to stop
the wedding was to intimidate MacLachlainn. Or kill him.

He first thought of going to MacLachlainn’s
home to confront him. But it would be too dangerous to do it alone.
He would have to gather his crofters and cottars, take them along
to keep MacLachlainn’s family at bay while Latharn dealt with
him.

But such an action would get him into trouble
with the Duke of Argyll. The Duke would not tolerate an incident
which upset the uneasy peace between Clan Cambeul and Clan
MacLachlainn.

Latharn would have to face MacLachlainn
alone, away from his family.

He rode each morning to the trail leading
from Clan MacLachlainn lands and hid beside it. If MacLachlainn
visited Mùirne at her sister’s home, he would travel this path.

Latharn sat on his horse for hours each day
and watched for the man who had stolen Mùirne’s heart from him. On
the fifth morning, he was ready to give up and leave when he saw a
man moving rapidly on foot along the path.

It was MacLachlainn.

____________

 


When the track crossed a cleared glen, Ailean
heard hoof beats of a running horse behind him. He glanced over his
shoulder and saw a man riding toward him. A brief moment later, he
realized the man was Latharn. Ailean pivoted to face the oncoming
horse and stepped off the path to be out of its way. Latharn guided
the horse toward Ailean, and he knew Latharn intended to ride over
him, to trample him beneath the churning hoofs of the horse.

Ailean crouched and turned to his right as
the horse neared, as though he planned to jump in that direction.
Latharn reined the horse to the right. At the last moment, Ailean
jumped backward, to the left, out of the horse’s path.

“You dastard!” he shouted as Latharn rode
past. “Trying to have a horse trample me instead of fighting me
like a man!”

Ailean started running toward the
MacNeachdainns’. No. That wouldn’t do. Mùirne would be there. He
didn’t want to endanger her or anyone else. He turned and sprinted
up the hill away from the path. He had to get away from Latharn and
the horse.

He heard the horse pounding up the hill
behind him, heard Latharn shout, “Running again, coward?”

Latharn’s words poured over him like hot
water. Ailean ground his teeth and turned, half-crouched, facing
Latharn. When the horse drew near, Ailean jumped behind a tree, let
it pass, and moved into the open again. Latharn swung the horse
around and headed for Ailean. When the horse reached him, Ailean
sidestepped it and grabbed Latharn’s foot as the animal streaked
by. He yanked hard and toppled Latharn from the saddle.

Latharn hit the ground on his back with a
grunt. He lay still for a moment, gasping, trying to get his
breath. He rolled over and tried to stand. On his second attempt,
he managed to get to his feet, and he stood hunched over in obvious
pain, glaring at Ailean.

“I heard about your plans to marry Mùirne.
I’m warning you, don’t go through with it. I’ll kill you if you
do.”

 


 


ELEVEN

 


The day of the wedding dawned clear and cold.
A steady breeze off Loch Fyne rustled the entwined branches of the
rowan trees which stood on either side of the door to Aodh and
Brìghde’s cottage and formed an archway over it. Ailean bathed and
dressed early and was pacing, his stomach unsettled and his muscles
tight, wishing for the hours to pass.

“Aren’t you ready yet?” he said to Niall for
the fifth time.

“Ma, tell him to leave me alone,” Niall
said.

“I’ll leave you alone when you get ready.
You’ll make me late for my wedding. If you don’t care enough about
it to get yourself ready, I don’t care if you don’t come at
all.”

“Ailean! What an unkind thing to say to your
brother,” Brìghde said. “Apologize to him.”

Ailean said nothing. He lowered his head, his
chin jutting out and his brows drawn together in a frown and stared
at Niall.

The door opened. Coinneach and Raghnall
entered. They were to escort Ailean to the church. Ailean swallowed
hard and took several quick, shallow breaths. His stomach churned,
and his hands felt damp. He rubbed them dry on his féileadh-mòr
.

“Ready to go?” Coinneach asked.

“Yes,” Ailean said, and started out the door
ahead of them. “Since you’re not ready, you can wait and come with
Ma and Da,” he said to Niall over his shoulder.

“Ailean!” Aodh called out. Ailean stopped and
looked back.

“Yes, Da?”

“Where’s your sword? How many times have I
told you, never go about anywhere without your sword.”

“But, Da, it’s my wedding day—” Ailean
began.

“Put it on.”

“But—”

“Put it on.”

Ailean grabbed his sheathed sword from the
peg where it hung, impatiently strapped it on and hurried out the
door.

____________

 


Coinneach laughed at Ailean’s reply to one of
his barbed remarks as they emerged from the woods into a cleared
area. But the smile left his face when he saw three men with swords
drawn, standing on the path facing them. One of them was Latharn
Cambeul.

“My quarrel is not with you other men. It’s
with MacLachlainn,” Latharn said. “Stay out of the way. My men will
make sure you do.”

“Stay back,” Ailean told Coinneach and
Raghnall. “I’ll take care of this.”

The two exchanged looks. There was no doubt
he would take care of it. All the young men on the croft trained
together regularly with their swords and knew Ailean was the best.
Coinneach and Raghnall backed away, leaving him to face Latharn
alone.

“I warned you not to go through with this
wedding, MacLachlainn,” Latharn said, and he lunged forward, the
point of his sword aimed at Ailean’s heart.

Ailean moved out of reach of the blade and
drew his own. Latharn advanced again and swung his sword at
Ailean’s stomach, but Ailean stopped the swing with his own blade.
Latharn ground his teeth and glared at Ailean, brought his sword up
and slashed down toward Ailean’s head. But Ailean brought his sword
around and up, the two blades met with a resounding clang, and with
a deft maneuver, Ailean pushed Latharn’s weapon away.

The two men circled one another, Latharn
thrusting and slicing, again and again, each time being stopped by
Ailean. Even though it was cold, both men were sweating now, and
their breath hung in clouds in the cold air as they panted. Ailean
knew Latharn was beginning to tire.

Ailean grasped the hilt of his sword firmly
with both hands, raised it over his head, and, as Latharn thrust
toward Ailean’s stomach, Ailean brought his blade down with all his
might and knocked the sword from Latharn’s hand.

Latharn stood unmoving, staring at Ailean as
if he was in shock at being disarmed. Before he could move, Ailean
put the tip of his sword under Latharn’s clean-shaven chin and
nicked the underside of it. Blood trickled down Latharn’s neck onto
his tunic.

“Your chin is bleeding,” Ailean said through
clenched teeth. “Do you want me to move my blade lower and have
your throat bleeding, too?”

Latharn put his hands out and up in
surrender. “No, no.”

“Well, then, go! Go before I think better of
it and slice you into pieces. I’ve had enough of you!” Ailean
shouted, lowering his weapon.

Latharn’s hand shot out to grab his sword
from the ground, but Ailean kicked the side of Latharn’s head and
knocked him down, rolling him away from his weapon. Ailean picked
up Latharn’s sword with his left hand.

“No, you’ll not be getting this back so
easily. I may send it to you later. Or I may not.”

Latharn’s men moved forward, brandishing
their swords, and Ailean heard the unmistakable metallic rasp of
unsheathing as Coinneach and Raghnall drew their own weapons from
the scabbards. The Cambeuls stopped their advance and stood
uncertainly, waiting for orders from Latharn.

Latharn stood, giving Ailean a look of pure
hatred.

“You haven’t heard the last of this,” Latharn
said as he rubbed the blood from his chin. He looked at it, then at
Ailean. He held out his blood-streaked hand. “You’ll pay for this,
MacLachlainn.”

Latharn stalked to a nearby tree where his
horse was tied. He loosed the reins, climbed into the saddle and
started to ride away with his men following on foot. He stopped for
a moment and looked back.

“You’ll pay!” he shouted.

Ailean threw Latharn’s sword on the ground
and sheathed his own. He brushed his damp hair out of his face,
adjusted his bonnet and took a long, deep breath, trembling and
tired now that the fight was over.

“Little brother, I think that man doesn’t
like you,” Coinneach said, and the three men burst into relieved
laughter.

Coinneach picked up Latharn’s sword with one
hand and took Ailean’s arm with the other.

“Come, let’s get you to the church before the
red-haired girl changes her mind,” he said with a smile.

____________

 


The parson told everyone to bow their heads
for a final prayer. He asked God to bless the newly married couple,
to make their union a fruitful and happy one. At the final “amen,”
Ailean opened his eyes and grinned at Mùirne.

She’s finally mine, all mine. We’ll be happy
together from now on.

Mùirne smiled back at him, reddened and
lowered her eyes. He took her hand and led her down the aisle and
out the door.

As the couple left the building, Aodh stood
and looked around the church at the family and friends who had
assembled for the wedding ceremony. “Brìghde and I invite you to
our house for a bite of food and a dram of whisky to celebrate the
marriage of Ailean and Mùirne.”

The bride and groom led the procession to the
croft. When they arrived, they completed the Celtic marriage rites.
Ailean took Mùirne’s hand, and, following the age-old custom of
their Celtic ancestors, they jumped over the broom which had been
laid before them, signifying the leap from their separate lives
into a new life together.

Earlier, Aodh and the other men of the croft
had cleared and cleaned the barn and set up long tables there in
preparation for the festivities. The women helped Brìghde pile the
tables high with roast mutton and chicken, bread, butter, cheese
and assorted cakes, much of it gifts from neighbors. Some guests
ate in the barn. Others carried their food to Aodh and Brìghde’s
cottage and ate it there, where whisky would be served.

After most guests had eaten, Raghnall and
Niall rosined their bows, pulled them across the strings of their
fiddles and soon had feet tapping and hands clapping to the
spirited music.

Ailean took Mùirne’s hand, and the lively
dancing began. He smiled as he remembered the night of the
ceilidh when he had wished for her to be here at his home,
enjoying the party. While he and Mùirne were dancing, Coinneach
beckoned to him. The dance ended and Ailean escorted Mùirne to her
mother’s side. He went to see what his brother wanted.

“It’s the groom’s duty to serve the whisky,”
Coinneach said. “There’ll be plenty of opportunities later to dance
with her.”

Ailean followed Coinneach’s instructions. He
went to his parents’ cottage and fulfilled his host duties by
serving whisky to those guests with a thirst. All the celebrants
stayed indoors out of the cold wind blowing off the loch, going for
a while to the house for a drink, then back to the barn for the
dancing.

Ailean wondered if the day would ever
end.

Late in the evening, Coinneach handed Ailean
a plate. “Time for the guests to give their gifts to the bride and
groom.”

Ailean frowned. Although it was a tradition
for the groom to walk among the guests with a plate, collecting
their coin gifts to the new couple, he didn’t want to do it. He
felt as though he’d be begging, as though he wasn’t man enough to
take care of his new family of two without help from other
people.

“Go on. And replace that scowl with a smile
or you won’t find it very profitable,” Coinneach said, and Ailean
reluctantly began his rounds through the crowd.

The time finally came to put the couple to
bed. Earlier, Brìghde and the other women had readied the new
cottage for the young couple. They’d laid a peat fire on the
hearth, and it was warm inside.

Mùirne’s older sisters, Elasaid and Ceana,
with much laughter and teasing, led Mùirne to her new home. They
helped her undress and get into bed, then went outside to tell the
groom’s men that Mùirne was ready.

Coinneach, Raghnall and Tòmas MacLachlainn
brought Ailean to the cottage and helped him prepare himself for
his bride. And after all the traditional pranks had been played and
all the teasing was finished, their attendants left and Ailean and
Mùirne were alone.

 


 


TWELVE

 


Now that he had what he’d been wanting all
these weeks, being alone with Mùirne, having her all to himself,
Ailean felt shy and at a loss for words. He didn’t know what to
say, what to do. They lay side by side without speaking for a few
minutes, staring into the darkness overhead.

Ailean turned his head toward Mùirne. As the
peat fire on the hearth burned lower, it cast a flickering glow
over Mùirne’s dainty features. Ailean’s gaze traveled from her
hair, over her face, and he didn’t wonder any longer what he should
do.

He touched his lips to her forehead softly,
as he had done on his last visit to her in the glen by Loch Lomond.
His mouth traced a trail of little kisses across her brow, down her
cheek, ending with a gentle touch to her lips. He caressed her lips
with his again. And again.

His kisses awakened Mùirne’s desire, and she
returned them ardently, put her arms around his neck, holding him
close in a fervent embrace. Her passion released him from the
restraint he’d imposed upon himself during their courtship. It
kindled a fire within him, blazing and intense. Ailean felt at one
with her as they satisfied their physical craving for one
another.

Afterward, Mùirne cuddled close to him and
laid her head on his shoulder, and he wrapped his arms protectively
around her.

“I love you, my sweet Mùirne,” he
whispered.

“I love you, too, my dear Ailean,” she
replied, and raised her head to place a kiss on his cheek. Mùirne
nestled into the safety of his arms again and fell asleep.

Contentment and delight filled his soul and a
vision of their future captured his imagination. He saw the years
stretching ahead of them, days brimming with love and happiness,
nights suffused with ecstasy such as they had just shared. It was
too wonderful to be real, and he wondered how he had merited such
blessings from God.

He kissed the top of her head, and Mùirne
stirred but didn’t waken. She threw her arm across his waist and
drew herself closer into his arms. He smiled as he drifted off to
sleep.

The next morning, they awakened early and a
few kisses revived their passion. After their lovemaking, they
snuggled together again for a time, until sounds outside told them
others were awake.

Mùirne sat up and smiled at him.

“I love you, Ailean MacLachlainn. I love you
with all my heart. My heart, my soul, and all that I am are
yours.”

Ailean pulled her hand to his lips, afraid
that if he tried to speak, he might begin to cry, and it would not
do for a warrior to cry like a little boy.

When his emotions were under control, he
answered, “You belong to me, and I belong to you. You have my
heart, my life, in these sweet little hands.” And he kissed her
hand again.

Someone pounded on the door. “Wake up,”
Coinneach called. “You have guests. Are you going to sleep the day
away?”

Ailean smiled and answered, “We’re just going
to lie abed until you go away and leave us alone.”

“But Mùirne’s mother is waiting out here in
the cold,” Coinneach said.

Ailean sat up, pecked Mùirne on the cheek and
got out of bed.

“I guess we’d better get up and get our
clothes on,” he said.

They dressed, and Ailean opened the door.

____________

 


Dearshul entered and went to Mùirne, carrying
a folded white cloth. She stood for a moment and examined her
youngest daughter’s face, focused on her smiling lips and sparkling
eyes. Dearshul had never expected to see Mùirne this happy. It was
beyond anything she’d hoped for. She took a deep breath, fighting
to hold back the tears of relief and gratitude and guilt which
threatened to flow.

She hadn’t taught Mùirne the things she
needed to know about being a wife. Mùirne always wanted to be
outside, to be alone. She was different from her sisters, odd, hard
to understand and deal with. Dearshul trained her older daughters
to cook and clean, to do all the things women were expected to do.
But Mùirne didn’t want to learn those things. It had been easier to
let her have her way, and now, she was unprepared for the life
ahead of her.

Dearshul swallowed the bitterness of her
guilt. There was nothing she could do about her failure. She hoped
the happiness she saw on her daughter’s face would be enough to
carry Mùirne through the weeks of learning to be a wife, on her
own, without her mother nearby to help her.

Without a word, Dearshul draped the cloth
over Mùirne’s red curls and tied the ends under her chin. Mùirne
smiled at her mother, at Ailean. Her mother’s placing of the curtch
on her head was the final rite of their marriage. She would wear a
snowy white linen curtch from now on, to proclaim to the world she
was a married woman.

Dearshul bowed her head and said a short
prayer offering thanks to God and asking for His blessings to rest
on the couple. Then the three of them walked to the barn together,
where everyone had gathered for breakfast. They went inside and
were greeted warmly. Now that they were present, the morning meal
could begin.

____________

 


“Hello, the house,” a familiar voice
called.

“Open the door and let him in,” Latharn told
Catriona, although he would rather have left Brandubh standing
outside.

“Hello, Latharn,” Brandubh Cambeul said in a
condescending tone when he entered Latharn’s home.

Latharn only grunted. He resented Brandubh
intensely and was not inclined to be polite. He did not ask the man
to sit, nor did he offer him hospitality of any sort. But he had to
endure the man’s presence, since Brandubh was Ualraig Cambeul’s
right hand man and frequently delivered messages for him. Ualraig
was the Duke of Argyll’s estate manager to whom Eachann paid rent
for the land he leased from the Duke.

“I heard about your…ah…sword fight with the
MacLachlainn boy,” Brandubh said with a smirk. “If one could call
it a fight, that is.”

Latharn said nothing.

“The tales of it are all over Inveraray and
beyond,” Brandubh continued. “Quite entertaining. Your grand
exploits have provided many a laugh for your clansmen.”

Latharn glared at Brandubh, whose smirk he
wished he could pound into mush. But he controlled himself. “Why
are you here?” he asked.

“Ualraig wishes to see you. Right away. He
asks for you to please accompany me to his home.”

Latharn rose without a word and put on his
bonnet.

“Aren’t you going to strap on your sword? Oh,
I remember. You don’t have a sword anymore. A boy took it away from
you, didn’t he?” Brandubh said and snickered.

Latharn’s muscles grew tight and rigid as he
struggled to control his anger. He didn’t respond to the goading
but went outside and ordered one of his cottars to saddle his
horse. Brandubh followed him and continued making snide remarks. If
any other person had made such comments to him, Latharn would not
have tolerated it. And he would not tolerate these remarks, but
Brandubh would not be the one who paid the price for them.

It had to be Odhran or Dùghall who spread the
story of the fight. When I find out which one did it, he’ll be
sorry.

The cottar brought the horse, and Latharn
mounted. He rode out of the yard at a fast trot to stay ahead of
Brandubh and out of earshot of the man’s insults.

When they arrived at Ualraig’s home near
Inveraray, Latharn was thankful that Brandubh didn’t accompany him
inside. A servant showed him to a room where Ualraig sat in front
of a fire.

“Latharn,” Ualraig said. “Please take a
seat.”

After Latharn seated himself, Ualraig
continued. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of such sad news, but I
regret to inform you that your father has died in Edinburgh.”

Latharn said nothing, absorbing Ualraig’s
words. The anger caused by Brandubh’s goading receded, and the
feeling of loss and bereavement he’d had since Mùirne’s marriage
filled him, increasing in intensity with the news about his father.
The raw pain consumed him, threatened to destroy his composure.

“No one else knows yet. I thought it best to
tell you first,” Ualraig said.

“Thank you,” Latharn said. He stared at the
floor, blinked his eyes rapidly to forestall the flow of tears and
coughed, almost choked by the lump in his throat.

“I asked you here to tell you myself, because
I need to speak to you about a situation this sad event has brought
about.”

Latharn raised his eyes but remained
silent.

“Your father’s death leaves his tack
available. I’ll have to fill the position. I need to find someone
to take over the responsibility for his holdings.” Ualraig paused,
allowing Latharn time to absorb the import of his words.

“Would…” Latharn’s voice faltered, broke.
When he regained control, he tried again. “Would you…would you
consider letting me take it? I’ve been doing most of the work,
anyway, of late, and I already know how to manage everything.”

“Yes. As a matter of fact, that’s why I
called you here. I wanted to see if you had an interest in assuming
your father’s responsibilities,” Ualraig said. “So. It’s settled.
We’ll discuss it further after you’ve mourned his passing.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“You may go.”

Latharn rose and took his leave. He exited
the house and a servant brought his horse to him. He mounted it and
rode, unhurried, to his home, filled with conflicting emotions and
absorbed by his thoughts. His sorrow at losing his father was
mitigated, if only a little, by the realization he now had total
control of the tack and had to answer only to Ualraig Cambeul.

 


 


THIRTEEN

 


Ailean found married life was not what he
expected. The nights of passion in Mùirne’s arms were all he had
dreamed of, and more. But the daily demands of sharing a life in
union with another person sometimes frustrated him.

The helplessness and fear Ailean saw in
Mùirne when he first met her appealed to his protective instincts
during their courtship. But her weaknesses were not touching and
endearing when they interfered with daily life.

And Mùirne didn’t know how to cook.

The morning after the last day of wedding
celebration, Ailean awakened early and contemplated the work ahead
of him. He wanted to lie in bed beside Mùirne, but he needed to get
an early start clearing the field that was his share, to have it
ready for plowing by spring. He was determined to show Da that he
was a man now, honorable, responsible and hard-working.

He raised himself, leaned on an elbow and
looked at his beloved, who was lying on her back, one arm flung
above her head, the other across her chest. The curves and softness
of her features were visible in the dim light cast by the banked
embers of the fire.

Ailean placed a quick kiss on her lips to
wake her. She stirred and rolled onto her side, facing him, her
eyes still closed.

He kissed her cheek and said, “Wake up, my
love. I’m hungry, and I want my breakfast.”

Mùirne blinked herself awake. She stretched,
yawned and rolled over to her other side.

“You have to wake up and cook my porridge,”
he said and kissed her shoulder.

She turned to face him again, eyes open.

“Doesn’t your mother cook the porridge?” she
asked.

He looked at her, puzzled. “She cooks
porridge for her household. But I’m not part of her household
anymore. I belong to you,” he said with a smile. “I’m part of your
household now.”

Mùirne’s eyes widened. “You…you want me to
cook porridge for you?”

“Of course. I need my breakfast. I have work
to do and a man can’t work on an empty stomach.”

Mùirne sat up and looked at him for a moment.
She dropped her head, and her fingers began making little folds and
twists of the blanket.

“I…don’t know how to cook porridge.”

“You’re teasing me, aren’t you?”

“No. I don’t know how.”

“But all women know how to cook porridge.
You’re a woman, you have to know how,” he said.

She didn’t answer, but flopped back onto the
bed and yanked the blanket over her head. He heard her sniffling
and pulled down the covers. She was crying softly.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to make
you cry.”

“You’re angry. You…you’ve never been angry
with me before,” she said.

“No,” he said. “I’m not angry. I’m just
surprised. You’re supposed to cook for us. That’s what wives
do.”

She jerked the covers over her head, and he
pulled them down again. He kissed her cheek softly and stroked her
tangled curls away from her face. She put her arms around his neck,
kissed his lips, and all thoughts of food left him.

Later, when they got out of bed, Ailean went
next door to see if his mother had any porridge. He found Brìghde
bustling about, doing her morning chores.

“Ma,” he said. “I’m hungry.”

“Tell your wife to cook your breakfast.”
Brìghde went on with her work.

“Mùirne doesn’t know how to cook. Do you have
any porridge left?”

Brìghde stopped what she was doing, put her
hands on her hips and gave Ailean a sharp look. “She doesn’t know
how to cook?”

“No.” He looked away, unable to meet her
stare.

Brìghde sighed. “Maybe there’s enough left
for you.” She scraped the sides of the pot and put the cooled
oatmeal into a wooden bowl. “It’s not much, but maybe it’ll keep
you from starving. You’re fortunate I haven’t washed the pot
yet.”

She set the bowl on the work table and put
part of the leftover porridge into a second bowl. Ailean grabbed
the bowls and started for the door.

“Wait a minute. You probably have nothing for
a noon meal, either.”

Ailean didn’t reply.

Brìghde spread two pieces of clean linen on
the table, laid slices of bread and cheese on each one and folded
them into packets. “There. At least the two of you can keep body
and soul together for one more day.”

“Thanks, Ma.” Ailean set the bowls on the
table and kept his eyes averted as he tucked the two packets inside
the upper folds of his féileadh-mòr . He picked up the bowls
of cold porridge again and hurried out the door.

She shook her head and muttered, “He marries,
but not only do I have to keep feeding him, he brings me another
mouth to feed, too. I’ll have to teach the girl to cook or I’ll
have them on my hands from now on.”

____________

 


After they ate, Mùirne begged him to spend
the day with her as she tended his father’s flock of sheep.

“I can’t do that. I have work to do,” he told
her.

“But you always used to come and sit with
me.”

“We were courting then. And when I came home,
I had to do more chores to make up for the time I was with
you.”

“Please,” she pleaded.

“No, my love, there’s too much work I have to
do. I have to get that field cleared for planting, and it’s going
to take a lot of time to get it ready. Besides, you’ve always
looked after your granda’s sheep by yourself.”

“These sheep don’t know me yet. And I…don’t
know this place. I don’t know where to take them to graze.”

“All right, I’ll have Ma or Una tell you the
best place for grazing.”

“But…I don’t know your mother that well. And
what if these people should come where I am…”

“What people?”

“The people who live here, the
neighbors.”

Ailean grunted in frustration. “Understand
this, I can’t go with you today. Ma can show you where to go. And
the neighbors are good people. You should know, you met them all at
the wedding.”

“Yes, but you were with me then, to protect
me. I…I don’t know them, I…I…”

Tears welled up in her eyes, and her hands
began to tremble. He couldn’t understand why she was distressed,
but he saw she was afraid and troubled. A small touch of pity
interrupted his growing irritation. He brushed his hair from his
face and tried to calm himself. He slipped an arm around her
shoulders.

“I don’t know why you’re so upset, Mùirne.
There’s nothing to be afraid of. You can do this.”

She put her arms around his waist, buried her
face against his chest and clung to him. He wanted to shrug out of
her embrace, wanted to pull away, a jitteriness climbing up his
spine along with a growing awareness of his diminishing
freedom.

But he clenched his teeth, willed himself to
hold her, to comfort her. When her trembling subsided, he released
her and pulled her arms loose from their tight grasp. He put his
hands on her shoulders and pushed her away, holding her at arms’
length.

“How about this—how about I go with you and
help you find a place for the sheep to graze today. I’ll go do my
work, and then I’ll come back in the evening and bring you home,”
he said. “All right?”

She nodded reluctantly.

Dealing with Mùirne’s fears and weaknesses
over the first weeks of marriage was hard for Ailean. But it was
even more difficult for him to accept that her presence curtailed
his personal freedom. He had always been ready to go where ever his
impulses led him, to do whatever he was moved to do.

But being married meant he had to consider
Mùirne’s needs as well as his own. He couldn’t decide one moment to
go to the mountaintop and the next moment set off on the path to
the peak.

The loss of his freedom rankled.

On a clear, cold Sunday morning in January,
Mùirne burned the porridge. They left for church without breakfast.
Ailean discovered on their return home Mùirne had not planned a
noon meal. The coolness between them escalated into a stony silence
as cold as the breeze off the loch.


“Why won’t you talk to me?” Mùirne asked at
last.

Ailean didn’t answer, afraid if he spoke, he
would spew angry words and shatter their brittle relationship
beyond repair. He ran a hand through his hair and began to pace the
floor within the confines of the tiny cottage.

He felt caged, constricted, and he itched be
free to climb the mountain. He wanted to feel the exhilarating
wintry wind on his face, wanted to watch the sun glinting on the
rough surface of the loch, wanted to escape the ever-tightening
bonds of his marriage, if only for a little while.

He donned his bonnet, went to the door and
lifted the bar.

“Where are you going?” Mùirne asked.

“To climb the mountain.”

“But…but why?”

“Because I want to. It’s a beautiful day
and—”

“But I thought we could spend the day
together. It seems we’re never together any more. Not like when you
used to come see me, before we were married…”

Ailean clenched his teeth, pulled the door
open and stood in the open doorway, the crisp breeze catching the
hem of his féileadh-mòr, lifting it, tugging at it. He
looked at the mountain, felt the stirring of a desire to run up the
slope, free from restraint or obligation.

For a brief moment, he wished he’d never
married Mùirne, wished he was still at liberty to do as he pleased.
And he regretted the day on the drovers’ trail by Loch Lomond when
he’d looked into her eyes, and, as it seemed to him now, lost his
senses. He tried to banish the thought as quickly as it entered his
mind.

“Ailean,” Mùirne said, her voice low and
soft.

He scuffed his foot on the floor, his
vexation growing stronger by the minute.

“Ailean.”

He turned his head toward her unwillingly,
not wanting her to see the anger and annoyance he was sure sparked
from his eyes. Her head was bowed over her twisting, wringing
hands, and he could see only the delicate curve of her cheek over
which trailed a curly red tendril. Her loveliness claimed his
attention, reawakened his tender feelings. At that moment, she
raised her head and looked into his eyes. A single tear spilled
onto her cheek, trickled over the hard wall of his selfishness, and
melted his heart.

“Mùirne, I’m sorry. I—”

“I’m sorry, too.”

A half-smile formed on her trembling lips.
His breath caught in his throat, and desire flooded through his
body. The hot surge erased his frustration as though it had never
been.

He closed the door, lowered the bar and went
to her. He took her in his arms and kissed her, picked up her small
body and carried her to the bed.

____________

 


Over the next several weeks, Mùirne worked
hard at learning to be a wife. Brìghde taught Mùirne how to cook
and clean, and she learned to take care of some housewifely chores
competently. The young couple settled into a comfortable routine:
days of hard work and nights of love and joy.

But a bit of Ailean’s high-spirited
exuberance eroded as he watched some of his dreams slip away.

____________

 


Latharn’s mother didn’t notice the difference
in her son when she first returned home from Edinburgh. But
gradually she became aware of a pervasive sadness and ill-temper
crystallizing within him. Somehow, Latharn had lost his intense,
lively outlook on life, his readiness to enjoy himself when any
opportunity presented itself. And he exploded into anger at every
small annoyance.

She attributed this change to his despondency
over the loss of his father. But she felt a minor misgiving when
she realized his grief, rather than abating with the passage of
time, was becoming a central part of his character. She judged that
he was capable of feeling either unhappiness or anger, but little
else.

His childhood tantrums had never been
corrected by his indulgent father, and now those tantrums had
become frightening rages which could be triggered by the slightest
frustration.

One morning, Latharn accidentally sloshed his
morning tea onto his fresh tunic. He flew into a rage, flung the
cup at Catriona and kicked his chair over as he left the table to
change his clothing. His mother sat staring, her hand over her
mouth. She shrank from him when he returned to the table, afraid of
her own son.

 


 


FOURTEEN

 


Since Ailean and Mùirne were starting their
married life, they had no provisions stored from harvest and no
garden to provide food. Elasaid gave them three hens as a wedding
gift, and the eggs the hens laid were their only source of food
except what others shared with them.

Occasionally, Ailean and Coinneach took
Aodh’s leisters to the shore of the loch and speared fish to eke
out Ailean and Mùirne’s meager diet. Sometimes they caught enough
to share with others on the croft.

The fish and game on the clan lands belonged
to the chief, and crofters had no right to them. But the chief and
his tacksmen looked the other way because of Ailean’s
circumstances, as they did at other times when the harvest was
sparse and the crofters needed the fish because they were going
hungry.

____________

 


Latharn traced the gossip about the sword
fight back to Dùghall. He sent for Dùghall and Odhran.

“I’ve been hearing some idle talk,” Latharn
said as he paced back and forth in front of the two men, his hands
clasped behind his back.

Dùghall looked at Odhran, shifted his stance
nervously and turned his eyes toward the ground.

“Don’t you want to know what it’s about?”
Latharn asked. “Either of you?”

Neither Dùghall nor Odhran spoke.

“What about you, Dùghall? Aren’t you curious?
Don’t you want to know what I’ve heard?”

Dùghall shifted his gaze back and forth from
Odhran to Latharn, then looked at his feet again, still silent.

“Someone has been carrying tales about my
fight with MacLachlainn. People are laughing at me behind my back,”
Latharn said. He stamped a foot on the ground and shouted, “Some
are even laughing in my face!”

Latharn slowly approached Dùghall, the glare
in his eyes hard and pitiless.

“I do not tolerate ridicule, Dùghall,”
Latharn said quietly, the softness of his tone more ominous and
frightening than his shouting.

Dùghall’s breath came faster, but still he
remained silent.

“So, you’ve nothing to say? No defense?”

Dùghall said nothing, but his breath became
shallow panting.

“Maybe this will loosen your tongue,” Latharn
said, and he slapped Dùghall’s face so hard he spun the man
around.

Dùghall lost his footing and fell at
Latharn’s feet. Latharn kicked the man in the stomach, again and
again, unable to stop himself. Odhran didn’t move, as if frozen in
shock, watching the assault.

Latharn grasped Dùghall’s tunic with both
hands and lifted him to his feet. Dùghall bent double, groaning and
clutching his stomach. Latharn pulled Dùghall up until his face was
mere inches away from Latharn’s.

“Remember this! No one does something to me
and gets away with it. You pay for what you do to me,” Latharn
shouted. He flung Dùghall against the wall and stomped away.

____________

 


When planting time arrived, all the families
on the croft prepared to drive their animals to the airigh.
Each summer, when the women and children stayed in the huts at the
airigh to tend the animals, the women milked the cows and
ewes and made cheese and butter. Ruairidh allowed his crofters to
pay part of their yearly rent in goods they produced, including the
cheese they made each summer.

Mùirne knew Ailean would stay with the men on
the croft to plant the oats, barley and other food crops, and she
would be expected to stay at the airigh with the other women
and the children to help tend the animals. She had spent her
summers growing up at the MacPhàrlain’s airigh and knew what
her responsibilities would be. She wasn’t happy about prospect of
being away from Ailean, but she was not afraid.

The morning of the move, they rose early, and
Mùirne started cooking their porridge. At the sight and smell of
the boiling oatmeal, her stomach roiled, and she had to run outside
to retch. She heaved again and again and vomited bitter yellow
bile. Mùirne spat it on the ground and leaned back on the wall of
the cottage, feeling weak and nauseated.

She wondered what she had eaten the night
before to have caused this stomach upset. She had never felt so
utterly sick. When the nausea passed, Mùirne went back inside, but
the smell of porridge accosted her again, and she hurried out the
door.

Ailean finished dressing and came to see why
Mùirne ran outside.

“What’s the matter?” he asked when he saw her
braced against the outside wall, leaning over heaving.

“I don’t know,” she said when she was able to
speak. “I’m just so sick.”

“Come lie down.”

“No. I can’t stand the smell of the—” she
said, and at the thought of food, she heaved again.

“I’ll get Ma,” he said and ran to his
father’s cottage.

He pounded on the door and shouted, “Ma, come
quick! There’s something wrong with Mùirne!”

Brìghde came to the door, wiping her hands on
a rag. “What is it, son?”

“I don’t know. She says she’s sick. I’ve
never seen her like this. I don’t know what to do. She won’t come
inside and lie down…” His voice trailed off as he followed Brìghde
back to his cottage.

Mùirne was leaning back against the wall
again, her eyes closed, her face pale.

“What’s the matter, Mùirne, dear?” Brìghde
asked.

“I…I’m just so sick. I’ve never felt so bad,”
Mùirne answered, her voice weak and shaky. “I feel so weak.”

“Come, let’s get you into bed. You can lie
down awhile and maybe you’ll get your strength back, and you’ll
feel better.”

“Oh no. I can’t go back in there. The
porridge, the smell…” she said, leaned over and retched again.

“Ailean, go bring a blanket for her to lie
on,” Brìghde ordered. She supported Mùirne’s forehead with one hand
and put her other arm around Mùirne’s waist. “When did this start?
When did you get sick?”

“Just this morning. When I started to cook,
the smell, I…”

Brìghde smiled. “Do you think you might be
with child?”

Mùirne opened her eyes and looked at Brìghde.
“What?”

“This sickness might mean that you’re going
to have a baby.”

“A baby?”

“Yes, my dear. That’s what can happen when
you marry a man and lie together, you know.”

“But…”Mùirne fell silent. A baby. Ailean’s
baby. A baby from their love. A fluttering feeling of excitement
mingled with the nausea. A baby!

Ailean rushed out the door with a blanket and
held it out to his mother.

“Spread it on the ground, son, so she can lie
down until the sickness passes.”

Mùirne watched him spread the blanket for her
and smiled. A baby! A feeling of love and tenderness for him swept
through her and she wanted to be held in his arms, but she allowed
Brìghde to help her down onto the blanket.

A faint smell of scorched oatmeal drifted out
of the open door.

“The porridge! It’s burning!” Brìghde hurried
into the cottage.

Mùirne raised her hands to Ailean. “Sit with
me, please.”

He sat beside her and took her hand, his brow
still furrowed with worry. “How are you feeling? Any better?”

“Much better. My dear Ailean, I love you so
much.”

“I love you, too.”

Brìghde rejoined them. “That pot is going to
need some scouring. I put water in it and set it aside to soak for
awhile,” she said and looked at Ailean. “Hungry?”

He nodded.

“Go have some porridge, if your father and
Niall have left any in the pot.”

“No, I need to stay with Mùirne.”

“Mùirne will be all right. Go. Eat,” she
said.

He looked at Mùirne. She smiled and said,
“I’ll be all right. Do what your mother says. Go. Eat.”

He frowned, but he got up and hesitantly
walked toward his father’s cottage, looking back over his shoulder
once or twice.

“Did you tell him?”

“No. I almost did, but I want to be
sure.”

Brìghde chuckled. “If you want to be sure
before you tell him, you’ll have to wait a few months,” she
said.

They both laughed.

Mùirne looked up at Brìghde with eyes full of
love and admiration, thinking, You are so good to me. You,
Ailean, being part of your family, you’re the best thing that’s
ever happened to me. I love all of you so much.

But she said nothing.

____________

 


Ruairidh cancelled the December camanachd
game between the Cambeul and MacLachlainn crofters. He thought it
best to allow the tense state of affairs between Ailean and Latharn
to resolve itself before resuming the yearly competition.

If it could resolve itself.

 


 


FIFTEEN

 


The Southwestern Highlands of Scotland,
September, 1745

 


Ailean, age twenty-four, in the full strength
and prime of his manhood, strode along the path to his home. The
stiff breeze blew his long hair across his face and flapped the
folds of his féileadh-mòr, sometimes tossing the loose
fabric dangerously high.

He brushed his hair out of his eyes with his
free hand while he continued to swing his walking stick
rhythmically with the other. He had developed a habit of carrying
it on the many cattle drives he made over the years, and he never
went anywhere without it.

The stick was a necessity for herding the
cattle, and it made a good weapon of self-defense. Although his
sheathed broadsword hung from a belt around his waist and his dirk
was fastened in place, ready to be drawn if needed, the stout
walking stick could be put to use in an instant if he were set
upon.

Traveling through the Highlands presented
dangers, especially when a man had an avowed and formidable enemy,
and all men carried some means of self-defense. Ailean’d had no
confrontation with Latharn since his wedding day, but he stayed
alert for trouble at all times. Particularly today.

He was returning from Inveraray, a Cambeul
village. He had gone there to sell a large quantity of woolen
thread to a weaver. He usually took the thread to Glasgow where he
could get a better price, but circumstances delayed his trip and he
didn’t have time to go that far. The cattle drive would begin in a
few days, and he needed to be at home to help, as he always did.
Besides, this year, for the first time, three of his own steers
would be part of the herd.

But his underlying motivation for willfully
placing himself in jeopardy by traveling alone to Inveraray had
nothing to do with the cattle drive. His boyhood fantasy of living
a life of adventure, of being a strong and powerful warrior,
bravely facing danger, still lived within him, and this was one of
the few opportunities that childhood dream could assert itself.

Sometimes, he wore like a burdensome yoke the
results of his choice to marry. But at other times, he abandoned
himself entirely to the fulfillment his marriage brought him,
experiencing a contentment and joy like no other. At those times,
he knew he wanted nothing more than a life with his beloved.

The attempt to reconcile his desire for a
life of freedom and adventure with his desire for a settled life
with Mùirne had not been easy for him. Sometimes he failed and made
both himself and Mùirne unhappy. But at other times, he succeeded
in making himself believe he was contented with his lot in life and
needed nothing else.

The path skirted the side of the hill and led
down to cross a small bùrn. As always, Ailean stopped, and,
after looking around to be sure no attackers hid in the brush, he
laid down his stick and knelt on the lowest part of the bank. He
scooped the icy water with his cupped hands and drank, then dipped
more water to wet his face. The day was cool and he wasn’t
sweating, but this was a custom of his, started when he was a boy
watching his father drink, then wash his face, when coming
home.

He rose, dusted his knees, picked up his
stick and stepped across the narrow bùrn, continuing on the
path as it followed the rise in the land. Almost home. He crested
the hill and saw the small community of cottages below. He walked
faster as he neared his home. And Mùirne.

“Hello, the house.” He shouted a greeting, as
always.

A small figure hurtled through the open door
of his cottage. His small son, Coinneach-òg, ran toward him,
yelling, “Daidein, Daidein!”

Ailean laughed in delight at his son’s
heartfelt greeting, and he leaned down to tousle the curly blond
hair. Coinneach-òg lifted his arms, trying to persuade his father
to pick him up.

“What?” Ailean said in mock surprise. “You
want me to hold you?”

“Yes, yes, I want a ride. Please.”

Ailean laid down his stick, lifted the small
boy and swung him onto his shoulders. Coinneach-òg giggled, put his
arms around his father’s head and hung on while Ailean skipped and
jumped about. Soon, they were both laughing hard. Mùirne came to
the door and watched their antics with a blissful smile.

At last, breathless and flushed from
exertion, Ailean took Coinneach-òg from his shoulders and set him
on the ground.

“That’s enough for today. I think you must
grow an inch and a pound every week, son. You’re tiring your old da
out.”

Coinneach-òg looked up at his father, a
yearning showing in his eyes, and Ailean knew he wanted more. But
the boy did not whine, did not beg. Coinneach-òg’s manly acceptance
of his father’s decision pleased Ailean.

I’m raising a fine son. Maybe someday he will
be the warrior I wanted to be.

The boy picked up the walking stick and
followed his father to the open door where his mother leaned
against the door jamb. He watched his parents as they greeted each
other.

“Welcome home, wanderer,” Mùirne said, as she
looked into Ailean’s eyes. “Come sit down and eat. We were waiting
for you. I thought you’d probably be back today.”

She took Ailean’s hand and led him inside.
Coinneach-òg followed and put the walking stick in its place by the
door.

Ailean closed the door. He removed his bonnet
and hung it on a peg. He took off his sword and hung it next to his
targe and went to his chair by the fire. He sighed in contentment
as he sat.

“Ah,” he said. “It’s good to be home.”

He lifted his son to his knee and watched
Mùirne dip stew from the iron pot suspended over the fire. She
poured it into wooden bowls and sliced a thick slab of oaten bread
for each of them. A wavy tendril of red hair escaped from her white
linen curtch and hung loose beside her cheek. He watched as the
light from the dancing flames of the fire played across her pretty
features.

How is it that I, of all men, am so
blessed to have won the heart of one so beautiful? Desire
stirred within his body.

“It’s time to eat. Go sit on your chair,”
Ailean told Coinneach-òg.

The little boy got down from his father’s
knee and scrambled onto his own chair. Mùirne gave them each a bowl
of stew and took her seat on the other side of the fire. They bowed
their heads and Ailean offered thanks to God for their food.

Ailean took a bite of the steaming vegetable
stew. “Ah, that tastes good. I missed your cooking while I was
gone. Dry bread and cheese lose their appeal after a day or
two.”

Mùirne smiled.

“So, what did you do while I was away in
Inveraray, son?”

“I watched for enemies and took care of Ma,”
the little boy said.

“You’re a fine, brave little man,” his father
said. “You’re going to be a great warrior someday.”

“And I helped Ma clean the wool,”
Coinneach-òg added, his face displaying his yearning for more of
his father’s approval.

“Aye, and a good wool-cleaner he is, that
boy,” his mother said, flashing a smile at her son. “He didn’t make
even one mat in the fleece, and he got his part as clean as could
be.”

Coinneach-òg beamed.

“And how much did you get cleaned?” Ailean
asked his wife, between bites of bread.

“Just a bit more, and I’ll have finished all
our fleece. When I have it all cleaned and spun, I’ll have to wait
until next spring for more,” Mùirne replied.

She took a bite and swallowed before she
continued. She asked the question Ailean knew she had wanted to ask
the moment he walked through the door. “And were you
successful?”

“Aye,” he replied. “That I was. A few more
coins for the bag.”

Mùirne smiled. Her work tending their small
Highland sheep, collecting the wool they shed, cleaning, carding
and spinning the wool into thread to sell was slowly adding to the
small hoard of coins they were saving.

When they finished eating, Mùirne looked at
Coinneach-òg. “Son, go tell your grandma that your da is home.”

“But, I want to—” Coinneach-òg began.

“You do as your mother says,” Ailean said.
“Maybe your grandma has some bonny clabber. If you’re a good boy,
she might give you some.”

Coinneach-òg’s face brightened. “I like it
the way Grandma fixes it.” He slid off his chair and trotted
outside without another word of protest.

Muirne followed him to the door and closed it
behind him. She lowered the bar to lock it, crossed the room and
knelt by the wall. She pulled a small, loose stone from it, put her
hand into the hole and drew out a leather pouch.

She moved her chair closer to Coinneach-og’s
and sat. She shook the contents of the pouch onto her son’s chair
and looked expectantly at her husband.

Ailean fished in his sporan for the
money and laid it on the chair by the other coins. “You’ve done
well, lass,”

She painstakingly counted the money from the
pouch, then added the newly acquired coins to the total, a little
ritual she always performed whenever they had a coin or two to add
to their savings.

“Look how much we have now. Doesn’t that look
good,” she asked as she smiled at Ailean. “My work is worth
something, isn’t it?”

Ailean smiled, happy to see her so pleased
with herself. “Yes, it is. But you are worth more, my love. You are
worth more than the work you do, worth more than all the coins in
the world,” he said as he watched her rise from her chair.

“We’ll have enough to buy Coinneach-òg his
sword and targe by the time he’s of an age to need them, won’t
we?”

“Yes, my love. I’m sure we’ll have more than
enough for his equipment.”

Ailean stood, circled the fire to stand
behind her and put his arms around her waist. He leaned over to
kiss the nape of her neck, nuzzling the curtch aside. She turned
her face toward his and smiled at him over her shoulder. She leaned
her head back on his chest briefly, turned toward him and put her
arms around his waist. She lifted her face to receive his kiss on
her lips.

“It’s getting dark outside,” he murmured.
“And I’m getting so-o-o tired…” His voice trailed away.

“Then to bed with you.” Mùirne sighed and
released him. She pulled away and leaned over to gather the coins
into the pouch.

“Not without you, my love,” he said, taking
her in his arms again.

____________

 


A physical need for him swept through her.
She enjoyed a few moments in his arms, then pulled herself away,
leaned back and looked up at him, her blue eyes brimming with love
and desire.

“Go call your son home from your da’s. You
must listen to his prayers and put him to bed while I wash the
dishes. Then I’ll put you to bed.”

Ailean smiled and released her.

After Mùirne replaced the money pouch in the
hiding place, Ailean raised the bar and opened the door. He glanced
back at her and smiled again. “You be ready for me, lass, when I
get back,” he said. And he was gone.

She smiled and blushed. He still has the
power to bring color to my cheeks. Even after all this
time.

And she was thankful he did. She kept smiling
in anticipation of the night ahead as she cleaned up from their
meal.

____________

 


Latharn Cambeul’s success at managing the
tack he inherited from his father became known beyond the limits of
his clan. The wealth he’d inherited increased due to his tireless
efforts and shrewd decisions. He seemed to be everywhere, all the
time, supervising his crofters, trying new methods of farming,
extracting profit from every endeavor.

Mothers decorated their unmarried daughters,
schooled them in the feminine art of flirtation and pushed them at
Latharn, but he showed no interest in marrying and sharing his
fortune. All his energies were expended on money-making
activities.

There was considerable speculation about his
reluctance to pursue the fairer sex, but no one knew why he was
apparently content to lead an austere and disciplined existence.
Odhran and Dùghall knew the reason why, but they had learned a
frightening and painful lesson about the wisdom of maintaining
silence about anything concerning Latharn and did not speak of
it.

The two still accompanied him almost
everywhere he went. They were on hand to see the wistful, painful
expression on his face each time he passed the church building
which stood where MacLachlainn lands adjoined Cambeul territory.
The church where Ailean and Mùirne MacLachlainn had said their
vows. They also observed how every glimpse of any red-haired woman
caught his attention, how he could not rest until he knew who the
woman was.

And they were the ones he sent on secret
errands.

Latharn saw a small girl with curly red hair
and blue eyes one day in Inveraray. He dispatched his two men to
learn who she was. They discovered her father had been injured
while in service to the king and was crippled, and her mother did
what work she could find to provide for her destitute family.

After Latharn learned about their plight, the
family regularly found gifts of food on their doorstep, and once, a
new garment for the child had been left there, by whom, no one
knew. Except Odhran and Dùghall. And Latharn.

____________

 


Before sunset the day after Ailean’s return
from Inveraray, the men of the croft met in front of Aodh’s cottage
to make plans for the cattle drive. They decided which of them
would go to the airigh the next morning to search for any
steers that had strayed and start bunching the cattle in
preparation for the drive. The rest of the men would attend to all
the last minute chores on the croft and join them the following
evening. They would stay the night at the airigh so they
could get an early start for Dumbarton the next day.

They were almost finished with their
discussion when they heard a shout.

“Aodh! Aodh MacLachlainn!”

All the men turned to see who had yelled.
Ailean’s stomach knotted when he saw Ruairidh’s servant, Fearghus,
run down the hill toward them carrying a fiery cross.

 


 


SIXTEEN

 


When a man of Clan MacLachlainn saw a runner
carrying a fiery cross, he knew it meant one thing: he must arm
himself and go to Castle Lachlainn. Ailean had heard tales of the
fiery cross told at the ceilidh, though he’d never seen one
himself. A flood of excitement billowed up from his tightened
stomach into his chest.

Aodh raised his arm to signal Fearghus they’d
seen the summons. Fearghus spun around and ran back the way he’d
come. He had to deliver the message to other crofts.

The men glanced at one another with worried
expressions. All of them would have to answer the summons. Gabhran
MacEòghainn and his sons, Faolan and Gòrdan, as well as all the
MacLachlainns: Boisil and his sons, Raghnall and Seumas; Aodh and
his three sons; and Raibeart MacLachlainn. All the men kept
themselves trained and in readiness as warriors for their chief,
even though they were not often called upon to fulfill that
duty.

Although the MacEòghainns were not
MacLachlainns, they were a protectorate of Clan MacLachlainn and
therefore, part of the clan. Each man, whether MacLachlainn or
MacEòghainn, owed the chief loyalty and obedience, and all the men
of Clan MacLachlainn gladly gave it. The clansmen’s affection for
their chief was unwavering, their devotion to him fierce and
unquestioning.

The cattle drive would have to be
postponed.

Aodh told his sons, “Go and get yourselves
ready. Have something to eat now and bring along food for later.
And hurry.”

When Ailean went to his cottage, he found
Mùirne standing in the doorway, wringing her hands. She had been
bringing in the sheep from the day’s grazing, herding them into the
byre for the night and saw the runner.

Ailean sought to calm her anxiety. He put his
arm around her shoulders and steered her inside. He closed the
door, took her in his arms and held her.

“It will be all right,” he murmured as he
kissed her forehead.

“Something’s wrong. You know that as well as
I do. So don’t say it will be all right.”

Ailean sighed and released her. “Don’t worry
so much. We don’t even know why the chief sent for us. Maybe he
wants to…to announce a wedding or something.”

But he knew better. He knew the fiery cross
was only used to summon clansmen as warriors, and he was eager to
prepare himself and be on his way.

He took his targe from its peg, unstrapped
his sword and dirk and sat for a moment on his chair by the fire to
examine his weapons. Mùirne pulled her chair close and sat on the
edge of it, leaning toward him.

“What if it’s something bad? What if
something should happen to you? What if you get hurt? What if…” She
didn’t finish her thought. Tears filled her eyes and she began to
tremble.

“I’ll be all right, I told you. Don’t worry
about me. Nothing is going to happen to me.”

____________

 


But Mùirne knew something could happen
to him. She knew all she could count on were these precious moments
in his presence. She knew from her own experience the future could
hold happiness or it could hold heartache and bereavement. No one
could say for certain what lay ahead.

He stood and set his weapons on his chair. He
took her hand in his, pulled her to her feet and embraced her. She
put her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest. But
she didn’t stop trembling. After a few moments, Ailean relinquished
his hold, drew away and looked into her eyes.

“I’ll be all right, don’t worry about me. I
want to make sure you and Coinneach-òg stay safe, too,” he said.
“Maybe you should go and stay with Ma while I’m gone.”

Mùirne closed her eyes, trying to keep tears
from flowing. She nodded. “You take care of yourself, and I’ll take
care of us here at home. You’ll be home again soon, won’t you?”

“I don’t know what to say, my love. I hope
I’ll be back home right away, I hope this isn’t anything
serious.”

Mùirne wanted to hold him, wanted to keep him
from going, but she knew there was no way she could do that. The
chief’s word was law.

“I’ll be all right,” he repeated. He touched
his lips to her forehead. “I have to get ready now.”

“You’ll need something to eat, won’t you?”
Mùirne said, wiping away the tears from her cheeks.

“Yes, I will.”

“I’ll get you something. And food for you to
take with you.”

“Thank you, my love,” he said.

Mùirne busied herself making a packet of
food, thankful for something to do, something to occupy her
thoughts, something to help her stop trembling.

Ailean took off his work tunic and put on his
good one. He laid his belt on the bed and spread his
féileadh-mòr over it. He folded the fabric into pleats, lay
down on it and wrapped the ends across his body.

He fastened his belt to hold it in place and
stood. He drew the excess fabric above the belt over his left
shoulder and pinned it to his tunic with his brooch. He folded his
work tunic put it into a pouch formed by the upper folds of the
féileadh-mòr.

“I haven’t cooked supper yet, so this is all
I have.” Mùirne handed him a bowl. “Sit and eat.”

Ailean remained standing and ate with such
haste he hardly tasted the bonny clabber, one of his favorite
foods. He set the bowl on chair and strapped on his sword, dirk and
sporan. He got his bonnet from its peg by the door and settled it
on the right side of his head at its accustomed angle.

“Where is Coinneach-òg?” Ailean asked when he
had finished dressing. “I’d like to say goodbye to him.”

“He went to the woods with the other children
to gather bark. I’ll go get him,” she said and started out the
door.

“No, don’t bother. I don’t have time to wait.
I have to go.”

She turned back to Ailean. “Before you go,
there’s something I have to tell you. I wanted to wait until I was
sure, butI want you to know now. If anything should happen, I
wouldn’t want you—” she began, and caught herself before she could
say I wouldn’t want you never to have known.

If there was to be a raid or a skirmish with
another clan, Mùirne knew her beloved husband could be injured or
killed.

“Well, I want you to know,” she finished.

His face took on a questioning expression.
But his look of puzzlement gradually changed to one of
understanding and a half-smile brightened his face. “Do you mean…”
his voice trailed off, and he fell silent, waiting for an
answer.

Mùirne broke the silence. “I think there will
be another little one. I’m almost certain of it. If I’m right, it
will be born in April or May.”

He laughed softly as he took her in his arms.
“Another child! Just what we’ve been hoping and praying for.” He
held her close and murmured, “An answer to our prayers.”

She wanted to stay enfolded in his embrace,
wanted to cling to him, wanted to keep him from leaving her side.
But she knew it wasn’t possible. After too brief a time, he pulled
away.

____________

 


Ailean kissed her forehead as conflicting
thoughts and emotions surged and ebbed through his mind and body.
He wanted to soothe away Mùirne’s fears, wanted to stay at her side
and make her happy. But each time he speculated about what the
chief’s summons might mean, excitement tautened his muscles and
made his breaths shallow and rapid.

After all the years of training to be a
warrior, he might have the opportunity to test his mettle, to prove
to himself and others he could meet the challenge. He could show
himself to be brave and strong, could show he had the ability to
make an honorable fight. He wanted, more than anything else at this
moment, to prove that he could live up to the heritage bequeathed
to him by his forebears.

“Good-bye, my love.” He stepped through the
doorway before she could say anything more.

A few paces from the door, he stopped by the
small rowan trees he and Mùirne had planted on either side of the
path. Ailean closed his eyes and said a silent prayer before he
broke off a twig and pinned it to his bonnet. As well as being a
protection against evil spirits, the rowan tree was Clan
MacLachlainn’s plant badge, and members of the clan wore sprigs of
it or of periwinkle, their other plant badge, pinned to their
bonnets.

Ailean took a deep breath, bounced slightly
on the balls of his feet, finding it hard to restrain his
enthusiasm. He was prepared for the adventure ahead and wanted to
run all the way to Castle Lachlainn.

 


 


SEVENTEEN

 


A deepening gloom crept from the shadows and
spread over the glen. Only a glowing sliver of sun showed from
behind the mountains on the opposite shore of Loch Fyne by the time
the men started for the castle. They jogged along silently in the
dusk, trying to get as far along the path as possible while it was
still fairly easy to see.

After the sun set, darkness slowed their
progress for a short time until the moon rose over the eastern
ridges. They could barely see as they made their way in single-file
along the narrow path. Each of them walked quietly, staying alert
and watching for possible ambush.

A faint glow showed intermittently through
the branches of the trees ahead. The light grew stronger as they
neared the castle, and when they arrived, they saw its source:
flaming torches positioned around the gate. The torches served as a
beacon and made it easier for them to see their way.

Clansmen who’d already arrived had gathered
in groups. Ailean guessed there must be at least a hundred men
milling about, talking.

Ruairidh greeted the new arrivals. “Pick a
place and lie down, try to get some sleep. You’ll need to be rested
for tomorrow.”

“What’s going to happen tomorrow?” Aodh
asked.

“You’ll see. The chief will explain then,”
was the only reply Ruairidh made. He turned to greet another group
of clansmen.

“Why can’t he tell us now?” muttered
Coinneach.

“Hold your tongue,” admonished Aodh. “I don’t
like this uncertainty any better than you do, but keep your
displeasure to yourself. You don’t want it known that you grumbled
against the chief.”

After they spoke with some of their kinsmen
and enjoyed a short visit with them, Aodh led the way to a spot
away from the others, away from the murmuring and gossip. He and
his sons settled on the ground to get what rest they could, wrapped
in their féileadh-mòr against the chill of the autumn
night.

Ailean had a hard time falling asleep. The
reason the men had been summoned remained unknown, and he chafed
against the uncertainty. He had expected that he’d be involved in
some great feat when he arrived at the castle, and the forced
inactivity made him fidgety, unable to rest.

The image of Mùirne’s worried face kept
coming to mind, and each time he thought of her, he remembered her
tentative good news. He longed to share it with others, but he
remained silent. He was afraid speaking of it this early might
bring some misfortune and prevent the happy birth of a second
child.

He rolled from one side to the other and
finally drifted off. It seemed as if he had just fallen asleep when
he was awakened by Aodh in the gray light before dawn. The men all
around were stirring and rising as the chief’s servants moved among
them, urging them to be up and ready to move.

Ailean dressed, strapped on his weapons and
put on his bonnet. He allowed himself the luxury of eating a small
piece of bread from the packet of food Mùirne had wrapped in a
piece of linen cloth and tucked into his sporan. It took the
edge off his early morning hunger, but it did nothing to diminish
the apprehension which fluttered in his stomach.

The clansmen gathered around the castle gate
to await their chief’s appearance. A clatter of hooves on the stone
paving of the castle courtyard alerted them to the chief’s arrival,
and they parted, forming a passageway through the crowd.

Three horses trotted from the castle gate,
one of which was ridden by the chief, Lachlainn MacLachlainn. The
clansmen hurried after him, anxious to hear the reason for the
chief’s summons.

The chief stopped his horse, turned it to
face the men and waited until they were all within earshot. He held
up his hand until everyone fell silent. His gaze swept over the
crowd.

“Men of Clan MacLachlainn,” he began,
“Prionnsa Teàrlach Stiùbhart has arrived in Scotland to reclaim his
father’s rightful throne!”

He paused while a ripple of comments passed
through group.

“I met with him, and I pledged that Clan
MacLachlainn will help him defeat the Sasunnach and the
German king. Let that German go back where he came from and let a
Scot sit on the throne once again!” The chief signaled his piper to
play, and after the first shrill notes wailed into the morning air,
the clansmen began to cheer.

Ailean didn’t understand what the chief’s
words meant, but he was caught up in the emotional outburst. He
joined in the outcry, raised his fist and shouted the clan motto,
“Faithful and strong! Faithful and strong!” He glimpsed the piper,
the clan standard fluttering from the pipes over his shoulder, and
a billowing of pride in his clan filled Ailean’s chest.

He glanced around and saw that Da, Coinneach
and Niall were shouting and waving their arms, too. The chief’s
words and skirling notes of the pipes stirred emotions in him he’d
never felt before, emotions that made him eager to draw his sword
and do battle for his chief.

When the song ended, the chief again raised
his hand for silence as the last notes echoed into the
distance.

“We will leave now to join Prionnsa
Teàrlach’s army at Edinburgh. We will fight the Sasunnach
and show them what kind of warriors they face when they go into
battle against Clan MacLachlainn!”

Accompanied by two mounted attendants,
Lachlainn MacLachlainn turned his horse toward the Cambeul lands
they would have to cross on their way to Edinburgh. He set off at a
trot. The men of the clan ran along on foot behind him, following
their chief to make war on the Sasunnach on behalf of their
own Scottish prince, Teàrlach Stiùbhart.

____________

 


Ailean and the other men of the croft, like
most Highland men, had been trained for battle since they were big
enough to hold a broadsword. Each winter, during times there were
fewer chores, the boys practiced handling their swords and received
instruction on technique from the older men.

Not only did Aodh train his sons to be brave
and adept warriors, he taught them to be men of character, by
example as well as by instruction. When they were boys, gathered
around the fire on winter evenings, as well as at the
ceilidh, he told and retold the history and the heroic sagas
of their clan. He instilled in them a sense of pride and a
determination to do the right thing, to be men of honor.

He instructed them to always be loyal, brave
and kind-hearted, and he taught them to despise cowardice and
meanness. Aodh passed the code of honor he had received from his
father and his grandfather on to his sons, and it was as deeply
ingrained in them as it was in himself.

Although they were trained to be warriors,
Aodh’s sons had never been involved in battle, not even in the
occasional minor disputes the MacLachlainns had with other clans.
But Aodh had fought in battle while he was still in his teens. He
had a long scar that reached from his knee to his ankle on his left
leg from a wound he received at Sheriffmuir during the Jacobite
rising of 1715.

He had mixed feelings as he ran along with
the other clansmen behind their chief. He looked at his sons and
thought of the days ahead and of his sons’ involvement in the
coming conflict. They would be changed forever by the things they
would experience, things they would see and things they would do. A
swelling of pride filled him…pride in their strength, manliness and
willingness to fight for the honor of the clan.

Accompanying that pride, though, was a
sobering sadness at the innocence that would be forever lost. He
would not allow himself to think beyond that, to think one of them
might be wounded or killed. It was as though, if he didn’t think
it, it wouldn’t happen.

 


 


EIGHTEEN

 


For several days, the men of Clan
MacLachlainn made their way through a trackless countryside. They
passed through green glens, climbed over hills, around lochs and
across streams, avoiding known paths. The chief didn’t want them to
be seen by men from opposing clans, like the Cambeuls. He wanted no
warning of their approach to Edinburgh to be made known.

At night they slept on the ground wrapped in
their féileadh-mòr, and each of them ate what little food he
had brought with him. They were all tired, hungry and unkempt when
at last they neared Edinburgh.

“Will there be food, do you think, Da?”
Ailean asked.

“Maybe.”

“I’m so hungry. What will we do if there’s
not? I have no money to buy any.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just wait and see. The
chief knows we haven’t eaten since yesterday. He knows men can’t
make a good fight when their bellies are empty.”

When they arrived at the city wall, they
learned Prionnsa Teàrlach’s army was no longer in Edinburgh. It had
moved southeast to Duddingston. Their trek was not over yet. By the
time they reached Duddingston, the Highland army was moving again.
The chief and his tacksmen decided the men should go no farther
until they rested and ate.

Ruairidh told the men under his command to
sit on the ground. He and the other tacksmen went to get food. When
he returned, he handed out two rations of meal to each man.

“Eat one now and save the other for later,”
Ruairidh said as he passed through his group.

Ailean devoured part of his food gratefully
and wrapped the rest in the piece of linen Mùirne had used to
bundle the bread and cheese she prepared for him. He put it in his
sporan and lay down to rest. The food and a short nap strengthened
Ailean. He felt refreshed and ready when they resumed their
march.

Late in the day, they reached the Highland
army. Ailean had never been so far from home, not even on cattle
drives. And he had never seen so many men gathered in one
place.

The exhilaration of being part of the large
armed force made Ailean forget his weariness. He stifled a smile,
tried to maintain the serious demeanor he thought the occasion
demanded. He would be a part of the noble effort to help Prionnsa
Teàrlach regain his father’s rightful throne.

But more important to him was the fact that
he would have an opportunity to prove himself as a warrior. His
body tightened, his muscles became rigid. Thoughts of the conflict
which lay ahead gave birth to doubt. Apprehensiveness seethed in
his stomach, brought a faint nausea, and he took a breath to calm
himself. He would give his utmost to make a good and honorable
fight and make Da proud. that was all he could do.

It grew dark as they waited for Ruairidh to
find out where they were to bed down for the night. After an
interminable wait, he returned and led them to the place they were
to sleep.

“Eat the rest of your food and get some
sleep,” Ruairidh told them in a low voice as he passed among his
men. “The Sasunnach are just over there.” He motioned with
his head. “We’ll fight them tomorrow. Be rested and be ready.”

Ailean’s stomach grew queasy again, and he
didn’t want anything to eat.

But Aodh insisted. “You’ll need your
strength, son. Eat.”

He forced himself to eat a few bites and lay
down to rest. In spite of his nervousness, Ailean fell asleep
immediately. He was awakened while it was still dark.

Ruairidh readied his men to move, positioning
them in a row and giving whispered instructions to each of them as
he moved to the head of the line.

“Aodh, you follow me, Coinneach, follow your
da. Each of you, follow the man in front of you. Understand? And
make no noise at all.”

They entered a bog in the darkness, and
Ailean couldn’t see where he was going. He kept his hand on
Coinneach’s shoulder, and Niall’s hand rested on Ailean’s arm. He
slogged along through knee-deep muck and water, trying to maintain
total silence. When they emerged from the bog, Ruairidh led them to
the position they were to occupy on the flat terrain.

Before the sun rose, the Highland army was
arranged in two lines. The men of Clan MacLachlainn were in the
second line, as reserves. A mist enveloped them, and Ailean could
see nothing to the west. He had no idea what would happen next.

Aodh told his sons, in a whisper, to take off
their féileadh-mòr so they would not be encumbered during
the fighting. Ailean’s stomach roiled, and his breathing became
rapid and shallow.

He glanced at his father in the gray,
pre-dawn light. Aodh was staring straight ahead. He wore a strange,
wild look on his face Ailean had never seen before. A glance at
Coinneach and Niall revealed they must be feeling the same
apprehension as Ailean himself.

They silently removed their outer clothing
and stood clad only in their mid-thigh-length tunics. Ailean took a
deep, shuddering breath and unsheathed his sword, held it in his
right hand and his targe in his left, leaving his dirk sheathed.
Some of the men had firearms as well as swords, but Aodh and his
sons were armed only with dirks and broadswords.

Shortly after sunrise, the swirling mist
dissipated, but Ailean still couldn’t see much up ahead. The men of
Clan MacGriogair in front of him blocked his view of the
Sasunnach troops.

The front line started forward. Ailean bowed
his head and said a short prayer asking for divine help. Ruairidh
and the other MacLachlainn tacksmen gave the order for their men to
advance.

Suddenly, there was a loud thunder from a
Sasunnach cannon in front of them, accompanied by a cloud of
smoke and the sound of musketry. The cannon ball found its target,
and a man in the front ranks of the MacGriogairs screamed. It was
like a signal energizing the Highlanders. Almost as one they
yelled, a fierce, piercing shriek, and they raced toward the enemy
lines. Those who had firearms discharged them and threw them aside,
drawing their broadswords as they rushed across the moor.

A wild, high-pitched yell burst from Ailean,
a sound he had never made and didn’t know he could make. He ran,
swept along with the charge as though the army was a single entity
of which he was a small part.

Ailean’s long legs soon put him alongside the
men in the front ranks of the MacGriogairs. He saw the red blur of
the soldiers in the Sasunnach line ahead. As he neared it,
he saw faces of individual soldiers, frozen in fear. Some of them
turned and ran, dropping their weapons in terror.

One lifted his musket and fired at the
oncoming wave of Highlanders. The lead ball smashed into Ailean’s
upper left arm and tore through it. He stumbled, jolted by the
impact, although he felt no pain.

He looked down at his arm as he ran, at the
torn and bloody sleeve encasing it. He raised his eyes again in
time to see a MacGriogair clansman, armed only with a scythe, fall
when a ball slammed into his chest.

The red-coated soldier who shot the
MacGriogair man jumped over a body lying at his feet to reach the
man he’d shot and plunged his bayonet into the wounded man’s
stomach. The MacGriogair man writhed, helpless to defend himself,
but the soldier continued stabbing him, again and again.

Rage enveloped Ailean. He threw down his
targe, and, taking the hilt of his broadsword in both hands, he
swung it up over his head as he neared the soldier. Yelling with
all his might, Ailean brought his sword down upon the soldier and
cleaved the man’s head in two.

He withdrew his sword as the body fell, and
he swung it up again, brought it around and down upon another
soldier, lopping off the hand with which the soldier held a musket.
He raised his sword once more and plunged forward, swinging,
slicing and slashing at the Sasunnach in their blood-red
coats, venting his rage upon any of them within range of his
broadsword.

To his right, he saw two redcoats staring at
him, transfixed. Ailean turned and charged toward them, his sword
raised overhead. One dropped his weapon, turned and ran, but the
other aimed his firearm at Ailean’s face and pulled the trigger.
The shot whistled past Ailean’s head. He brought his broadsword
down as the soldier turned to run. Ailean’s sword struck a glancing
blow that sliced into the man’s shoulder, and he screamed as he
fell to the ground.

The sound pierced through Ailean, and he
stopped, his rage spent. He stood trembling and looked around at
the severed hands and arms strewn among bodies of red-coated
soldiers, some lying still and quiet, others writhing and moaning,
like the one lying at his feet. Other clansmen still flew past,
chasing the fleeing Sasunnach, but Ailean’s strength was
gone, dissipated in the soldier’s scream.
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The yells, screams and clangs of swords
striking muskets faded from Ailean’s hearing, and the running men,
weapons glinting in the early morning sunlight, receded from his
sight, leaving a reddish haze surrounding the scene of carnage.

He didn’t know how long he had stood there
when a hand gripped his arm. Ailean tore his eyes from the grisly
milieu and turned toward the person who had grabbed his arm. He
tried to focus.

It was Da, his face and hands and arms
bespattered with blood. Ailean glanced down at himself and saw that
he was bloody, too.

A moan from the soldier at his feet caught
his attention. As he regarded the wounded man, pity for the man’s
suffering stirred in his heart.

“He needs help or he’ll die. What should I
do?” He fell to his knees beside the soldier and looked up at his
father. “Help me, please. What should I do?”

Aodh knelt and looked at the soldier’s wound.
“We need something to staunch the bleeding. Tear a strip from the
bottom of your tunic.”

Ailean pulled off his tunic and stood naked
as he ripped a strip from the bottom of it. He followed his
father’s directions as they tried to stop the bleeding and save the
soldier’s life.

“There,” Aodh said. “I think he will last
until we can find a doctor for him.”

“How are we going to get him to a doctor,
Da?”

Aodh thought for a moment. “Go fetch our
féileadh-mòr.”

Ailean put his tunic on as he sprinted to the
piles of fabric lying on the ground where they’d dropped them. He
grabbed their clothing and ran to Da’s side. Aodh took Ailean’s
féileadh-mòr and shook it out.

“Here, help me fold this.” Aodh gave Ailean
the corners of one end while he held the other.

They folded it lengthwise, then crosswise,
and laid it on the ground beside the soldier, who was now
unconscious. They lifted him onto it, and, for the first time since
the ball hit Ailean, a lightning bolt of pain shot through his arm.
He gritted his teeth to keep from crying out as they lifted the
makeshift sling and carried the Sasunnach soldier to an area
where men were receiving medical care.

“Aodh MacLachlainn,” a voice shouted behind
them. “Your son is down.”

Aodh’s head turned toward the voice. It was
Gabhran MacEòghainn.

“He’s lying yonder.” Gabhran pointed toward
the west.

“Which son is down?” Aodh yelled back.

“Your eldest, Coinneach,” Gabhran
replied.

“This man will get help here. Come along, we
have to see to your brother.” They laid the soldier on the ground
and took Ailean’s féileadh-mòr from under him.

Aodh ran as fast as he could. Ailean tried to
keep up but he was losing strength, and he lagged behind. They
stepped this way and that to avoid the dead and wounded men strewn
across the ground. They made their way in the direction Gabhran had
pointed and found Coinneach lying on the ground.

“Coinneach, where are you hurt?” Aodh asked
as he knelt beside his son.

Coinneach moaned. Aodh checked for wounds
over Coinneach’s body, then turned his son’s head to the side,
revealing a bloody tangle of hair. A musket ball had creased his
skull above the left ear, and Coinneach was barely conscious.

Aodh examined the laceration, sat back and
took a deep breath. He looked at Ailean for a long moment before he
spoke. “I think he’ll be all right. He will just need to rest until
his senses return. Help me. We’ll carry him to the doctors.”

As they carried Coinneach on the makeshift
sling, the loss of blood from his wounded arm continued to weaken
Ailean. When they neared the place where the doctors were caring
for the injured, his knees gave way. He stumbled, and they almost
dropped Coinneach.

“Careful. We don’t want to add to his
injuries,” Aodh said. He frowned as he scrutinized Ailean more
closely. “Are you wounded?”

“My arm.”

“We’re near enough. Lay him down here. And
you sit beside him.”

Ailean sat on the ground and weakness
overwhelmed him. Aodh found the rent in his sleeve and tore it open
to reveal the wound that still oozed blood. While they waited for
medical attention, Aodh worked to stop the bleeding.

____________

 


“I haven’t seen Niall anywhere yet. I wonder
where he is,” Aodh said, almost under his breath.

Worry deepened the creases on his face. Both
of his older sons were injured, and he didn’t know the whereabouts
of his youngest.

“You stay here with Coinneach. I’ve got to
find your brother,” Aodh said to Ailean, and he started across the
field on a quest to find his youngest son.

He found Niall wandering aimlessly, sword in
hand, dazed but physically unharmed. Aodh led him to the place he’d
left his older sons.

“You stay here and look after your brothers.
I’ve got to find our clothes and the other things we left on
battlefield.”

____________

 


Ailean became aware the sun had not risen
far, yet it seemed hours had passed since he drew his sword.

“Da, look at the sun. It is yet morning.”

“Aye, it is.”

“But…it…surely it should be later. Much
later. The battle and then—”

“The battle was probably not much longer than
ten minutes.”

Ten minutes.

Ailean closed his eyes. Just ten minutes, and
now his life would never be the same. The scenes of blood and pain
and horror and death would be in his mind forever.

Fighting in a battle bore no resemblance to
his boyhood dreams of adventure and conquest as a warrior.
Inflicting death and damage on other men no longer seemed glorious
or something in which he should take pride.

____________

 


By evening, most of the injured English
soldiers, as well as the few Highlanders who had been wounded, were
receiving medical care. A doctor cleaned and bandaged Ailean’s arm,
and Ailean took off his torn, bloody tunic and put on the old work
tunic he’d brought with him.

The sun sank to the western horizon,
disappeared, and a chill night encroached on the darkening
twilight. Niall gathered reeds from the bog and built a small
fire.

Aodh and Niall wrapped a still-unconscious
Coinneach in his féileadh-mòr and laid him near the fire.
They stayed by him, watching over him, trying to keep him warm.
Ailean rested on the other side of the fire.

The three of them sat in silence for a long
time, looking into the flames.

At last, Ailean spoke. “Was it like this at
Sheriffmuir, Da? Is it always like this?”

“Aye.” Aodh looked away from the fire, into
the darkness, as if images from the past hung suspended there. “It
was blood and pain and killing men you didn’t know.” His voice
lowered, grew rough and gravelly. “And it was mourning men you did
know.”

Aodh cleared his throat and leaned his head
back, lifted his gaze to the stars.

“Sometimes this is a man’s lot in life. We
have to fight because it is our duty to fight. We can’t question
it, because those who know better than we do have made the decision
that we must fight. And so we must.”

They sat in silence again for a short
while.

Aodh looked across the fire into Ailean’s
eyes and spoke again. “But, son, there are other times, even though
the blood and pain and dying are the same, we fight because we
ourselves decide to, because we know it is the right thing to do,
the honorable thing. At those times, it’s easier to make the fight,
but it’s still hard to bear the…the…”

Aodh’s voice trailed off. He lapsed into
silence again as he regarded his unconscious son, remembering the
past, worrying about the future.

Aodh bowed his head, closed his eyes and
prayed aloud. “Thank you, Heavenly Father, for sparing my sons’
lives and for sparing me. Please watch over us through this night,
bring us safely through it to the morning. And, be with our loved
ones at home. Keep them safe and bring us home to them again. I
ask, too, that You watch over all the men who fought and were
wounded today. If it be Your will, may they all be healed. I make
this petition in the name of Your Son, Jesus. Amen.”

After a moment, Aodh raised his head.
“Ailean, lie down and get some sleep. You, too, Niall. I’ll tend
the fire and make sure your brother stays warm.

____________

 


Ailean fell into an exhausted sleep. He
wakened as the sun rose, weary and lethargic. In his weakened
condition, it took a long time to get dressed. Niall had to help
him when he stood and pulled the top half of his
féileadh-mòr over his shoulder and fastened it. He panted,
drained of energy, and sat while he recovered his breath.

Ruairidh stopped on his round through groups
of his men.

“How’s everyone this morning, Aodh?”

“Not good. Ailean is very weak, and
Coinneach, he still hasn’t come to his senses.”

Ruairidh leaned over and peered at Coinneach.
“Hmm. Well. I’ve come to tell you that the army’s returning to
Edinburgh. Although,” he shook his head, “I don’t know how we’ll be
able to take this one along.”

Aodh stroked his beard. “Maybe we’ll have to
stay here with him until he wakes up.”

“Not a good idea, Aodh. You shouldn’t be
separated from the rest of us.” Ruairidh turned to Ailean. “I have
to talk with you, Ailean. About what you did yesterday.”

“What was that?”

“You broke ranks. You didn’t follow
orders.”

“But, I fought and—”

“Battle is not a game. It’s not about showing
how well you can wield your sword,” Ruairidh said, his voice cold
and stern. “It’s about following the orders of your commanders,
about fighting as one unit with the other men. It’s about carrying
out the battle plans those in charge of the army have formulated.
The success of your regiment can depend on how well you follow
orders, how well you do what you’re told.”

“I thought—”

“You thought you could bring yourself some
glory.”

“I—”

“Next time, forget about yourself and follow
orders. Then maybe you will bring yourself the glory and honor you
seek as a warrior.”

Coinneach roused into consciousness while
they were talking. He opened his eyes and tried to sit up but
groaned and lay back again.

“Are you all right, son?” Aodh asked.

“My head hurts,” Coinneach mumbled.

“Does anything else hurt?”

“No, just my head.”

“Ruairidh, what are we to do if we can’t stay
here and can’t go with you?” Aodh asked.

Ruairidh scratched his head. “I don’t know.
Let me think about it.” He started toward the next group of men,
hesitated and turned to Aodh.

“I think you and Niall will have to take
Ailean and Coinneach home to recover. Neither of them is in any
condition to go home by themselves, and I think it’ll probably take
both of you to help them along.” He reached into his sporan,
pulled out some coins and handed them to Aodh. “Take this. I don’t
know how long it will take you to get home, but maybe this will buy
enough food.”

“Thank you.”

“You’d better get started as soon as you can
get Coinneach on his feet.” He glanced at Ailean. “And you. Think
about what I said.”

Ailean kept his head lowered after Ruairidh
walked away. He didn’t want to face his father after the
humiliating words Ruairidh said. He’d not only lost the respect of
his commander, but his father knew about his disgrace.

The next morning, Coinneach was able to
stand, and they left for home, with Aodh supporting Coinneach as
they walked. Ailean did not look back.

Aodh had carried a few coins with him when
they left home. With the additional money from Ruairidh, he had
enough to buy food from crofts along the way to sustain them at
first.

Ailean began to recover during the first days
of the homeward trek. But the long days of walking over rough
terrain with little food to eat drained the small bit of strength
he’d regained. Then his wound became infected.
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The journey home took longer than it should
have because neither Ailean nor Coinneach could walk far at one
time nor at a normal pace. Aodh and Niall became tired and worn,
since each of them carried an extra targe and sword slung on his
back in addition to his own weapons, and at times, they had to help
support the two wounded men as they struggled along.

“I’m sorry, Da,” Ailean gasped as he sat on
the ground where he had collapsed, his head hanging. “Just let me
rest a little, please…and…I…” His voice, weak and tremulous, faded
as if he had neither the strength nor breath to continue
speaking.

“We’ll stop for a while,” Aodh said. “We need
to rest anyway. Don’t worry about it. Why don’t you lie down.
You’ll get more rest that way.”

Ailean lay back on the grass and closed his
eyes, still panting. Coinneach and Niall sat beside Aodh, all of
them watching Ailean, exchanging brief, worried looks.

“Da, what are we going to do if—” Niall
began, but his father’s frown and shake of the head silenced
him.

When Ailean’s labored breathing became
easier, he opened his eyes. “I think I can go a little further
now.”

Aodh and Niall helped him to his feet, and
the father and his sons continued their homeward journey.

____________

 


The sun climbed to its zenith as the men
ascended to the top of the ridge east of their croft. Ailean
faltered when he got his first sight of home. So much had happened
since the evening they left, the ordinary days of his existence
before the battle seemed like a lifetime ago.

The children were outside playing and were
the first to see the men as they descended the slope. Coinneach-òg
recognized his father and ran toward them, shouting, “Daidein!
Daidein!” His commotion caught the attention of the women.

Mùirne shaded her eyes and looked to see who
was coming down the hill. Suddenly, she threw her drop spindle to
the ground and raced toward them, followed by Una and the other
women.

Aodh, on whom Ailean leaned, relinquished his
son to the arms of his wife. Worry pinched furrows into Mùirne’s
forehead when she saw Ailean’s sunken eyes and pale face. She
pulled his right arm across her shoulder to help support him and
stared at him in alarm. She placed her hand on his forehead.

“You have a fever! You’re sick!” she
said.

Ailean said nothing. He gazed at his son’s
blonde curls, at his guiltless face. The realization of how he’d
changed since he last saw his son shook Ailean. A great gulf had
formed between himself and his former life, and he couldn’t reach
across it to touch the innocence of the days before he had wielded
his sword in battle.

Coinneach-òg lifted his arms to his father,
asking to be picked up, but Ailean couldn’t lift his son. He
reached down and caressed the curly head, while he struggled to
keep his emotions under control.

The little procession reached the cottages,
and Aodh swung the weapons from his back and lowered them to the
ground. He groaned and bent over, placed his hands on his knees and
propped himself for a moment’s rest .

“You boys pick up those swords and targes and
bring them in the house,” Brìghde instructed the children.

“Brìghde,” Aodh said. “Ailean’s very sick.
You need to help Mùirne.”

Brìghde’s lips compressed and worry puckered
the skin around her eyes. She hurried after Mùirne and Ailean. The
other women crowded around Aodh, all of them clamoring to know
where their own husbands and sons were.

“They’ve gone with Prionnsa Teàrlach to
Edinburgh. They are all in fine health, none wounded, none killed,”
Aodh said.

“None wounded?”

“Prionnsa Teàrlach?”

“What happened?”

All the women spoke at once.

He shook his head and put up his hand to
quiet them. “Let me sit and rest a bit. Then I’ll answer all your
questions as best I can.”

Aodh led the way to his cottage, entered and
sat on his chair by the fire. The women gathered around him.

“Prionnsa Teàrlach Stiùbhart has come to
Scotland to take back his father’s rightful throne. The chief
pledged our clan would help him. We fought a battle at Gladsmuir
with—”

“A battle!” one of the women interrupted.

“Yes. Please, let me finish.”

As he told them what had happened since the
night of the fiery summons, Brìghde came in the open door. Aodh
looked at his wife. “Brìghde, do you have some food? We haven’t had
much to eat, and I’m hungry.”

Brìghde shooed the women out of the cottage
with the promise Aodh would tell them more after he had eaten and
rested.

____________

 


During the hard days that followed the
homecoming, Mùirne and Brìghde doctored Ailean’s swollen, infected
arm as best they could with herbs and poultices. But the infection
spread through his body.

In desperation, Brìghde resorted to magic
charms and chants she’d learned from her grandmother, but Ailean
grew weaker and sicker. At times, he shouted and thrashed about in
a state of delirium. His fever broke one evening two weeks after he
returned home, but it left him feeble and unable to get out of
bed.

The next morning, Mùirne helped him sit up in
bed and brought a bowl of porridge for him. When he saw it, he
shook his head.

“But you have to eat something. You can’t get
well if you don’t eat. Here, please, take just a few bites.
Please,” Mùirne pleaded, holding out the bowl.

He regarded the oatmeal porridge and nausea
billowed at the sight of it. He closed his eyes and turned his
head, pushing the bowl away. “I can’t.” He slid down in the bed and
turned his back to her.

She hurried to Brìghde’s cottage, wringing
her hands. “It is I, Mùirne,” she called when she reached the
door.

“Come in.”

“He won’t eat. What can I do?”

Brìghde looked at her daughter-in-law’s
worried face for a moment.

“Go kill another hen and make more broth for
him. But thicken it a little with oat flour. He’ll be able to drink
that and it’ll give him strength.”

Mùirne made the broth and brought it to
Ailean. He sipped a little at a time throughout the day until it
was gone. The next day, Mùirne made broth again, and Brìghde told
her to put bits of vegetables and sprinkles of grain in it, and
mash them to spread them through the liquid.

Ailean did well with the liquid nourishment
and gained strength. In a few days, he was able to get out of bed
and sit on his chair by the fire for a little while.

But after another week passed, although
Ailean grew stronger day by day, he couldn’t yet do any of his
usual chores. Coinneach recovered faster than Ailean but had
occasional set-backs. Sometimes debilitating headaches kept him
indoors and in bed for a day or more at a time. With the two of
them incapacitated, the majority of the work load had to be carried
by Aodh and Niall, with help from the women and children.

____________

 


Aodh abandoned the planned cattle drive. Even
if his sons were well enough, and even if his neighbors were home
to help, it would be far too dangerous. He learned the Cambeuls
were supporting King George II and had taken up arms against
Prionnsa Teàrlach and his Jacobite supporters. Clan Cambeul had
also opposed the Jacobites during the rising of 1715, when Aodh
fought at Sheriffmuir.

The lands of Clan MacLachlainn on the
southeastern shore of Loch Fyne were surrounded by Clan Cambeul
territory. Latharn Cambeul’s tack lay to the northeast, and other
tacksmen held tracts to the east and south. Since driving the
cattle to market would entail crossing land held by those Cambeul
tacksmen, the normally risky venture was now impossibly dangerous.
For the time being, Aodh decided his only option was to do his best
to maintain the daily chores that all the men usually shared.

Aodh worried about the loss of money. And he
was distressed, because he knew many of the cattle he could have
sold for profit would likely die during the cold winter months on
the Highland hills. He debated with himself whether the cattle at
the airigh should be brought down before the weather turned
cold. If they were left there, they might stray so far they
couldn’t all be rounded up again. They would be prey to theft, or
they could starve to death in the cold weather.

But if he brought them down, the scanty
grazing on the croft would consign all the cattle to starvation.
Aodh finally resigned himself to the loss, but he worried how,
without the funds from the sale of their cattle, he and his
neighbors could raise the yearly rent money they paid to
Ruairidh.

____________

 


Within a few more weeks, Ailean appeared to
be fully recovered, but only he knew that he did not yet have his
full strength. He pitched in and helped with the work as best he
could. He tried to shoulder his share of the responsibilities even
when he felt tired and weak.

But more troubling to him than his physical
weakness were the flashes of memory that plagued him. At times, he
saw the faces of the men he had attacked with his sword on the
battlefield. Ailean knew he had done his duty, yet he regretted the
wounds and death he had inflicted on the Sasunnach soldiers.
His inner conflict tormented him, kept him from resting at night
and slowed his recovery.

One morning, Ailean felt strong enough to
climb to his favorite place on the mountain. He desperately needed
the solace which always awaited him there, and he craved the
tranquility that bathed his heart each time he viewed the beautiful
vistas of his home from the heights. Surely if he could sit on his
rock and think things through, he could sort it all out, could make
sense of it, could find absolution for what he had done.

When he arrived at the top of the mountain,
he was exhausted and panting. The freshening breeze brought a
wintry chill that erased the slight warmth of the sun’s rays, and
Ailean shivered. He loosed the upper folds of his clothing from his
brooch and pulled the fabric over his head and shoulders to shield
himself from the cold wind.

Ailean drank in the beautiful scenery spread
below. Sunlight sparkled on the wind-tossed waters of the sea loch;
clouds dragged their shadows over the hills and glens below and
slid across the water to the other shore. It was a scene that
always had the power to calm his soul and make him forget his
troubles. But this day, he couldn’t find contentment.

Battlefield screams echoed from his memory of
the morning at Gladsmuir. A vision of a scarlet-coated soldier’s
face, twisted in pain, overlaid the view of the croft below. His
throat tightened, and he couldn’t swallow; a sickening pressure
squeezed his chest and made it hard to breathe. Ailean buried his
face in his hands, tried to slough off the leaden weight of guilt.
He raised his head, mouth clamped shut, teeth grinding, and looked
heavenward, silently pleading heaven’s forgiveness for the
suffering and death he’d caused.

The eastern sky birthed a bank of clouds
which grew, swirled and pushed their way across the sky. Gray
fingers of overcast blocked the sun, darkened the green of the
trees below and stripped the life and color from the waters of the
loch. It became a sullen ribbon of gray that stretched toward the
west, bounded by the folds and pleats of hills and glens confining
it.

He relinquished his fruitless search for
inner peace and started down the mountainside to Mùirne. Her love
had served as a soothing balm to his soul, as her care helped him
recover from his physical wound. But even in her arms, he could not
find healing of mind.

As the winter weather grew colder, Mùirne’s
body grew larger and her condition became apparent. Ailean tried to
focus his thoughts on the joy of having a new little one, a brother
or sister for Coinneach-òg. The anticipation became one small,
bright part of his life.
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They ate supper in silence. Even Coinneach-òg
remained subdued and withdrawn. Mùirne watched Ailean as he ate,
his eyes averted, shoulders hunched.

I have to find out what’s wrong, why he
won’t talk to me. I wonder what I’ve done to make him so cold to
me. Maybe if I could get him to talk to me about something,
anything, things would be better.

“How was Coinneach today? Is he better?” she
asked.

Ailean grunted in reply.

She drew in a breath. “You’ve never told me
about the battle. What was it like? What happened.”

A flash of unfathomable emotion Mùirne
couldn’t decipher replaced the faraway look in Ailean’s eyes. He
stood, set his bowl on his chair and strode out the door.

Mùirne couldn’t finish her meal. She put
Coinneach-òg to be early, finished her nightly chores and lay
across the bed. After a while, she pulled the blanket over her
shoulders and stared into the semi-darkness, unable to relax and
fall asleep.

She dozed finally and the scrape of the door
opening woke her. She heard it close, heard the bar lowered into
place. And felt Ailean’s presence when he lay on the bed next to
her.

She turned toward him, pulled herself close
to his chilled body, and he gathered her into his arms. She’d felt
secure in those strong arms throughout their marriage, but now
Ailean needed to feel safe, needed a refuge, and Mùirne couldn’t
provide it, no matter how she tried. They lay together, silent and
awake, unable to penetrate the unseen barrier between them.

The next day, it was Una’s turn to herd the
sheep. Mùirne and Brìghde stayed by the fire in Brìghde’s cottage,
carding wool and spinning. The men were busy with their chores, and
the children were playing outside. Mùirne decided to confide in her
mother-in-law.

“I…I don’t know what’s wrong between Ailean
and me, but, things have been…different since he came home. Has
there ever been a time that was…a time when things were not right
between you and Da Aodh?” She didn’t know how to ask Brìghde what
she wanted to know.

Brìghde hesitated, then replied without
looking up, “Has he talked to you about the battle?”

“No. He’s never said a word. I finally asked
him about it last night, and he walked out of the house. He stayed
out in the cold by himself for a long time and—”

“That’s what is troubling Ailean. He has to
come to peace within himself about it.”

“Why? What happened?”

“You’ll have to let him tell you.”

“But he won’t. He won’t talk about it at
all.”

Brìghde laid her carding combs on her lap and
looked at her daughter-in-law’s worried face. “This sometimes
happens to men when they are in battle. They can’t get over the
regret they feel about killing other men.”

“He’s troubled about the fighting?”

“Aye.”

“But he did his duty and fought. Didn’t
he?”

“Aye, and fought well, his Da said. But it
plagues his mind, he suffers over it.” Brìghde stared into the fire
silently for a few moments before speaking again. “Battle affects
men in different ways. I know my son. Ailean will think about it,
and he’ll find a way to make peace with himself.”

She looked into Mùirne’s eyes. “You must be
patient. He probably won’t ever be the same as he was, but he will
find peace.”

A pang of pity brought an ache to Mùirne’s
throat and blurred her eyes. I’ll do what I can to help him get
over this. If it means being patient, I’ll try to be
patient.

____________

 


One afternoon Aodh was on his way to the barn
and heard a voice call, “Hello, the house.”

Aodh turned to see who approached, his hand
on the hilt of his sword. Fearghus MacLachlainn emerged from the
woods, riding one of Ruairidh’s horses.

“Ah, Fearghus. It’s good to see you. Come
inside and warm yourself.” Aodh led the way to his cottage.

“Thank you. I will. It’s bitter cold out
today.” Fearghus dismounted and tied his horse to a rowan tree by
Aodh’s cottage.

They went inside and sat by the fire.

“So, you are home from the army? Will the
others be coming home soon?” Aodh asked. He was anxious to hear
news of his neighbors.

“I doubt if anyone else will be home any time
soon. Ruairidh just sent me to get a few things,” Fearghus said.
“And he told me to see how Ailean and Coinneach are, to see if they
are well enough to return to the army.”

“Ailean is doing some better, but he’s not
well enough to fight. And Coinneach, he still has headaches so bad
he can’t get out of bed some days,” Aodh said, the lines deepening
around his eyes as he thought of his two sons.

“Sorry to hear that.” Fearghus shook his head
sympathetically. He took a breath and said, “You and Niall will
have to return to the army soon.”

“I expected to be called back.” Aodh stared
into the fire. “Do you have any news of the other men?”

“They’re all well.”

“Ah, they’re well. Good. Thank you, Fearghus,
you’ve eased my mind. I’ve been worried.” Aodh paused for a moment
before continuing. “So, Niall and I are to go back to the army.
Where is it now? The last word I had was that Prionnsa Teàrlach was
going into England.”

“I can only tell you what I know, and that is
very little. The army has returned from England. But we
MacLachlainns didn’t go with it. Prionnsa Teàrlach sent us to Perth
to recruit more men for his army. And, of course, none of us but
the chief can do that. They should let the rest of us come home,
but…”

“Hmmm,” Aodh said, noncommittally. He didn’t
want to offend his guest, but even more than that, he didn’t want
to say anything disloyal to the chief.

He noticed Fearghus had lost a considerable
amount of weight.

“Will you stay and have a bite to eat with
us?” Aodh asked.

“I wish I could. But I have to start back
soon. I just had to deliver the message.”

“Of course.”

Throughout the evening after Fearghus’ visit,
memories of happier times came unbidden. Aodh closed his eyes and
saw his sons as young boys, running, laughing, playing. He could
hear them calling: “Daidein, look at this!” “Daidein,
watch me!” “Da!” “Da!”

Now, everything had changed. Coinneach wasn’t
well, might not ever be well and whole again. Ailean was recovering
physically, but he was troubled in his soul. And Niall, well, his
Niall was going back to the army, back into danger.

Aodh’s shoulders sagged under the heavy
burden of his cares.

Why? Why did things have to be this way? He
rubbed a hand over his face, wishing he could rub away all his
worries, wishing he could make everything all right again.

____________

 


“Hello, the house.”

Aodh looked up from his work repairing a
flail that had broken during threshing and saw Gabhran MacEòghainn
and Boisil MacLachlainn and their sons coming down the path. Aodh
hurried to meet them, his mouth stretched in a heartfelt smile of
greeting. The boys went on to their homes, but the men stopped to
talk to Aodh.

“It’s good to see you. How is it that you’ve
come home?” Aodh asked.

“We heard the Argyll Militia was active, and
we got worried. Ruairidh let us come home to check on our
families,” Boisil said. “But he said you and Niall are to come back
right away. Coinneach and Ailean, too, if they’ve recovered
enough.”

“They haven’t.” Aodh stroked his beard. “I
suppose Niall and I had better get ourselves ready to leave.” He
started for the barn, but turned back. “I’ve tried to get
everything done, but there are still some other things that need to
be taken care of before the worst of the cold weather gets
here.”

“We’ll see to it,” Gabhran MacEòghainn
said.

“I didn’t bring the cattle at the
airigh down. They may freeze up there or wander away, but if
we bring them down with the others, they all might starve. And
there’s no way to drive them to market now. I didn’t know what else
to do, so I just left them where they are.”

The men considered the situation without
speaking.

“I suppose you did right. I can’t think of
anything else you could have done,” Boisil said.

“I’m glad you’re home to look after things.”
Aodh headed to the barn to put the tools away.

____________

 


Late in the day, Faolan MacEòghainn came to
the MacLachlainn’s cottage.

“Come sit by the fire,” Brìghde said.

Faolan sat fidgeting, not saying much, as
Niall and Aodh sharpened their swords and dirks. When Niall
replaced his weapons in their scabbards, Faolan asked him to step
outside. Aodh wondered what matter was of such importance that it
would send them into the cold for a private discussion. He glanced
out the window occasionally at them, his curiosity piqued. But he
didn’t want them to suspect he was watching them.

Once, he saw Niall shake his head and step
backward, away from Faolan. His mind returned to the days when
Niall was a little boy, when Aodh knew all his boyish cares and
dreams and wishes. Now, Niall was almost a man and, since the
battle, he had kept his own counsel, not sharing his thoughts with
his father.

Faolan walked away, and Niall came inside. He
perched on the edge of his chair, holding his hands over the fire
to warm them. He scanned the cottage, resting his gaze on each item
of furniture, each fixture. He looked at the blackened rafters
overhead. But he didn’t speak, and Aodh asked him no questions.

Niall stared into the fire, and Aodh sensed a
building tension in his son. Abruptly, Niall stood and went
outside. Aodh watched through the window as Niall scuffed a foot
across the grass, broke a twig from a low bush and twirled it
absently, apparently deep in thought. He paused for a moment, then
headed toward Ailean’s cottage.
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“Brother, it is I, Niall.”

Ailean raised the bar, opened the door and
invited his younger brother inside, out of the cold and wind. “Take
a seat by the fire,” Ailean said to him. “You look cold.”

Niall sat. He stared into the fire, rubbing
his hands. He raised his head and looked into Ailean’s eyes.

“I have to talk to you.” He glanced across
the fire at Mùirne, who was carding wool, and added, “Alone.”

“But can’t you talk here? It’s too cold
outside,” Ailean said. He saw the expression in Niall’s eyes and
gave an impatient grunt. “All right. Just a minute.”

He went to a shelf, took down two old,
tattered féileadh-mòr .

“Here.” He handed one to Niall and draped one
over his head. He wrapped it around himself while Niall did the
same, and they went outside.

Ailean led the way to the leeward side of the
cottage, out of the cold wind, and he asked, “What is it?”

Niall kept his eyes lowered as he said, “I…I
don’t know how to say this.” He raised his eyes to meet Ailean’s.
“I have a bad feeling.”

Ailean made no comment, but his eyes betrayed
a wariness. The family accepted that Niall was blessed, or cursed,
with the Second Sight, a common superstition in the Highlands, and
when Niall said he had a feeling, the members of his family and of
the clan took notice of what he said. Ailean wavered between
accepting the belief others held in his brother’s gift and
rejecting any notion of it.

“I look around me, and…” Niall surveyed their
surroundings, the hills, the lower woods, the cottages. “I don’t
want to be disloyal, but…I have a feeling of dread that this is all
going to pass away. Because of Prionnsa Teàrlach.”

Again, Ailean made no reply. His only
response was a sharp intake of breath. He eased a step backward,
away from Niall.

“It makes me want to run,” Niall continued.
“To run far away where nothing bad can touch me. Can touch us.”

Ailean cleared his throat and blinked his
eyes. “Run away? From what?”

He himself wanted to run at this moment,
wanted to run from his brother and the eerie, crawling sensation in
his gut that Niall’s words created. He tried to distance himself
from what he suspected Niall was trying to say.

“Niall, you’re not a coward. Da didn’t raise
us to be cowardly men. And where would you run to? There’s nowhere
to run. Why would you want to leave your home?”

“That’s just it, I don’t want to leave my
home. But I feel I have to. Before it’s too late.”

“Too late for what?”

Niall shook his head and turned his eyes
toward the ground again. “I don’t know. It’s just a bad feeling I
have. Faolan has the same feeling. We talked about it today.”

“Maybe you feel this way because of the
battle, because of what we did.” Ailean stared at the ridges to the
east, their peaks barely visible in the waning light. “I have bad
feelings, too, Niall. Because of what I did. I can’t get beyond the
memories of it. I can’t get the images of what happened out of my
head. I think about it day and night.”

____________

 


Niall sensed that his older brother wanted to
disregard his premonition, as if pretending he hadn’t heard it
would make it cease to exist.

I wish I could ignore it. I wish I hadn’t
seen…what I saw.

Ailean squatted, pulling the warm woolen
cloth about his bare legs, and leaned back against the cottage
wall. Niall hunkered down beside him.

“You were there. You know what it was like,”
Ailean said. “Doesn’t it torment you, too?”

“What bothers me more is…this feeling of
dread weighing me down. It makes me want to run, to go far away,”
Niall said, trying again to reach Ailean with the warning which
consumed his thoughts.

“I see those men I killed,” Ailean went on,
almost as though Niall had not spoken, as if he could not bring
himself to acknowledge Niall’s fears. “I see their faces. And I see
the ones I wounded. It plagues me. And then, I start to wonder what
kind of warrior I am. Am I a brave man, like I want to be? Or am I
a coward, to think such things?”

“You didn’t run from the fighting, you ran
toward it, so I know you’re brave,” Niall said. “I was afraid, not
knowing what was going to happen. But when I saw you yelling and
running toward the enemy, I didn’t feel so scared. And you fought.
How fierce you were! I wish I could fight as well.”

“But now I feel different than I did that
day,” Ailean said. “I will fight again, if need be. I want to be a
brave warrior for the chief. But I don’t know if I can fight like I
did that day. I don’t want to be the cause of suffering. I don’t
want it on my conscience. And I’m afraid if I have to fight again,
I’ll be thinking about that instead of thinking about making a good
fight.

“I don’t know if we’re supposed to think
about it,” Niall said. “We’re just supposed to do it.”

Ailean looked at Niall for a moment and
laughed. “I’m the older brother, and I’m supposed to teach you, but
you’re explaining things to me.”

Niall said nothing but lowered his eyes.

“I guess what’s important, like Da says, is
doing the right thing, the honorable thing.” Ailean stared into the
darkening sky, then turned to his brother. “You just do what’s
right, even if it’s not what you’d choose, even if it’s not
easy.”

They crouched against the wall in silence,
side by side in the cold as the dark night descended upon them,
each absorbed in his own emotions and thoughts. Finally, Ailean
reached out and put his hand on Niall’s shoulder.

“Thanks, brother, you’ve given me something
to think about, and it’s helping me feel better already. Now, let’s
go back inside where it’s warm. Mùirne probably has something ready
to eat. Have supper with us?”

“But I…” Niall began. He sighed, and his
shoulders sagged. He realized further effort would be useless. The
help he needed would not be forthcoming from his brother. “All
right. I suppose so.”

The haunted look in Niall’s eyes
remained.

____________

 


Aodh and Niall left the next morning. Ailean
stood in his open doorway and watched them as they departed.

I should be going, too. I should be well
by now and ready to go with them. His jaw tightened, and he
slapped his palm against the rock wall. What kind of weakling am
I? I can’t even do my duty.

He went inside the house. He sat on his
chair, leaned over, put his elbows on his knees, and rested his
chin on his fists. Mùirne saw the dark expression on his face and
remained silent.

____________

 


Two weeks later, the day before the
MacEòghainns and other men on the croft were to return to the army,
Faolan disappeared.

____________

 


On a cold, windy day the first week of April,
Ailean sat on a bench outside the barn door repairing the teeth on
the harrow. It was time for spring planting, and he and Coinneach,
with the help of the women, had turned and harrowed the ground on
only three fields. Then the harrow broke. They were now hopelessly
behind, and Ailean was worried.

Someone shouted a greeting, and Ailean looked
up to see Fearghus MacLachlainn riding from the woods.

Ailean laid the harrow aside, stood and
waited for Fearghus to reach him. Fearghus pulled the reins and
stopped the horse when he reached Ailean, but he did not
dismount.

“Won’t you get down and rest a bit?”

“No time. I’ve been sent to bring you and
Coinneach back to Inverness with me right away. Right now.”

“Inverness?”

“Aye. We’ve been there for a while.
Cumberland is marching north toward us and all men are needed now.
The chief said all able-bodied men have to be there. You look
able-bodied. How’s Coinneach?”

“Ask him yourself. He’s in the barn.” Ailean
called out, “Coinneach! Come here!”

Coinneach appeared in the doorway. “Fearghus.
Good to see you. What word do you have of the army?”

“The chief sent me to bring all able-bodied
men to Inverness. Your brother looks well, and you appear to have
recovered, too. You both look like you could make a fight. Go get
yourselves ready. I’ll wait for you, and we’ll go together.”

Ailean headed toward his cottage, trying to
think of a way to tell Mùirne he’d have to go back to the army and
likely do battle again. She was standing at the work table, peeling
vegetables when he stepped inside. She looked up, smiled at him,
and went on with her work. He stood behind her, put his arms around
her body and caressed her swollen abdomen. He leaned over to rest
his chin on her shoulder.

“How’s the little one today?” he asked.

“Restless, kicking. This one’s an active
babe. More, even than Coinneach-òg was.”

“And how’s his mother?”

“I’m fine.” She put the knife down and turned
to face him with a slight frown. “What is it? Something’s wrong,
isn’t it?”

“Well, not really.” He brushed his hair away
from his face. “Fearghus is outside. He came to get us, and—”

“And you have to go back to the army.”

“Yes. I’m recovered enough to fight
again.”

“Isn’t there any way that you can…any way you
could stay home? Not have to go?”

“No. It’s past time I went back. It isn’t
fair for the others to go when I’m not—”

“But the others weren’t wounded and sick like
you. And I don’t think you’re well enough. I’ll tell the chief that
myself.”

“Mùirne, you know that isn’t true. I am well
enough.”

She began wringing her hands. “But you—”

“I have to go.”

“But the baby. You won’t be here to…to see
the baby.” Her voice rose, and she began breathing rapidly.

“Who knows. Maybe I’ll be back before it’s
born.” He reached out and took her hands, holding them in his own
to still them. “I love you, my sweet, and I’ll miss you. But I have
to go. I have to do my duty.”

“No! No! Your duty is to stay with me! I need
you! You promised you’d always stay at my side to protect me! You
can’t go!”

She paused and searched his face. Their eyes
met, and Ailean saw a desperation in her expression he’d never seen
before. He wanted to push it away, to ignore it and the burden it
placed on him.

“I have to go, and you know it.”

“You want to go, don’t you!”

“Mùirne, stop this!”

“Tell the truth! You want to leave me behind
and go!”

Ailean had never heard Mùirne raise her voice
in anger, had never seen her eyes flashing blue fire as they were
now. For a moment, he didn’t respond, but her anger triggered a
response in him as vehement as her own. Words bubbled up and spewed
from his mouth in an angry torrent, uncontrolled.

“Stop behaving like a child!” he shouted.
“You can’t have everything the way you want it all the time! You
can’t stop me from doing what I have to do.”

He ran his fingers through his hair, directed
his gaze at the floor and lowered his voice. “If I hadn’t married
you, I’d be free to do my duty with no worries, I wouldn’t have
become this…this half-way warrior.”

He looked up and saw Mùirne staring at him,
her mouth open, saying nothing. She covered her face with her hands
and her shoulders began to quiver.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “I…I didn’t mean to
say that. And I didn’t mean to shout at you…”

He took her into his arms, kissed her
forehead and tried to hold her close, but her body was rigid and
unyielding. He pushed away from her, gripped her wrists and pulled
her hands from her face. He held her at arm’s length and looked
into her eyes, into an unfathomable icy depth he’d never seen in
them, a coldness he couldn’t penetrate. He looked away.

“Take care of yourself and the little ones
while I’m gone. I have to get ready now.”

He released her, not knowing what else to
say, not knowing how to bridge the yawning rift between them.

____________

 


Fearghus led the way, following a roundabout
route through the hills to avoid being seen by Cambeuls. They
reached Inverness on the thirteenth of April. Ailean and Coinneach
were both tired after the long walk to Inverness, but glad to see
their father and Niall.

“You’re looking fine and fit,” Aodh said to
Ailean, resting a hand on his son’s shoulder.

“You look well, too,” Ailean said.

“Coinneach, have you recovered? Are you still
having headaches?” Aodh asked.

“I’m doing well enough. It’s good to see you,
Da. We’ve missed you. But you,” Coinneach turned his attention to
Niall, who appeared thinner than Ailean had ever seen him. “You
look too fat and lazy. Don’t they make you do anything but sit
around and eat?”

They all laughed.

“And how’s your mother?” Aodh asked.

“Very well. Of course, she’s having to work
hard, like all the women, since there’ve been no men to take care
of things except Ailean and me,” Coinneach answered. “We’ve been
working the fields, trying to get them ready for planting, but with
just the two of us…” He shrugged. “How long do you think it will be
before we can all go home?”

“That I can’t say, son,” Aodh said. “But I
hope it will be soon. Maybe we’ll hear—”

“I’m ready to go now,” Niall interrupted. “We
haven’t been doing anything, haven’t had any battles since Falkirk.
A few regiments have been involved in some skirmishes here and
there. But mostly, we’ve just been sitting here. I wish, if we
aren’t going to fight, we could go home…now…I don’t want to be in
this place.”

“Patience, son,” Aodh began.

“I’m tired of being patient. I want to leave.
Now. I don’t like this place.”

“We’ll leave when our chief tells us to
leave!” Aodh’s voice rang out, stern and harsh. He frowned at
Niall. “What have I told you about speaking out like that?”

Niall turned his eyes away from his father
and stared at nothing, his lips compressed into a straight
line.

“Come,” Aodh said to his two older sons.
“We’ll show you where we bed down.”

____________

 


The next morning, soon after sunup, the
sounds of drums and pipes came echoing through the streets of
Inverness, a summons to arms. Ailean’s pulse quickened. He dressed,
strapped on his sword and followed the others into the gathering
crowd of men.

The MacLachlainn colors fluttered above the
heads of the crowd on one side, and Ailean made his way through the
throng to join his clansmen. When the men had assembled, Prionnsa
Teàrlach Stiùbhart led them out of Inverness, toward the east,
toward Culloden House and Drummossie Moor.
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The march out of Inverness ended in the area
by Culloden House. Ruairidh found a likely place to situate his men
near some woods. He instructed them to find a place to rest, and he
left them.

“He didn’t give us any rations. When are we
going to get something to eat?” Coinneach asked his father.

“I’ll go ask him. Sit down and rest,” Aodh
told him.

Aodh was gone for a long time. He returned
late in the evening, an angry scowl on his face. He sat beside
Ailean without saying a word.

“So, where’s the food? When do we get
something to eat?” Ailean asked him.

After a long silence, Aodh said, “There’s no
ration today.”

“Nothing?”

“I’m so hungry.”

“Surely there has to be something to
eat.”

His three sons all spoke at one time.

“There’s no ration today,” he repeated.
“Nothing.”

His tone caused them all to fall silent, and
they sat for some time without speaking. The sun moved below the
horizon and the chilly day became a frosty night.

“Try to get some rest,” Aodh said at last.
“We don’t know what tomorrow will bring.”

Ailean took off his sword and unfastened his
belt and brooch. He shook out his féileadh-mòr , wrapped
himself in it and tried to settle in for the night. But he didn’t
fall asleep right away because of the rumbling of his empty
stomach.

Early the next morning, Prionnsa Teàrlach led
the army onto nearby Drummossie Moor and their leaders lined up the
men in their battle positions. For the most part, even though they
were hungry, the men were in high spirits and ready to face the
enemy, but there was no sign of the opposing force.

The men began to disperse. Some returned to
the area where they had slept, while others left for Inverness in
search of food.

Coinneach turned to his father, an
uncharacteristic firmness in the expression on his face.

“Da, I’ve got to have some food. If the
Sasunnach had marched on us today, I don’t know if I would
have had the strength to fight. I’m going back to Inverness to get
some food.”

“You can’t do that, son. It could be marked
against you as desertion, and—”

“I’m not deserting. I’ll be back. And I’ll
bring some food for you and Ailean and Niall.”

Niall spoke up. “I’ll go with you.”

Aodh didn’t answer. He watched as they walked
away, his shoulders drooping. He turned to Ailean.

“You’re not going with them?” Aodh asked.

“No. I’ll stay with you. If you can stand the
hunger, so can I.”

The sun slid near the edge of the horizon,
allowing night to lay claim to the day. Ruairidh brought food to
his men, a single oaten bannock for each of them.

“Just one?” Ailean asked, but Ruairidh didn’t
answer.

“Be thankful for what you have,” Aodh
said.

“Where are Coinneach and Niall?” Ruairidh
asked Aodh.

“They went to Inverness to find food,” Aodh
said.

“I hope they don’t get shot for deserting,”
Ruairidh said with a frown.

“They didn’t desert. They went to get food.
They’ll be back.”

Ruairidh shook his head and walked away,
muttering to himself.

Aodh and Ailean devoured the bannocks, which
only whetted Ailean’s appetite.

“Da, I’ve never been this hungry. Not even
that year we had a bad crop,” he said.

“Me either, son.”

Ailean sat on the cold ground, hungry and
miserable. He did not undress, but pulled the upper folds of his
féileadh-mòr over his head for warmth. The longer he thought
about their situation, the angrier he became.

“What’s wrong with the chief? Does he not
care about us anymore? Or has he lost his senses!”

“Ailean! You know better than to speak of
your chief so disrespectfully. I won’t have my son saying—”

“I think the way he’s treating us is
disrespectful,” Ailean said bitterly. “I wonder if he’s
going hungry, too. Or if he and the other chiefs are having plenty
to eat while we starve.”

Aodh said nothing more. He stared through the
deepening dusk at Ailean as though his son was a stranger.

____________

 


The sun had set when the chief came from the
council of war with Prionnsa Teàrlach. He told his tacksmen to form
their men into a column and be ready to march when the order
came.

“March? Where to? And how are these men going
to march when they’re half-starved?” Ruairidh asked.

“It’s Prionnsa Teàrlach’s decision, not
mine,” the chief said. “Just be ready.”

____________

 


Not long after sunset, the order came, and
the columns started to move. Ailean slogged along, grumbling
quietly to himself, wondering what could be the purpose of this
march in the darkness. At last, the column stopped. He lowered
himself to the ground with a groan, exhausted but grateful for the
chance to rest.

After a brief respite, the men were ordered
to move again, and Ailean struggled to his feet. After several
hours of marching through the rough countryside in darkness,
half-asleep on his feet, Ailean heard a distant drum roll ahead and
became alert.

“What do you suppose that is, Da?” he
asked.

“Could be Cumberland’s forces. I suspect
we’ve been marching toward his encampment all night.”

They halted again, but this time Ailean
didn’t sit to rest. He sensed something was wrong. When the men
were ordered to move again, the column veered sharply to the left
and was soon marching in the direction of Inverness. Ailean looked
over his shoulder and saw small dots of fires in the distance
behind them.

About an hour before sunup, in the gray,
pre-dawn light, they were back where they had started from, on the
grounds of Culloden House. When they stopped, Ailean sank to the
ground where he stood and immediately fell asleep.

He was awakened mid-morning under a gray and
cloudy sky. Niall shook his shoulder again. “Wake up! The
Sasunnach are coming!”

Ailean rubbed his eyes and looked up at
Niall.

“I thought you and Coinneach went back to
Inverness.” He rolled over and pulled the woolen fabric of his
clothing closer over his shoulder and closed his eyes.

“We did. We found some food and came back
during the night and everyone was gone. But you’ve got to get up
now. Ruairidh just told us that they’ll be sounding the call to
arms. He wants us formed up and ready to move.”

The MacLachlainn clansmen gathered round
their banner when the chief’s piper began to play. In spite of his
hunger and exhaustion, Ailean felt the now-familiar stirring at the
sound of the pipes, the eagerness to meet the enemy. He took
several slow, deep breaths, trying to gather strength for what lay
ahead.

Lachlainn MacLachlainn sat astride his dun
horse near his piper, surveying his clansmen as they assembled
around him. Another man, whom Ailean didn’t recognize, sat a horse
beside the chief.

“Look lively, there, lads! We’ll soon give
Cumberland a taste of Highland steel!” The chief shouted words of
encouragement to enliven the weary, hungry men. “Come along,
men!”

The chief turned to the men assembled
alongside the MacLachlainns, around the banner of Clan
Mac’Ill’Eathainn.

“And you Mac’Ill’Eathainns will stand beside
us! The two clans with the fiercest fighting men in all the
Highlands joined as one! We’ll be fighting side by side, in the
center of the front line!” He gestured to the man on the horse at
his side. “Teàrlach Mac’Ill’Eathainn, of your brave clan, is my
second-in-command. He will be your lieutenant-colonel in this
fight.”

Teàrlach Mac’Ill’Eathainn swept his gaze over
the assembled men before speaking.

“Men of Clan Mac’Ill’Eathainn. Today we will
join together with the brave men of Clan MacLachlainn. We will
fight as one to avenge the outrages Cumberland’s Cambeuls visited
upon our families while we have been away from home, serving
Prionnsa Teàrlach. They burned our homes, stole our cattle,
stripped our women of their clothing. We will avenge ourselves and
our families!”

Mac’Ill’Eathainn’s riveting words aroused
Ailean, and his weariness lifted a little when they advanced to
take their positions on Drummossie Moor.

Ruairidh and the other officers arranged the
men three deep. Lachlainn MacLachlainn rode to his rightful place
in front of his clan, an attendant on either side and his piper
standing nearby.

Aodh and his sons were in the front line
behind the chief. Boisil MacLachlainn and his sons Raghnall and
Seumas moved into place to their left. Gabhran MacEòghainn and his
son Gòrdan were in position on the other side of the
MacLachlainns.

Ailean glanced at the MacEòghainns, saw the
spot where Faolan should have been standing. He noticed Niall was
looking at the MacEòghainns, too.

“Do you miss Faolan, little brother?” he
asked Niall. “Are you thinking about how he should be here with the
rest of us?”

“No. I was just wishing I had listened to him
and gone to the colonies with him.” Niall’s face, which usually
bore a veiled and otherworldly expression, seemed stripped of its
protective façade. He directed a sharp, tormented gaze at his older
brother.

Ailean’s eyes widened, and he stared at Niall
for a brief moment in shocked silence. Ailean turned his face away,
shaken by his brother’s response. Why would Niall say such a thing?
Surely he wasn’t a coward, couldn’t be a coward.

He turned his attention to the
Sasunnach forces, trying to distance himself from the words
that still echoed through his thoughts. The enemy soldiers were
more than a mile distant. Ailean watched as they formed their
battle line far away over the moor, then reformed their columns and
marched closer. The delay was draining what little energy he had
marshaled, and he wanted the battle to begin while he still had the
strength to fight.

“I wish they’d hurry. I’m tired of waiting,”
he told Niall.

There was no reply. Ailean glanced at Niall.
He was watching the approach of the enemy with an odd expression of
resignation that caused apprehension to skitter through Ailean’s
gut.

“What is it, brother?” Ailean asked.

Niall faced his older brother. “Ailean, if
anything happens, if I…” he paused and took a deep breath. “If I
don’t survive this, I want you to know—”

Ailean interrupted him. “Don’t talk like
that! You will survive! And so will I. You—”

“Let me finish, please. I have to say this,”
Niall said, a shining glaze forming in his blue eyes. “I want you
to know that I love you. You’ve been a good brother to me. Always
remember that. Thank you for everything.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to you. I won’t
let anything happen to you. I couldn’t—” Ailean’s voice clogged,
and he couldn’t continue. He turned away to focus his attention on
the approaching enemy, his breaths coming shallow and rapid. Dread
wormed through his middle, spread upward to his chest.
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A cold wind, laced with intermittent rain,
buffeted Ailean. He pulled the upper folds of his
féileadh-mòr over his shoulders and head, seeking protection
from the icy fingers that plucked at his bonnet and snatched up the
loose fabric of his clothing. Some of the men wore triubhas
and brògan, which kept their legs and feet warm, but Ailean
and his father and brothers were poor and always went barefoot and
clad only in their long-sleeved tunics and féileadh-mòr
.

Ailean’s impatience built as the armies
maneuvered to outflank each other. He stood on one foot and the
other, huffed steamy breaths on his fingers to warm himself. But he
was almost grateful for the discomfort of the cold. It served to
distract him from the chilling distress Niall’s words had birthed
within him.

He felt a slight sting on his face, then
another. The rain blowing out of the northeast was becoming sleet,
and he pulled his féileadh-mòr closer around his head in an
attempt to shut out the frigid wetness.

Why wouldn’t the Sasunnach come closer
so the fight could begin? Ailean worried that if it didn’t start
soon, his hands would be too stiff to grip his sword. He touched
the hilt with his left hand. And the longer the battle was delayed,
the harder it became to push away his growing unease.

A commotion to his left drew his attention.
Prionnsa Teàrlach Stiùbhart rode down the line on a gray horse,
exhorting and encouraging the men. When he drew near, Ailean got a
close look at him.

Ailean had never seen anyone dressed in such
fine clothing. And he, a poor crofter of a small clan, was in the
ranks of service to this noble-looking man. Ailean stood a little
straighter, pulled his shoulders back and listened closely to
Prionnsa Teàrlach’s words. And he took them to heart.

“Be strong! Remember how you put the
Sasunnach to flight at Gladsmuir! Remember how you defeated
them at Falkirk! This will be another in the long line of victories
over the usurper!”

Ailean watched Prionnsa Teàrlach until he
could no longer see him, and he gathered what strength he could for
the coming combat. He would fight with all he had, for Scotland and
for Prionnsa Teàrlach Stiùbhart.

The Sasunnach forces claimed Ailean’s
attention again when they formed their line of battle. A lone man
rode nonchalantly from the enemy line to within a hundred yards,
surveyed the Highlanders, turned his back on them and rode,
unhurried, back to his own line. The rider’s action seemed an
insult, as though he deemed the Highland army unworthy of
concern.

The Highlanders raised a shout up and down
the line, and an answering shout resounded from the enemy lines. A
cannon to Ailean’s right fired at the enemy, and followed by fire
from a cannon on his left. And the Sasunnach cannon opened
fire. The first shot flew over the heads of those in the front line
and toward the dragoons arrayed behind them.

Ailean wanted to begin the fight but no order
came for the charge to commence. He stamped his feet and gritted
his teeth as the enemy fire increased and the shots hit men along
the front line of the Highlanders. His anger built as he saw men
fall to the right and to the left, cut down by artillery fire
before they had a chance to fight.

“We’ve got to charge!” Coinneach shouted to
Ruairidh. “They’ll kill us all where we stand!”

“We have to wait for the order!” Ruairidh
yelled.

“We can’t wait!” Ailean said and drew his
sword.

At that moment, a Sasunnach shell
exploded behind the front line, spraying some of the men on both
sides of Ailean with jagged pieces of metal. Gabhran MacEòghainn
fell dead, his throat torn away by shrapnel from the shell.

The MacAntoisch clansmen arrayed to the right
of the MacLachlainns began their charge, yelling and brandishing
their broadswords. A war cry burst from Ailean’s throat, and he
bolted toward the enemy, followed by Niall and other MacLachlainns
and Mac’Ill’Eathainns. Energy from a source outside himself flooded
his body, and he raced across the moor, veering to the right to
avoid a boggy area directly ahead.

Lachlainn MacLachlainn’s dun horse thundered
past Ailean. The chief raced to get in front of his men to lead the
wild charge of his clan toward the Sasunnach front line. The
chief had not advanced far when a cannon ball struck him and
knocked him from his horse. The dun reared when his rider fell from
the saddle, wheeled and ran back the way he’d come.

Ailean knew before he reached the chief that
his leader lay dead. He stopped at his chief’s side, his fierce,
headlong charge interrupted by a cold desolation, and he stared,
unbelieving, at the mangled body.

Aodh paused beside Ailean, and a groan
escaped his lips when he saw the chief. After a moment, Aodh ran
forward again, taking up the cry that his clansmen were shouting,
“Life or death! Life or death!” Ailean started after him, was a few
paces behind his father when a piece of grapeshot tore into Aodh’s
thigh. He toppled, a stream of blood spouting from his leg. Ailean
fell to his knees beside his father.

“No, son. Don’t mind me,” Aodh gasped. “You
have to fight. Fight them! Kill them all! Avenge your chief!”

A keening howl burst from Ailean’s throat,
and he jumped to his feet. He ran screaming toward the front lines
of the Sasunnach, enveloped in the cloud of choking black
smoke belching from the cannons ahead, unable to see where he was
going.

Other men were hit by grapeshot and fell on
either side of Ailean, but some reached the enemy line when he did.
They wielded their broadswords, brought down the redcoats in the
front line at that spot and continued on to the second line of
soldiers.

A sudden jarring pain in his side caused
Ailean to look down. Blood was spreading from a tear on the left
side of his tunic. He raised his head and caught a glimpse of his
younger brother as Niall brought down a redcoat with one stroke of
his sword. Ailean swung his own sword around to cut down another
redcoat and saw a soldier aim his firearm at Niall’s back.

“NOOOOOOO!!” he shouted as he saw the gun
fire and Niall crumple. Ailean leaped over the bodies at his feet,
ran to the soldier who had shot Niall and plunged his sword into
the man’s body. He pulled his sword out as the redcoat fell and
hacked at the man with a mindless fury.

Then Ailean turned to Niall, who was lying on
the ground, still and quiet.

Ailean groaned as he dropped to his knees at
his brother’s side, and he laid down his sword. He turned Niall
onto his back, and blood poured from the corner of Niall’s mouth.
Ailean cradled his brother’s head on his left arm while he closed
the lifeless eyes with his right hand.

A sudden pain exploded in his head,
accompanied by a flash of light. Blackness descended upon him.
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“Don’t waste the powder. That one’s dead
already.”

A sharp nudge to his ribs brought Ailean
further into awareness. Someone turned him onto his side, and he
felt his dirk slide from its sheath.

“You took the last one. This one’s mine.”

Vision returned to his one slitted eye that
was still open, and he saw two pairs of legs move away, both clad
in triubhas of blue Cambeul tartan. He closed his eye as
pain thrust a jagged spear through his head. Darkness descended and
brought relief.

____________

 


When awareness returned and he opened his
eyes, night had fallen. He tried to move his head, but its weight
fastened it to the ground. He sank into oblivion again.

His next perception was of redness; his
existence, the world, all was red. He opened his eyes but closed
them tight against the bright light shining on his face. And then
the red faded to black once more.

Ailean’s consciousness ebbed and flowed until
at last he awoke enough to raise his head. The movement launched a
sharp throbbing that pierced his head and made him retch. The
heaving stopped, and the pain receded to an unending, monotonous
ache. Ailean took a few deep breaths and looked up into the night
sky.

Where was everyone? What had happened? His
body was so cold and stiff it was hard to move, but with supreme
effort, he managed to raise himself onto an elbow.

He almost cried out when he saw Niall’s
lifeless form lying next to him. His memory flooded back, and he
saw Niall fall, saw blood pour from his mouth. He squeezed his eyes
shut to push the horrible vision away, but the memory remained
seared into his mind.

A sob built in his chest, but he pushed it
down, down. He couldn’t allow it to come out. Ailean lay back, his
breath coming quick and shallow as he struggled against an almost
overwhelming need to weep. The pounding pain in his head served as
a welcome distraction from the excruciating ache in his heart.

When he’d contained his emotions in a small
inner vault, buried and locked tight, he rolled onto his side
facing Niall. Ailean reached out, touched his brother’s icy cheek
and his restraint gave way, allowed his anguish to intensify. He
clamped his teeth together and swallowed, squeezed his eyes shut,
regained control. He took a breath, allowed his fingers brush over
Niall’s hair.

“I’m sorry, little brother,” Ailean
whispered. “I told you I’d protect you, but I didn’t—”

In a sudden flash, he remembered his father,
and desperation, mingled with pain and misery and sorrow, choked
him, and he couldn’t breathe. Where was Da? And where was
Coinneach? He had to find them. What if…NO! He wouldn’t think that.
He wouldn’t believe that. They were…somewhere. He just had to find
them. Da was hurt, Ailean remembered. Da had been hit by grapeshot.
Maybe he was somewhere and a doctor was taking care of him. Yes,
that had to be it.

He had to find Da and Coinneach, had
to.

Ailean tried to rise to his feet, but his
head spun and forced him to lie back. When the dizziness subsided,
he raised himself and propped on an elbow again. He peered into the
darkness at the pinpoints of fires around the perimeter of the
moor. Vague shapes of objects close by became visible at times when
the clouds parted and allowed light from the sliver of moon to
penetrate the black night.

Ailean tried to get his bearings on the
unfamiliar ground. He remembered that past the park, the ground
slanted downhill toward the River Nairn. Thoughts of the river
brought an overwhelming desire for water; he had to have water,
felt as if he would die if he didn’t get water at this moment.

He inched toward the river, pulled himself
along on his belly. In front of him was a mound of tartan-clad
bodies. He turned his head away, veered around it. He couldn’t look
at those bodies, afraid of what he might see.

He crawled along until he saw the form of a
soldier ahead, holding a musket on his shoulder, the bayonet
prodding the sooty sky. The sentry turned and walked toward a
nearby fire. Ailean resumed his advance, an inch at a time. When he
was too tired to go farther, he rolled into a clump of thick weeds
and slept.

Ailean awoke in full daylight. And as soon as
he opened his eyes, he remembered. A groan escaped his lips at the
thought of Niall. He covered his eyes with his hands, wishing he
could push the awful sight of his brother’s death from his
mind.

The memory of Niall’s face when he was a
little boy floated from the past into Ailean’s mind, a smiling face
surrounded by blond curls, looking so much like Coinneach-òg.
Except for one thing: Coinneach-òg was physically robust and firmly
rooted in life, while Niall had been a dreamy boy with an
other-worldly outlook. A series of images of Niall as a child
passed in succession through Ailean’s memory.

Himself and Coinneach laughing at Niall’s
first clumsy attempts to handle a broadsword. Niall running to meet
them when they were returning from a cattle drive, before he was
old enough to accompany them. Niall playing his fiddle at Ailean’s
wedding. He saw the shy smile that was ever present on Niall’s
face, the blue eyes that seemed to see into forever.

Gone. All gone, wiped out in an instant by a
ball from the musket of a vile Sasunnach soldier.

But Niall wouldn’t have been here if Ailean
had listened to him. Ailean had told him he had to do the honorable
thing, had to fight. It was Ailean’s fault Niall came here and
died. The knowledge of his responsibility for Niall’s death was too
much to bear. Ailean panted, rubbed his eyes, tried to push the
memories away.

A shout from the moor claimed his attention.
He parted the weeds and looked through them. A group of redcoats
walked over the battlefield. They stopped and poked their bayonets
into the bodies of Highlanders strewn across the moor.

As he watched, Ailean realized some of those
bodies still held life. One soldier laughed when an arm was flung
up in a vain attempt to ward off the bayonet, and he repeatedly
stabbed the man. Another grabbed a man by his hair, raised him and
slashed his throat with a knife.

Other soldiers dragged some of the wounded to
a low rock wall, propped them against the wall and shot them. One
redcoat must have seen movement from one of the men he had shot. He
bashed the man’s skull with the butt of his musket.

Ailean ground his teeth in impotent rage. He
had no strength, no weapon, and knew he could do nothing to stop
the murders. He could be of no help to the wounded men. He tried to
tear his eyes away from the gruesome sight but could not.

After the soldiers moved to another part of
the moor, Ailean lay face-down in the weeds, gasping, fighting to
stifle an overwhelming dread that threatened to engulf him. The
redcoats must have won the battle. How else could they have gone
unchallenged over the battlefield dealing death to helpless
Highlanders? But if they had won…

Da! Where was Da? Was he…was he there on the
battlefield, one of the bodies the soldiers were abusing? And
Coinneach? NO! It couldn’t, it mustn’t be true!

For a moment, Ailean couldn’t breathe,
struggled but couldn’t get his breath. He rolled onto his side,
curled his body, drew in his head and arms and legs. With muscles
clenched tight, he lay immobile as wave after wave of torment, both
physical and emotional, washed over him. Long minutes passed while
he lay oblivious to his surroundings.

His awareness was penetrated by a small
noise. Ailean rolled his pounding head toward the source. Silence.
He listened, unmoving. Maybe the wind had caused the sound. When he
moved once more, he heard it again, a rustling in the brush.

The sighing of the breeze blended with a
whisper that called his name. “Ailean?”

A sob rose in his chest, clutched at his
throat. He choked it back. Someone had called him! Was it Da?

“Aye?” he whispered. “Da?”

“No. It’s Ruairidh,” came the hushed reply.
“Are you badly wounded?”

“Ruairidh? My head is hurt. And my side. Are
you all right?”

Ruairidh whispered. “No. I’ve got one leg
injured. And a cut across my stomach. It’ll be dark soon. Just be
still and quiet until then. If they find us, they’ll kill us.”

Ailean relaxed a little, comforted by
Ruairidh’s presence. But…if only it was Da or Coinneach in the
brush…he fell asleep. Ruairidh woke him after night fell.

“Wake up. We have to go. We’re fortunate they
didn’t check this area yet, but they probably will tomorrow,”
Ruairidh whispered. “Can you walk?”

“I tried to stand up but I couldn’t,” Ailean
answered. “But I can’t leave. I have to find Da and Coinneach.”

Ruairidh laid his hand on Ailean’s shoulder.
“They…are both dead. I saw Coinneach die…torn apart by grapeshot at
the same time I was hit.”

“Coinneach…dead?”

“And I fell beside Aodh when I was wounded. I
was with him when he…” Ruairidh said, and his voice broke. He took
a breath and continued, “when he died.”

“My da? He…he’s…”

“Yes. And, Ailean, he died feeling proud of
you. He asked me, if I survived, to tell you he was proud to have a
son who was such a fierce warrior…”

Ailean’s throat tightened and his eyes grew
hot.

“Proud of me?” But I didn’t follow
orders.

“He saw you and Niall charging the enemy,
running straight into the cannon fire, and he…” Ruairidh paused
again. “Niall?”

Ailean couldn’t speak. He covered his eyes
with his hands.

“I’m sorry,” Ruairidh said. “But we have to
leave now. There’s nothing we can do for them. It won’t help them
if we stay and are killed, too.”

“But they—”

“And what of our families?” Ruairidh
continued. “You remember what Teàrlach Mac’Ill’Eathainn said before
the battle. Cambeuls burned their homes, stole their cattle and
stripped the women. What if they are doing the same to our
families?

Mùirne! Coinneach-òg! Ma! The thought
shot through Ailean’s grief and energized him.

“We have to get home. What might they do to
them!” Ailean pushed himself up with an abruptness born of urgency
but lay down again when a sharp spike of pain drove through his
skull and started his head spinning. The dizziness made him retch.
Ailean lay panting, eyes closed, until the dry heaves ceased and
worst of the pain subsided to a dull ache.

“Raise yourself a little at a time,” Ruairidh
advised.

He helped Ailean up into a sitting position
and got a clearer look at him.

“We have to clean our wounds so they won’t
fester. Let’s go down to the river, and I’ll do what I can about
your head,” Ruairidh said.

“Aye. I need a drink.”

Ailean had to stop often to rest but at last
they reached the river. They crawled onto a gravel spit and lay
there at the water’s edge, drinking their fill. Ailean quenched his
thirst. He plunged his head into the icy water. It chilled him
further but numbed his headache. Ruairidh helped him clean the
clotted blood from his scalp, then attended to his own wounds.
Ailean pulled up his tunic to bathe his side.

“I think we’ve done the best we can do,”
Ruairidh said. “Let’s get moving. It looks shallow enough here to
wade across. Come.”

“I have to say something first.”

“Then say it.”

“I…I’m sorry. I didn’t follow orders again,
didn’t wait for the command to charge.”

Ruairidh sat silent for a moment. “Ailean,
you did the best you could. I find no fault with what you did.”

“But after Gladsmuir, you said—”

“That was different. But here? There was
nothing anyone could have done here. Too many mistakes were made.
But you fought bravely. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Then—”

“I think you’re a brave warrior. I’m proud
we’re kinsmen.”

Ailean sat for a moment, drinking in
Ruairidh’s words. Words which were more refreshing to his spirit
than the water of the River Nairn had been to his body.

They helped each other stand. Ruairidh pulled
Ailean’s left arm across his shoulder and half-supported the big
man as they waded into the river, helping Ailean keep his balance
when his head reeled and made him unsteady. And Ailean served as a
crutch for Ruairidh and made him more stable as he hobbled on his
good leg. Neither man could stand or walk by himself, but together,
they were able to move forward. They angled across the river as
they searched for the shallowest place to cross.

“I see a small thicket. We’ll rest there a
little.”

When they reached the bank, they crawled
under the leafless bushes and lay down.

“Pull your féileadh-mòr over your head
and arms and pull your legs up so they’ll be covered. If we fall
asleep and daylight comes, we’ll be hard to see in the brush if
we’re wrapped and lie still,” Ruairidh said.

“Which way do we go? I don’t know this place.
And I didn’t pay enough attention when Fearghus brought Coinneach
and me…” Ailean’s voice began to quaver as he said his brother’s
name. He paused until he regained control. “I don’t remember enough
about how we got here to make my way home.” Another thought
assailed him. “Fearghus. Where is Fearghus?”

Ruairidh didn’t speak for a moment. “He
didn’t make it. I know the way home. But we’ll have to cross over
Loch Ness and make our way down the north shore. There are woods
where we can hide and no mountains to climb. And I have friends
along there who’ll help us. Wounded like we are, we’d never make it
if we tried to go home the way we came. Are you rested enough now
to walk awhile?”

“Yes. But…” Ailean said and paused. “What
about the rest? Boisil? Gabhran? The others?”

“Gone.”

“Gone? All of them?” Ailean took a shuddering
breath. For a moment, he couldn’t absorb the finality of Ruairidh’s
words. “But…all of us?”

“There were a few MacLachlainns who weren’t
killed. When I hid after the battle, I saw some other clansmen
escape. But of your croft, you survived. No one else did.”

They sat silent as each tried to accept the
enormity of their loss.

“If you can move, let’s go,” Ruairidh
said.

The two men helped each other stand, and they
leaned on one another as they eased along, stopping occasionally to
rest for a moment or two. But each time they paused, Ailean urged
Ruairidh on. His one driving purpose was Mùirne: he had to get home
to her.

Ailean said farewell in his heart to Da,
Niall and Coinneach. And to the other men. They were gone, beyond
his ability to help them.

But Mùirne. He had to get home to her and
Coinneach-òg. He had to protect her, as he’d promised he always
would. He’d promised to protect Niall, too, but…

As he remembered his words to Niall, Ailean’s
mouth grew dry, and his breath caught in his throat. He was so far
away and Mùirne was so fearful and helpless and alone.

____________

 


“The report I received said the clan was
devastated. Most of them died in the battle. The Duke had told
Lachlainn MacLachlainn before all this business began that if he
called his clan out for Prionnsa Teàrlach, they’d have to fight
their way through us to get back to their homes,” Ualraig said with
a shake of his head. “Now, we won’t have to worry about that.”

The MacLachlainns dead! Latharn couldn’t
suppress the gleeful smile that stretched his lips. If MacLachlainn
was dead, Mùirne was a widow. She would be his at last. He would
send Odhran and Dùghall to find out where she lived, and then he
would go claim his heart’s desire.



____________

 


“Yet when the rage of battle
ceased,

The victor’s soul was not appeased,

The naked and forlorn must feel

Devouring flames and murdering steel!

 


“The pious mother, doomed to
death,

Forsaken wanders o’er the heath;

The bleak wind whistles round her head;

Her helpless orphans cry for bread.

 


“Bereft of shelter, food, and
friend,

She views the shade of night descend;

And, stretched beneath the inclement
skies

Weeps o’er her tender babes — and dies.

 


“While the warm blood bedews my
veins,

And unimpaired remembrance reigns,

Resentment of my country’s fate

Within my filial breast shall beat.”

 


— from “The Tears of Scotland”

by Tobias Smollet

 


 


TWENTY-SIX

 


The afternoon sun displayed its light in
broken, shifting patterns upon the path beside Ailean. Fleeting
clouds blocked its rays intermittently, and new spring leaves on
branches that overhung the trail tattered the light and sprinkled
pieces of it onto the shadowed earth.

He moved faster now that he’d passed Cambeul
territory and was nearing home, but caution still slowed his steps,
and he paused in the brush to listen from time to time. He wanted
to get home before sunset but things he’d seen and heard during the
long journey from Culloden heightened his awareness of danger and
made him move slowly, deliberately.

Ruairidh left him when the path forked,
turning aside to go to his own home. He asked Ailean to accompany
him, but Ailean couldn’t wait one moment longer to see that his
home and family were safe, to assure himself that all was well.

But, all was not well. He stopped,
crouched upon the moss with his head in his hands and blinked to
forestall tears, ground his teeth to stifle groans that rose in his
throat. Ailean tried to shove the horrific battlefield images from
his mind. He forced himself to take slow, deep breaths to deaden
the grief, to push the pain away.

Now that he was near home and Da, Coinneach
and Niall, Oh, Niall! were not here, heartache poured
through him, fresh and new again.

Visions flashed from his memory, one by one.
Once again, Da fell as a fragment of metal from the
Sasunnach cannonade tore through his leg. And Da’s words
echoed in his ears, “Fight them! Kill them all! Avenge your chief!”
Ailean watched as Niall fell. He looked again into Niall’s lifeless
eyes and saw blood pour from his brother’s mouth.

After a time, the images faded, but the
torment they left behind lingered. Ailean pushed his suffering down
again, locked it deep inside. He rose to a crouch, scanned the
woods and listened. He heard no disturbing sounds, and nothing
seemed out of the ordinary. He took a trembling breath and
continued creeping through the woods parallel with the path.

When Ailean reached the bùrn, he
stopped and listened. No sounds announced a threat, no danger
showed itself in the greening undergrowth. He emerged from the
bushes, knelt on the bank and quenched his thirst. He bathed his
face, stood, and dusted his knees. He stepped across the narrow
stream and slipped without a sound into the sheltering brush once
more, headed home.

He topped the hill overlooking the croft,
paused and surveyed the scene below. His cottage, like the others,
was whole, unscathed. The door stood open, awaiting him, inviting
him. All looked peaceful in the late afternoon sunlight.

And quiet.

He closed his eyes in a silent prayer of
thanks and breathed a deep essence of home. Ailean wanted to run
down the hill and across the bare yard to Mùirne’s comforting arms,
but he made himself squat in the thick undergrowth to observe. He
had learned not to rely on his perceptions, not to trust
appearances, but to assure himself that what seemed to be so, was
so.

When he and Ruairidh traveled through
Lochaber on their way home, they happened upon scenes of wanton
murder and destruction committed by the Sasunnach and the
Argyll Militia. In some places, burned shells of houses still
smoldered, and, on one croft, the bodies of women and children lay
strewn outside their destroyed homes, struck down for no reason
Ailean could understand.

After each such observation of inhuman
cruelty, anxious imaginings and visions of the destruction of his
own home built in Ailean’s mind. He and Ruairidh pushed themselves
harder, faster, allowing for little rest. Ailean knew he couldn’t
relax until he reached home. And now, here he was at last.

As he observed his home from the concealing
underbrush, he anticipated lying in Mùirne’s arms, warm and
comforted. But he knew that could not be, even if the trouble
hadn’t yet reached this far. If he let his guard down for even one
night, it could mean capture or death. He would make sure that
Mùirne, Coinneach-òg and the others were safe, then he would find a
place to hide. Maybe at the airigh.

Ailean satisfied himself nothing was amiss
and began a slow circling of the cottages, remaining hidden in the
surrounding woods. He called himself foolish for wasting this
precious time, but even so, something held him back. He continued
his slow progress around the back of the croft, watching and
listening. When he eased around and could see the open door of his
own cottage again, he remained concealed behind the bushes to watch
and listen for a time.

A feeling, an idea, something…something
contracted his muscles, drew them tighter, tighter. A gradual
awareness crept through Ailean as he hunkered down in the brush,
something…wasn’t quite right. He could see nothing wrong, but
something…a thought at the back of his mind, unrecognized…something
tried to break through into his awareness.

Silence. Dead silence.

There should be some small sounds. From this
distance, he should be able to hear an occasional word, hear the
sounds of Mùirne’s cooking or housework or the sounds of the
animals penned in the byre for the night. He should be able to hear
the voice of Coinneach-òg as he played.

But there was only silence.

And yet, there was the open door, the
promised warmth of hearth and home beckoning to him. Surely all was
well.

When he could wait no longer, Ailean raised
himself to a crouch and sidled across the bare yard to the side of
the cottage, scanning his surroundings for signs of trouble. He
stayed low as he crept along the wall.

Ailean reached the door and straightened,
stood with his back flattened against the cold stone wall. Then he
ducked through the doorway and entered the cottage. And froze.

Mùirne sat on the floor in the corner, the
side of her face bruised and swollen, staring at nothing, cradling
the still, stiff form of Coinneach-òg in her arms, rocking him
gently back and forth. Lying near her feet was Ma, her throat cut
and blood pooled and congealed under her head.

The money bag lay empty on the floor at
Mùirne’s side.

A half-stifled sob made its way out of his
aching chest. The sound penetrated Mùirne’s daze, and she raised
her eyes. She looked at him for a few moments, as though she didn’t
realize who was standing before her.

“I…I was afraid they were going to kill us,
going to kill us all. I…I offered them the money, to…to leave us
alone, to spare my son. They took it, then they laughed at me and…”
She looked down at Coinneach-òg, caressed his blond curls.
“Why?”

“Who did this?”

“It’s the Cambeuls…” The words issued
from Mùirne’s lips in a strange, childlike tone Ailean had never
heard before.

Murderous rage erupted through him, and he
trembled from the force of it. Then despair welled up, filled him,
pushing the rage aside. He knelt by Mùirne and gently pried her
arms from around their dead son. He took Coinneach-òg into his own
arms, placed a kiss on the cold little brow, and laid the lifeless
body on the boy’s small bed.

Ailean returned to Mùirne. She still sat on
the floor, rocking, her hands lying limp on her lap. Something was
different about her; what was it? He leaned over to help her up off
the floor, and it came to him. Her belly no longer protruded,
wasn’t distended with the child she was carrying when he left.

“The baby. Where is the baby?” he asked.

She kept rocking.

“Mùirne. Look at me,” Ailean said, raising
his voice. “Where is the baby?”

She blinked, tried to focus on his face. “The
baby? The baby…the baby…”

Her eyes turned toward a small bundle of rags
on the other side of the cold hearth.

Ailean went to it and hesitantly picked up
the little parcel. He pulled back the cloth and revealed a
perfectly-formed, dead baby boy.

“There was no one to help…and he couldn’t
breathe…he never breathed…he never cried, and he never
breathed…”

Ailean laid the baby down, came to Mùirne and
took her hands in his. He pulled her to her feet, but she couldn’t
stand. He swung her into his arms, carried her to the bed, and laid
her on it. She rolled onto her side and curled into a ball. Ailean
pulled a blanket over her shoulders and went to his mother’s
side.

As he looked down at her weathered features,
the wrinkled brow, the calloused hands, hatred and anger so filled
him he could scarcely breathe.

I can’t endure this. I…I…

He tore his eyes from the sight, tilted his
head back and stared at the rafters overhead.

What am I going to do?

He stumbled out the door, leaned back against
the wall, eyes closed, hands clenching, unclenching. He regained
control, cleared his throat and looked around.

All was quiet.

He went to Coinneach’s cottage. No one was
there. A quick check of the other neighbors’ homes showed they were
all empty.

Ailean got a spade from the barn and trudged
up the knoll near the upper woods. He dug three shallow graves,
attacking the ground with the spade as if the farming implement was
a weapon and the earth was his enemy, his breath coming in rasping
gasps. When he finished, he carried the bodies, one by one, and
laid them in the ground.

Ailean buried his mother first.

He placed her body in the grave and said,
softly, “Ma, I’m sorry. It’s my fault. If only I’d got here
sooner—” His voice broke, and he paused. “Now, I’m the only one
who’s left to mourn you, and I can’t even cry for you. I’m too
angry to cry. Good-bye, Ma.”

He covered her with a blanket and filled the
grave with the earth she had trod most of her life.

Coinneach-òg was next.

Ailean looked at his son one last time,
stroked the soft blond curls that framed the little face, felt the
dried blood that matted the curls on the back of the small, dear
head.

“You were a brave little man,” he said, with
a catch in his voice. “I was so proud of you.” Ailean hugged
Coinneach-òg, wrapped him in a blanket and laid him in the small
grave.

Then the baby.

Ailean pulled back the tattered cloth
wrapping and stared at the baby’s tiny features. He trailed a
finger across the delicate cheek in an unfelt caress. He covered it
again and placed the bundle into the hole.

As the last rays of the sun streaked through
the clouds from the blood-red western sky, he shoveled dirt into
the small grave and buried the last of his dreams.

Ailean returned to his cottage, closed and
barred the door. He climbed into bed fully clothed, lay on his side
behind Mùirne and put his arms around her. He fell asleep, and
during the night, he awoke once to find Mùirne had turned toward
him, put her arm across his waist and her head on his shoulder,
like she always did in her sleep on any other ordinary night.

But this was not any other night. And nothing
was ordinary any more. Nothing was the same, would ever be the same
again.

How could they survive? Ailean wasn’t sure
that he wanted to survive. His dreams of a good, simple life with
the woman he loved, surrounded by family and friends, were crushed,
destroyed. Everything he had loved or wanted was gone.

All except Mùirne. But even she was not the
same, was not his lovely Mùirne. There was only an empty shell in
his arms where Mùirne had dwelt.

____________

 


Cannons were thundering. But no. It wasn’t
cannons, couldn’t be cannons.

It took a few seconds for Ailean to fully
awaken and realize where he was. He was at home, in his bed.
Someone was pounding on his door. He sat bolt upright and jumped
off the bed. He looked around desperately for something to use for
a weapon and but found nothing. His walking stick, like his sword,
lay somewhere on Drummossie Moor, and his dirk had been stolen.

“Mùirne MacPhàrlain! Open this door, Mùirne!
Open it or we’ll break it down!”

He heard a piteous cry from Mùirne, “No, no,
no…”

He turned to her. She sat in the middle of
the bed, her hands wringing and twisting about each other, her eyes
wide, staring at him in terror but not seeing him, whimpering “No,
no, no…”

“It’s me, my love. It’s me,” he began as he
heard the door splinter behind him.

He whirled around to see two men in Cambeul
tartan invading his small home.

“This is my home,” he shouted. “You are
trespassing on MacLachlainn land. Leave! Leave while you still
can!”

“MacLachlainn! What are you doing here?” said
Latharn Cambeul, as he entered the cottage behind his two men. “We
heard that just about all of you MacLachlainns who fought at
Culloden were dead.”

“Latharn!”

“And it’s not MacLachlainn land any more. All
the land of you Jacobite rebels has been forfeited. You are the one
who is trespassing on land that now belongs to the king. And,
probably, will soon belong to me,” Latharn said with a sneer.

He glanced around the cottage with disdain.
“To think Mùirne MacPhàrlain has lived in this hovel with a stupid
oaf like you when she could have—” He broke off as he caught sight
of Mùirne, with her bruised face, sitting on the bed.
“MacLachlainn, what have you done to her!”

“Not I. You! I found her like this
yesterday. She said it was you Cambeuls who did this to her. And
killed our son.”

Ailean moved so he stood between the men and
Mùirne. The only thing he had left to use for her protection was
his physical body. He’d give his life before he would let one of
the Cambeul men touch his beloved Mùirne again.

“No. It wasn’t me. I’ve never been here
before. My men told me that this was Mùirne’s cottage.” He glared
at each of his men, one of whom lowered his gaze to the floor.
“Odhran! You were just supposed to come find out where she
lived…and you did this?”

“It wasn’t me who hit her!” Odhran looked
accusingly at Latharn’s other henchman, who was standing near
Ailean.

“You did this, Dùghall?”

“I couldn’t help it!” Dùghall said. “The boy
kept kicking me! Then he bit me, and when I slapped him off, his
head hit the wall, and she and the old woman attacked me, and—”

Ailean yelled hoarsely and lunged at Dùghall.
Ailean grabbed Dùghall by the throat, and they fell together to the
floor. Latharn and Odhran kicked Ailean’s ribs and stomach, kicked
his barely healed side, but couldn’t make him let go. One kick from
Latharn’s booted foot caught Ailean under the chin, his eyes rolled
back in his head, and he collapsed.

“Take off his féileadh-mòr. Hold his
arms down and wrap it around him so he can’t move,” Latharn
ordered. “And drag him outside.”

He turned to Mùirne, who was inching backward
on the bed away from him, still whimpering.

“Come, come, my dear. No need to fear me,” he
said in his most charming tones. He leaned over, grasped her arms
and pulled her off the bed. “Come along. You’ll feel better later,
when this is all over and I get you home.”

He put his arm around her shoulders and
half-supported her as he steered her through the cottage. When they
emerged from the cottage, Mùirne saw Ailean lying helpless on the
ground. She shrieked and broke free from Latharn’s grasp. She ran
to Ailean and fell to her knees beside him, plucking at the fabric
that bound him. Latharn grabbed her arm, yanked her up and held
her.

“As long as this whelp lives, you only have
thoughts for him, do you?” Latharn said. “Well, I’ll take care of
that. I’ll remove him from your life forever.”

Mùirne moaned and wailed, her cries growing
louder and louder.

“Stand him against the wall over there,”
Latharn commanded.

Dùghall and Odhran pulled Ailean to his feet
and propped him against the wall of the cottage. His consciousness
was returning, but he was still groggy and stood swaying.

“Remember, MacLachlainn, I told you once that
you would pay? Now’s the time for that payment.”

Latharn pulled a pistol from his belt and
aimed it at Ailean’s chest. He released his grip on Mùirne’s arm
for a moment and held the heavy pistol with both hands to steady
it. Mùirne bolted toward Ailean as Latharn fired, her arms spread
wide protectively. The piece of lead from Latharn’s pistol slammed
into her back, and she took two faltering steps, fell against
Ailean and slid to the ground.

Ailean dropped to his knees beside her,
struggling to free his arms so he could touch her, hold her.
“Mùirne! Mùirne!” he cried his voice rasping with sobs torn from
the depths of his soul.

She looked into his eyes and whispered,
“I…I’ll love you…forever.”

____________

 


Latharn stood staring, unbelieving. He glared
at the pistol for a moment, then flung it from him as hard as he
could. He saw the expression of selfless devotion in Mùirne’s eyes
as, dying, she beheld Ailean for the last time. And Latharn knew he
would never receive such a look from her.

He began pacing, fury and self-pity mingling
with the boiling mass of hatred he felt for Ailean MacLachlainn. He
wanted to kill MacLachlainn with his bare hands, wanted to rip him
apart. No! He wanted to cut MacLachlainn into tiny pieces with his
dirk, a little at a time. Latharn wanted to make MacLachlainn
suffer. How could he make him suffer most?

 


 


TWENTY-SEVEN

 


A cannon fired, and the sound reverberated up
and down Loch Fyne. The echoes had hardly faded when it fired
again. Some of the men in the cell looked toward one another in the
semi-darkness, wondering. But not Ailean MacLachlainn.

“Don’t you want to know what’s happening,
MacLachlainn?” the guard said.

He peered through the small grate into the
stone-walled chamber and laughed. He was one of Latharn Cambeul’s
men, and he missed no opportunity to taunt or harass Ailean.

“That sound is the cannon on a Royal Navy
ship. They’re going to batter your clan’s castle into rubble. By
tonight, Castle Lachlainn will be a pile of worthless debris. Like
you.” He laughed again.

Ailean sat on filthy straw strewn on the cold
floor of the cell, unresponsive. Nothing mattered any more. Insults
which would once have made him draw his sword to do battle produced
no anger, no urge to fight.

He felt as though his body was dry chaff from
which the grain of life had been threshed. All that had meaning in
his life had been swept away. There was nothing left to love,
nothing left to care about, nothing left that could make him angry.
It was as if he himself had been pounded into dust and blown away
by a breath.

The resounding boom of cannon fire continued
throughout the day.

____________

 


A key rattled in the lock, and a soldier
swung the heavy wooden door open. Another entered the cell with a
lantern. The men inside blinked and squinted at the unaccustomed
light. Some shifted their positions, chains clinking and scraping
on the stone floor.

A man dressed in Lowland clothing,
accompanied by two redcoats, strode through the open door. He
pulled a handkerchief from his sleeve, put it to his nose and took
a step backward. He said something in the unintelligible
Sasunnach tongue to the soldiers, handed one of them a
folded paper and hurried away, his footsteps echoing down the
corridor.

The soldier read what was written on the
paper and said something the Gaelic-speaking men in the cell could
not understand. Most of them stared at him with blank expressions.
He stepped farther into the cell, and, since Ailean sat closest to
the door and was nearest his foot, kicked Ailean’s leg with the
hard toe of his boot.

“He said to stand up,” said Ruairidh, who
could understand English.

The prisoners began to stand, but they were
not moving fast enough to please the soldier, and he administered
another kick, this time to Ailean’s hip.

“‘Get up’ is not all he said,” muttered
another of the inmates of the cell. “I don’t understand much of
their jabber, but I know part of what he said. He called us ‘filthy
dogs.’”

When the men had struggled to their feet, the
soldier read aloud from the paper.

“He says we have drawn lots and five of us
have been selected,” Ruairidh told the men.

“Drawn lots? When did we draw lots?” one man
asked.

“That’s what they’ve written on the paper,
probably to fulfill some law. Who knows how they picked the five,”
Ruairidh said.

The soldier stopped reading and spoke harshly
to the men.

“He said to be silent,” Ruairidh said under
his breath.

When the murmuring ceased, the soldier
continued reading.

“He says those five men will be taken to
Carlisle to be tried for treason and punished for all of us.
They’ll be hung. The rest of us will be transported to the
plantations,” Ruairidh told his cell mates. “He says we will never
see Scotland again.”

“Plantations? Where is that?” asked another
prisoner.

“Somewhere in the colonies, I think. I don’t
know. I’m just telling you what he said,” Ruairidh answered. “And
he says to step forward when he reads your name.”

“Thomas Cameron,” the soldier read.

The Camshron clansman moved forward and stood
in front of the soldier.

“Rory McLachlan.”

Ruairidh took his place behind Tòmas
Camshron.

“Alan McLachlan.”

Ailean shuffled forward to stand behind
Ruairidh.

“James McLean.”

Seumas Mac’Ill’Eathainn moved into place
next.

When the soldier finished reading the list,
the men whose names had been read were led down the corridor and
out of the building. Other soldiers waited outside to escort them
to the shore of Loch Fyne.

“Look over there.” Ruairidh inclined his
head, gesturing toward a small crowd of gawkers.

Ailean looked in the direction Ruairidh had
indicated and saw Latharn Cambeul standing at a short distance,
watching, arms crossed and feet planted wide. Ailean stopped and
glared at Latharn, his hands clenching and unclenching.

He raised an arm, pointed a finger at Latharn
and screamed “Murderer!”

Before the soldiers could stop him, Ailean
started to run toward Latharn, his arms outstretched, his fingers
curved like talons. But the shackles on his ankles tripped him, and
he fell to his knees. He crawled toward Latharn emitting a
guttural, animal-like growl of outrage.

A soldier clubbed Ailean’s back with the butt
of his musket, and Ailean fell on his face, gasping in pain. Two
soldiers seized his arms and lifted him, shouting at him in the
Sasunnach tongue. They dragged him back to the line of
prisoners and set him on his feet.

Ailean struggled to keep his footing,
wheezing and straining to get his breath, one soldier on each side
of him, propelling him forward.

Small boats awaited them at the shore. The
prisoners were conveyed, eight in each boat, to a ship anchored in
the loch. Ailean and Ruairidh were assigned to the same boat.

As it moved across the water, Ruairidh took
one long last look across the loch at Clan MacLachlainn lands. When
he got a glimpse of the ruins of Castle Lachlainn, he sucked in an
audible gasp and averted his eyes, stared at the shackles on his
ankles. He set his jaw, raised his head and turned it away from the
last view of his home.

Ailean scanned the glens and hills and
mountains where he had lived and worked and played all his life.
Niall’s words drifted from his memory.

“I have a feeling of dread that this is
all going to pass away, and it makes me want to run. To run far
away where nothing bad can touch me. Can touch us.”

His gaze came to rest on the heights where
he’d sat and planned his future, where he’d daydreamed of an
exciting life of adventure as a warrior, had fantasized about a
peaceful life with a woman who loved him, surrounded by family and
friends.

Niall had been right. Everything had passed
away, everything Ailean held dear was gone. And he wished he had
died beside Niall that day on the moor, wished that he’d not
survived to see this day.

The Sasunnach sailors mocked the
Highlanders as they rowed them to the ship. Ruairidh didn’t
translate the insults. He sat in silence, his back rigid and his
eyes straight ahead on the ship.

Almost a year of imprisonment, insufficient
food and no exercise had left the prisoners debilitated. Heavy
chains on their arms and legs made climbing the rope ladder to the
ship’s deck difficult. The sailors jeered at the prisoners’
inability to climb the ladder. Although the Gaelic-speaking
Highlanders didn’t understand the curses and ridicule heaped upon
them by the sailors, they understood the intent.

Ailean found the sunlight and the cool breeze
off the loch a pleasant change after the stink and stale air of the
cell. But it was short lived. The prisoners were herded down a
ladder into the dank space at the bottom of the ship. Ailean stood
still, blinking, trying to see in the darkened hold after the
sunlit brightness of the morning, and he looked for a place to sit.
One of the sailors swore at him and shoved him forward. He stumbled
and fell sprawling across the dirt and stones of the ship’s
ballast.

He crawled forward until he encountered a
curved, wooden wall and sat with his back against it. He pulled his
knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them to make room
for the other prisoners being pushed into the hold behind him.

Ailean rested his forehead on his knees, and
a sudden realization gripped his attention: he was being taken from
his beloved homeland, from the place where he belonged. He had
thought he was beyond feeling, but now, a dejected hopelessness
engulfed his soul. Why hadn’t he died along with all of his loved
ones? Why was he alone left to endure the unendurable?

For the first time since Mùirne’s death,
Ailean prayed. Please, Heavenly Father, deliver me from this
living death. Let me die, take me home to be with my family. I
can’t bear this.

____________

 


Latharn stood on the shore and watched as the
ship moved down Loch Fyne toward the open sea. The relief he had
expected to feel at MacLachlainn’s removal eluded him. Instead. a
hollowness made his chest an empty keg, barren, bereft of its
customary contents, vacant, echoing. And his ever-present awareness
of bereavement and loss joined his new-found guilt, roiled, mingled
together and seeped in to fill the void.

He had sought, during the long months since
Mùirne died, to relieve himself of his responsibility for her
death. But no matter how hard Latharn tried to elude it, awareness
of the fact that she’d died because of a ball fired from his gun
stayed foremost in his mind. At times, the knowledge of his guilt
smothered him, flooded him with feelings he couldn’t endure. His
occasional bouts of drunkenness came more often as he sought to
escape his remorse and regret through the forgetfulness the bottle
brought.

During his lucid moments, he fed on his
hatred for MacLachlainn, tried to shift the blame onto him. In
Latharn’s tangled thoughts, it became MacLachlainn’s fault that
Mùirne died. The man had caused all the pain Latharn suffered since
the day he found MacLachlainn sitting with Mùirne in the glen by
Loch Lomond.

When he learned MacLachlainn’s name had been
drawn as one of the men to be hanged, Latharn interceded privately
to have it exchanged with that of another prisoner. Hanging would
be too fast, too easy. MacLachlainn’s troubles would be over, while
Latharn would be left with his torturing memories. But if
MacLachlainn was transported to the colonies and sold into slavery,
he would suffer. He would pay.

 


 



PART TWO

 


 


TWENTY-EIGHT

 


Ailean thought he had borne all a man could
stand. Life could not hold any further heartbreak or suffering than
he had already endured. But the days and nights on the rolling ship
brought new distress. Prisoners in the ship’s hold began to sicken
from the unhealthy conditions of their confinement. Constant sounds
of moaning, retching and prayers of supplication for relief muted
the creak of the ship’s timbers and the whine of wind past the
ship’s hull.

“I think that man over there is dead,”
Ruairidh said one evening.

“Aye, he’s dead,” said a man to Ailean’s
left. “He died this morning.”

No one spoke.

“Tell the Sasunnach. Ask them to take
his body,” Ailean said to Ruairidh when the crewmen brought their
small ration of bread and water.

Ruairidh spoke to the sailors. One of them
pushed at the body with his foot. He said something to Ruairidh,
climbed the ladder and left the hold.

“He said they’ll carry him out tomorrow.”

They remained silent then, each man occupied
with his own thoughts. The next morning, crewmen removed the dead
man.

____________

 


The days and nights and weeks became a long
nightmare of stench, suffering and death from which Ailean could
not awaken and from which he was not rescued by death. By ones and
by twos, the numbers of Highland men held below decks dwindled as
they succumbed to disease and starvation, until at last about
one-third of the original number of men remained alive in the
hold.

Each day, Ailean prayed death would end his
suffering, but it eluded him. He felt as if he were suspended in a
limbo of torture from which there would be no release, no escape,
not even by dying, not ever. He beseeched heaven to be merciful to
him, to let him drift from this life to the next, as he saw others
find blessed relief in the comforting arms of death. But still he
lived on, if his existence could be called living.

Ailean began to wonder why God had forsaken
him, why his prayers went unheard.

____________

 


Ailean had no idea how long he’d been
confined below decks, but his life before entering the hold was now
a distant memory. He could barely remember Mùirne and was thankful
for that small blessing. He didn’t want to be reminded of how much
he had lost when Latharn fired the pistol. Thinking of the loss of
his home and family only added to his misery, and Ailean was
grateful for increasing periods of forgetfulness.

“Get up! Get up!”

Ailean raised his head. A sailor had
descended a few rungs down the ladder.

“I said, get up!” the sailor shouted
again.

One by one, the ten men nearest the ladder
were made to climb it, and they disappeared from sight. The hatch
was closed again, and Ailean shut his eyes.

Why did the Sasunnach take them? There
could be only one reason: to kill them. If that was true, why
didn’t they take Ailean, too? He was ready to die, wanted to
die, wanted this misery to end.

But that must be our lot. Those who want to
live must die, and those who want to die must live.

Soon the hatch opened again and ten more men
were forced to climb the ladder. Ailean was one of the ten. He said
a quick prayer of thankfulness that his prayers had been heard at
last.

When he emerged from the darkness of the hold
and crawled onto the sunlit deck, the glare of the sun made it
impossible for him to focus or see anything at first. The boards of
the deck were hot to his hands and knees, and the humid air, unlike
anything he had ever experienced, pressed down on him like a heavy
burden.

“Stand up. Hold your arms up,” the sailor
told him.

After weeks of hearing Ruairidh translate the
crewmen’s comments and instructions, Ailean had begun to understand
some of the Sasunnach tongue. He obediently staggered to his
feet and raised his arms as they instructed him.

A rope dropped from an overhead pulley, a
crewman looped it around his body under his arms and tied it behind
him. Two sailors pulled on the other end of the rope and lifted him
from his feet. They swung him out over the water and lowered him
into it.

“Clean yourself, you stinking piece of
filth,” one of them yelled.

Salt water burned the open sores on his
wrists and ankles where the rough iron bands had rubbed the skin
away. The weight of his chains pulled him under the cold water, and
he thought at first they meant to drown him, that his misery was at
an end at last.

But they pulled him up, gasping and
sputtering, and raised his head above the water. They held the rope
taut and his body stayed submerged, dragging him through the water
behind the ship.

Ailean squinted against the dazzling sunlight
reflecting off the water. As his vision became clearer, he tilted
his head back and watched sea gulls wheeling overhead, free and
easy, gliding where the air currents carried them, or pushing
themselves against the wind, their cries raucous and sharp. If only
he could leave his body and fly away like the gulls…

“Make sure they’re clean. No one will want to
buy them stinking like they do,” he heard one of the crewmen say.
Ailean understood some of the words but didn’t know what the
sailors meant.

They pulled Ailean from the water and swung
him onto the deck. The ragged shreds of his once-white tunic were
stained and still looked dirty, but his body felt clean for the
first time in a year. He saw the first group of men from the hold
sitting on the deck on the other side of the ship, the shackles on
their ankles fastened to a long chain.

A sailor untied the rope from around Ailean
and led him, tottering and shuffling, to the other side of the ship
where the first group of men brought out of the hold sat in the
shade cast by the sails. He told Ailean to sit, and he attached the
chain between Ailean’s ankle bands to the chain which linked the
men to each other.

Ruairidh was next to be dipped in the water.
Ailean didn’t recognize him at first. When he realized the gaunt
skeletal form with the mass of tangled gray hair belonged to
Ruairidh, Ailean was stunned. He turned his eyes downward and
stared at his own body, at the knobby knees and bone-thin shins
beneath them. He looked at his ribs through the holes in his tunic,
felt the hard, bony protuberances that ridged his sides. He could
scarcely believe that a body such as his own could yet be
alive.

Ruairidh was brought and fastened to the
chain next to Ailean after his dip in the water. The two men got
their first clear look at one another since they’d been placed in
the darkness of the hold. Ruairidh slowly passed his gaze over
Ailean’s body from his head to his feet.

“I don’t understand how we are still alive,”
Ruairidh whispered.

“How, in the name of heaven, could they do
such as this to a man, to any man,” Ailean croaked as he
regarded Ruairidh’s sunken eyes, bony body and bleeding ankles.

“Quiet! And stop that Irish jabbering! If you
have something to say, say it in the King’s English!”

Ailean fell silent. He stared at Ruairidh’s
ruined body for a moment, and returned his scrutiny to his own
pale, spindly legs.

Heavenly Father, why have You forsaken us and
turned Your back on us? Why have You allowed our enemies to treat
us this way? I’ve always obeyed You the best I knew how and always
worshipped You. Why have You let our enemies trample us like
this?

Ailean’s outrage and sorrow over all he’d
gone through, which he had buried deep within himself, threatened
to break free and overwhelm him. With his inner questioning, he
began to build a shell around his distress, constructing it bit by
bit to isolate his pain, to contain it, to form it into a small
hard knot deep in his soul.

And within the knot was a core of anger and
resentment toward God.

____________

 


After all the men had been dipped in the
water and fastened to the chain, they each received a large piece
of bread and a cup of water. Ailean held the bread in his hand, his
stomach cramping and rumbling as he anticipated eating.

“Cap’n wants you to be able to walk off the
ship,” the sailor told them as he went down the line handing out
the bread. “Eat it up. Nobody’ll buy you if you can’t at least
walk. And if nobody buys you, the cap’n might just dip you in the
water. Permanently.”

The chunk of bread was more than the weekly
amount Ailean had been given the entire time he’d been on the ship.
He took a small bite, unable to swallow more than a nibble. He
closed his eyes as the bit of bread traveled from his mouth to his
stomach, savoring the taste and the sensation of eating.

He opened his eyes to take another bite and
saw Ruairidh raise his own piece of bread to his lips with
trembling hands. Ruairidh took a large bite and tried to chew it,
but choked. He coughed and gagged. While he tried to get his
breath, he dropped his bread and it fell onto droppings from the
sea gulls.

Ruairidh regarded the ruined bread for a
moment, then retrieved it. He raised it to his mouth, but Ailean
took the bread from him and tossed it away. He took one more bite
from his own bread and handed the rest to Ruairidh.

“Take small bites,” Ailean said.

“But you need your food—”

“I’ve had enough. Eat slowly, and it won’t
choke you.”

Ruairidh nodded, and began eating again, one
nibble at a time, resting between bites.

Ailean’s stomach churned and growled,
clamoring for more bread. He closed his eyes and leaned back
against the bulwark. Although he would have enjoyed another bite of
bread, he was more grateful for the fresh air of the open deck than
for the food. He could still smell the noisome reek of the hold,
but it was endurable.
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The sun passed its zenith and descended
toward the western horizon, and the ship’s crew began lowering the
sails. They scurried around performing other chores in preparation
for bringing the ship into port, and before sunset, it docked in
the harbor of a small town. The crew tied the ship to the pier and
let down a ramp.

Before sunset, a crewman brought bread and
water to feed the prisoners again. They slept that night in the
open air of the deck.

The next morning, near midday, after the
prisoners had eaten, a crewman passed down the line of chained men,
ordering them to stand. When all of them managed to get to their
feet, he and another seaman led them down the ramp to the pier to
which the ship was tied.

For the first time in weeks, Ailean was on a
solid footing, not on a moving, rocking boat, and the effect was
disconcerting. Dizziness made his head spin, and he almost fell.
The line of fettered men staggered and stumbled their way to the
end of the pier where the sailors stopped them, made them turn and
stand side by side.

A group of obviously wealthy men stood
talking to the captain of the ship. Ailean could only understand
bits of what he heard.

“But these are wild Scotsmen,” said one of
the men. “I wouldn’t pay that much for three of them, much less
one.”

“They’d likely die before I got them home.
Look at them! They’re half-starved! No. I don’t want any of them,”
said another man, and he turned and walked away.

“Maybe we can work something out,” the
captain wheedled. “I’m losing money as it is, even if you pay what
I’m asking. I’ve only done this as a service to the king. You’ll be
doing a service, too, if you take some of them.”

“They’re not in any shape to work. I’d be
losing money,” a third man said.

“They’re Highland men. Give them a good meal
or two and they’ll be ready to work,” the captain said. “The only
reason we fed them so little was to tame them, make them docile.
They are accustomed to hard work and little food. It would take no
time at all to get them back in shape.”

A man standing to the side watching and
listening, but who had not yet spoken, approached the shackled men
and looked them over as he walked slowly down the line.

“Captain,” he said, “you are in luck. I lost
a number of field workers to the fever last summer, and I’m pressed
for time to get the rice planted.” He gestured to the prisoners.
“I’ll take ten of these wild men off your hands.” He turned to the
captain. “But not at your price.”

“I’m only trying to recover my expenses for
transporting them,” said the captain. “You certainly pay many times
that much for African slaves. These men would be a bargain for
you.”

“These are indentured men, so you can’t
expect me to pay what I would pay for a black slave.”

“No, you don’t understand. I was informed
that this group of men were to be sold as slaves. And besides,” the
captain continued, “at this price, you can use them to do whatever
dangerous work you need done instead of risking your African
slaves.” He laughed. “You wouldn’t be losing much if one of these
men died.”

Mr. Hollingsworth ran his gaze down the line
of chained men once more, appraising them, and turned back to the
captain to haggle. Neither man made any concessions toward a
compromise.

“That’s my final offer. I will pay no more
for them,” Mr. Hollingsworth said. “However, I will give you an
opportunity to increase your profit.”

“And what would that be?”

“I’ll pay you to convey these men across the
Sampit to the other bank,” he said, gesturing to the opposite bank
of the river.

Captain Hawsey frowned, but he assented. He
turned to other potential customers who stepped forward, ready to
make purchases as well. After a long period of negotiation, the
captain and two customers agreed on a price for the remaining
men.

“At that paltry sum, you’ll have to provide
your own shackles,” the captain growled, and he ordered the sailors
guarding the prisoners to remove their manacles and chains.

He stalked from the wharf, leaving the first
mate to complete the paper work. The amount of profit for this
cargo would be far short of what had been promised. So many of the
Highlanders died during the voyage, and now, the purchasers refused
to pay a fair price for the ones who were left. If he hadn’t had
the foresight to feed the prisoners on short rations, he would have
made no profit at all.

The first mate wrote a bill of sale for each
prisoner and dutifully recorded the sales in the ship’s log
book.

Mr. Hollingsworth turned to a black man who
stood at his elbow. “James, see that the men are transported across
the river safely. I’ll be waiting there with the wagon.”

James supervised the ship’s crewmen as they
removed the shackles from the ankles and wrists of Ailean, Ruairidh
and eight other men. Ailean had never seen a person with skin so
dark, and he wondered if exposure to the oppressive sunlight and
heat in this place darkened the man’s skin. He looked at his own
sickly, pale flesh, then at the black man again, and wondered if
he, too, would become black-skinned.

The sailors lowered one of the ship’s
dinghies into the water and rowed it to a ladder which descended
from the pier to the level of the water. James directed the
Highlanders to climb down the ladder into the dinghy, using
gestures to communicate with them. When they were in the boat, he
climbed into it.

The two sailors who manned the oars rowed
with a will and deposited their cargo on the west bank of the
Sampit River, where Mr. Hollingsworth waited with a large wagon
belonging to his neighbor. He sat astride a roan horse which he had
also borrowed.

The Oaks, Mr. Hollingsworth’s plantation, was
located on the western bank of the Santee River. For short trips
into George Town on business matters or to buy supplies, John, the
slave captain of The Oaks’ periagua, rowed his master across the
river in a small skiff to the dock of a neighboring plantation on
the east bank. Mr. Hollingsworth used his neighbor’s horse for the
twelve-mile trip to George Town. He also borrowed a wagon if he had
to buy supplies. In exchange for this convenience, he lent his
neighbor the periagua and its crew for an occasional trip down the
coast to Charles Town or up to Pawley’s Island.

James supervised the Highlanders as they
climbed into the wagon, and Mr. Hollingsworth moved to James’ side
to speak to him. A white man on horseback, holding a musket,
followed Mr. Hollingsworth.

“James, this is one of Mr. Bentley’s men.
I’ve arranged to have him ride alongside the wagon. He’ll make sure
none of these men give you any trouble. Although,” Hollingsworth
said, with a shake of his head, “they look so weak, I doubt they’re
able to cause trouble.”

James nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“I’m going to ride ahead. I’ll have John
bring the periagua across and have it ready so we can take these
men and the supplies across the river with one trip. It would take
too long in the skiff.”

“Yes, sir, master,” James said.

Mr. Hollingsworth rode away, and Mr.
Bentley’s man walked his horse to the back of the wagon. James
climbed onto the driver’s seat. He gathered the reins, shook them
and clucked to the team. The wagon jolted to a start and moved
slowly westward along the dirt road.

Ailean watched the small town and the docked
ship recede into the distance as the wagon rattled over the rutted
road. Bordering the road, a flat tract, covered with a bristly
blanket of sea marsh grass and tufts of scrub growth, stretched to
a bay where water sparkled in the sunlight.

Beyond the bay was the sea, and across its
watery expanse lay his homeland, far away, out of his reach. He
thought of the hours he’d spent on the mountaintop, looking at the
silver ribbon of water which snaked from the ocean, meandered
between the mountains and became Loch Fyne.

That same ocean had borne the ship on its
surface, its wind and waves had pushed the ship to this strange
land, had carried Ailean far away from everything he’d ever known.
He leaned to one side for a final glimpse of the water that was his
last connection with home. But trees and bushes blocked his view as
the road became enshrouded in a shaded narrow passage, walled by a
tangle of vegetation growing along its edges.
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The wagon reached the Santee River, and James
drew it to a stop next to a set of steps leading down the riverbank
to a wharf. A large boat awaited their arrival. The crewmen of the
vessel loaded the supplies Mr. Hollingsworth had purchased in
George Town, and then James brought the Highlanders on board.

The crew rowed the craft upstream a short
distance and brought it to dock at a wharf on the west bank of the
river. James led the men off the periagua and up to a wagon. As he
climbed onto the wagon, Ailean got a glimpse of the open area which
lay beyond the landing.

A large, white building sat in the middle of
a field of mown grass. Wide steps led from the grassy expanse to a
platform which stretched across the front of the building from one
side to the other. A railing was built along the edge of the
platform, and the roof of the house extended over it.

Green bushes, dotted with white flowers, grew
around the base of the building, and tall trees with large, glossy
leaves and a scattering of huge creamy blossoms flanked it. Strange
trees with gray beards hanging from their spreading branches
surrounded the field. A sweet perfume hung in the air and wafted to
Ailean on a cooling breeze. He closed his eyes and breathed
deeply.

James got the men seated on the bed of the
wagon, climbed onto the driver’s seat in front and picked up the
reins. He clucked to the horses, and the wagon rolled forward. It
followed a dirt track away from the open field into a passage
bordered with a thick growth of tall trees. Shortly, it emerged
into a cleared area with a cluster of small houses arranged along
both sides of the lane. At the end of it stood a long, low
building. James stopped the wagon in front of the structure and
jumped down.

He directed the men to get off the wagon and
led them into the building. Wooden cots lined the walls and bars
covered the open windows. James indicated to the men, using signs
as well as words, that they should sit on the floor in the middle
of the room. After all of them were seated, he went to the door and
gave instructions to someone outside.

Presently, two black women entered. One
carried an iron pot, and the other carried stacks of bowls on a
tray. James handed a bowl to each man. He dipped a thick, aromatic
stew from the pot and ladled some into each bowl.

Ailean raised his bowl to his mouth and
sipped. It was the first food he’d eaten other than the bread and
occasional thin gruel he received while he was imprisoned in
Inveraray and transported on the ship. It tasted good, although
different from anything he’d ever eaten.

But after a few bites, the richness of the
stew made his stomach cramp, and waves of nausea pushed what he’d
swallowed into his throat. He set his bowl on the plank floor and
struggled to overcome his queasiness. Tòmas Camshron, seated to his
left, drank his own stew and licked his lips.

“If you’re not going to eat yours,
MacLachlainn, I’d like to have it,” he said to Ailean.

“I can’t eat any more,” Ailean told him. “If
you can, you’re welcome to it.”

Tòmas picked up Ailean’s bowl, and James
spoke firmly to him. “No. Eat your own.” He gestured for Tòmas to
put it down.

Tòmas set the bowl on the floor and glared at
James, who stepped in front of Ailean.

“Eat,” James said.

Ailean looked up at James, rubbed his
emaciated stomach, shaking his head. “Tell him I can’t eat it,”
Ailean said to Ruairidh. “Tell him I feel sick.”

Ruairidh told James what Ailean said. James
replied, and Ruairidh relayed the orders to Ailean, “He says to eat
a little at a time, but you have to eat it all.”

As the evening wore on, Ruairidh provided the
means of communication between James and other Highlanders.

James kept the men seated on the floor until
all of them emptied their bowls. The two women took the dishes away
and brought bundles of clothing. James handed each man a shirt and
a pair of triubhas, like the Sasunnach wore. He spoke
to Ruairidh, who conveyed James’s instructions: put on the clothes
and throw their rags into a pile.

Ailean had never worn triubhas. He
took off what was left of his tunic, put on the shirt and then
struggled to get his legs into the triubhas. He stood to
pull them up to his waist. They were so big they fell to his ankles
when he let go.

James threw back his head and laughed. He
left the room and returned with a handful of cords. He handed one
to each man.

“Here. Tie your pants up around your waist,”
he said, and demonstrated what he expected them to do.

Ailean tied the pants in place and started to
put what was left of his tunic onto the heap of rags but hesitated.
He fingered the fabric, remembering that Mùirne had spun the wool
for his tunic with her own hands. It was the last remnant of his
life with her. He tore a piece from the tunic, kissed it, and
tucked it at his waist next to his skin, behind the cord-tied
triubhas. He dropped the remainder onto the mound of
tattered cloth.

After they dressed, James assigned each man a
cot and told them to go to bed. They lay on their cots, and James
left the room. He closed the door, and Ailean heard the metallic
click of a key turning in a lock.

He fell asleep immediately, stretched out on
a bed for the first time in almost a year. In spite of the
strangeness of his surroundings, the warmth of being fully clothed
and the comfort of a full stomach lulled him into a deep sleep.

Before sunrise, James and the two women came
with food and woke the men. James allowed them to sit on their cots
to eat the morning meal. One of the women handed Ailean a bowl of
white mush. It was different from anything Ailean had seen or
tasted, and the piece of bread she gave him was also foreign. But
he ate his entire meal without stopping, and he felt
strengthened.

James talked with Ruairidh and waited with
his arms crossed while Ruairidh translated his words.

“We are to go to the fields and observe how
the work is done. Then we will come back here, eat again and rest
so we will grow stronger. Tomorrow, we will begin to work in the
fields alongside the other slaves.”

“Other slaves? Are you saying we are slaves?”
asked Seumas Mac’Ill’Eathainn.

Ruairidh looked around the group, from one
man to the next, before answering.

“Aye. We are slaves. Now listen to me. James
says we will be allowed to work unfettered if we cooperate. But if
any man causes trouble, he will be whipped and shackled again.”

Ailean regarded his own raw, scarred wrists
and ankles.

“He says it is better to obey,” Ruairidh
continued. “There is no escape. If anyone tries to run away, he
will be caught and punished…severely.” He fell silent, a grim look
on his face.

____________

 


Ailean recovered his physical health and
strength over the next several weeks. The hot sun transformed his
sickly pallor into a healthy bronze and bleached red and yellow
streaks in his hair again. Abundant food put flesh on his emaciated
frame. And hard work in the rice fields toned his flaccid muscles
which had wasted away during his imprisonment in Scotland and the
voyage to the colonies. But nothing seemed able to revive his dead
spirit.

Ailean didn’t care what happened to him, nor
did it matter to him that he had to take orders and perform the
kinds of menial tasks that women had always done in the Highlands,
tasks he would once have chafed at. He performed them all woodenly,
submissive and docile, not from a desire to be obedient, but from
the lack of a sense of self. It was as if he had died with Mùirne,
and only his physical body still existed, without the animating
spark of life, without Ailean himself inside the fleshly husk.

At times when he was bone-tired, he wanted to
shirk his duty, wanted to do a half-hearted job of whatever he’d
been told to do. But at those times, a faint voice echoed through
his mind from the past: “A man doesn’t leave his work for others
to do. Not if he’s any kind of an honorable man.”

Somehow, through the deadness, through the
sameness of each hour, each day, Da and his admonitions still held
sway. Ailean needed to please a father who no longer could see him,
who could no longer approve or disapprove of his actions.

And so, as days passed in their monotony, one
by one, Ailean exerted himself more, tried to do more, tried to do
better. Tried to be an honorable man. For Da.

____________

 


The slaves worked their way methodically
across the field, hoeing weeds from around the small rice plants.
Ailean was grateful for the hard work. The mindless physical
exertion used up his energy by the end of each day and left him
tired. Too tired to think, remember and suffer. All he had to be
concerned about was the next spot where he would sink his hoe into
the soft, moist ground.

Some of the men had not adjusted to their
plight. Tòmas Camshron’s face wore a perpetually angry and
rebellious expression. Ruairidh scowled whenever James ordered him
to go back and rework a row he hadn’t fully cleared of weeds.
Ruairidh, who had been the chief’s tacksman and had given orders to
other men, displayed resentment at being in a subservient role
himself.

One overseer, a white man, armed with a
musket, stood guard over the Highlanders as they worked. He told
Ruairidh he had orders to shoot any white slave who disobeyed or
presented a problem.

“Only the white slaves, not the black ones?
Why?” Tòmas Camshron asked.

“Because, the black slaves are valuable, he
says. We are not.” Ruairidh paused. “And he says we are
dangerous.”

Several times each day, a young woman brought
a bucket of water to give the field hands a drink. Ruairidh noticed
that the white overseer leered at the woman as she traversed the
field, proceeding from worker to worker, dipping water for them
with a gourd. And the young woman apparently welcomed the interest
of the overseer. Her movements became slow and sensuous when she
passed the platform where he stood, and she smiled at the overseer
seductively when she handed him the gourd.

“Yeah,” James said when he saw Ruairidh had
taken notice. “They’s billing and cooing at one another like doves.
Been going on for a while.”

“Are they married?”

“No, they ain’t married.”

“The master allows such behavior between
unmarried people?”

“He don’t know about it. Ain’t nobody going
to tell him, neither.”

The sun hung low in the western sky when
James rang the bell to signal the end of the work day, and the
slaves began the long walk back to their houses.

The black slaves had their own homes in the
slave village where they lived with their families, but the
Highlanders stayed in the barracks when they weren’t working in the
fields. Ruairidh learned from James that all new slaves were
strictly supervised: under lock and key in the barracks at night
and under armed guard during the day until they adjusted to life on
the plantation. James himself had never been locked in. He was born
on the plantation. It was home to him.

But Hadley Hollingsworth deemed the
Highlanders a threat. They were barbarians, too dangerous to be
allowed to live a normal life in the slave village with the other
slaves. He told James to keep them in the barracks.

Permanently.
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His father grew indigo when he first came to
the colony, but Hadley Hollingsworth, like most other planters in
the area around George Town, began planting rice as well. Growing
rice proved to be lucrative, and rice planters were becoming
wealthy. Hadley wanted to be one of those wealthy planters.

The acreage along the river couldn’t be used
for other purposes, but it was ideal for cultivating rice. And the
swampy areas where stands of cypress and gum trees flourished could
be cleared and made into productive rice fields. Hadley wanted as
many acres of his plantation as possible put into cultivation.

When the rice plants were of sufficient size
that the fields could be flooded, the slaves no longer had to hoe
and weed the fields. Most of the black slaves were employed in
growing and processing indigo during that time, but some of them,
and all of the Highlanders, were set to work clearing more acreage
for rice growing.

Black slaves chopped the trees down with axes
and saws, removed the branches and cut the tree trunks into pieces.
Some of the Highlanders stacked the wood on sledges to be hauled to
the slave village for firewood. Others were set to work grubbing
the stumps and roots from the ground. It was heavy, grueling work
and the weather was hot and humid, like nothing the Highlanders had
ever experienced. They made piles of the roots, branches and other
unusable debris and burned them, the heat from the fires adding to
the scorching heat from the mid-summer sun.

Logs and limbs from trees which had been cut
the previous year still lay where they had fallen. James cautioned
the men to be careful as they started working to clear the older
piles of wood and detritus.

“They’s poison snakes’ll bite and kill you.
They hide up under logs and such,” he told them. “Look before you
go to pick up them old pieces. And don’t never step across a log
without you look first, make sure no snake be hiding under it.”

On the second day of work clearing the field,
Ailean, Ruairidh and Tòmas were given the task of digging up a
large stump.

They worked almost an hour when Ailean
noticed that Ruairidh’s face was flushed a mottled red from the
heat. The older man appeared to be losing strength. Each time he
hefted the pickaxe to his shoulder and swung it into the earth, his
arms trembled. And each swing was slower and weaker than the
last.

“Stop, Ruairidh.”

Ruairidh continued the motion of lift,
breathe, drop.

“I said ‘stop,’” Ailean insisted.

Ruairidh lowered the head of the pick to the
ground, leaned on the handle and rested.

“Give me the pickaxe.” Ailean took the handle
from Ruairidh’s hands.

Ailean raised it and swung it down. It landed
with a thunk, embedded in the earth surrounding the stump.

“But I have to be working. We’ll both be in
trouble if they see I’m not at work with the pickaxe.” Ruairidh
scanned the field, and his gaze came to rest on the guard. The
overseer’s attention was fixed on a group of men who had hitched a
mule to a stump. One man urged the mule forward while others used
poles to pry the stump from the ground.

“You’ll be dead if you keep swinging this
pick.” Ailean continued the rhythmic motion. “Use that shovel, look
busy, but don’t push yourself.”

Ruairidh picked up the shovel Ailean had laid
aside and joined Tòmas in removing the dirt Ailean broke loose from
around the stump.

Tòmas stopped to catch his breath. “Look over
there.” He wiped away the sweat pouring down his face. “If you
could get far enough into those woods, they’d never find you. And
if you could make your way to a ship…”

Ailean squinted across the cleared area
toward the woods. The rising heat made the distant trees waver, and
the sun’s brilliance seared his eyes.

“Don’t try it,” Ruairidh said. “You’d be shot
before you were out of sight.”

Tòmas made no reply, but he looked with
longing at the tall trees and thick vine-matted brush beneath them.
He resumed work, digging away the loose soil from the roots of the
stump.

“Even if you weren’t shot, you would be dead
within days,” Ruairidh continued. “James tells me there are animals
in those swamps that can kill a man. Poison snakes. And something
he called gators that can eat a man alive.”

Tòmas stopped again and glared at Ruairidh.
“I could make it through. I know I could.”

“And if you made it through, and if you found
a ship, and if you could make it back to Scotland, you’d be hanged
when you got there.”

Tòmas pulled at a long root he’d dug loose
and glanced at the woods again. “Don’t you want to go back home,
MacLachlainn, back to your family?”

“I have no family to go back to,” Ailean
said. “They’re all dead.”

Tòmas said nothing more.

Someone shouted, and everyone stopped what
they were doing to see what the trouble was. Four men ran from the
edge of the field where they’d been working, looking back over
their shoulders at the woods.

“What? What is it?” Ruairidh called to
them.

“Something…a gator…a snake…I don’t know,” one
of them yelled.

James hurried from the wagon to Ruairidh’s
side and asked him about the commotion. Ruairidh translated what
the men said, and James started for the area where they’d been
working. The four men followed him at a respectful distance. He
stopped, put his hands on his hips and glanced back at them. He
leaned down and picked up something large and dark with both
hands.

“This what you think is a gator or a snake?”
he asked.

They all backed away as he came near, and he
threw back his head and laughed.

“This ain’t nothing but a old gopher turtle.
It make some good eating,” he said as he carried the turtle to the
wagon. “We have us some gopher gumbo. I’ll cook him up and show you
some real good eating. Mmm. Taste good.”

All the Highlanders gathered around the wagon
to look at the turtle. They’d never seen such an animal before and
were intrigued. The guard shouted for them to disperse and get back
to their work.

The next evening, they enjoyed the delicious
soup James made from the gopher turtle.

____________

 


On the fifth day of work clearing the field,
one of the Highlanders sickened in the heat and became unconscious.
Ailean and another man carried him to the edge of the field and
laid him in the shade. Ruairidh and James bathed him with cool
water and tried to revive him. The other Highlanders gathered
around him as he lay dying.

While attention was focused on the dying man,
Tòmas Camshron eased farther and farther from the wagon where the
armed guard stood. No one but Ailean saw that when he neared the
thicker growth, Tòmas squatted and his head could not be seen above
the brush. But Ailean could see the movement of the bushes and
watched Tòmas’ passage as he eased into the swamp.

It was more than an hour before he was
missed.

____________

 


The Highlanders did not harvest the rice
crop. After Tòmas’ escape, Mr. Hollingsworth decided they were not
to be trusted and, more particularly, they were not to be trusted
with sharp implements like scythes. The black slaves cut the rice
and the white slaves gathered the harvested rice into sheaves and
loaded them onto the wagons.

“This is woman’s work,” Ruairidh
muttered.

In their Highland homeland, the people always
sang as they worked. Every kind of labor had a song with a rhythm
that fitted the movements of the work at hand and made it flow
easier. As they gathered the rice, one of the men began singing a
song Highland women always sang as they stooked the oats. One by
one, the others joined in, and soon they were working in
rhythm.

Ailean tried to sing with them, but his
throat froze and he could make no sound at all. A longing for his
home beset him, and he struggled to push it down, to bury it. He
knew if he didn’t, it would overwhelm him, would bring back his
memories, and he would not be able to endure it. His eyelids
prickled hot with the tears he had not shed, would not shed. He
tried to ignore the painful constriction in his throat, bowed his
head to the task at hand and let the singing sweep over him, past
him.

That night, he dreamed he was in church on a
Sunday morning, leading the congregation in singing. He smiled at
Mùirne as he sang the first line of the psalm and it was echoed by
the congregation. His eyes swept happily over each of his loved
ones as he continued singing each presenting line.

He closed his eyes as he sang, lifting his
face to heaven and his voice and heart to God in praise. But the
congregation’s response grew weaker, until he realized he was
singing by himself. He opened his eyes and looked around to find
the building was empty. He was alone. He panicked and searched in
every direction for the congregation which had disappeared. He had
been abandoned, deserted, not only by his loved ones but also by
God Himself.

A voice came echoing as if from a faraway
place. “Don’t look for us. We’ve gone on. We can’t come to you, but
you can come to us.”

“Wait for me!” he screamed. He ran to the
door but found it had become a solid wall, with no opening. He
clawed at the stones to no avail, then turned to another wall. He
could find no way out. He was sealed in.

He awoke and sat up, sweating and
panting.

____________

 


All the slaves at The Oaks attended worship
in the family’s chapel. There were two services each Sunday
morning, because the chapel was too small to accommodate the entire
population of the plantation at one time. The preacher was a slave
named Paul, who delivered powerful, stirring sermons. Mr.
Hollingsworth was adamant that all who lived on his land should
receive religious instruction and be given the opportunity to
worship God.

The Highlanders, some Catholic, some
Presbyterian, were grateful to have worship services available,
even if those services were Anglican, and all of them attended.

Except Ailean MacLachlainn.

His anger at God over the loss of his loved
ones, and over the suffering he had endured, deepened and hardened
within him. He did not want to hear any mention of God, and he
refused to worship a Being he’d been taught to turn to in times of
trouble. A Being Who had betrayed him. Who had allowed all he loved
to be destroyed and taken from him.

Each Sunday morning, Ailean stayed locked in
the barracks while the others went to worship.

____________

 


Every summer when the rice fields were
flooded, members of the Hollingsworth family moved away from the
plantation. They transported their house servants and household
goods on the periagua to Pawley’s Island, as did many planters on
the outlying plantations near George Town.

Fever was an ever-present danger during the
summer months, and most families left their swampy estates for
healthier environs. In November, after the rice was harvested,
threshed, processed and shipped from the plantation, the family
came home.

Upon his return, Mr. Hollingsworth announced
there would be a feast for the slaves, a time of rest, a reward for
their hard work. And each person would be given a new set of
clothing as well as a small gift.

“Master, he do this every year,” James told
Ruairidh, with a broad smile. “It’s fine, mighty fine.”

Mr. Hollingsworth told James the Highlanders
were to be excluded from the festivities. James tried to persuade
Mr. Hollingsworth to allow the men to attend the feast. He
respected the men under his charge and thought they deserved to be
rewarded for their hard work as much as the other slaves. At last,
James prevailed. He and Mr. Hollingsworth compromised: the
Highlanders would be allowed to attend, but under armed guard.

____________

 


On the day of the party, food in plenty was
laid out on long tables set up behind the slave quarters in the
shade of spreading oak trees with their gray, mossy beards. There
was an abundance of pork which had been cooked over a smoking
hickory fire, but the Highlanders didn’t eat pork. There were other
foods they enjoyed, though, chicken and beef, as well as a variety
of vegetables. Ailean had never seen such a copious amount nor
variety of food.

When they finished eating, James lined them
up.

“Now, make sure you on your best behavior.
Don’t make no trouble,” James admonished. “Master bringing the
family down for the music now, like he always do. You stand here
and look pleasant. Else you be back in the barracks and miss the
fun.”

Before James finished speaking, a fiddle
struck up the first lively notes of a song. A memory flashed into
Ailean’s mind. A fiddle. Niall. Playing at his wedding. A lively
tune for dancing, like this one. He gritted his teeth and tried to
shove the remembrance, and the hurt that came with it, away.

Mr. Hollingsworth walked by, nodding and
smiling at everyone, on his way to the small dais where the
musicians were performing.

At that moment, Ailean heard a high-pitched
childish voice call, “Daddy, Daddy! Wait for me!”

A sharp pain stabbed through Ailean’s chest
when he saw a little blond-haired boy run past, followed by a young
woman.

“Oh, sir, I’m so sorry,” said the woman when
she reached Mr. Hollingsworth. “He dashed away before I could stop
him.”

“That’s all right, Miss Webster,” Mr.
Hollingsworth said with a smile as he swung the boy up into his
arms. “He can go with me. He’s getting to be a big boy now.”

“As you wish, sir,” Miss Webster said, dipped
in a perfunctory curtsy to her employer and turned to go.

But Ailean didn’t notice her departure. His
gaze was fixed on the blond head of the small boy Mr. Hollingsworth
had taken into his arms and lifted onto his shoulder. Ailean could
hardly breathe as he watched the smiling father and son, aching and
smothered by the memories that flooded into his mind from the place
deep within himself where he had locked them away. And his fingers
went unbidden to caress the tattered piece of his tunic he kept
tucked behind the waist of his triubhas.

 


 


THIRTY-TWO

 


Latharn’s head fell, senseless, onto the
table and knocked over the bottle. The little whisky left in it
dribbled onto the table top and meandered across it to trickle over
the edge and drip onto the stone floor. Catriona grumbled when she
saw the additional work his drunkenness had created for her.

“And me with so far to walk when I leave
here, and he adds more steps for these old bones,” she muttered as
she went to get a rag. “All he does is tipple nowadays.”

Latharn’s drinking interfered with his daily
life. He spent more and more time in a drunken stupor, and his
affairs suffered. His crofters, unsupervised, spent more time on
their own concerns than they did fulfilling their obligations to
him on his portion of the farm he leased from the Duke of
Argyll.

During harvest time, his fields of oats and
barley went unmown for weeks, and they went unthreshed when he
remained sober long enough to have the crofters reap them. But
Latharn didn’t spare a moment’s concern for his crops or his other
duties.

His sober periods brought memories of Mùirne,
and he couldn’t bear the flood of guilt that surged through him at
the thought of her. And always, when Latharn remembered Mùirne’s
death, he sought to relieve himself of self-blame by placing
responsibility at the feet of Ailean MacLachlainn.

If it hadn’t been for MacLachlainn, Mùirne
would have been safely married to Latharn, here at his side, happy,
smiling, instead of being buried in the cold ground. And if
MacLachlainn hadn’t exercised some sort of unnatural hold over her,
she wouldn’t have placed herself in the way of the piece of lead
that killed her.

Latharn’s thoughts brought fresh waves of
remorse, and he gritted his teeth and pressed the heels of his
hands into his eye sockets in an attempt to block the pain. His
sporadic attempts at sobriety ended when, each time, he reached for
another bottle of whisky to drink himself into blessed
oblivion.

____________

 


The time between harvest and planting was
free time for the slaves who worked in the fields at The Oaks. They
were allowed to tend their own private vegetable gardens, to work
on their own projects and given permission to work on other
plantations to earn money for themselves. They performed their
tasks efficiently to harvest the rice as soon as possible so they
would have more free time to enjoy.

But Mr. Hollingsworth did not believe it
would be wise to extend those privileges to the Highland men.
Idleness was not good for anyone, and particularly not for men like
these. And Mr. Hollingsworth did not trust them to employ their
time in productive enterprises unsupervised, as the other slaves
did. So they continued the work of clearing the additional
acreage.

James grumbled about the decision to deny
free time to the Highlanders. Since he was in charge of them, when
they worked, he had to be with them. He had looked forward to the
free time, but now it was denied him.

____________

 


One afternoon in late January when the
weather turned cold and drizzly, James brought the men in from the
field early. The weather was his excuse, but the real reason was
that a trader was expected to make a visit to the plantation store
this day and James didn’t want to miss it.

On the trader’s last trip, he showed James a
folding knife with a pearlescent handle made of shell, and James
wanted the knife. He managed to save some money, and he made a few
things to offer in trade as well. He was certain he had enough
value in money and goods to trade for the knife.

“Move along a little faster,” he urged. “Need
to get out of this rain.”

“Why are you in such a hurry to get back?”
Ruairidh asked.

“Just no need to drag along in the rain,”
James said.

Ruairidh looked at James with a doubtful
expression but said nothing more.

“Besides, the trader supposed to be at the
store today,” James admitted.

“Trader?”

“Yeah, they’s traders goes up to the
mountains and trades with the Indians. They gives the Indians guns
and cloth and needles and such, and the Indians gives them deer
skins and baskets and things like that. And they trade them for
things off the ships when they comes. Nice things.”

“Mountains? There’s no mountains here.”

“Not here. Up north of here. The Indian
lands. They’s high mountains up there.”

“You’ve seen these mountains?” Ruairidh
asked.

“No, just heard the trader talk about
them.”

____________

 


Ailean noticed that Ruairidh’s expression had
changed, that he appeared puzzled. “What is it?”

“He said there are mountains to the north of
us.”

“Mountains? I’ve looked in every direction
and I’ve never seen mountains,” Ailean said. “Has he been to the
mountains, seen them himself?”

“He says no. He says a trader told him
about—”

“Now there you go talking jibberish again,”
James interrupted. “You know I don’t like that. Unless it’s
something I told you to tell them.”

“He was just asking what you said, and I told
him you said there were mountains,” Ruairidh said.

Mountains.

____________

 


When spring came, James set the Highlanders
to work planting and cultivating the rice along with the other
slaves. But after the rice was half-grown and the trunks were
opened to flood the fields, he returned them to clearing new
acreage.

They became accustomed to the rhythm of life
on the plantation, but most still yearned to return to their
homeland. Those who, like Ailean, had lost their families, were
more accepting of their circumstances than those who had families
left behind in Scotland. But they did their work, steadily and
thoroughly, even though there were few rewards.

The strenuous labor toughened Ailean as
nothing ever had. The muscles of his body grew large and hard. His
clothing became too small for him as his muscles thickened, and he
had to have a new shirt and pair of triubhas because his old
clothes were too tight. He could lift and carry more weight than
any other man on the plantation. He had become a strong, powerful
man.

 


 


THIRTY-THREE

 


The Western Highlands of Scotland, December,
1748

 


Latharn sloshed more whisky into his glass.
He was halfway into the beckoning land of forgetfulness when he
heard someone call a greeting. He frowned, wondering vaguely who it
could be. Catriona shuffled to the door, muttering under her
breath.

“I need to speak to Latharn,” a familiar
voice said.

He stood, swaying, and ineffectively tried to
adjust his soiled clothing before lurching toward the open
door.

“Who wants to speak to me?” he demanded,
slurring his words.

“I do.” Brandubh, Ualraig Cambeul’s
assistant, stood in the doorway.

“Eh?” Latharn squinted and blinked, trying to
marshal what remained of his senses.

“Ualraig told me to deliver a message to you.
You are to come to his home tomorrow morning. He wants to see you.”
Brandubh’s voice exuded an unmistakable tone of condescension.

“He wants to see me?” Latharn repeated, as
though the words were unfamiliar and he was trying to understand
their meaning.

“Aye. Come tomorrow morning. While you’re
sober. If that’s possible.” Brandubh took a long look at Latharn’s
saggy face, bleary, bloodshot eyes, reddened nose, and shook his
head. He turned to Catriona. “Please be sure he comes to Inveraray
tomorrow. It’s important.” He turned and sauntered out the open
door.

____________

 


Catriona enlisted the help of her grandson to
get Latharn up and ready for the ride to Inveraray the next
morning. He was sober and his clothes were clean, but his shaking
hands and bloodshot eyes belied his prolonged bout of drinking.

When he arrived at Ualraig’s home, a servant
ushered him into the room where the Duke’s estate manager usually
met with his tenants. Latharn looked restlessly at the elegant
surroundings as he waited, fidgeting and ill-at-ease.

“Latharn,” said Ualraig as he entered the
room. “Thank you for coming.”

Latharn nodded tentatively, unsure how to
respond.

“There’s an important matter I have to speak
to you about,” Ualraig continued. “Please, be seated.”

They sat on velvet-covered chairs which
flanked a rich mahogany side table. Ualraig settled himself
comfortably while Latharn perched nervously on the edge of his
seat.

“Some matters have come to my attention that
we need to discuss. I’ve heard some upsetting rumors about you. But
I wanted to speak to you about them, not just rely on hearsay.
However, I fear, from your appearance, there may be some truth to
the rumors.”

“Wh-what rumors?” Latharn stuttered, an
uncharacteristic timidity impeding his words.

“That you spend your time in a drunken daze
instead of attending to your responsibilities,” Ualraig said. “You
haven’t paid the rent on the farm, either. I won’t tolerate that
kind of neglectful behavior in my tacksmen.”

“I…but…well—” Latharn began.

“Please. Don’t bother to lie. I can see for
myself. Look at your hands, how they shake. And if you could see
yourself, how unkempt you look…your bloodshot eyes. No, don’t even
bother to lie to me.”

Latharn ducked his head in shame, turned his
eyes to the opulent woven rug beneath his feet, away from Ualraig’s
piercing stare.

“I warned you. I told you if you didn’t stop
this behavior and conduct yourself as befits your rank I’d relieve
you of your position. My warning seems to have been wasted. So, I’m
reclaiming your tack.”

Latharn’s head jerked up. “But…but what am I
to do? How am I to live without my tack?”

“You will have to see to that yourself.”

“But who will manage the farm?”

“I’m offering your tack to your cousin
Suibhne. He’s next in line.”

“But—”

Ualraig Cambeul stood, signifying that the
interview was over. “Suibhne will be moving into the house next
week. Be sure to have your belongings removed by then.”

He turned on his heel and walked out.

Latharn was stunned. Where could he go? What
could he do? He walked outside, trying desperately to think of
something he could do to get back into Ualraig’s good graces,
something he could do to discredit Suibhne and regain his
position.

He took the reins of his horse from a
servant, and the man said, “I hear one can make his way in the
colonies.”

Latharn scowled. Even the lowest of the
servants knew about his disgrace. He mounted his horse and rode to
his house.

____________

 


By February, the Highlanders had cleared all
the additional acreage Mr. Hollingsworth intended to plant and
James started them building earthen berms around the newly cleared
fields and digging drainage ditches. Mr. Hollingsworth came to
appraise the results of their work.

“You’ve done very well, James,” he said as he
and James stood on the guard’s platform surveying the fields.

“Thank you, sir,” James said, a proud smile
on his lips.

“I didn’t expect to have half this much
cleared by now. Yes, you’ve done very well indeed,” the planter
went on. “I think I can arrange for you to have a reward for your
hard work.”

“Thank you, sir,” James said, wondering what
the reward might be. He started to speculate about it, then decided
that was not a good idea. He might set his expectations too high
and be disappointed. Better to wait and see.

Mr. Hollingsworth watched two Highlanders as
they worked to lengthen a side ditch to join the main center trench
that stretched through the field toward the river.

“These Scotsmen are good workers. Better than
I expected. Maybe my gamble has paid off, and I didn’t waste my
money after all,” he said. “But…do they always sing like this?”

“They do when they working,” James said.

“I don’t understand the words, but the tune
is rather pleasant,” Hadley said, and hummed a few notes. “I
suppose they must be happy people, to sing like that.”

“I don’t know, sir.” James reached up to
scratch his head. His eyes took on a thoughtful expression as he
regarded the two Highlanders. “I never seen none of ’em smile.
Never heard none of ’em laugh.”

“Well, I guess the saying must be true, then,
that Scots are dour people,” Mr. Hollingsworth said. “Will this
field be ready by planting time, do you think?”

James thought for a moment. “Probably.”

“Next week I’ll send the crew to install the
trunk. Surely they’ll have the drainage ditches completed by
then.”

____________

 


Latharn walked through his childhood home one
last time, recalling the happy times he’d spent in the only home
he’d ever known.

There, by the window which overlooked the
garden, that was where his father sat and drank his morning tea
when Latharn was a tiny boy, sitting on his father’s knee. He
looked out the window to the garden, where his father had given him
his first pony.

Each step through his home, each view of the
now-empty rooms, brought a fresh rush of memories. He’d once
enjoyed recalling those past times, but the impending loss of his
home made them painful now. And his home, his remembrances of his
beloved father and his mother, all this was being taken from him
because of Ailean MacLachlainn.

Latharn had thought he hated MacLachlainn
before, but those feelings paled beside the torrent of loathing and
fury that coursed through him, pushing all other ideas and
sensations from him. His head throbbed and his throat constricted,
choked him, ached from holding back a scream.

After the first churning waves of outrage
pounded forth from the nurtured knot of hatred for Ailean
MacLachlainn, spent themselves and left him trembling, there
remained the desire, the need, the compulsion to wreak vengeance.
MacLachlainn ruined his life, had taken away the only woman Latharn
ever loved, had caused him to lose his home, his livelihood, his
position of respect in the clan, everything that mattered to him.
His life was over, like Mùirne’s, ended by MacLachlainn.

Latharn’s one thought was, He has to
pay.

He had sold his cattle, his furniture, books
and most of his clothing. Latharn packed the few things he had left
and departed the house before Suibhne arrived to take possession of
it. He didn’t get as much money as he had expected, but he knew it
would be more than enough for passage to the colonies.

Latharn didn’t realize until that moment he
had already decided to go to the colonies to find MacLachlainn and
exact retribution for all he had suffered because of the man. When
MacLachlainn was dead, Latharn could begin to live again. And maybe
he could forget Mùirne.

He clenched his teeth as an exquisite torture
of guilt stabbed him, twisted like a knife in his entrails.

His next thought was, I need a
drink.

____________

 


Latharn remembered the name of the ship on
which MacLachlainn and the other prisoners had been transported,
and he was certain this was the vessel. He strode across the wharf
to the gangway but was stopped by a guard before he could walk on
board.

He demanded to speak to the captain.
Latharn’s commanding presence and forceful demeanor made him appear
to be an important person. The guard acquiesced and told Latharn to
wait. He went to the upper level of the ship and returned,
accompanied by a man in uniform.

“You wish to speak to Captain Hawsey?” the
man asked Latharn.

“Aye.”

“He isn’t available at present. Please tell
me your business. Perhaps I can be of assistance.”

“And who are you?”

Mr. Jones visibly bristled, drew himself to
his full height and answered, “I’m First Mate Jones.”

“Maybe you can help me,” Latharn said. “I
want to know what happened to the prisoners who were taken from
Inveraray, Argyllshire, on this ship two years ago. Where were they
taken?”

“Perhaps the captain can help you. I
certainly cannot. I only came aboard last spring.”

“When can I see the captain?”

“He is away from the ship conducting business
at the moment.”

“I have to speak to him!”

“Perhaps he can see you when he returns this
afternoon. We will be sailing on the tide tomorrow. If your query
is important, I suggest you see him before we depart,” said Mr.
Jones. He turned away without further comment and returned to the
upper deck, leaving Latharn standing on the gangway.

By the time he met Captain Hawsey, Latharn
was agitated beyond measure, but he tried to remain polite as he
requested the information.

“Of course, I remember where they were taken.
How could I forget!” Captain Hawsey said. “That was the worst
voyage I ever made, the stench, the—”

“Where did you take them?”

“I sold them, the ones who were left, to some
plantation owners in George Town, South Carolina, in the
colonies.”

“The ones who were left?”

“Unfortunately, sickness took most of them. I
made almost no profit that voyage. Last time I’ll ever agree to
transport human cargo.”

“Some died?”

“Yes. A great many died. No great loss, of
course, losing men like—”

“Do you know their names? Do you know the
names of the ones who lived?”

“I didn’t keep track of those who died,
but…yes, I think I do have the names of those who lived. They’re in
my log for that voyage. The first mate wrote them down, made a list
of them when he made out the bills of sale.”

“I need you to check it to see if the name
‘Ailean MacLachlainn’ is on the list.”

“I’m very busy. But if you would care to
reimburse me for my first mate’s time, I could have him look at the
list.”

“Aye, I will,” said Latharn, and he reached
unconsciously for his sporan before he remembered that he
was wearing Lowlander triubhas. Since the uprising, the king
had prohibited the wearing of all Highland dress, and he could no
longer wear a féileadh-mòr. He reached into his coat pocket
and extracted a coin from the small pouch he kept there.

“Mr. Jones!” shouted Captain Hawsey.

When the first mate appeared, the captain
instructed him to search through the prior voyage log book for a
list of the prisoner bills of sale. He was to search for the name
Ailean MacLachlainn.

“You can wait here or you can return later
this evening. He will certainly have found it by then,” Captain
Hawsey said to Latharn. “If it’s there.”

Latharn’s return to the ship that evening was
fruitful. He left the wharf with the name of the plantation owner
who had purchased Ailean MacLachlainn burned into his memory:
Hadley Hollingsworth.
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The Oaks Plantation, South Carolina, April,
1749

 


“McLachlan? I don’t know. I really haven’t
had any contact with that group of men since I bought them. The
overseers and managers deal with the field hands.”

“Captain Hawsey told me you’re the man who
bought him, so he must be here,” Latharn said.

“That may not be correct. You see, one of
them died and one ran away. He may have been one of those.”

“This man is very tall. And he has reddish
brown hair. Surely you remember.”

“Mr.…Campbell, did you say? Yes? Well, Mr.
Campbell, I have almost two hundred workers and their families
living on this plantation. Unless someone is in a management
position or works here in the house, I don’t get to know them
personally. And I hardly think any of those men would have the
intelligence to be a manager.” Hadley Hollingsworth shook his head
and laughed. “And I certainly would not allow a barbarian like one
of those Highlanders into my home.”

“But—” Latharn began, trying to hold his
temper in check. To have come this far, and then be thwarted. It
was not to be borne.

“Let me send for James. He’ll know. He
manages those men. Please, won’t you have a seat and join me for
some refreshments while we wait?”

Latharn had no choice. He assented and sat on
the proffered chair, and Hollingsworth left the room to arrange for
James to be summoned and to order refreshments for his uninvited
guest. When he returned, he engaged Latharn in polite conversation
as they awaited James’ arrival. Finally, Latharn could bear it no
longer.

“As I said earlier, I know Ailean
MacLachlainn is here on your plantation,” Latharn said. “I’d like
to buy him from you.”

His host frowned slightly. “Buy him? Why
would you want to buy someone like him? Granted, those men are
strong, stronger than you’d expect, from their appearance. But I
don’t trust them. I still keep an armed man on guard duty when they
are not locked in the barracks.”

“Ah, well, I—” Latharn began.

“By the way, where is your plantation
located? I don’t believe I heard you say.”

They were interrupted by James’ arrival, much
to Latharn’s relief.

“James, this is Mr. Campbell. He wants to
know if we have a…” He turned to Latharn. “What did you say his
name was?”

“Ailean MacLachlainn.”

“Yes. He wants to know if we have an Alan
McLachlan in the group of Highland men we bought.”

“I believe that’s the name of one of them,
sir.”

“Mr. Campbell wants to buy him.”

“I expect he do. Alan be the hardest worker
in that bunch. He strong and—”

“I’ll pay whatever you ask for him. I’ll pay
you twice what you paid for him,” Latharn interrupted.

Hollingsworth chuckled. “Indeed, you’ll pay
more than twice, if I decide to sell him. They were half-starved
when they came here, and I had to bear the cost of feeding them for
quite a while before they became able to work efficiently.”

“Whatever it costs, I’ll pay it.”

____________

 


Hollingsworth looked at his guest with
misgiving. No one bought slaves without knowing their condition.
Campbell’s insistence on buying a slave he hadn’t seen and whose
condition he didn’t know roused Hollingsworth’s suspicions.

“We may not even have the man you want. There
were other planters who bought men off that ship.”

“I’m sure you have MacLachlainn.”

Hadley turned to James. “Take Mr. Campbell to
see the Highland men.”

He watched from the parlor window as Latharn
followed James across the lawn toward the fields. He didn’t want
the man coming back into his house again. Underneath the charm and
politeness, Hadley sensed something strange about him, something
ominous. He didn’t want any dealings with this man, business or
otherwise. He decided he would not sell a slave to Latharn Campbell
under any circumstances.

Hadley shuddered.

____________

 


Ruairidh rested his hoe on the ground, leaned
on it for a moment, and straightened to relieve his stiff back. He
surveyed the field to see how far they had progressed and caught
sight of Latharn Cambeul following James into the field. He stared
for a moment.

“I don’t believe it. Ailean, it’s Latharn
Cambeul. Look!”

Ailean raised his head and looked in the
direction Ruairidh pointed. It was indeed Latharn.

Latharn spotted Ailean and cut straight
across the plowed rows toward him, followed by James. He stopped
several feet away.

“So, you are here. Just as I thought,”
Latharn said in Gaelic.

Ailean made no reply, but his breaths became
rapid and shallow. His fists clenched and unclenched, and his jaw
tightened.

“Hold your temper,” Ruairidh warned Ailean.
“Remember, the guard has a gun.”

“I don’t care,” Ailean said to Ruairidh. He
raised a hand and pointed at Latharn. “You are a murderer. You
killed my Mùirne. You deserve to die.”

He took a step toward Latharn, and Ruairidh
moved to block him. He wrapped his arms around Ailean, tried to
push him backward. “Stop! Think about what you’re doing.”

“But, I’ve got to—”

“You’ve got to stay alive. Getting shot by
the guard won’t accomplish anything.”

“Alan,” James said. “What you doing? What’s
all this about?”

Ailean stopped struggling as Ruairidh’s and
James’ words penetrated his seething anger. The guard yelled, and
Ruairidh dropped his arms to his side. “You see, he’s watching
us.”

He took a step back from Ailean and picked up
a hoe. The guard shouted again.

“It’s all right.” James called out to the
guard. “Nothing to worry about.” He turned to Ailean. “Get your hoe
and get back to work. Don’t give him a reason to shoot at you.”

Ailean stood and glared at Latharn, his chest
heaving with conflicting emotions. He wanted to wring the life from
Latharn’s body with his bare hands, as the lead ball from Latharn’s
pistol had drained the life from Mùirne’s body.

But a voice of reason within penetrated his
anger and controlled his urge to kill. It told him the guard’s
musket ball would snuff out his own life before he could end
Latharn’s. He leaned over and retrieved his hoe.

“Still arrogant, I see,” Latharn hissed as he
backed away. “But you won’t be arrogant much longer. You won’t be
anything much longer. You’ll soon be leaving this
earth.”

Ruairidh stopped hoeing and turned to
Latharn.”What makes you say that?”

“He needs to die. When he’s dead, I can begin
to live again,” Latharn said. He turned and left the field.

James gave Ailean a puzzled look. “Wish I
could understand that jabber you talk so I’d know what just
happened.” He shook his head and followed Latharn.

Ailean watched them walk away. He swallowed,
tried to push the memories Latharn had revived back into the deep
recesses of his heart where he’d buried them.

____________

 


Hadley met Latharn and James on the porch
when they returned from the fields. He didn’t want Latharn to enter
the house.

“That’s the man. How much?” Latharn
asked.

“I’ll have to go over the accounts,” Hadley
said. “And I still haven’t decided if I’ll sell him. Once I’ve
thought it over, I’ll send word to let you know. Where can I reach
you?”

“No. Now. I want him now,” Latharn
snapped.

He realized he’d made a mistake when he saw
the look Hadley gave him. He took a breath to calm himself. He
called upon his charm to ingratiate himself with the planter
again.

“I’m sorry. Please excuse my impertinence. I
just have…I have some heavy concerns on my mind. No excuse for
rudeness, I realize. Please forgive me.”

____________

 


“What make you so valuable?” James asked
Ailean when he and the two women entered the barracks to bring the
men their evening meal.

“Valuable? I have no value,” Ailean said.

“Yeah, you do. That man trying to buy you
from master today. Say he don’t care what you cost, he pay it. Why
you reckon he want you so bad?”

Ailean didn’t answer.

“Must be some reason.”

Ailean stared into James’ eyes for a long
moment and turned to Ruairidh. He told Ruairidh in Gaelic, “Please
explain it to him. I don’t know the words to tell of it. And I
can’t talk about it.”

Ruairidh looked at Ailean, sighed, and said
to James, “The man wants to kill Ailean.”

“Why he want to kill him? Alan a good
man.”

After giving Ailean a sideways glance,
Ruairidh took a deep breath and began. “Ailean married Mùirne
MacGriogair, the woman Latharn loved.”

At the mention of her name, Mùirne came to
Ailean from his memories, and he closed his eyes. She smiled shyly
at him, as she had done the first time he met her. That image
faded, and he saw her on the morning after their wedding, proudly
wearing the curtch that proclaimed she belonged to him.

One by one, images of Mùirne blended, ebbed
and flowed through his mind. And then came the words of their
argument, the last words of their ordinary life together, echoing
from the past, searing him with guilt, torturing him with the
knowledge of how he’d hurt her.

His fingers reached behind the waist of his
triubhas and clutched at the scrap of tunic he’d saved. He
swallowed hard, trembling with the effort to endure the torment of
Ruairidh’s words as they re-opened his wounds.

“He tried to kill Ailean, meant to kill him,
but…he accidentally killed her instead. I think he wants to buy
Ailean, take him away and kill him.”

James stood silently, looking at Ailean with
an unfathomable expression in his eyes. “We can’t let that happen,”
he said softly.

When all the men finished eating, James left
the barracks without another word. After he left, Ruairidh and
Ailean sat on the edge of Ailean’s cot, talking in low voices.

“You have to find a way to escape.”

“I ran from Latharn once, and I vowed I’d
never run from him again. I wouldn’t be much of a man if I ran
now.”

“You have to. You heard him. I’m sure he
means to kill you. And you have no way to defend yourself.”

“I have to find a way. My da didn’t raise me
to be a coward,” Ailean said. “It would be better to die bravely
than live as a coward. What would my da think of me if—”

“Listen to me. Leave here. Find a way to arm
yourself, then come back and face him,” Ruairidh said. “That’s not
running away. That’s preparing yourself for a fight. Every warrior
prepares himself for a fight.”

Ailean allowed Ruairidh’s words to sink in.
“You’re right. It wouldn’t be running. I’d be preparing myself for
a fight.”

“Aye. But we have to think of a way to get
you away from here.”

They considered first one idea and another.
The thick boards of the wooden floor and the iron bars on the
windows made escape from the barracks impossible. Ailean’s only
chance would come in the morning, when they went to the field to
work.

“We’re digging the rows on the far side now.
If you’re on the end of the line, you’d be close to the woods. If
we could distract the overseer, you could slip away into the brush,
like Tòmas did,” Ruairidh said.

They talked in whispers far into the night,
planning the escape. When nothing was left to be said, they sat in
silence as the day crept upon them, the early pre-dawn light
revealing their strained faces to each other, neither able to
speak.

 


 


THIRTY-FIVE

 


Before first light, the women brought their
morning meal. Ailean ate all of his breakfast except the piece of
cornbread. He tucked the tail of his shirt into his
triubhas, formed a small pouch of it and dropped the
cornbread inside. As they left the barracks, Ruairidh slipped his
piece of cornbread into Ailean’s hands as he walked past. Ailean
gave him a look of gratitude and stuck the bread inside his shirt
with the other piece.

An orange sliver of sun showed over the trees
to the east when the slaves reached the field they were plowing.
James looked pointedly at Ailean for a moment, his eyes full of
unspoken feelings, then directed Ailean and Ruairidh to dig the
rows at the edge of the swamp. Ailean started digging the last row
alongside the berm that bordered the field.

He worked steadily until mid-morning when he
caught sight of the water girl with her bucket and gourd dipper.
James directed her to start on the side of the field where Ailean
worked.

Ailean’s hand trembled as he took the filled
dipper. He drank the water and handed the dipper back to the girl,
hoping his shaking hands wouldn’t reveal his nervousness to her. He
wiped his mouth and resumed digging the shallow furrow.

Ailean followed her progress from the corner
of his eye, and when she reached the workers farthest from him, he
glanced at the guard to be sure the man was engrossed in watching
her. He moved the pieces of cornbread that rested in the bloused
tail of his shirt to one side, to keep them from being crushed,
eased over the berm into the thick vegetation beyond it, and
dropped to his stomach on the ground, out of sight. He dragged the
hoe with him. Ailean peered through the openings in the thicket to
get his bearings and crawled away.

The Highlanders were still singing, so he
knew the guard had not missed him yet. Ailean crawled faster as he
put more distance between himself and the field and thought it less
likely he could be seen. He reached an area of open marsh that
bordered the river when he heard shouts, and the singing stopped.
Ailean got to his feet and, crouched low, moved as fast as he could
through the tangle of vegetation at the margins of the
marshland.

He stopped for a few moments to catch his
breath and listen for sounds of pursuit but heard nothing. When
Ailean started moving again, he chose his route with more
deliberation, still hurrying, but more aware of his surroundings,
more attuned to possible dangers.

____________

 


“What did you say?”

“I said, the Highlander escaped from the
field this morning,” Hadley repeated.

“How can that be? You said armed guards
watched them whenever they were in the fields.” Latharn’s jaws
tightened, clamping his teeth together.

“Mr. Campbell, I fail to understand why you
are so upset. It is I who’s losing money with this escape, not
you.”

Latharn began pacing, thinking. He stopped
abruptly. “Where could he run? Where could he hide?”

Hadley chuckled. “Look around you. Have you
looked at the heavily wooded lands that surround our plantations
here in South Carolina? Where couldn’t he hide is a more apt
question.”

“The overseer, he should be punished. And the
guards.”

“Mr. Campbell. You misspeak yourself. You
take liberties that are not yours. Whether or not my people are to
be punished is at my discretion, not at your whim.”

“Please, forgive me. I…I am not myself.”

It was too late. Hadley’s distant but polite
demeanor had evaporated and left a cold and appraising manner in
its place. He didn’t reply.

“Where do you think he could have gone?”
Latharn asked.

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

“Is there anyone who might?”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you. Now, if you
will please excuse me, there are matters I must attend to.” Hadley
opened the front door, walked inside and shut it.

Latharn had no choice but to leave. He
reluctantly turned and descended the porch steps to the lawn. He
had been close. So close. His misery and self-torture could have
ended this day with MacLachlainn’s death. Instead, it was prolonged
indefinitely.

When he reached George Town, he returned to
the inn where he was staying and went directly to a table in the
public room. He ordered a glass of whisky and waited impatiently
for the boy to bring it, drumming his fingers on the table. At
last, the glass of liquid relief was set before him. He lifted it,
took a sip and welcomed the fire that burned his throat and would
burn away the memories and the suffering if he drank enough of
it.

He started on his second glass when two
rough-looking men, one of whom had a prominent scar running the
length of his face, came in and sat at a nearby table. Latharn
enjoyed the illusion of privacy when he was the only customer, and
he frowned at the unwelcome intrusion. He tried to ignore them at
first, but the conversation between the two men caught his
attention.

“I’m getting tired of chasing slaves. I been
thinking about maybe moving on up close to the mountains, finding
me a piece of land somewhere, find me a wife and settle down,” said
one of them.

“Not me. That would be too much work,” said
the man with the scar. “And I like the tracking, seeing can I find
them, seeing can I outsmart them.”

“You’re welcome to it. I’m tired of always
sleeping on the ground, eating my own cooking. Now, if I had me my
own place, I could sleep on a soft bed every night, have me a wife
to cook me something good to eat. Now that would be living.”

“Who you got in mind who would even have an
old goat like you?” Jim Satterfield asked.

“Now, Jim,” Davey Wilkerson complained. “You
ain’t got no call to insult me. Besides, there’s a Indian girl up
in the mountains, a pretty thing. I think she likes me. She smiled
real nice at me once. And them Indian women, they’re hard
workers.”

Latharn arose from his chair and approached
the table where the two men sat.

“Please excuse me, gentlemen. I overheard
your conversation unintentionally. Did you say that you pursue
runaway slaves?”

 


 


THIRTY-SIX

 


Before sunset, Ailean reached a small hummock
in the swamp. It was a bit higher and drier than the expanse of mud
and water he’d slogged through since he left the plantation. He
checked the area to be sure there were no snakes concealed in the
tangle of weeds before he selected a spot and sat. He ate the two
pieces of cornbread and lay on the damp ground but found he
couldn’t fall asleep, even though he was physically tired.

Ailean’s thoughts circled endlessly around
the problem of arming himself for the coming confrontation with
Latharn. He didn’t know where he could buy a firearm. Even if he
found a place to buy one, he had no money. And if he could get a
firearm, he didn’t know how to use one.

The only weapon he knew how to use was a
sword. But the problem of obtaining a sword was the same as with
the firearm. He had no money to buy one and didn’t know where he
could get one if he did have money.

At last Ailean fell into a restless
sleep.

The cannons roared and thundered, belching
smoke and pieces of metal that tore through men on both sides of
him. He saw the chief fall from his horse, saw Da’s leg spout a red
stream as he fell. The freezing sleet blowing into his face turned
into a flooding, soaking rain that smothered and choked him…

The sky flashed with a brilliance that turned
his eyelids red, pulling him into wakefulness and away from his
nightmare of Drummossie Moor, while thunder roared and echoed
through the swamp. Ailean turned onto his side to escape the
torrents of rain that poured into his face. He still trembled from
the remnants of horror and heartbreak that snaked like tendrils of
an evil miasma into his wakefulness from the reliving of the battle
in his dream.

Ailean crawled under an overhanging branch in
a vain attempt to escape the deluge, wishing for the warmth of his
féileadh-mòr as he huddled there, sopping wet, shivering
from the aftermath of the dream as much as from the cold rain. His
body jerked each time a deafening, reverbrating crash of thunder
followed the intermittent flashes of lightning that illuminated the
night sky. Finally, the storm passed, and Ailean fell into an
exhausted sleep, tired, wet, cold and miserable.

He awoke when a finger of sunlight penetrated
the leafy canopy overhead and touched his closed eyes. Ailean
stretched his stiff muscles, then lay still, listening to the
sounds of birds and the whispers of the breeze as it passed through
the treetops. There were no sounds of pursuit, no sounds of men
making their way through the swamp toward him. He decided there was
no immediate threat of capture and rose to continue his
journey.

Ailean had no idea where he was headed nor
which way he should go, so he followed the river. Each time he
reached the bounds of a plantation, he veered around it, keeping to
the swamps and woods, returning to the river when he was past the
cultivated acreage.

He was famished by midday and knew he had to
find food soon to keep up his strength. He scanned the area as he
plodded along, looking for something he could eat. Toward evening,
he found a gopher turtle. He pried open the shell using the hoe
blade and killed the turtle.

Ailean built a small fire. He placed the end
of a dry stick on a piece of deadwood and twirled it between his
palms, as he had watched Da do once when he kindled a need-fire. It
took a long time, but finally he had a tiny, flickering flame which
he fed with pieces of dead grass, leaves and sticks.

He coaxed it into a fire big enough to cook
the turtle. He had no means of cooking it into a soup, as James had
done, so he speared the meat onto a stick, suspended over the fire
and roasted it. It wasn’t tasty like the soup James made, but it
assuaged his hunger.

After he ate, he put out the fire and tried
to conceal any sign of it to erase evidence of his passage. He
moved on until the sun was low in the sky and the encroaching
darkness made it hard to see any lurking dangers.

The following day, he didn’t find a turtle,
but he noticed an abundance of fish in the streams he crossed. As
he walked through a heavily wooded tract, Ailean searched for a
long, stout stick he could make into a lance to spear fish.

It wouldn’t be as good as Da’s leisters, but
he was sure he could get enough fish for a meal. He found a
suitable stick, and that night when he stopped to sleep, he scraped
one end of it with the hoe blade to shape it into a crude
point.

Ailean awakened the next morning while the
sky was gray, before the sun lifted itself over the eastern
horizon. There was not yet enough light to make travel through the
swamp safe. While he waited for full daylight, he worked on honing
the point of his stick. By the time the sun had fully risen, it was
sharp enough to use.

He picked up the hoe and lance and continued
his trek, still following the river. At midday, he encountered a
stream and squatted beside it, looking for fish. He speared two
small fish and a larger one, broke a forked branch from a sapling
and strung the fish on it. He slung them over his shoulder, crossed
the stream and continued on his way, his supper assured.

During the eighth day of travel, Ailean
noticed a subtle change in the land. The flat swampland fell behind
him as he entered a region of gently rolling hills interspersed
with swamps. The hills gradually grew steeper day by day, and his
spirits rose with the rise in elevation of the land. He welcomed
the wooded hills and glens like a long-absent friend, and he began
to feel at home.

Or would have felt at home if another person
accompanied him. Ailean had hardly ever been alone in his life
except for the short periods when he had ascended the mountaintop
for time apart, time to contemplate questions or problems that
plagued him.

Now, he’d not seen another human being in…how
many days had it been? Ailean missed Ruairidh and the other men
from his homeland. He missed James. He missed companionship and the
sound of voices. His loneliness became an almost physical pain.

His pace slowed as the terrain became steeper
and rougher. Tall trees towered over him and made him feel small
and inconsequential as he walked beneath their leafy branches. As
Ailean traveled farther through this land of steep hills and clear,
tumbling streams, the ache in his heart grew sharper.

One afternoon, he pushed his way through a
tangle of vines and briars and came upon a trail which wound around
the side of a hill and dropped into a small glen between the hills.
He followed it cautiously, alert for every sound, every sign that
might announce danger. When night descended upon the land, he moved
away from the trail to sleep in a thicket, but retraced his steps
back to it the next morning.

Ailean continued following the path each
day.

One morning, he followed as it climbed to the
top of a hill. On the right side of the path, the hill rose so
steeply that he could reach out and touch the bank at shoulder
level, and to the left, the earth dropped away, leaving the path
clinging precariously to the side of the hill. The trees which grew
along the sharp descent raised their tops, thick with new leaves,
so close some of them brushed against him. Ailean felt as though he
was walking on a lane that passed through the treetops
themselves.

At one place, small stones had rolled down
from an outcrop of rocks above, and they made the passage
treacherous. Ailean picked his way along slowly, looking for firm
footing. One misstep on a loose rock and he could find himself
falling down the steep incline.

Ailean paused and glanced up to see where the
path led. He stood staring for a moment. There was an open space
between the branches of the trees ahead where the trail curved
abruptly to the right, and through that openness, he caught a
glimpse of a panorama of wooded peaks and valleys spread below. He
was near the top of a mountain. There were mountains in this land,
as James had said, and he’d found them. Ailean eased along the path
until he reached the spot where he could see between the trees.

He lowered himself to his knees and swung his
legs over the edge of precipice, sitting on the narrow path,
leaning back on the bank behind him. He looked out over the land
stretched before him and saw ridges of blue mountains, one behind
the other, reaching far into the distance, so far that the
succeeding ridges grew paler and almost faded into the white edge
of the sky at the horizon. Ailean had found the mountains.

He sat for a long while with his feet
dangling, drinking in the beautiful scenery. He wished he could
find a way to survive here in these mountains, wished he could put
the past with its pain behind him. He wondered what it would be
like to live here among these tree-covered peaks, so different from
the grass-covered mountains of home, but so welcoming and
soul-fulfilling.

But first, he had to do the honorable thing.
He had to face Latharn, had to avenge Mùirne’s death.
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Tenahwosi and Itahcah found the tracks of a
barefoot man on this little-used trail. When they were hunting,
they usually went another way, but on this trip, they were
patrolling the hunting grounds, looking for incursions from enemy
tribes onto Tsalagi land. They had begun the last arc of the
long circle back to the village when they found the tracks.

“Two days,” said Itahcah.

Tenahwosi grunted in agreement.

The tracks were a puzzlement to the two men.
Ani-Tsalagi wore moccasins, and white men wore hard-soled
boots. No one went barefoot like this man. They were sure it was a
man. The imprints of the feet were large, and the stride was long.
This was a man. A big man.

They moved, swift and silent, their sharp
eyes noting variations in the man’s tracks which showed when he had
tired, when he had stopped to rest. They reached the place where he
had slept, and within an hour, they were within sight of the man.
They crept along behind him, watching. He was a white man, a
stranger. And he carried no pack of goods to trade.

They followed him until evening and watched
when he left the trail to bed down for the night.

____________

 


When Ailean awoke the next morning, he saw
two men squatting nearby, watching. Each of them held a musket.

Ailean sat up and reached for his lance which
he’d laid on the ground within reach when he lay down for the
night, but both the lance and the hoe were gone. He looked about
desperately for something, anything he could use as a weapon for
self-defense but found nothing.

The men made no threatening moves and didn’t
point their muskets at him. They merely watched him. He regarded
them warily, intrigued by their strange clothing. It looked like
nothing he’d ever seen.

“Hello,” he said to them in English.

“Hel-lo. Osiyo,” one of them
answered.

The two men stood. One of them picked up
Ailean’s hoe.

The other said, “Ehena,” beckoning for
Ailean to come with him.

Ailean got to his feet and followed, with the
second man close behind. They set a rapid pace, their eyes moving
constantly, alert and watching.

The sun was high overhead, and Ailean was
beginning to tire when they stopped at a small stream to drink. The
water was crystal clear, cold and refreshing. Ailean drank and
bathed his face. He looked at his captors and wondered where they
were taking him.

Late in the afternoon, they reached a place
where the trail descended a hillside and emerged from the trees
into a long valley through which meandered a small river. Steep
hills bordered three sides of the valley. At the open end, he could
see the successive ridges of mountains reaching into the distance,
and there was a field at that end where women were working.

Bordering the river above the field was a
scattering of thatch-roofed buildings of different sizes. Each of
them had smooth, flat walls which looked as if they were
constructed of mud. Ailean assumed they were dwellings. Every
dwelling had an adjacent mound to one side and a smaller building,
raised above the ground on poles, behind it. Around the dwellings
were fruit trees and small gardens.

Past the houses, alongside the river, at the
end of a large, flat piece of ground, rose a huge rounded mound of
earth. Ailean saw some men emerging from an opening at the base of
it, and a thin wisp of smoke ascended from an aperture at its
apex.

____________

 


“I told you. His trail’s cold. We’ll have to
find somebody who saw him. Then we’ll know which direction he’s
headed, and we can move faster,” Jim Satterfield told Latharn.

“But what if no one saw him?”

“He ain’t got no food. He ain’t got no gun to
kill game. He’ll have to beg or steal food. Somebody’ll know he’s
been there.”

“But this is taking too long.”

“You want to track him down by yourself?”
Satterfield asked and spat a stream of tobacco juice into the
fire.

“No. I need your help.”

“Then we do it my way,” Satterfield said,
poured tea into his tin cup and leaned back against the tree
trunk.

Latharn stood and began to pace, edging into
the darkness.

“Wouldn’t do that if I was you.”

“Why not?” Latharn asked. He was growing
increasingly irritated by this woodsman with his patronizing
attitude and barely concealed mockery.

“Snakes. Can’t see them in the dark.”

Latharn retreated from the darkness and sat
near the small campfire. He didn’t like this place, and he didn’t
like Jim Satterfield. He added his discomfort to the huge debt he
felt Ailean MacLachlainn owed him, a debt he hoped to collect soon.
The thought of settling the account was the only thing that kept
him going, kept him moving through this wild and treacherous
land.

____________

 


Tenahwosi and Itahcah led Ailean to a house
on the edge of the village. Tenahwosi went inside while Itahcah
waited outside guarding Ailean. Tenahwosi came out of the house,
and a white man emerged from it behind him. The white man looked
Ailean over before he spoke.

“My name is Gòrdan MacAntoisch,” the man said
to Ailean in English. “Who are you?”

“Ailean MacLachlainn.”

“You are Scottish?” MacAntoisch asked in
Gaelic.

“Aye. And you are from Scotland, too?”

“Aye. What are you doing here in
Tsalagi territory, MacLachlainn? Have you come to trade with
them?”

“No. I didn’t mean to come here. I just…I—”
Ailean began.

“You’re not a trader?”

“No.”

“I don’t understand. White men who venture
this far are either traders or fur trappers. It’s obvious you
aren’t a trapper, and you have no good for trade.” Gòrdan waited
for a reply.

“I was…on a plantation. I left and just
walked and ended up in the mountains. Then these two men brought me
here.”

Gòrdan noticed the scars on Ailean’s wrists.
“You’ve been in irons. You were a prisoner.”

“Aye.”

Gòrdan looked at the ground before raising
his eyes to look intently into Ailean’s eyes. “Why were you a
prisoner? What did you do?”

“I did battle for Prionnsa—” Ailean’s voice
quavered and broke. He cleared his throat. “Prionnsa Teàrlach.”

“You were in The Rising?”

Ailean swallowed hard. “Aye.”

Gòrdan had a lengthy conversation with
Itahcah and Tenahwosi, and the two men walked away.

“They were thinking of keeping you as their
slave. But I made a deal with them.” Gòrdan smiled. “It didn’t take
much to convince them that they didn’t really want to have someone
as big and strong as you on their hands. I think they were already
having doubts, which is why they brought you to me. Come with me,”
he said, and went back inside his house.

Ailean followed him into the dark interior,
pausing for a moment just inside the door while his eyes adjusted
to the semi-darkness. There were no windows, and the only light
came from a small fire in the middle of the room and the sunlight
which was admitted through the doorway and the smoke hole in the
roof. The floor was of packed earth. It reminded him a little of
his cottage at home, although this dwelling was larger and there
was no byre for keeping animals.

Gòrdan sat cross-legged on a woven cane mat
spread on the dirt floor by the fire.

“Sit,” Gòrdan said, gesturing to a mat
adjacent to his own.

Ailean sat on the mat, awkwardly folding his
long legs in an approximation of Gòrdan’s posture.

“Tell me about it. I haven’t had much news
from Scotland.”

Ailean stared into the fire for a few
minutes, then looked up at Gòrdan. “Have you heard what happened?
About what happened to Prionnsa Teàrlach’s army?”

“A little.”

“I was in his army. I was on Drummossie Moor,
near Culloden House. I fought there beside my clansmen and the
Mac’Ill’Eathainns. And beside MacAntoisches. And there my father
and brothers died—” Ailean’s voice broke and he couldn’t
continue.

Gòrdan said nothing for several minutes. “You
look hungry. Here.” He handed Ailean some dried venison. “Eat this.
My wife will cook for us when she comes in from the field, but this
will do for now.”

“Your wife?”

“Aye. I married a native woman. Of the Bird
Clan of Ani-Tsalagi. Good woman,” Gòrdan said.

“How long have you lived here?”

“Here in the mountains? About four years. But
I came to the Georgia colony with my parents about ten years
ago.”

“They live here, too?”

“No. They live near the coast, in New
Inverness.”

A shiver passed through Ailean’s body when he
heard the word “Inverness,” and he began to breathe rapidly. He sat
in silence for a few minutes until he recovered his composure.

“And you like it here? In the mountains?”

“Yes, I do. Ani-Tsalagi are good
people, a little different from us in some ways, but the same as us
in many other ways. I feel at home here,” Gòrdan answered.

“The mountains are beautiful. Not like the
ones at home, but beautiful in their own way. I felt at home when I
reached the mountains,” Ailean said. “So, what do you do? Do you
rent a croft?”

“No, I’m a trader.”

“Oh,” Ailean said. He thought for a moment
and asked, “What do Ani-Tsalagi men do?”

“Hunt. Fish. Fight wars. And play
anetsa.”

 


 


THIRTY-EIGHT

 


Ailean slept in Gòrdan’s house that night.
The next morning, Gòrdan and his Tsalagi assistant busied
themselves preparing for their next trip to Charles Town, counting
the hides and other articles received in trade to determine if it
was worthwhile to make the trip now or if they should wait a while
longer and gather more goods. Gòrdan left Ailean to his own
devices.

He wandered through the village of these
strange people, the Ani-Tsalagi, absorbing the sights and
sounds and smells of the settlement. The scent of aromatic wood
smoke rising from smoke holes of houses was pleasant, and the
houses themselves appeared to be in harmony with the land
surrounding them. A feeling of peace settled on him like a
comfortable garment as he watched children at play and listened to
their laughter.

He stopped by the shallow river bordering the
village and sat on the bank, listening to the gurgle and murmur of
the water where it rippled over the rocks of a low shoal and
splashed into a shallow pool. Watching the rushing water lulled and
satisfied him, and he contemplated the beauty of the stream.

He became aware of a discomfiting sense of
being watched and turned around to look behind him. Two young women
giggled and hurried away. Ailean watched them go, watched as their
soft skirts brushed their legs, revealing shapely bare calves and
feet clad in soft, clinging leather. Their glossy hair, arranged in
elaborate braids and coils, shone blue-black in the sunlight. A
beautiful sight.

He was about to turn his attention to the
river again when another young woman caught his attention. She was
tall and slender. Her sleek, black hair cascaded down her back like
a silken shawl. She appeared to be focused on her destination,
unaware of his presence, her steps quick and purposeful. He watched
until she entered a house, and returned to his relaxing study of
the river, allowing the murmur of the water to calm and comfort
him.

When he tired of the inactivity, Ailean arose
from the river bank to continue his wandering. He walked to the
field where women were at work, planting seeds. A few of them had
babies in slings tied on their backs.

He regarded the steep hills to either side of
the valley. And he looked down the length of it where, in the
distance, rising row upon row, the blue mountain ridges were
arrayed in all their beauty, beckoning to him, calling to his
soul.

In that moment, Ailean realized he wanted to
live.

During the weeks of the voyage to George
Town, he constantly beseeched God for release from this life,
begged for an escape from his sorrow and suffering. But his prayers
were not answered. He continued to live while others around him
found deliverance from their ordeal, found mercy and relief.

He became embittered as he lived on and
merely endured his continued existence. But now, he no longer
wanted to die. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have run from Latharn to
prepare for a fight, he would have embraced death at Latharn’s
hand.

Ailean stopped walking and stood motionless
as this new realization struck him with a force that was almost
physical. He did not expect, did not want, any happiness from
living, but he no longer wanted to die.

No. He didn’t want any enjoyment. Mùirne and
Coinneach-òg. Niall. Ma. Da. Coinneach. They would never experience
joy or gladness again. How could he try to take pleasure in living
when they couldn’t? No, he didn’t want contentment or happiness.
But he did want to live.

____________

 


Each day when Ailean strolled through the
village and sat by the river, he garnered the attention of young
women. Tsalagi men were tall and handsome, but Ailean was
taller. Tsalagi men were strong, but Ailean looked
stronger.

He had been tall since his teens, but his
farming work on the croft and his work herding cattle had not built
the broad, muscular physique that was now his. The years of heavy
labor on the plantation, coupled with ample food, had added hard
muscles to his tall frame, and Ailean was now a powerful man.

The exuberance, impatience and optimism of
his youth had been crushed and beaten from him by the ordeal he
lived through, exposing a quiet dignity and strength of spirit at
his core. And like a rock on the shore from which the weaker
particles have been eroded by the ceaseless pounding of the waves,
but which has not been destroyed, he stood firm and unbowed. He
carried himself with an air of unsullied dignity and solemnity.
Which made him attractive to some of the unmarried Tsalagi
women.

On his fifth day in the village, Ailean sat
at his accustomed place on the river bank. Two young men he’d not
seen before approached him and made it clear they didn’t want him
to sit there. He couldn’t understand their words, but their angry
gestures were unmistakable.

He merely stared at them, which brought an
even more irritable response. Their protest became louder and more
vehement, and Ailean lost patience with them. He stood, crossed his
arms and planted his feet. He towered over both of them.

“I’ll stay here as long as I want,” he said.
“Now leave me be.”

The two left off their loud protest and
backed away. Ailean sat down again, returned to his pastime of
watching the swirling, rippling water and ignored them until they
left.

His walks through the village had other
observers as well, men who monitored his movements, and who, he
felt sure, would not allow him to leave the village. Ailean looked
longingly at the nearer peaks, wishing he could sit on those
heights, enjoying the view, to think about the life that stretched
ahead of him now that he had decided he wanted to live. But he
suspected if he tried to climb one of them, he would be stopped by
the unobtrusive watchers who made their presence known each time he
reached the fringe of the settlement.

Ailean sat by the fire each night and talked
with Gòrdan. Sometimes they talked about their homeland, sometimes
Gòrdan told him about Ani-Tsalagi and their way of life. He
felt comfortable with Gòrdan and a friendship began to grow between
the two men.

“You have to understand that
Ani-Tsalagi are a proud people,” Gòrdan said. “The way you
say you stared at those two young men at the river, I’m surprised
you didn’t have a fight on your hands. They don’t like to be stared
at. Makes them nervous, makes them feel you have no respect for
them. And they don’t like to look you in the eye when they talk to
you. As though it somehow makes them subservient to you. Keep that
in mind, or you might get into trouble.”

“I will. But they have to keep in mind that I
won’t tolerate their ill will and threats when my intentions are
peaceable.”

“You’d better rethink your attitude. You
don’t know what you’d be up against if you made enemies among the
people,” Gòrdan said. “And I won’t tolerate you making trouble. My
livelihood depends on the good will of Ani-Tsalagi.”

____________

 


“What is that mound of earth beside your
house?” Ailean asked one night.

“That’s our asi, our hot house,”
Gòrdan said. “It’s where we live during the winter. To keep warm.
We’d never be able to burn enough wood to stay warm here in the
house.”

“Oh. So, is that big mound a hot house for
the whole village?”

Gòrdan laughed. “No. That’s the town house,
where everyone gathers when there’s something important to discuss,
when there’s a council meeting. Or when there’s some kind of
ceremony.”

Ailean nodded, and the two men sat in silence
for a while.

Gòrdan looked into Ailean’s eyes and asked,
“What happened there on the moor? I see something in you, I can
tell you’re troubled, and, well, I just think that sometimes it
does your soul good if you can unburden yourself.”

“It’s hard to talk about it. But I’ll try.”
Ailean swallowed, cleared his throat and began. He told Gòrdan
about the battle and its aftermath, pausing many times to allow the
throes of grief to pass when it became too difficult to talk.

He spoke of witnessing the murders of the
wounded Highlanders by redcoat soldiers on the battlefield. And he
described the journey through Lochaber and the horrors he saw
there. But when he mentioned Mùirne’s name, he couldn’t continue,
couldn’t talk about Mùirne, about Coinneach-òg, about Ma.

They sat in silence for a while.

“So you were captured and shipped to the
colonies as a prisoner?”

“Aye. And sold as a slave. I’ve been a slave
for the past two years.”

Gòrdan grimaced and shook his head. Without a
word, he rose and stalked outside.

____________

 


“Ailean, you’ve been here almost two weeks
now. Have you decided what you’re going to do?” Gòrdan asked one
afternoon.

“No. My mind is…it’s a jumble of thoughts. If
they would let me climb to the top of one of the peaks so I could
sit and think everything over, maybe I could clear my mind enough
to decide what I want to do.”

“They won’t. You’re here on sufferance,
allowed to be here unharmed because of the goodwill they bear
toward me, but, well, just don’t try anything like that right
now.”

Neither spoke for a few minutes.

“You must decide something soon. I’ve been
hearing talk. Some of the young men are unhappy with the attention
you’ve been receiving from the young women.”

“I’m not inviting it.” Ailean smiled and
said, “I suppose I’m just too handsome for my own good.”

That’s something Coinneach would have
said, he thought, and his smile disappeared.

“Handsome or not, they’re unhappy. And some
have pointed out that you’re not contributing. You’re not hunting
and providing meat, you’re not doing much of anything—”

A man came to the door of the house, said a
few words and left. Gòrdan and his wife, Tayeni, both rose, and
Tayeni headed out the door.

Gòrdan followed but paused and turned to
Ailean. “Stay here. Stay inside. They’ve called a village meeting.
We’ll be back when it’s over.”

And he left. When he and Tayeni returned
later, his face wore an uneasy expression.

“What is it?” Ailean asked. “Is anything
wrong?”

Gòrdan put a small piece of wood on the fire
and sat before he answered. “Each year, our village plays
anetsa with a rival village, but this year, they can’t find
enough young men willing to play. And they’re unhappy. I don’t feel
comfortable when they’re unhappy.”

“What’s anetsa?” Ailean asked.

“It’s a ball game. They play it with sticks
that have a small basket on the end. They pick up the ball with
their sticks and try to make a goal. The first team to make twelve
goals wins.”

“Sounds like camanachd.”

“Not exactly. In camanachd, you hit
the ball to the goal with your stick. In anetsa, you pick it
up with your stick and carry it or throw it to the goal.”

“In a village this size, there surely ought
to be enough men to make up a team.”

“There are. There just aren’t enough who are
willing to play this year. The village lost games each of the last
five years. There have to be at least twelve men on a team, and so
far only eleven have agreed to play. Nobody wants to be part of a
further disgrace.”

The mention of camanachd transported
Ailean to another time and place, a time when he’d been honored and
celebrated by his clan. A time when his prowess as a camanachd
player brought him the respect he craved.

A thought occurred to him. If he played
anetsa, could he evoke the same respect and honor from
Ani-Tsalagi? He had no doubt he could play the game.
Throughout his life, he’d always excelled at any physical activity.
If he won the ballgame for Gulahiyi village, as he’d won every
camanachd game for his clan, would the villagers consider it
a contribution?

“Do you think they’d let me play?” he asked.
“I was good at camanachd. Our clan never lost a game after I
was old enough to play.”

“I don’t know if they’d let a stranger play.
And even if they would…” Gòrdan shook his head. “You don’t know
what you’d be getting yourself into. It’s a rough game. More
violent than camanachd. Men get hurt and even killed playing
anetsa. A man of this village died during the last
game.”

“But if I played, and if we won, wouldn’t
they consider that a contribution?”

“Maybe.” Gòrdan was silent for a few minutes.
“I’ll tell them you’re willing, but I don’t know if they’ll accept
you.”

Gòrdan delivered the message, and the village
elders called a meeting to discuss the proposal. Some villagers
raised vehement objections to allowing the white man to play on the
Gulahiyi village team, while others considered it the only way out
of an untenable situation.

After much discussion, they decided accepting
Ailean as a player was their only option. They chose a date for the
game and dispatched a runner to the rival village to make the
proposal. The people of Kanugulayi accepted, and Ailean entered
four weeks of rigorous training with the other players.

They practiced grabbing the ball with their
sticks, throwing it, tackling other players, and they learned other
tactics of playing the game. They adhered to rigid dietary and
behavior restrictions throughout the training period. The trainers
allowed Gòrdan to stay with Ailean to translate their
instructions.

Two of the other players were the young men
who had tried to make Ailean leave his seat by the river, and they
made no secret of the fact they didn’t like Ailean and resented his
playing. Ustahli, the taller and heavier of the two, seemed to
harbor an especially virulent animosity toward Ailean. Also among
the players was Tenahwosi, one of the two men who had captured
Ailean.

Once during practice, Ustahli used an
opportunity to tackle Ailean from behind with unnecessary force,
and tried to hold him down while his companion beat Ailean with his
sticks. Tenahwosi pushed away the man wielding the sticks while
Ailean knocked Ustahli down and got to his feet. Tenahwosi spoke to
the pair angrily. Ustahli glared at Tenahwosi and stalked away with
his companion. Afterward, Tenahwosi stayed close to Ailean.
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The evening before the game, people of the
village gathered around a fire built on the flat ground in front of
the town house. The players danced to the monotonous drum beat,
encircling the fire, while women sang and danced in an outer circle
around them. The dancing continued until daybreak. Ailean was tired
from the night’s activity, but there was no time for rest. Other
ceremonies had to be performed before the game could be played.

On the way to the ball ground, situated
halfway between the villages, a shaman performed a series of
purification rituals, one of which was a scratching of each
player’s body with sharpened turkey bones. The scratching was
painful, but Ailean endured the pain stoically while the other
players watched for signs of cowardice in the white man.

They rubbed their bodies with grease and
decorated themselves with paint. All the players were dressed in
loin cloths and all wore moccasins, except for Ailean, who was
barefoot. He had no moccasins and didn’t want any. He had always
played camanachd barefoot, and he believed it gave him some
measure of surefootedness that players who used footwear
lacked.

Some of the men wore feathers and other
decorations which they believed lent them special powers and gifts
for the grueling game ahead. Ailean’s one talisman was the tattered
piece of his tunic he’d saved. He fingered it gently, kissed it and
tucked it next to his skin at his waist behind the loin cloth.

The upright posts of the goals were already
set in place at each end of the ball ground when people of both
villages gathered. Betting on the game began in earnest, with
blankets, weapons, trinkets and other items being wagered on the
outcome. The players came onto the field at midday.

Ailean soon learned why the game was called
anetsa, “little brother of war.” The play was vigorous and
at times became vicious, with players tackling, hitting, kicking
and using their sticks on one another as they went after the
ball.

A man from the rival team scooped the ball
from the ground with his ball stick and ran toward his team’s goal.
One of Ailean’s teammates tackled the man. The two men apparently
forgot the ball as they fought each other, and a player from
Gulahiyi village recovered the ball. Game officials stopped play
momentarily to break up the fight.

An official put the ball into play again, and
Tenahwosi secured the ball with his stick. He came running past
Ailean toward the goal, followed by three opposing players. Ailean
dived toward the three pursuers, blocking their progress so
Tenahwosi could make it to the goal. Ailean and the men fell in a
pile, and as they extricated themselves, each of the three glowered
at Ailean. One of them said something Ailean assumed was a
threat.

Tenahwosi scored and the ball was put back
into play, but two of the men Ailean had tackled didn’t go after
the ball. They came after Ailean, crashed into him with their
bodies and sticks. They knocked him to the ground, kicked and
stomped him as he struggled to get up. One of them swung his stick
and hit Ailean on top of the head. The hard blow cut his scalp, and
blood flowed. The clout awakened Ailean’s anger and imparted the
strength he needed to rise and rejoin the fray.

A man on the opposing team made a goal and,
again, the ball was put into play. A player from the opposing team
tried to pick up the ball with his stick but hit it a glancing blow
instead, and it landed at Ailean’s feet. He scooped it up and two
men immediately closed on him, one on each side, flailing his head
and shoulders with their sticks, bruising him and breaking the
skin, trying to make him drop the ball.

Ustahli threw himself at Ailean’s feet while
his friend banged into Ailean from behind and knocked him down. The
ball rolled free. Ailean’s anger built. Other players, some from
the rival team, some from Ailean’s own team, also joined the
scuffle, all of them kicking and beating Ailean. He caught a
glimpse of one of the game officials watching the fight with his
arms crossed, an amused look on his face. The man made no move to
break up the fight.

One by one, the players attacking Ailean were
shoved away or knocked down from behind, which allowed Ailean to
push himself up from the ground. He stood and came face to face
with Tenahwosi, who had rescued him.

The game officials stopped the game and put
the ball back into play.

Ustahli and his friend went after Tenahwosi.
Ustahli tackled him, knocked him down and slammed Tenahwosi’s head
onto the ground with a sickening thud. Tenahwosi’s body went limp,
but Ustahli and his friend set upon the unconscious man and beat
him with their sticks. Ailean tore over to help Tenahwosi, and
Ustahli tripped Ailean with a thrust of his stick.

Ailean hit the ground, and the men who had
attacked Tenahwosi turned their attention to him. The two of them
piled on top of him while others beat him with their sticks.

Ailean turned his head to the side, saw
Tenahwosi’s slack face, saw his eyelids flutter open. Tenahwosi
tried to rise, but a player from his own team pushed him down
again. Ailean’s anger erupted into a fury that surged through him.
He came up from the ground, yelling with all his might, knocking
his attackers aside.

The game officials stopped the game again.
Tenahwosi was carried from the field and play resumed.

When the official put the ball into play,
Ailean, still enraged, went after the player from the opposing team
who had grabbed the ball. Ailean tore across the field, slapped the
ball from the player’s ball stick and grabbed it with his own.
Instantly, he was assailed by a cluster of opposing players, but he
held the ball above their reach and ran through the group, knocking
them aside as though they were dry leaves swept before a powerful
wind. He reached the goal, and the game official put the ball into
play again.

A man of his team who had attacked Tenahwosi
picked up the ball with his stick and ran toward the goal. In a few
strides, Ailean overtook him and knocked the ball from his stick.
Ailean gathered up the ball and charged to the goal.

The wild pandemonium from the spectators died
down and silence reigned as they watched the bloodied white man
fight his way through the swinging sticks and kicks and saw him
slip from the attempted tackles from his opponents as well as from
some of his own team members.

Blood ran down Ailean’s shoulders, arms and
legs from the numerous cuts that had been inflicted on him. The
copious amount of blood, combined with the grease he’d rubbed on
his body, made him so slippery that no other player could grab him
to slow him down or stop him. And he was so tall they could not
easily reach his ball stick to dislodge the ball.

Ailean’s rage was fueled and renewed by each
assault, and he battered his attackers, letting his wrath pour onto
those hapless players who came within reach. His anger over the
loss of all he loved and over the all injustices he had suffered,
anger which he had suppressed, welled up and spilled onto the
players around him. He fought, kicked, banged into them and sliced
at them with his second stick. He finally flung the ball between
the upright posts of the goal.

The players returned to the center of the
field, many limping, tired and now wary of the big white man. When
the ball was put into play again, Ailean took control of it once
more and ran toward his goal. As he passed an opposing player, he
swung his second stick at the man’s head, but the man ducked and
tripped Ailean with one of his sticks. The ball rolled free when
Ailean hit the ground. He pushed himself up and was on his feet in
an instant.

An opposing player recovered the ball, and
Ailean went after him, fierce and vengeful. When he drew near, he
jumped into the air and tackled the man, both of them hitting the
ground with force and an audible crack. Ailean leaped up, recovered
the ball and sped to his goal. The other man lay groaning on the
ground, his arm broken.

Just before dusk, the Gulahiyi village team
made the final, winning goal which ended the game. The players of
both teams seemed ready to collapse from exhaustion and pain. Blood
from the gashes on his head flowed into Ailean’s eyes, down his
face, and dripped from his beard. It ran down his chest, mingling
with blood from the numerous cuts all over his body.

He could barely see. He stood, head hanging,
chest heaving, wavering and unsteady, covered with blood from his
head to his feet, fatigue and weakness draining away the last of
his strength now that his anger was spent.

Gòrdan approached him and stood beside him,
saying nothing at first. “Are you all right?” he asked.

Ailean raised his head and tried to wipe the
blood and sweat from his eyes with the back of his hand. He
squinted at Gòrdan. “I’m all right,” he said.

“You’re a wild man, MacLachlainn,” Gòrdan
said. “If you play camanachd like you play anetsa, I
can see why your clan never lost a game.”

____________

 


Ailean’s status in the village changed after
the anetsa game. Men showed him an uneasy respect and young
unmarried women gave him more intense appraising looks. They smiled
at him whenever he looked their way, inviting and coquettish. No
guards monitored him when he walked, slow and stiff, through the
village and its environs. He assumed that if he decided to leave,
he could depart unchallenged, but he didn’t test that assumption.
He remained a guest of Gòrdan MacAntoisch and his wife Tayeni.

“It seems to me that some people here have
changed their opinion of me,” Ailean said one afternoon a few days
after the game.

“Aye, some have,” Gòrdan agreed. “And they’ve
given you a name. They call you Asgayagiga. Means Bloody Man.”

It was a few minutes before Ailean spoke. “I
guess I am a bloody man,” he said. “Blood and torment follow me
wherever I go.”

He hesitated, then spoke again. “I’d like to
rent a plot of land. Could you tell them? Ask if they would
consider it?”

“What are you planning to do?”

“Farming and raising cattle are all I know.
I’d like to have a place of my own, a farm,” Ailean said.

“But you don’t have to farm. If you had a
Tsalagi wife, she would raise the crops, and you could hunt
deer for meat. No need for cattle.”

“I can’t hunt. I don’t know how. I’ve never
hunted in my life,” Ailean said. “And I don’t want a wife.”

He looked into the fire with his eyes and
into the past with his heart. At last, he raised his eyes to meet
Gòrdan’s.

“Would you tell them I’d like to rent some
land?”

“I don’t know. Let me think about it and
decide how to bring up the question with the elders, if you’re
determined that’s what you want to do,” Gòrdan said. “But even so,
you should think about taking a wife. A man needs
companionship.”
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Gòrdan’s advice came to mind the next day
when Ailean sat by the river, but he was not yet ready to think
about holding a woman in his arms again, arms which should have
sheltered and protected Mùirne but which had failed her.

He watched the clear water as it rushed by.
At one place, it flowed past a boulder near the bank where he sat
and formed a small eddy behind the rock. A dead leaf was caught in
the eddy, circling, spinning, going nowhere. He felt as if his mind
was entangled like that, caught, swirling, spiraling inward and
downward in a state of confusion.

As he looked past the fields where the women
worked to the mountains beyond, his mind cleared enough for one
idea to form: the mountains. He had to go up on the mountains so he
could think, so he could look beyond the muddle of his thoughts and
find an answer.

As he stood, his eyes fell upon the tall
young woman he’d seen before, the only woman who’d made an
impression on him. She was carrying a basket and seemed intent upon
her errand. She noticed that he was looking at her and demurely
lowered her eyes.

There was a seriousness, a sadness in her
manner that drew his attention, and his eyes followed her until he
lost sight of her when she passed between the houses on the other
side of the village. He turned his attention to the mountains
again.

The next morning, he told Gòrdan of his
intention to climb the nearest mountain, and he started out after
he’d eaten. His stiff, sore muscles made ascent to the summit
arduous, and one of his cuts which hadn’t fully healed broke open.
He stopped, wiped away the trickle of blood and continued up the
mountainside.

He searched for a place to sit where he could
survey the land below, but the trees blocked his view. He couldn’t
see beyond the leafy cover. At last, he chose a spot and sat. He
tried to clear his mind, but, just as he couldn’t see through the
trees to focus his eyes on the scenery below, he couldn’t see
through his inner turmoil to focus his thoughts.

At first, he contemplated the problem of
facing Latharn. He’d made no progress. He had no weapon and no plan
for confronting the man. But considering his dilemma brought him
face to face with his past. It resurrected his memories, and he
couldn’t push them away this time. They swirled around on the
surface of his mind, floated on his consciousness like the leaf
caught in the eddy had swirled on the blocked current.

He remembered his life with Mùirne and
Coinneach-òg, in full, excruciating detail, the moments of
happiness as well as the sorrow of losing them. Coinneach-òg’s
voice echoed from his memory: “Dadein! Dadein!” And he
closed his eyes as he felt the silken touch of Mùirne’s kisses.

But his mind traveled on from the joyful
scenes of his past life, and he saw Mùirne with the dead body of
Coinneach-òg in her arms, her blue eyes vacant and staring. His
breath came in searing gasps, and he wrenched his mind away. It
turned to other parts of his past, to Da and to Da’s expectations
of him. He remembered how much he had wanted to please his father
but how often he’d failed.

As a boy, his independent streak led him to
disobey his father at times. As an adult, he had not fought in
battle as his father taught him, fiercely, but with honor,
fulfilling his duty. Each time he unsheathed his sword, he had
become enraged and lashed out wantonly, indiscriminately, as a wild
man, not a powerful, disciplined warrior.

Even in the anetsa game, his savagery
came from his anger, not from a purposeful striving to win for his
team. He faced the truth that he had been a rebellious son, had
flouted Da’s desires, had disappointed Da time and again. And he
realized that without his father to provide direction for his life,
he didn’t know where to go or what to do.

At last, he gave up his search for
understanding and clarity and started for the village.

Halfway down the mountain, he caught sight of
the tall, beautiful woman who’d caught his attention before. She
knelt on the carpet of decayed leaves and dug at the base of a
small shrub. She was intent on her work and didn’t hear him
approach.

He stopped, fascinated by her loveliness and
the grace of her movements. He stood watching as she worked. A
delicious, once-familiar stirring claimed his attention, and he
gave himself over to it. A welcome warmth suffused his body. He
felt as if he’d been existing in a cold, airless place, half-dead,
and the desire aroused by the sight of the woman brought him to
life again.

What would it be like to hold this woman in
his arms, to kiss her, to love her? He closed his eyes for a
moment, and his hunger for her became a rushing flood that consumed
him. He opened his eyes again, let his gaze rest on her, her every
move pushing him further into a fire of longing.

When she freed the root, she dusted the loose
dirt from it and dropped it into the basket at her side. She
sighed, raised her head and wiped her forehead with the back of her
hand.

She saw Ailean at that moment, and her eyes
widened. She scrambled to her feet and stood regarding him, as if
she was uncertain what to do. Ailean saw her consternation and
wondered if his craving for her was emblazoned on his face,
wondered if she sensed his yearning and was frightened by it. He
knew the only way he could reassure her he meant no harm was to
either turn and go up the mountain, away from her, or sit unmoving
where he stood. He sat.

She regarded him solemnly for a moment,
unhurriedly picked up her basket and started down the mountain
toward the village, looking over her shoulder at him once. Ailean
watched until she was out of sight. The heat of his desire cooled,
and he was able to think clearly again.

And was appalled.

How could he have felt those feelings for
someone other than his sweet Mùirne? Mùirne, who had laid down her
life to save him. He rubbed his eyes, groaning, wishing he could
erase the sight of the beautiful Tsalagi woman from his mind
and could obliterate the memory of the raging fire of passion the
sight of her had aroused in him.

But he could not forget her.

____________

 


Ailean chewed a mouthful of venison and
swallowed, gathered his courage and asked, “Who is the tall woman?
The one with the long hair. It flows down her back. I’ve seen her
once or twice.”

Gòrdan raised his eyebrows. “I thought you
weren’t interested in having a wife.”

“I’m not. I just saw her and—”

“Like I told you, a man needs companionship.”
Gòrdan grinned.

He turned to Tayeni and they conversed in
Tsalagi briefly.

“Are you speaking of the woman who goes about
with a basket? The one who goes up into the hills for roots and
other medicines? Leaves her hair loose instead of done up like the
rest of the women?” Gòrdan swirled a hand in the air above his
head, simulating the coiled hairstyles Tsalagi women
wore.

“Aye. I saw her on the mountain today.”

Gòrdan and Tayeni spoke with each other
again, and he told Ailean, “That’s Kutahyah. She’s a widow. That’s
why she doesn’t fix her hair. Her husband was killed in a skirmish
with Ani-Kawita last year. He was a real hot-head.”

“A widow. She looks…sad,” Ailean said. “I can
understand how she feels.”

“Part of her sadness might be from still
being a widow after such a long time. With Ani-Tsalagi,
young widows marry again soon. But Kutahyah still lives alone. In
her mother’s home.”

____________

 


Jim Satterfield had proven unequal to the
task of finding MacLachlainn. After weeks of fruitless tracking,
Latharn insisted Satterfield take him to Charles Town. He suspected
all along that MacLachlainn would go to a seaport and try to get
passage on a ship bound for Scotland, rather than lose himself in
the wilderness as Satterfield suggested. And Charles Town was a
busy port.

Latharn himself wanted more than anything to
return to his homeland. This hot, humid place with its overgrowth
of vegetation, dangerous reptiles and stinging insects was
uncomfortable in the extreme, and he hated it. He longed for the
cool, clear air and open spaces of Scotland.

If he’d had enough money, he might have
relinquished his obsession with killing MacLachlainn. But his
expedition with Jim Satterfield left him too low on funds to secure
passage.

The sale of his furniture and other
belongings had not brought him enough money. The cost of his
passage to South Carolina and the subsequent expenditures for
lodging and food had depleted his funds. Latharn disputed the
amount Satterfield demanded for serving as his guide, but in the
end, he paid it.

“I didn’t give you no guarantees,”
Satterfield pointed out. “I just told you I’d guide you and we’d
hunt him. Never said we’d find him.”

Latharn glared at Satterfield and counted out
coins into Satterfield’s open hand. He turned on his heel without a
word and searched for the nearest tavern. He had to have a drink.
Then, he’d decide what to do.

____________

 


Kutahyah thought about the white man when she
lay down that night. She remembered the anetsa game,
remembered how strong he was and how bravely he fought, struggling
on even when he was covered from head to foot in his own blood. A
woman would be fortunate to have a man so strong and determined, a
man who could bring home plenty of meat.

Yes, he was strong, but he was also kind.
When he saw he’d startled her on the mountain, he purposely showed
her he was no threat by sitting down. A strong man and a kind
one.

Her husband had been a strong man. But not
kind. He even struck her once when he was angry. She had kept that
violent act a secret. Tsalagi women were strong and
commanded respect from their men. Kutahyah would have been shamed
had anyone else known of the incident.

She had feared her husband, but she also
feared becoming an object of pity and contempt, had his unkindness
to her been common knowledge. After he died, she had been in no
hurry to marry again for fear that life with another man might be
just as bad. And she was afraid she might discover she herself was
lacking in some important way, a way that had brought his disfavor
upon herself.

But the white man…he seemed different. She
wondered what it would feel like to be held in the white man’s
strong arms, and her thoughts awakened feelings she hadn’t
experienced in a long time. A yearning to be held and loved
engulfed her and made her catch her breath.

Foolish, foolish woman!

But…the man, he was so strong. And so
handsome.

She rolled over on her blanket and tried to
go to sleep.

____________

 


Latharn had almost no money left by the time
he found employment. The owner of the tavern he frequented needed a
bartender to replace the latest in a succession of men who worked
for him briefly. Each had listened to the siren call of opportunity
and left in search of more lucrative pursuits.

Shame at the thought of such a menial
occupation made Latharn’s face burn. But the position provided him
a place to sleep in the storeroom at the back of the building and
enough coins to buy a little food. And coins to buy his necessity,
the bottled liquid life he couldn’t do without.

 


 


FORTY-ONE

 


It was past the time Gòrdan usually started
for Charles Town. He had plenty of hides and other goods he
obtained from Ani-Tsalagi in trade, but he didn’t want to
leave until the question of Ailean MacLachlainn’s plans was
settled. He liked the big man and felt uncomfortable leaving him on
his own, unable to communicate. He remembered what it was like, not
knowing the language or the ways of Ani-Tsalagi.

And Gòrdan had worked long and hard to
establish a relationship of trust with Ani-Tsalagi. He
didn’t want it marred by some ignorant action of MacLachlainn’s. He
decided to tell Tayeni about Ailean’s request to rent land.

“The man wants to rent some land for a home.
Land where he can farm and raise cattle.”

“But he is a man,” Tayeni said. “Men don’t
farm. That is woman’s work.”

“Men farm in his country,” Gòrdan said.

Tayeni thought it over. “He would have his
own house and provide his own food?” she asked.

Gòrdan smiled. He knew she was anxious to be
rid of this guest with the large appetite.

“Yes. He would live on his land, not here in
the village,” Gòrdan said.

“I will speak to the elders.”

____________

 


Tayeni did more than speak to the elders. She
set about gaining public approval for Ailean’s request, talking to
everyone who would listen. She talked first to her aunt, Uayula,
who was a Beloved Woman of the Bird Clan.

“Asgayagiga helped remove the disgrace from
our village. Surely we can give him a place to live,” Tayeni said.
“A place some distance from here.”

As Uayula considered the proposal, she
stroked the new blanket her husband won for her in a bet on the
anetsa game. “Yes, I suppose it would be a good thing.”

The next day, Tayeni talked to other women as
they worked their plots in the cornfield together, repeating the
argument she used with her aunt. One of the younger women
disagreed.

“Why do you want to send him away? I like
watching him walk through the village. I’ve never seen a man as
tall and strong as he.”

“Better not let Yahcahyah hear you say that,”
another chided, and all the women laughed.

“No, no.” Tayeni hurried to stop the current
trend of the conversation. “He wouldn’t be sent away. We just need
to reward him, give him what he wants.”

____________

 


Kutahyah stayed on the periphery of the
discussion, privy to the ebb and flow of social life of the women
of the village but not part of it. She listened to the gossip but,
as was her habit, didn’t say anything.

I wish he wanted me.

She stopped working and stood erect,
surprised by the boldness of this thought. She considered it for a
moment. And faced the truth of it.

Yes, I do wish he wanted
me.

On her way home from the fields in the
afternoon, when Kutahyah neared the spot where Ailean sat on the
river bank, she walked slowly, lingering, wanting him to look up.
She looked back over her shoulder after she passed him, and he
raised his head at that moment. He turned toward her, scanning the
area. When he looked in her direction, she smiled at him, then
lowered her eyes and continued on her way.

____________

 


Ailean jumped up and followed Kutahyah,
overtaking her with his long strides.

“Osiyo,” he said.

“Osiyo.”

He didn’t know how to say anything else to
her in her language. They meandered through the village, eliciting
curious and questioning looks from those they passed.

He glanced at her discreetly as they walked,
not wanting to give offense, not knowing what behavior was
acceptable between unmarried people and what was not. Being this
close to her for the first time he noticed the smoothness of her
richly colored skin, and he wanted to touch the gleaming hair that
flowed down her back.

How can I feel that way? Mùirne died for me.
I have to be loyal to her memory. I can’t touch another woman.

He paused for a moment, torn between his
attraction to Kutahyah and his memory of his beloved Mùirne.
Kutahyah glanced up at him, their eyes met and a warmth enveloped
him, imparted from their tenuous connection. It erased his
hesitancy, and he fell into step beside her again.

When they reached Kutahyah’s house, she
paused, looked up at him with a smile and went inside. He waited,
stood on one foot and the other, unsure whether she meant for him
to follow her. When she didn’t come out or say anything more to
him, he returned to his accustomed spot on the river bank.

Each day afterwards, he watched for her. He
joined her when she passed him on her way from the fields to her
mother’s house. One afternoon, a young man was standing at her
door, one foot propped on a bundle of firewood.

Kutahyah said a few words to the young man,
and he became angry. She gestured toward the wood as she talked to
him. He picked it up and stalked away. Kutahyah turned and looked
up at Ailean, her eyes filled with an emotion he couldn’t
decipher.

____________

 


After much private discussion, the elders
called a village meeting and the people gathered at the town house.
Tayeni’s aunt, Uayula, spoke in Ailean’s behalf.

“This man helped Gulahiyi win the ball game.
Without him, we would have lost again. Now, he has made only one
request in exchange for the help he gave us. He wants a place to
live. I think we should grant his request.”

The people to whom Tayeni had spoken openly
murmured in assent, some also rising to make statements in favor of
granting Ailean’s request. No one disagreed with Uayula’s words.
One of the elders rose to speak to the people.

“We owe a debt to Asgayagiga. If he wants
land to live upon, we will give it.”

Since Ailean had made known his intention to
raise cattle, the elders decided the plot of land granted to him
should be at least two day’s journey to the west, to keep the
cattle away from their crops. They selected the site of an old
village to the west. It had been abandoned years before when the
soil wore out.

They appointed Tenahwosi and Itahcah to
escort Asgayagiga to his new home, since they were the men who’d
brought him to the village. The two men had also been instructed to
take word to other villages that Asgayagiga would make his home on
Tsalagi land with the approval of the elders of Gulahiyi,
and that he was not to be molested.

“The elders have decided to give you a tract
of land. It’s a gift of appreciation. The men who brought you here
will take you to it,” Gòrdan told Ailean the next day.

“Thank you. Is there a way I should express
my thanks to the elders?”

“Tayeni will help you do that. You and she
can meet with them, and she’ll know what to say. And later, after
you have harvested a crop, you can make a gift to the village.”

“I’ll do that. But what about the hoe they
took from me? Can I get that back now? I’ll need it.”

“I don’t know. I’ll ask Itahcah about it. I
think he’s the one who kept it.”

“Now, I have one other question for you.”
Ailean pulled his knees up and wrapped his arms around them. He
brushed his hair back from his face, smoothed a hand over the mat,
trying to work up the courage to ask what he wanted to know.

“Well, what is it?” Gòrdan asked.

“Something happened today that I don’t
understand. I walked with Kutahyah to her house, and there was a
man waiting for her. He’d brought her some wood, but she made him
take it away. He got angry and left and—”

“She just got a proposal of marriage from the
man,” Gòrdan interrupted. “And she rejected it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“When a woman has been married before, if
she’s a widow like Kutahyah and a man wants to propose, it’s pretty
simple,” Gòrdan said. “He takes some firewood to her. If she builds
a fire with the wood and cooks something for him to eat, that means
she accepted the proposal.”

“And then what?”

“He eats the food, and if he lets her know he
likes it, that means they’re both willing. He moves in with her.
Or, he’ll build a house for her, and she’ll move into it with
him.”

“But what about a ceremony? What about the
parson?”

“Their marriage customs are different from
ours.”

“But what about jumping the broom?” Ailean
asked, remembering his wedding day. “Don’t Ani-Tsalagi at
least jump the broom?”

“No. Although, when it’s a young couple
marrying for the first time, there’s more involved. The families
have to agree, and there’s a ceremony where they tie a blanket
around them. Like when Tayeni and I married. See that blanket
hanging over there, with the corners tied together? That’s our
wedding blanket. But when a couple were both married before…”
Gòrdan’s voice trailed off.

“Somehow, that doesn’t seem right. Like
you’re not really married,” Ailean said.

 


 


FORTY-TWO

 


Itahcah and Tenahwosi stood in front of
Gòrdan’s house, waiting for Ailean. When he awoke and came outside,
Itahcah handed him the hoe. Tenahwosi motioned for Ailean to
accompany them, and they set a rapid pace down the valley toward
the southwest.

Gòrdan watched them go, glad that Ailean
would have a home of his own, a place to live where, perhaps, he
could find peace and contentment. He went inside to finish the
preparations for his trip to Charles Town.

____________

 


As Ailean traveled along the dim trail behind
the two men, he watched for landmarks so that he could find his way
back to Gulahiyi village. The next afternoon, his escorts stopped
in a small valley with a wide stream running through it. They used
signs to explain to Ailean that the valley was his and walked with
him around the borders of it so he would know its extent.

When they came back to the middle of the
valley, Tenahwosi surveyed the wooded land. “How will Asgayagiga
live?” he said to Itahcah.

“Like any man lives.”

“But he has no shelter. He has no tools to
build a shelter. He has no food and no weapon to hunt for
meat.”

Itahcah shrugged.

“We must show him how to make a shelter. I’ll
cut saplings, and you go bring some meat,” Tenahwosi said.

“But we still have to go to the other
villages to tell them about Asgayagiga. We don’t have time to do
all that.”

“Go bring some meat,” Tenahwosi said.

Ailean stood by listening to the conversation
without understanding any of it. He watched as Itahcah frowned and
walked away. Tenahwosi beckoned for Ailean to come with him to a
stand of small trees near the stream.

Tenahwosi took a small stone axe from a belt
around his waist and chopped down six of the trees, trimmed the
branches from them and cut them to the same length. He picked up
one of them and gestured for Ailean to do the same. Ailean gathered
the other five into his arms and followed Tenahwosi to a level spot
not far from the stream.

Tenahwosi talked as he worked, explaining to
Ailean what he was doing, but Ailean learned from watching, not
from the words. Tenahwosi used Ailean’s hoe as a makeshift shovel
to dig a hole. He set one of the poles into it and tamped the dirt
around it. He marked the spots for the other five poles, and Ailean
took the hoe from him and dug the holes for them. They continued
working and erected a small temporary shelter with leafy branches
interlaced over it for a roof.

Ailean borrowed Tenahwosi’s axe and cut a
small sapling. He trimmed the branches from it and sharpened one
end. He went to the stream, squatted on the bank, watched and
waited. When a fish swam within reach, Ailean speared it and jerked
it out of the water.

Tenahwosi laughed. “Asgayagiga won’t starve
after all.”

Ailean looked at him, wishing he could
understand what the man said. He found some dry sticks, gathered
some dead leaves and grass and built a fire. He put the fish on a
stick and held it over the fire. When it was ready, he held it out
to Tenahwosi to let him have the choicest bit. Tenahwosi smiled and
broke a piece from the fish.

“Wado,” he said.

Ailean nodded. He pointed to the shelter.
“Wado.”

It was almost dark when Itahcah returned with
a haunch from a deer, wrapped in the deer’s hide. Ailean added more
wood to the fire, and Tenahwosi stuck forked branches into the
ground on either side of it to make a spit. They suspended the
haunch over the fire, sat and watched while it cooked.

The next morning, Tenahwosi and Itahcah
departed and Ailean had never felt more lonely. He explored the
valley, planning, thinking about where to start clearing the land
for planting. Since it had been under cultivation before, clearing
it wouldn’t be as arduous a task as clearing the cypress swamps had
been at The Oaks. Nor as hard as clearing the field which had been
his share on the croft.

As he walked the valley each day, Ailean
found it harder and harder to think about his future plans. What
did it matter where he planted oats if there was no one to share
them? Why be concerned with pasturage for cattle if no one would be
with him to share the milk, butter and meat?

Ailean was grateful Ani-Tsalagi had given him
the valley, but he wished he had someone to share it with. It was
worth nothing to him if he lived in it alone.

____________

 


When the last customers left the tavern,
Latharn poured himself a drink and downed it in one swallow. It
wasn’t enough, but it would have to do until he could retreat to
his room with a bottle. He grimaced, took a breath and started
wiping whisky spills off the bar with a dirty rag.

The door swung open, and two men entered. One
of them was William Thornton, a local store owner Latharn
recognized. Thornton came to the bar while the other took a seat at
a table.

“A bottle of whisky and two glasses.”
Thornton laid coins on the wooden counter and joined the other man
at the table.

Latharn picked up the money and dropped it
with a metallic clink onto the other coins in the small box beneath
the bar. He carried the requested items to the men’s table and
returned to his station. He finished wiping the bar and stood
behind it, arms crossed, rag in hand, leaning on the cracked
plaster wall. He watched the two men pour themselves shots of the
whisky he craved.

“I don’t see how you do it,” Thornton said.
“I think I’d go crazy if I had to live with them savages.”

“Savages?” Gòrdan MacAntoisch said. “I’m from
the Highlands of Scotland. The Lowlanders and English call us
Highlanders savages and barbarians because we’re different. But
I’ll tell you, William, if Cherokees and Highlanders are savages,
there are just as many savages living inside English skins. There’s
no group of people anywhere which hasn’t its own share of both good
people and bad.”

“Gòrdan, I apologize if I offended you. I
just—”

“You should hear what the English and their
supporters did to some of my countrymen after The Rising in ’45. If
you want a description of savagery, you should listen to Ailean
MacLachlainn tell about it.”

Latharn dropped his rag. His chest
constricted, and, for a moment, he couldn’t draw a breath.

____________

 


Day by day, Ailean grew more lonely in his
beautiful valley. At last, the loneliness became too great to bear,
and he set out on the trail to Gulahiyi. The closer he got to the
village, the faster he walked.

When he was close by, he stopped to look
through the underbrush for fallen wood he could take to Kutahyah.
He gathered a large pile of sticks and broke them into short
lengths. The sun started its descent to the western horizon, and he
knew the women would be returning to their homes from the
field.

Ailean gathered the bundle of wood into his
arms, entered the village and walked through the settlement to
Kutahyah’s house.

He stopped at the door and called,
“Osiyo.”

In a moment, Kutahyah appeared at the door.
She greeted Ailean with a smile. She noticed the bundle in his
arms, and her smile grew broader. She gestured for him to bring it
inside and showed him where to lay the wood. She indicated that he
should sit on the mat by the fire.

An older woman, at work peeling cane into
splits, glanced at Ailean but gave him no further notice. He
assumed she was Kutahyah’s mother. He watched Kutahyah’s graceful
movements as she prepared this meal for him, their wedding meal.
She poured some water into a metal trade pot, placed it over the
fire and put pieces of squash and other vegetables into it. She
mixed batter, wrapped it in corn husks and laid it in the coals.
Kutahyah sat with her eyes lowered modestly as she waited for the
food to cook.

When it was ready, she poured the vegetables
into a bowl and gave it to him. She retrieved the ash bread from
the fire and peeled the husks from it. Ailean accepted the bread
and began to eat. Kutahyah stared into the flames but glanced at
him occasionally as he ate.

Ailean nodded and made gestures he hoped
conveyed his pleasure with the meal. Kutahyah seemed to understand,
and she smiled at him. He pointed to her, to himself and clasped
his hands together. Her smile grew larger, and she nodded assent.
And he made signs he hoped she would understand, signs that meant
he wanted her to go with him.

Kutahyah spoke to her mother and gathered
some things, blankets, tools and other objects, and placed them in
a large basket. She also filled a smaller basket with corn and
other food items from the storehouse behind her mother’s home. She
slipped a tumpline over her head, past her shoulders and secured it
across her chest. She suspended the large basket from it, letting
it rest against her back, and picked up the basket of food.

By the time Ailean finished eating, she stood
by the door, waiting.

I guess Gòrdan was right, Ailean
thought as they strolled side by side through the village. We’re
married now.

He glanced at Kutahyah, and the anticipation
of beginning a new life with her beckoned him forward, tightened
his muscles, made him wish they had already arrived in his valley.
Excitement made his steps quick and light, the ball of each foot
resting on the ground a brief moment before he pushed forward.
Again and again, he had to slow his pace to match Kutahyah’s.

Once, he looked down at her and she raised
her eyes to meet his, and the desire he’d felt on the mountain at
the sight of her awakened and filled him. And an immediate sense of
remorse followed, erased the craving, and he came to a
standstill.

Ailean stood rigid as a cold torrent of guilt
poured over him, through him. Mùirne was his first love. She had
given her life for him, and he was being unfaithful to her memory.
How could he do this? But he remembered the aching loneliness of
living by himself and knew he couldn’t bear it. Not ever again.

Kutahyah, who’d taken a few steps after he
stopped, paused and turned to him. Ailean looked at her, saw the
softness in her eyes as she looked up at him. He swallowed, brushed
his hair from his face. With slow, deliberate steps, he walked at
her side.

 


 


FORTY-THREE

 


“Excuse me,” the bartender interrupted. “Did
you say ‘Ailean MacLachlainn?’“

Gòrdan frowned. “Aye, I did.”

“You know MacLachlainn?”

“Aye.”

“Where is he?”

The intensity of the man’s manner, the hard
glint in his eyes, disturbed Gòrdan. “Why do you want to know?” he
asked.

“I…I’ve known him for years. I heard he
disappeared and, well, I’ve been worried about him.”

“You don’t have to worry about him. He’s all
right,” Gòrdan said, and turned back to his conversation with
William Thornton.

He regretted having mentioned Ailean’s name
in a public place. He hoped his thoughtlessness and loose tongue
wouldn’t bring trouble to Ailean. But the intent expression on the
bartender’s face disturbed him, and he glanced over his shoulder at
the man again.

Gòrdan changed the subject. “I need more
muskets, William. And pots. And knives. I can’t leave without a
full load of—”

“Sorry, but I don’t have much. The other
traders almost cleaned me out. You should have been here two weeks
ago,” William said.

“I guess I’ve got no choice but to wait for
the next ship,” Gòrdan said. “Unless…I could go up to George Town,
see if I could get some trade goods there.”

“No, no,” William said. “You don’t want to do
that. Just wait here. There’s bound to be a ship in any day now.
Besides, you need to let your horses rest before you set off
anywhere. They look in need of rest and a good feed,” he said.

“I suppose you’re right. It’s just hard to
sit and do nothing while I wait.”

____________

 


Latharn listened to the discussion between
the two men while he tried to appear nonchalant and unconcerned.
But there was no other mention of MacLachlainn. This trader knew
the whereabouts of MacLachlainn, but he wasn’t going to tell
Latharn where that was. He would have to find out some other
way.

____________

 


Ailean wanted to stop for the night while it
was still light, and he picked the first level place he found. But
Kutahyah shook her head, and they continued on. She rejected
several sites he chose, insisted on continuing along the trail
until she found a spot that suited her.

She set her baskets down, took a blanket from
the large one and spread it on the ground. She sat on one side of
it, rummaged in the smaller basket, and brought out pieces of
venison. She offered some venison to Ailean, and he accepted it
with gratitude.

She gazed up at Ailean, and he knew she
wanted him to sit beside her. He joined her on the blanket, his
shoulder brushing hers, and the excitement he’d felt as they walked
down the village street stirred within him again.

A rosy glow from the setting sun filtered
through the trees and came to rest on Kutahyah. Ailean’s excitement
transformed to desire, and he yearned to touch her soft,
deerskin-clad shoulder, wanted to run his hand over the sleek hair
that flowed down her back. But his tangled emotions—desire for
Kutahyah and longing for Mùirne—mingled with the guilt he felt for
wanting Kutahyah and threatened to smother him. He had to get past
these conflicted emotions, had to push them aside.

He put his arm around her shoulders and drew
her close. She turned her face to his, her soft brown eyes filled
with emotion. And an image of blue eyes full of love for him rose
from his memory, hung suspended between them. Abruptly, he got to
his feet and walked away.

____________

 


Kutahyah, hurt and confused, watched as he
disappeared between the trees into the deepening dusk. What had she
done to offend him? She wanted him so much…why didn’t he want her?
Was there something wrong with her? She waited for a long time, but
he didn’t return. She sighed, lay down on the blanket and tried to
sleep.

____________

 


Ailean sat under a large oak tree and leaned
back on the rough bark, consumed by his inner turmoil. Taking
Kutahyah away from the village had been a mistake. Once again, his
impetuosity had led him to make a rash decision, one that could
hurt Kutahyah. He hadn’t thought beyond the fact that he was lonely
and needed someone. And that he was attracted to Kutahyah. He acted
on what he wanted with no contemplation of what the outcome might
be.

When will I ever learn?

As much as he wanted her, he didn’t know if
he could ever reach past his memories to touch her, to love her. He
considered taking her back to her mother’s house in the morning,
but he knew he couldn’t disgrace her by doing that. And he also
knew he couldn’t endure the loneliness of his empty valley anymore.
He needed Kutahyah as much as he wanted her. He’d have to find some
way to get beyond his tortured past.

While it was still dark, he went back to the
blanket and lay down beside Kutahyah. She was lying on her side,
and he lay on his side behind her, facing her. He slipped his arm
over her waist and pulled himself close. The faint scent of
wood-smoke that arose from her clothing comforted him. He cuddled
next to her, rested his cheek against her silken hair and fell
asleep.

____________

 


When the half-light of the new morning crept
over the mountains, Kutahyah awoke to find Ailean beside her. He
had wrapped his arms around her as he slept, had gathered her to
himself. She lay still and quiet, not wanting to wake him. She
enjoyed this closeness but wished for more. She wasn’t sure what
had driven him away the night before, but she was glad he was
beside her now.

____________

 


Ailean awoke when the sun had fully risen. He
lay for a while, drowsing, drinking in the satisfying closeness to
another human being. As he awakened more fully, he realized they
should have been far along the trail already and knew they needed
to be on their way. He reluctantly pulled his arms away from
Kutahyah.

“We need to go,” he said, wishing he knew how
to speak to her in Tsalagi.

She sat up, and he pointed to her, then to
himself, made walking motions with his fingers and pointed toward
the west. Kutahyah smiled and stood. Ailean got off the blanket,
and she folded it and put it into the large basket. She suspended
the basket from the tumpline, took more dried venison from the
container of food and handed a piece to Ailean. They chewed the
meat as they walked the trail.

____________

 


The trader didn’t come into the tavern the
next day or the following one. Latharn decided he’d go to the dry
goods store to get information from William Thornton. Latharn
meandered through the store looking at various items while Thornton
served a customer. When the woman left, he turned his attention to
Latharn.

“Anything particular you’re interested in?
That’s some fine calico you’re looking at. Need some for the
wife?”

“No. What I need is some powder and
shot.”

“My supply is pretty low, but I may have
enough for you. If you don’t need much. The traders just about
cleaned me out. But if I don’t have enough for you right now, there
should be a ship in any day.”

As they discussed the amount Latharn needed,
he slipped a few questions into the conversation.

“That man you came in the tavern with, he’s a
trader?”

“Yes. Lives with the Cherokees up in the
mountains. Has a pretty good trade with them.”

“How far is it from here?”

“Probably a week on horseback, maybe a little
more. I don’t know for sure. Never been there myself.”

“He mentioned a man, my…ah…friend…Ailean
MacLachlainn. Did he say anything more about him later?”

“No. Just that the man made quite a stir up
there. Cherokees even gave him some land for a farm.”

Latharn completed his purchase and left the
store.

____________

 


When they arrived at the makeshift shelter,
Kutahyah set to work to make it livable. She cut canes from the
canebrake which grew along one part of the stream, split them and
wove mats of the cane splits. She fastened the mats between the
poles that formed the corners and the doorway and plastered them
with clay from the bank of the stream. She made a roof of mats and
covered it with thatch, and she made a bed. The crude shelter began
to seem like a home.

She had brought a small axe, along with a few
other tools, and Ailean used it to begin clearing a space for a
garden near the hut. He speared fish every day, Kutahyah gathered
edible wild plants and fruits, and they fared well without
depleting the supply of food she’d brought. They enjoyed days of
comfortable companionship but suffered through nights of
frustration and loneliness because of Ailean’s inability to put his
past behind him.

One afternoon, after he had caught almost
enough fish for supper, he stood on the bank and watched for
another fish to swim within range of his lance. As he looked
intently into the water, a faint yellow gleam from the bed of the
stream in a shallow area bordering a deeper hole caught his
attention. The yellow glow faded as the sun moved lower in the sky,
but he marked its position in his memory. A small fish ventured
from under the bank into the openness of the hole, and with one
quick movement, Ailean speared it and lifted it from the water.

He laid the lance and fish on the ground and
stood still while the disturbance in the water cleared. He scanned
the creek until he was sure he’d fixed his eyes on the place where
he had seen the yellow glow. Moving slowly so that he wouldn’t lose
sight of that spot, Ailean eased into the water. He moved from one
side of the spot to the other until he saw the sunlight reflecting
dull yellow on the creek bottom. He reached into the water, felt
around until his fingers closed on something small, flat and rough.
He brought it out of the water and looked at it, turning it over
and around.

It appeared to be some kind of metal. The
object gleamed when sunlight struck it. He wasn’t sure what it was,
but it intrigued him. He’d never seen anything like it. He laid it
on a rock beside the creek while he retrieved the fish from the
lance and added it to the others strung on a forked branch. He
picked up the branch and the piece of metal and headed for the
hut.

 


 


FORTY-FOUR

 


A sense of urgency kept Kutahyah tense and
worried during her first days in the valley. How would they
survive? They had no storehouse of food to carry them through the
winter, and Asgayagiga had no musket to hunt meat. She didn’t want
to return to Gulahiyi, to her mother’s house. Her cheeks flamed
when she imagined what the gossip would be.

“Kutahyah can’t seem to find and keep a
good man, not even when she takes a white man.”

No. She couldn’t go back. Even though her
life with Asgayagiga was proving to be a disappointment, she
couldn’t give up, couldn’t face the ridicule. She’d never let
anyone know he didn’t love her, that, for some reason, she wasn’t
worthy of his affection. Nor that he didn’t provide for her as she
had expected. She swallowed her pride and turned her back on her
desires to concentrate on the matter of their survival.

Food concerned her most. She built a fish
trap from pieces of cane, secured it in the creek, and Asgayagiga
no longer had to spend time spearing fish for their meals. She
showed him how to hollow a piece of cane to make a blowgun, and she
gathered thistles to construct darts, as she’d learned to do when
she was a child. He practiced with the blowgun and occasionally
brought home a bird or squirrel to eke out their meals

But her biggest focus was on foraging to
increase her store of wild foods. She prepared some of what she
found for meals and dried some for their use during the winter. She
found a few fruit trees growing around the old home sites of the
abandoned village downstream. In late summer when the fruit
ripened, they ate some fresh, but she dried most of it.

A tentative but growing feeling of security
replaced the worries of her early days with Asgayagiga. They’d have
enough food to survive the winter, and, in the spring, she could
plant the Three Sisters, corn, beans and squash, in the garden plot
Asgayagia had cleared.

Kutayah also foraged for herbs and roots
which she planned to trade for seeds. Kutahyah was of the Paint
Clan and had learned as a child the preparation and use of herbal
medicines.

And when she wasn’t gathering food or herbs
for medicine, she made baskets for trade. They needed things they
couldn’t provide for themselves. Asgayagiga needed metal tools: a
knife, a shovel and a larger axe. And they needed clothing. She
could trade baskets to Gòrdan for those things.

As Kutahyah and Asgayagiga worked together to
make a home and a life for themselves, their respect and affection
for one another developed while their mutual unfulfilled desire
intensified. Kutahyah became content in her new life with the white
man. It was perfect. Almost.

____________

 


Gòrdan was glad to hear the news that Ailean
had taken Kutahyah to his new home. He hoped his friend would be
able to put the misery of his troubled past behind him and make a
new life for himself. And he hoped the couple would find happiness
together.

____________

 


Kutahyah knew the area where they lived. One
day as they ate their morning meal, she said, “The mountain of
Tumbling Waters is near. It’s very beautiful.”

“Amicalola?”

“Asehi. Amicalola,” she said. “Yes.
Tumbling Waters.”

“What does that mean?” he asked, a quizzical
expression on his face.

She beckoned him to follow her and led him
through the woods. Their trek ended by a stream at the base of a
mountain. Water tumbled down different levels from the heights
above to form the stream at their feet.

“Amicalola,” she said, pointing to the
waterfall.

____________

 


Ailean looked up at the water plummeting down
the mountainside. “Beautiful,” he murmured. “Like you.”

As they admired the sight of water cascading
over the rocks, Ailean slid his arm around her shoulders and drew
her close. She nestled against him, leaned her head on his chest,
and he rested his chin on top of her head. He caressed her cheek,
and she put her hand on his, held it there for a moment. She kissed
his calloused palm, and her tenderness awakened his desire. He
embraced her, held her body tight against his own and kissed her
forehead, her temple, her lips.

She leaned back, looked lovingly into his
eyes, and his passion cooled. Memories of Mùirne’s eyes filled with
love and desire rushed into his consciousness, and guilt
overwhelmed him. He took his arms from around Kutahyah, pulled away
and turned his back on her.

She stood unmoving, her arms still reaching
toward him. When Ailean turned to her again, he saw confusion and
hurt in her expression, saw tears spill onto her cheek. He brushed
her tears away and took her in his arms again.

“How can I tell you? How can I make you
understand? It grieves me to know I hurt you,” he whispered. “I
love you. But I love her, too. And she died for me. What kind of
man would I be if I dishonored her sacrifice?”

Kutahyah pulled away from him and wiped her
cheeks with her hands. She straightened her shoulders, took his
hand and led him to a faint trace that wove its way through the
trees up the steep mountainside. She dropped his hand to climb the
mountain, and he followed. When they reached a small gap near the
top, she took his hand again and led him through the trees to the
small brook that flowed across it.

They strolled along beside the stream, hand
in hand, until Ailean saw an opening ahead. He could see into the
distance through it. He hurried toward it, pulling Kutahyah along.
He stopped at the edge of the drop-off where the brook poured its
contents over a rocky shelf onto a ledge of flat rocks about
fifteen feet below. The water flowed over the ledge and plunged by
fits and bounds down the mountainside.

He looked out through the open space created
by the stream, scanned the valleys and hills below and beyond. Here
was the mountaintop he’d been searching for, a place where he could
see far into the distance, could sit and think. A place where he
could clear his mind. And it had been a gift to him from
Kutahyah.

____________

 


A few mornings later, Kutahyah noticed a
haunted, faraway look in Asgayagiga’s eyes. Soon after they ate
their morning meal, he disappeared. Kutahyah looked for him and
found his tracks leading toward Amicalola. She followed.

She arrived at the base of the mountain, but
he wasn’t there. His tracks led to the trace that headed up the
slope. Kutahyah began climbing.

When she arrived at the gap near the peak of
the mountain, she followed his tracks as they headed toward the
waterfall. And stopped when she saw him sitting on the bank of the
stream where the water poured down the mountain. He was staring out
through the open space at the landscape spread below.

Kutahyah said nothing. She watched him for a
while, turned and started for home. There was so much about this
white man she didn’t understand. Several times, she had become
disappointed and angry with him, so angry she thought of taking her
belongings and going back to her mother’s house. But each time, her
love for him held her back. She loved him, and her love was growing
stronger day by day.

She sensed that he loved her, but there was
distress deep within his spirit. She saw it in his eyes. And it
stood between them. She didn’t know why he suffered so, but she
would stay with him, would love him, and maybe one day his spirit
would be healed and the hurt would pass. And he would love her as
she longed to be loved.

She would try to be patient, would try to
ignore her desires.

____________

 


The next time Ailean climbed the mountain, he
took the axe to clear away some of the trees and brush that blocked
his view. He slid down the bank beside the waterfall to the narrow
level ledge to fell the trees growing there and on the bank. And he
cut the trees and saplings along the stream near the drop-off where
the water began its long journey down the mountainside.

With great effort, he moved a large rock onto
the bank of the creek near the edge of the precipice so he would
have a place to sit. At last, he was satisfied. It wasn’t the same
as the open view from the peak above his home in Scotland, but he
was thankful for it.

____________

 


As time passed, Ailean and Kutahyah learned
more of each other’s words and were able to communicate about their
day-to-day activities in a rudimentary way. But their tender
glances told of their feelings, told more about their growing love
for one another than mere words could have.

One afternoon, Tenahwosi came to their house
with a venison haunch. Ailean was glad to see him and greeted him
warmly. Other than Gòrdan MacAntoisch, Tenahwosi was Ailean’s only
friend.

Kutahyah cut a roast from the haunch and
placed it on a spit over the fire. She invited Tenahwosi to eat
with them.

While the meat cooked, Ailean showed him all
they’d accomplished, the cleared space for the garden and some
other improvements, including the asi he was constructing
beside their small home, at Kutahyah’s insistence. And Ailean
showed his friend the rudimentary storehouse he’d built behind the
house to hold the harvest from crops he planned to grow during the
next growing season.

Tenahwosi expressed his approval of the work
they’d done.

They enjoyed the meal, and when Tenahwosi
could not be persuaded to stay the night, Ailean and Kutahyah bade
him a reluctant goodbye.

____________

 


Jim Satterfield came into the tavern late one
autumn afternoon, dirty and disheveled after weeks of a trek
through the wilderness.

“I need me a drink,” he said, tossing a coin
onto the bar.

“Well, well. Satterfield. Just the man I’ve
been wanting to see,” said Latharn as he poured the drink.

“Why’s that?”

“I know where MacLachlainn is. I need someone
to take me there.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. He’s in Cherokee territory, up in the
mountains, a trader said.”

“Cherokee territory,” Satterfield said. “That
covers a powerful lot of land. Whereabouts in the mountains is
he?”

“Well, I don’t know exactly. I just
thought—”

“Then you don’t know nothing,” Satterfield
interrupted. “He could be anywhere up there.”

“Is there any way I could find out exactly
where he is?”

“Sure, if you can speak Cherokee.”
Satterfield laughed as though he’d made a joke.

“Do you know anyone who speaks it?”

Satterfield narrowed his eyes as he
considered this question. “Well, a fellow I used to track with
married a Cherokee woman a few months ago. I expect he could speak
it a little by now. Or maybe she can talk English.”

“Where can we find him?”

 


 


FORTY-FIVE

 


The autumn chill had painted the trees below
with vivid daubs of orange, red and yellow, interspersed with the
deep green pines. Ailean surveyed the expanse of color and sighed.
He still felt the need to sit on the heights, loved viewing the
beauty of nature around and below him, but somehow it didn’t have
the power to soothe his heart as the view from his favorite peak in
Scotland once had.

Yet he was drawn here more often as his
spirit warred with itself. As he grew closer to Kutahyah, the more
he wanted her, and the more vivid his memories of Mùirne became.
His struggle intensified as he was torn between his desire for
Kutahyah and his compulsion to remain faithful to Mùirne.

When the sun began its descent of the western
sky, shooting golden streaks through the open spaces between the
tree branches, he arose from his rock and started down the
mountain. By the time he reached his home, it was almost dark and
the air had grown cold.

Kutahyah had the evening meal ready when he
stepped into the warmth of their small house, hungry for the food
she had prepared and hungry for her presence.

____________

 


Latharn and Satterfield neared the Cherokee
village of Ayuhwasi. Their progress toward the village had been
monitored for some time, and they were met by a group of Cherokee
men armed with muskets before they were within sight of it.

“Be quiet and let me handle this,” Jim said
to Latharn.

“Osiyo,” Jim said to the men facing
them.

“Osiyo,” replied one of them.

“I’m looking for Davey Wilkerson. He live
here?”

An older man turned to one of the younger men
and conferred with him. The younger man trotted off on the trail to
the village. Jim and Latharn sat on their horses while they waited,
their uneasy eyes watching the armed men who surrounded them.

The young man returned and said something to
the older man, who used gestures to indicate that Jim and Latharn
were to follow them. They rode along, men in front of them, men
behind.

“These Cherokees, they like to trade with
white men, but they don’t trust them. Looks like they ain’t taking
no chances that we ain’t friendly.”

Latharn made no reply.

____________

 


“Well, Jim Satterfield! What brings you
here?” Davey said when Jim’s horse stopped in front of him.

“I brung this here man to find somebody he’s
hunting. So, how’s married life? Good as you thought it would
be?”

“It’s good. Real good. Wish I’d done it long
ago,” Davey said. “Git down off your pony and come in for a
spell.”

He turned to a couple of the Cherokee boys
who stood nearby watching and said something to them Jim and
Latharn couldn’t understand. One of them came forward and took the
reins of the horses. Jim and Latharn dismounted and entered Davey’s
house, leaving the horses in the care of the boys.

When they were all seated around the fire,
Davey said, “So you’re hunting somebody. Why’d you come to me?”

“Because we heard he’s living with the
Cherokees somewhere up here.”

“Aw, that could be most anywhere. I sure
wouldn’t know where to start looking for him.”

“But you can speak Cherokee, can’t you?”
Latharn asked.

“A little,” Davey said.

“Well, you can ask others where this man
might be, where we could find him.”

“Look. I ain’t interested in tracking no
people no more. I’m done with that.”

“Ain’t no tracking to be done,” Jim said.
“The Cherokees done give this man some land and he’s living in just
one spot. We just need to know where that spot is.”

Davey frowned. “They give him some land?”

“Yes.”

“Who is this man?” Davey asked.

“MacLachlainn. Ailean MacLachlainn,” Latharn
replied.

“You talking about Asgayagiga? He’s the only
man I know of that they’ve give land to.”

“No. I’m talking about a Scotsman. A
Highlander who is said to be living here in Cherokee territory,”
Latharn snapped.

“Big man? Red hair?”

“Yes! That’s him!”

“You’re talking about Asgayagiga. That’s what
the Cherokee call him. Bloody Man.”

Neither Latharn nor Jim spoke. Latharn felt a
faint tremor and a coldness move through his body.

“Yep. You’re talking about Bloody Man. I’ve
heard talk about him. I don’t know what you want him for, but
I ain’t interested in tangling with him.” Davey shook his
head. “Nope. Not me.”

“You don’t have to tangle with him. Just tell
us where to find him,” Latharn said.

Davey scratched his head for a moment. “Wait
here,” he said and went outside. He returned shortly with a young
man. “This here is Inahdunai. He speaks a little English.”

The young man stood impassively, looking over
their heads at the wall beyond.

“Do you know where Ailean MacLachlainn
lives?” Latharn asked.

“He don’t know the man’s English name,” Davey
said to Latharn. He turned to Inahdunai and asked, “Where does
Asgayagiga live?”

“All know where is Asgayagiga. Two days past
Gulahiyi,” Inahdunai said. “Near hunting trail from Elatseyi.”

“Can you show us?” Latharn asked. “Can you
take us there?”

“No,” Inahdunai said and left Davey’s
house.

“Ain’t no Cherokee going to take you to
Asgayagiga. They ain’t supposed to mess with him. But you won’t
have no trouble finding it,” Davey said. “Like Inahdunai said, two
days past Gulahiyi village on the way to Elatseyi. They’s a hunting
trail runs through there.”

____________

 


Ailean had almost finished building the
asi where they would live through the cold winter. He had
dug the round space for it at Kutahyah’s direction, cut timbers for
it and hauled them into place. He built a framework and mounded
earth onto it. He had also cut a large quantity of deadwood into
short lengths for the fire and stacked it neatly nearby. They would
be snug and warm this winter. But the temptation to make love to
Kutahyah would be constant during the close confinement in the
asi. He dreaded the coming of cold weather.

He went to the stream to check the fish trap
and heard someone call from the hillside, “Hello the house!”

It was Gòrdan.

Ailean hurried to meet his friend. “Gòrdan.
Good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you, too, my friend.”
Gòrdan looked around at the house, the cleared field and other
improvements Ailean and Kutahyah had made. “Tenahwosi was right. He
told everyone in the village that you’re doing very well here. He
talked of the things you’ve built, all the work you’ve done.”

Kutahyah had hustled into the house when she
first caught sight of Gòrdan, and now she emerged, carrying a
blanket and a stack of baskets. She spread the blanket on the
ground and set the baskets on it. She looked inquiringly at
Gòrdan.

“Trade?” he asked.

“Trade,” she answered.

Gòrdan dismounted. He and his assistant took
bundles of trade goods off his pack horses.

“Let me tie your horses over by the ford so
they can drink,” Ailean said. “There’s good grass, so they can
graze.”

“All right,” Gòrdan said and handed Ailean
the reins of his saddle horse and the lead rope of the pack horses.
The assistant followed with his own horse.

Ailean returned after he tied the animals. He
stood and watched as Gòrdan spread a canvas sheet on the ground and
opened his packs. He laid items one by one on the sheet. Kutahyah
knelt by the sheet and watched him solemnly as he placed the goods
before her. When all of them were displayed, she examined each
article, fingering it, lifting it, then replacing it carefully on
the canvas. Ailean could tell she was enjoying the trade
immensely.

She looked with longing at a red calico
shirt. She stroked the fabric, held it up and looked it over, front
and back, but laid it aside. She gave it a lingering caress before
turning her attention to other items. At last, she selected a large
knife. She and Gòrdan struck a bargain that each seemed happy with.
She picked up the knife, stood and walked to Ailean. She handed it
to him with a smile.

“Yours,” she said in English.

“Wado,” he said. “Thanks.” Then he
said in Gaelic, “I wish I could trade for something wonderful to
give you, something as wonderful as you are to me. I have nothing
right now. Next year, though.”

She smiled at him, picked up the blanket and
returned to the house.

Gòrdan began repacking his goods and the
baskets Kutahyah had traded for the knife.

“Looks like you two are happy together,”
Gòrdan said, watching her go.

Ailean frowned. “Yes and no.”

Gòrdan gave Ailean a sharp glance. “You act
like you love each other.”

“I do love her. And I think she loves
me.”

“What’s the problem then?”

“Gòrdan, I never told you about Mùirne.” His
voice quavered and broke. “My sweet Mùirne.”

“You have a wife waiting in Scotland?”

Ailean shut his eyes and rubbed them. “No. If
only I did.”

“If you don’t have a wife, what’s the
trouble?”

“A man was trying to kill me, and Mùirne put
herself between me and him when he fired his pistol. She gave her
life to save mine.” His voice broke again and he had to stop
talking until he regained control of his emotions. But his voice
was still tremulous as he said, “My sweet Mùirne sacrificed herself
for me. Now, I can’t fully love Kutahyah because I feel guilty when
I touch her, like I’m being unfaithful to Mùirne. My Mùirne.”

Gòrdan took a deep breath and blew it out
before he spoke. “Does Kutahyah know what’s standing between
you?”

Ailean shook his head. “I can’t speak enough
Tsalagi. I don’t know how to tell her.”

“She must be a mighty forgiving woman to stay
with you, not knowing why you… why it…”

“I know.” Ailean nodded.

They stood side by side in silence for a long
while.

“Would you like me to tell her? Let her know
why things are this way between the two of you?” Gòrdan asked.

“You would do that for me?”

“Aye. For you. And for her.”

“Then, yes, please, tell her,” Ailean looked
away across the creek, across the years to the memory of the day he
lost everything. “And tell her…tell her I do love her…so much.”

They stood together silently for a few
minutes longer, then Gòrdan cleared his throat and said, “My
friend, I don’t want to intrude, but may I ask you a question?”

Ailean nodded.

“If you had died instead of your wife, would
you want her to live as you are living, unhappy and full of guilt?”
Gòrdan paused, then said, quietly, “Or would you want her to find
love again and be happy?”

The question startled Ailean. He jerked his
head toward Gòrdan and stared at him for a few moments, his eyes
wide and wondering. He turned away and gazed at the mountains that
surrounded his valley. Ailean left Gòrdan’s side without a word and
walked down to the creek. He squatted beside it, stared the
rippling, gurgling water while this new idea spun and churned
through his mind. Gòrdan watched him for a few minutes, shook his
head sadly and went to the hut to talk with Kutahyah.

____________

 


“Kutahyah.”

She raised her head from her work of
preparing food for the evening meal. “Yes?”

“May I talk to you for a minute?”

“Yes. Please sit down.” She gestured to a
river cane mat by the fire.

“I spoke with Ailean and—”

“Ailean?”

“Asgayagiga. Ailean is his Scottish name. I
spoke with him, and he told me some things that I think you need to
know about. Things that are standing between you and him.”

“What did he say?”

“First of all, he told me he loves you.”

Tears welled up in Kutahyah’s eyes. “He
did?”

“Yes. But he said he has trouble…letting you
know it because…because he…” Gòrdan stopped and cleared his
throat.

“Kutahyah, he was married before, in
Scotland. And his wife was killed. She gave her life trying to
protect him from a man who meant to kill him. Now, when he tries to
be happy with you, he remembers that she died for him. He feels
guilty.”

The tears spilled from Kutahyah’s eyes, and
she wiped them away with the back of her hand. “He is a good man.
And I love him.”

____________

 


When Ailean joined them, Kutahyah served the
meal in silence. Gòrdan saw the looks of tenderness between them,
glances tinged with sadness, and he felt sorry for them. He
searched for something to say, something of interest to spark
conversation and relieve the tension he felt.

He took a bite of fish and chewed. Ah,
yes. He remembered.

He swallowed and said, “When I met with
William Thornton, I told him about you. And some bartender said he
knows you.”

“Bartender? I don’t know any bartenders,”
Ailean said.

“Well, he said he knows you. Asked where you
were.”

Ailean frowned. “What did he look like?”

Gòrdan described Latharn. “Black hair, brown
eyes. Medium-sized, and—”

“Did you tell him where I am?” Ailean
interrupted.

“No. Should I have?”

“That’s Latharn Cambeul, the man who killed
my Mùirne. He still wants to kill me. That’s why I escaped from the
plantation, to find a way to arm myself so I could fight him.”

“I’m sorry I mentioned your name.”

“No, don’t be. He would have found out where
I am one way or another. He won’t rest until one of us is
dead.”

They finished the meal in silence and sat
looking into the fire for a while, as though each of them was at a
loss for words.

At last, Gòrdan sighed. “I’d better get some
sleep. I need to get an early start for Elatseyi.”

“Gòrdan, I almost forgot,” Ailean said. “I
found an interesting thing some weeks ago. Would you mind looking
at it? I can’t figure out what it is.”

He retrieved the piece of yellow metal from
the small pottery bowl where he’d placed it for safe keeping and
handed it to his friend. Gòrdan held it close to the fire and
looked at it, turning it back and forth in the light and feeling
it.

He glanced at Ailean and asked, “Where did
you find this?”

“In the shallows of the stream,” Ailean said.
“Well? Do you know what it is?”

“It’s a piece of gold.”

“Gold. Are you sure? I saw something made of
gold once, and it didn’t look like this. It was shiny.”

“Gold isn’t shiny when it comes out of the
ground. Or out of a creek.”

“How do you know?”

“There’s gold hereabouts. I get a little in
trade every now and then.”

“Gold,” Ailean said, staring into the fire,
lost in thought. He turned to Gòrdan and asked, “Do you mean gold,
like money? Like you can use to buy things?”

“You can use pieces of gold like this for
trade. I can take it to Charles Town on my next trip and find out
what it’s worth.”

“How many pieces like that would it take to
buy a cow?”

Gòrdan laughed. “You could probably buy
several cows with a piece this size.”

“And a gift for Kutahyah, too?”

“Aye.”

Ailean asked, “The red shirt she was looking
at, could I get that for her?”

Gòrdan smiled. “I’ll get it from my pack in
the morning before I leave.”

“One other thing. How do you say ‘I love you’
in Tsalagi?”

“Gvgeyu.”

Gòrdan stayed the night with Ailean and
Kutahyah and left for Elatseyi the next morning.

 


 


FORTY-SIX

 


Ailean shivered in the early morning chill as
he squatted by the door frame he was building on the asi.
Kutahyah went inside the house, brought a blanket and draped it
over his shoulders, leaning over to pull it close around his neck.
He stopped his work and looked into her eyes. He grasped her hand
and brought it to his lips.

“Thank you, my sweet.”

She smiled and with her other hand which
rested on his shoulder, she gave him a pat and a caress. He stood,
put his arms around her waist and pulled her close.

“You’re so good to me,” he murmured. “I
wish…I wish things were different with me, that I could…” He
cleared his throat. “Gvgeyu, I love you.”

Kutahyah wrapped her arms around his waist
and laid her head on his chest. “Gvgeyu,” she replied
softly.

Ailean kissed her forehead, her temple, and
she raised her face to receive his kiss on her lips. When their
lips met, desire surged through Ailean, carrying him on the
mindless crest of a flood of passion. His gentle embrace grew
tighter, his tender kiss became insistent and demanding. He was
unable to think, unable to feel anything but the wanting, which
grew stronger with the warmth of Kutahyah’s response.

But from deep within, a small voice spoke,
echoed louder and louder, cutting through the hot intensity of his
pent-up longings. What about Mùirne? She died for you.

He released Kutahyah, stepped back from her
and groaned. “I’m sorry. I thought I could…but…”

He stumbled away from her, made his way to
the stream and fell to his knees on the bank. He sat, drew up his
knees, propped his elbows on them, and buried his face in his
hands.

____________

 


Latharn and Jim watched from a distance,
hidden in a thicket.

“That him?” Satterfield asked.

“Yes.”

“Well, what you going to do now?”

Latharn didn’t want anyone witness the murder
of MacLachlainn. No, no! He corrected himself. Not
murder. Execution.

MacLachlainn should have been executed in
Scotland. Would have been executed if Latharn hadn’t intervened and
requested that the man be transported and sold as a slave. Latharn
hadn’t wanted a quick, easy death for MacLachlainn. He wanted him
to suffer. But now, here he was, loved by another woman.
MacLachlainn was a happy man while it was he who suffered.

It isn’t fair!

Resentment over the injustice whipped his
hatred into an astringent, burning foam that spread and filled him,
made it difficult to see beyond it.

“Take the horses back to the place we camped
last night. Wait for me and I’ll meet you there,” he whispered.

Satterfield nodded and eased away silently
while Latharn watched for an opportunity. He would wait until
MacLachlainn was alone. He didn’t want to hurt the woman. No, he
wouldn’t hurt another woman. He clenched his teeth and squeezed his
eyes shut as the memory of Mùirne’s death returned to haunt
him.

Latharn watched as MacLachlainn sat on the
bank of the stream, elbows propped on his knees, staring across the
water. The woman moved to MacLachlainn’s side and looked at him for
a moment. She went to the house and sat beside the door in a patch
of sunlight.

____________

 


Asgayagiga’s eyes had the vacant, faraway
look again. Kutahyah knew that look well. He would go to the
mountain of Tumbling Waters and sit on the rock beside the creek,
staring at the valleys below, looking but not really seeing. What
he saw was something far away and long ago, something in his
memory.

She took her usual seat by the door and
watched as he rose and walked away. She continued her work peeling
cane splits for baskets she intended to weave and trade to Gòrdan.
She, as always, would wait patiently for Asgayagiga’s return.

Something caught her attention, a half-seen
movement, a flash of color, something blue in the undergrowth
halfway up the hill. She laid aside the cane, keeping her bone
knife in her hand, and stood, turned to the right to cross behind
the house unseen by anyone who might be watching from the hillside.
She slipped into the woods behind the house and crept up the
hill.

With silent steps, she approached the spot
where she’d seen the hint of movement. No one was there, but she
saw a faint half-moon depression made by a boot heel on the bare
ground. She searched for other signs and found them. There had been
two men hiding, watching. The tracks of one man led east, toward
Gulahiyi. But the other had gone to the northwest. Toward the
mountain of Tumbling Waters. She followed the clear trail the
booted man had made, headed in the direction of the mountain where
Asgayagiga was going.

She paused to think. Why would this person
hide? Why would he follow Asgayagiga, if he meant no harm? Her
beloved had no weapon to defend himself. She ran back to the house
to get the axe.

Hurry! Hurry! she told herself. The
man could be attacking Asgayagiga now. She grabbed the axe and the
large knife she had gotten in trade from Gòrdan. She knew where her
beloved was going. She didn’t bother to track the man who followed
him. Kutahyah ran straight toward the mountain.

____________

 


Ailean settled himself on his rock and gazed
over the valley below. But he saw in his heart the glen and
cottages of his home near the shore of Loch Fyne. He thought of his
boyhood hopes and dreams and berated himself. Why had he ever
thought he wanted fame and glory as a warrior? He’d had everything
a man could want: the love of a good woman, a son who made him
proud, and a warm circle of family and friends. But he hadn’t
valued it enough.

And he’d lost it all.

But worse than the contemplation of his loss
was the memory of his argument with Mùirne before he left for
Inverness, the last lucid conversation they shared. He hurt her,
lashed out with words that separated their hearts from one another.
And that hurt had never been healed. Mùirne died before he could
repair the damage he’d done to her, died giving herself to save
him, loving him even after he’d hurt her so deeply.

The pain seemed too great to bear any longer.
If he took a few steps, it would all be over. No more guilt. No
more grief over the loved ones he’d lost. And no more unfulfilled
yearning for Kutahyah. Just blessed relief.

But he couldn’t bring himself to carry out
his own death. Even though Ailean had turned his back on God, the
teachings from his youth still held his heart and mind, and he
believed it would be a sin to kill himself. And it would not
provide the relief he craved. It would merely exchange his anguish
on this earth for eternal torment.

____________

 


Latharn climbed the steep trace up the side
of the mountain with difficulty, the soles of his boots slipping
and sliding on the dead leaves and moss that covered the ground. He
reached the top and saw a stream meandering across the small,
narrow gap near the top of the mountain. He followed the stream and
found MacLachlainn sitting on a rock at a place where the earth
dropped away. He was looking out over the void.

Latharn took a deep breath. This moment was
what he had waited for, longed for. He wished he could kill
MacLachlainn, bring him to life, then kill him again, to make him
pay in full for all the heartache he’d caused. He wished he could
make MacLachlainn die a thousand deaths, all painful, but one would
have to do. He took the pistol from his belt and aimed at
MacLachlainn’s back, started to squeeze the trigger but stopped.
No. He wanted to look into the man’s eyes, to see fear in them,
wanted to see MacLachlainn cower before him. Wanted to see
MacLachlain suffer.

“MacLachlainn. Prepare to die.” he
shouted.

____________

 


Ailean recognized Latharn’s voice. He stood
and turned to face Latharn. He was tired of Latharn, and weary of
his hatred of the man. A thought occurred to him: If Latharn
kills me, I’ll be free from this torment, but I won’t bear the sin
of killing myself. For a brief moment, some part of him took a
grim satisfaction from the knowledge that Latharn would bear the
sin of murder, would pay the price for his death while he would
not.

Aye, kill me, Latharn. Send me home to my
loved ones.

But memory of Mùirne’s death flashed into his
mind, assaulted him with renewed force and ignited his need to seek
vengeance on the man who killed her. Ailean crouched and glared at
Latharn while inside, in some part of his mind beyond rational
thought, Da’s values took precedence and guided him. He would do
the honorable thing: he would avenge Mùirne.

As Latharn raised his pistol and aimed it,
Ailean sprang toward him. But before Latharn could fire, a knife
whistled through the air within an inch of his neck and embedded in
a tree growing on the other side of the stream. He pivoted toward
the source of the knife and aimed the pistol.

“NOOOO!” Ailean shouted as he reached Latharn
and charged into him. He knocked the pistol to the side as it
fired, and the lead ball narrowly missed Kutahyah. Ailean saw her
standing, holding the axe in her left hand, her right hand still
extended, having completed the arc of the knife throw.

Latharn turned as he fell, grabbed Ailean’s
shirt with his left hand and brought him down to the ground. The
two men grappled and struggled. They rolled across the ground
almost to the brink of the drop-off.

Ailean panted and faint whimpers and groans
rose in his throat as he fought to escape the death he would
willingly have embraced only minutes before. His fear for Kutahyah
fueled his desperate battle for life as much as his need to wreak
vengeance on Latharn. If Latharn killed him now, what would happen
to Kutahyah?

Latharn slammed the heavy pistol into the
side of Ailean’s head as they inched toward the precipice. He
lifted it again and brought it down with all his might. Ailean
turned his head to the side, and the pistol struck him a glancing
blow on the temple. Sparks filled his vision and his ears rang. The
light faded and blackness cloaked the day. Ailean lay dazed and
unable to move.

____________

 


Latharn scrambled to his feet. His hands
shook as he tried to reload his pistol. With a screech, Kutahyah
ran toward him with the axe. He turned to face her and hunkered
down, his eyes searching for something he could use to deflect the
blow of the axe. He grabbed one of the saplings lying on the
ground. He swung it up as Kutahyah reached him.

The sapling struck her stomach and stopped
her attack, but her forward momentum coupled with the upward thrust
from Latharn tumbled her over his head, past him. Kutahyah dropped
the axe as she reached for something, anything, to stop her fall
over the drop-off. Her feet were kicking and her arms were flailing
as she disappeared over the rim.

Kutahyah hit the side of the embankment and
slid down it beside the waterfall, rolling over the flat extension
that was part of the second ledge of rocks. As the force of her
fall carried her to the brink of the ledge, she grabbed at the
loose rocks, seeking to stop her fall, searching for something to
grasp that would stop her plunge to her death.

With one hand, she caught hold of the
protruding root of a tree growing out of the embankment. It stopped
her descent as she reached the sheer rock face that dropped
straight down from the ledge. Kutahyah hung precariously from the
whorl of the root, suspended, dangling over the open space below
her.

____________

 


Latharn grabbed the axe and stood over
Ailean. As he raised it for the death blow, Ailean’s head cleared
enough for him to see the axe, to see the maniacal gleam in
Latharn’s eyes and the demented grin on his lips. He rolled onto
his side as Latharn brought the axe down, and the sharp metal blade
struck the earth where Ailean’s head had been.

He saw Latharn raise the axe for another
blow. A realization that Latharn had the axe came to him. If
Latharn had the axe, he must have taken it from Kutahyah! Where was
Kutahyah?

Panic overwhelmed him, gave him strength, and
he struggled to his knees. As Latharn started to bring the axe down
again, Ailean thrust forward, slammed his shoulder into Latharn’s
legs and knocked him off balance. Latharn stepped backward with his
left foot to regain his balance, the ball of his foot coming to
rest on the crumbling brink of the drop-off, leaving the heel with
nothing to support it.

Latharn dropped the axe as he teetered on the
edge of the bank, swinging his arms wildly in an effort to regain
his balance. He spun his body as he fell, and he screamed.
Latharn’s cry ended abruptly when he landed head-first on the rocks
of the second ledge of the waterfall. His body flipped over
backward when he hit the ledge, and his neck snapped. His body lay
quiet and still on the ledge. Then, slowly, it slipped over the
edge of the rocks, and, propelled by the water, it dropped out of
sight.

Ailean’s head jerked from left to right and
back again as he searched for Kutahyah.

“Kutaaaaaahyaaaaah!” he screamed. His chest
heaved with dry sobs and he screamed her name again.

 


 


FORTY-SEVEN

 


A small sound below the rim caught Ailean’s
attention. He approached the edge and leaned over to look for the
source of what he’d heard. He saw Kutahyah, hanging from the root
by one hand, out of reach, her face a mask of dread. She whimpered
softly.

A sob of relief burst from Ailean. He turned
and lowered his legs over the edge of the rim. He slid down to the
narrow flat area leading to the rock face and worked his way to the
root from which Kutahyah was suspended. He lay across the base of a
tree to anchor himself and strained to reach her. He grasped her
free hand and lifted her, dragged her onto the ledge. She let go of
the root, and he pulled her near.

Ailean raised himself to his knees, drew her
close and embraced her. Kutahyah threw her arms around his neck,
and they held each other tight, both of them shaking
uncontrollably. At last, he released her, and, with one arm around
her body, pulled her along as he crawled toward the bank. Ailean
braced himself against the stump of a large tree and stood. He put
his hands at Kutahyah’s waist and lifted her toward the lip of the
drop-off. She struggled to climb over it.

Ailean watched until Kutahyah pulled herself
to safety. He regarded the edge of the rim several feet above his
reach and took a few deep breaths. He dug his fingers and toes into
the earth and rocks of the embankment and slowly clawed his way
toward the top. Sweat poured from his body, and his muscles
quivered from the effort. At last he climbed onto the flat ground
and lay panting, his feet still hanging in mid-air.

When he had the strength to move, Ailean
crawled away from the precipice and stood, trembling and weak. He
took a few steps and dropped to his knees, holding his throbbing
head in his hands. Kutahyah went to his side and knelt by him. She
examined his wounded head, pushed his hair away from the bleeding
cut on his temple. Ailean pulled her hands away, held them in his
and kissed them. He looked for a long moment into her soft brown
eyes, realizing he had almost lost her.

Ailean took Kutahyah’s chin gently in his
hand, pulled her face close to his and kissed her lips tenderly.
Then kissed her again as she returned his kiss. He put his arms
around her waist, drew her close and held her, rested his face on
her shoulder. She put her arms around his neck.

As they held one another, something inside
Ailean’s heart cracked open, and the hot tears he’d never shed
flooded up from the depths of his soul and spilled silently into
the cool mountain air.

Ailean cried for Mùirne, for Coinneach-òg,
for all his family. He cried for the men who died all around him on
the moor and for those who died on the ship. The tears gushed
through his heart and his soul and washed away some of the guilt he
felt for being alive when none of the others were.

As he cried, his tears began to soothe the
searing torment he felt for wanting Kutahyah. And he cried in
relief and thankfulness that she had not been taken from him.

Gòrdan’s words had made him realize that
Mùirne died loving him, wanting him to live, to be happy. And he
knew that if he had died instead of Mùirne, he would have wanted
her to find love and happiness again. He had accepted that idea
with his mind, but not with his heart.

But now, his heart was softened and the last
remnant of resistance that stood in the way of his being able to
love Kutahyah was washed away.

And his anger at God dissolved in the hot
flood of tears, and he was able to pray.

Father, thank You for giving me Kutahyah. And
thank You for sparing her. I couldn’t go on living if I lost her
now. Please forgive me for turning my back on You.

Ailean waited until the last tears coursed
down his cheeks. He wiped his eyes and face dry with his hand. He
didn’t want Kutahyah to see him crying like a little boy. He raised
his head from her shoulder, with his face turned away from
hers.

He stood and walked to the precipice, looking
down at the valley in the distance where his life was anchored now.
He took a few deep breaths, wiped his hands over his face again to
remove the last vestiges of his tears and pushed his hair back from
his face.

He reached behind the waist of his
triubhas and pulled out the remnant of his tunic he’d saved.
He fingered it lovingly and kissed it.

“Goodbye, Mùirne, my love. I’ll love you
forever,” he whispered. “Forever.”

He held it out over the precipice, and it
fluttered softly in the breeze. His fingers gripped it tightly, but
he forced himself to release it. As it left his hand, it dipped,
then was buoyed up by a current of air. It swirled and twirled as
the wind carried it away from him, past the treetops on the
mountainside. He watched until he could no longer see it.

Ailean turned to Kutahyah, who still knelt
where he’d left her. She looked at him and rose. He went to her,
took her in his arms and kissed her.

“Let’s go home,” he said.

 


 



EPILOGUE

 


Cherokee Territory, June, 1756

 


A little boy with shiny black hair raced down
from the woods when he saw his father riding home along the path
from Gulahiyi.

“Edoda! Edoda!” he shouted.

His father reined the horse to a stop and
turned in the saddle to watch his son. When the boy reached him, he
leaned over, grasped the small hands that reached up and lifted his
son, placing the boy in the saddle in front of him. They rode to
the log house on the hillside, the home Ailean had built for his
wife.

Kutahyah came to the open door, having heard
her son’s shouting, holding a toddler in her arms. A small boy
trailed behind her, clinging to her skirt. She smiled as she
watched Ailean swing down from the saddle. He lifted Aodh from the
horse, set him on the ground and handed him the horse’s reins. She
waited for her husband to come take her in his arms and kiss her,
as he always did when he came home from a trip.

After he kissed her, he caressed her swollen
belly, “How’s the little one?” he asked. “And how’s his
mother?”

“We’re both well. I have food almost ready to
eat. Are you hungry?”

“Yes, I am. But I’ve got to unsaddle the
horse first.”

The small girl in her mother’s arms reached
both hands for her father. Ailean took her from her mother. He
didn’t notice his younger son, Niall, who stood at Kutahyah’s side,
reaching for him, too. Ailean stroked the girl’s dark brown hair
and kissed the little forehead while Niall watched, one of his
hands still extended in a mute request for his father’s attention,
the other holding onto his mother’s clothing.

Ailean gave his daughter another kiss and
said, “Brìghde, go back to your mother.” He gave the girl to
Kutahyah and went to the horse.

As he took the reins from Aodh, he squared
his shoulders and raised his head. He was a man who had survived
the unsurvivable, who had endured the unendurable. A man who knew
he could take what life dealt him and stand unbowed,
unconquered.

His eyes scanned the crops growing in the
fields he’d cleared, and he surveyed the cattle grazing on the
other side of the stream. He looked at the barn he’d built and cast
a loving glance at his home, where he lived a satisfying life with
a woman he loved. He took a deep breath and sighed contentedly.

Yes, Da, you were right about some things.
The view from the mountaintop is beautiful, but I don’t live there.
I live my life here in the glen. But, Da, sometimes, once you get
through the bad places, you find the glen can be lovely, too.

Ailean looked down at the son who bore his
father’s name. “Like to ride to the barn?”

“Yes!” Aodh said, with a wide grin, his dark
eyes sparkling.

Ailean lifted Aodh and set him on the saddle,
gave the horse a pat on the neck. “Come along, old fellow.”

And he led the horse to the barn while Niall
watched from the open door.

 


THE END

 


 


Special Bonus!

 


A bonus preview of Deep in the Valley, A
MacLachlainn Saga, Book Two: Niall is placed after the
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that my understanding is possibly flawed, but that is due to my own
limitations, not to the accuracy nor completeness of the
information from which I gleaned some knowledge).

An online source,
http://electricscotland.com, was also helpful in rounding out my
“education.” It has a series of articles about Prince Charles
Edward Stuart and his ill-fated attempt to reclaim his father’s
throne. And a site which has accounts of three battles that took
place during “The ’45” is http://www.britishbattles.com/. Also
helpful were two books which filled in some of the gaps in my
knowledge about certain facets of life in the Highlands:
Highland Folk Ways by I.F. Grant; and, Celtic Warfare
1595-1763 (Modern Revivals in Military History) by Dr. James
Michael Hill.

Although I was taught much family lore about
my Cherokee ancestors, I also did research to fill in the gaps in
my knowledge about the Cherokee. Particularly helpful were the
books: The Memoirs of Lieutenant Henry Timberlake by
Lieutenant Henry Timberlake; Weaving New Worlds: Southeastern
Native American Women and Their Basketry by Sarah H. Hill;
The Trail of Tears: The Rise and Fall of the Cherokee Nation
by John Ehle; Myths and Formulas of the Cherokee by James
Mooney; and, Cherokee Women by Theda Perdue.

 


I learned the Gaelic terms for some items
integral to Highland life which I used in the text, and I verified
those Gaelic words using Dictionary of the Gaelic Language
by Norman MacLeod and Daniel Dewar. And I wish to say “thank you”
to Norah Burch, who kindly granted permission for me to use the
pronunciation guide for Gaelic given names from her site,
http://www.namenerds.com/scottish/ in the Glossary.

I also wish to acknowledge the support and
help of my long-suffering family, especially my husband, Hoyt, who
took me on a research trip to Georgetown, South Carolina and to
Cherokee, North Carolina. And thanks to family members and friends
who provided encouragement, who served as my readers and gave me
valuable feedback: Rex Saare, Penny Edmondson, Amy Sinkus, Connie
Ward, Toyin Onabowu, Betty Bond, Mike Mefford and Myra Shofner.
Without their assistance, High on a Mountain would never have seen
the light of day in print.

— Tommie Lyn

March 2010
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PROLOGUE

 


Tsalagi Territory, South Carolina Colony,
April 1760

 


Tayeni MacAntoisch loosened the sling,
pulled it around and took her two-month-old daughter into her arms.
With a satisfied smile, she brushed a kiss onto the tiny forehead.
She loved her two sons, but her daughter filled her with pride. Her
line of descent would continue.

“Etsi, I’m hungry,” six-year-old
Raibeart complained.

“You’re always hungry. Let me finish nursing
the baby, and I’ll cook something for you.” Tayeni frowned. “Where
is Seumas? You’re supposed to watch him.”

Raibeart groaned and gave his mother an
exasperated glance.

“You know he—” She broke off as he stomped
out. She shook her head. “That boy.”

The baby drowsed, her appetite satiated, and
Tayeni lifted her onto a shoulder. A few pats on the little back
brought a dainty burp. Tayeni nuzzled her daughter’s neck, kissed
her. “Such a sweet girl. You’ll be a—”

“Tayeni!” Her aunt poked her head in the
doorway. “Quick! Get the children and let’s go!”

“What is it?”

“Soldiers are coming! Everyone is running to
the hills!”

Soldiers! Tayeni swept an anxious
glance over the neatly stored trade goods Gòrdan had arranged on
shelves along one wall. She couldn’t leave their belongings at the
mercy of soldiers. All their wealth could be stolen or destroyed.
Besides, Gòrdan was a white man. Soldiers surely would respect that
and wouldn’t bother the wife and children of a white man.

“I…I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.”

“I know what you’re thinking, but they won’t
care who you are. I’ve seen what soldiers can do. Come with me!”
her aunt insisted. “Now!

Tayeni shook her head firmly, but her
quavering voice betrayed her uncertainty. “No. I have to stay and
look after our things.” Gòrdan would expect me to do that.
She took a breath to quell her uneasiness. “I’ll be all right. You
go ahead.”

Her aunt looked over her shoulder,
listening, trembling. She turned back to Tayeni. “Please, come with
me!”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Tayeni’s chin
jutted out. She’d made up her mind.

“At least let me take the children. I’ll
make sure they’re safe and—”

“My children stay with me. Now, go.” Tayeni
shooed her toward the door. “Run with the others. I’m staying
here.” Tayeni hoped her brave words would impart the courage she
needed but didn’t feel.

“What would your mother say if she were
here? What would she say about her sister leaving you at the mercy
of—” She paused and glanced out the door. “They’re here! I’m going
before it’s too late! Please come with me!”

A tingle ascended Tayeni’s backbone, spread
into the growing fear that clutched at her stomach. When her aunt
disappeared, Tayeni almost called out, Wait for me!

She heard an indistinct, unfamiliar sound,
and her mouth grew dry. I’ll be safe. I’ll tell the soldiers
that my husband is a white trader and—

Her eyes widened in alarm, and she brought a
fist to her mouth. She couldn’t tell them anything…Gòrdan wasn’t
here to translate for her.

Her breath came faster. Her aunt was right.
She should go. She gathered her daughter into her arms and hurried
to the door. “Raibeart! Seumas! Where are you?”

__________

 


Private Simon Hooker slogged along, his view
of what lay ahead obscured by the back of the soldier he
followed.

“Hooker. Step lively. Don’t drag your feet.”
the sergeant said.

Simon mentally rolled his eyes but gave no
outward sign of his irritation. He’d learned not to display any
displeasure with conditions or orders. But he wished again that he
hadn’t let desperation and hunger drive him into the army. He
cursed himself for willingly “taking the King’s Shilling” and
enlisting for life. Other men were proud to be part of the army,
but Simon hated being a soldier, although he did like having enough
to eat.

A patina applied by distance and time
softened his memories of London, gave the straitened circumstances
of his youth less importance. Especially when compared to this
wilderness. A root caught the toe of his boot, and he stumbled but
recovered his footing.

“Halt.” The sergeant’s voice was muted but
carried his authority nonetheless. He ordered his small squad into
a single-file column, positioned behind the frontline company of
Royal Scots.

“You will follow Colonel Montgomerie’s
orders,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper, as he eased
along the column. “Destroy everything. Burn the houses, cut down
the crops, kill the animals. Kill any men you find, but spare the
women and children. Now, maintain silence until we reach the
village.”

The Royal Scots moved forward, and the
sergeant motioned for his men to follow. Simon’s muscles tightened,
and he sucked in a breath. This would be his first action as a
soldier, and he had a sudden longing to trade the soft pine straw
beneath his feet for the hard stones of a London street.

“You ain’t killed no one yet, Simon, me boy.
But you will today,” whispered Richard Clegg. He looked over his
shoulder at Simon and winked.

Simon glanced at the face of his
battle-hardened partner. And he wished he’d been paired with anyone
else but this man. There was something in Clegg’s merciless glare,
something Simon couldn’t put a name to. Something that made his
skin crawl.

“I done fought these Cherokees before. I
seen what they do. And I’ll tell you, just give me one in the
sights o’ my Brown Bess, be it man or woman, and they be dead, I
don’t care what that high and mighty Colonel Montgomerie said.”
Clegg spat. “I ain’t bound to do what no Scot says. We oughten
to’ve been placed under his command, anyway.”

“But you have to follow orders—”

“And what’ll happen if I don’t? Another
flogging?” He snorted derisively. “I done had too many o’ them to
count, almost.”

“Silence,” the sergeant hissed.

__________

 


Tayeni’s breath came hard and fast as she
hurried outside. Where were her sons? She heard an ominous crackle
coming from the north side of the village and whirled toward it.
Orange flickered across the roof of a house, and spots of red and
white scattered across the ground before it: the soldiers were
here!

“Raibeart!” she half-yelled,
half-sobbed.

“Here I am, Etsi. Seumas was at the
river and—”

Tayeni shifted the baby to one arm and
grabbed two-year-old Seumas’ hand. “Run!”

She hurried toward the hill to the west of
the village, looking once over her shoulder, the wild terror of a
hunted animal widening her eyes at the sight of two soldiers in red
coats who had almost reached her home. Seumas’ legs were not long
enough for him to match his mother’s stride, and she dragged him
along.

Raibeart followed. He paused to grab a stone
and throw it at the soldiers. It didn’t reach his target, and he
threw another.

One soldier took aim and fired his musket.
Tayeni took a faltering step. She dropped her baby girl and fell on
her. The baby’s crying stopped abruptly.

Seumas stood beside his mother’s body.
“Etsi? Etsi!”

The soldier who had killed Tayeni reloaded
his weapon, aimed it at the little boy and ended his cries.

Raibeart stopped running when he reached his
mother’s body. He stared at her, at his brother, unable to move,
unable to understand. And a musket ball slammed into his back. The
impact knocked him off his feet, and he fell at Tayeni’s side.

__________

 


Smoke rose from each house in Gulahiyi
village as the red-orange flames spread through the thatched roofs
and plastered river cane walls. Shouts of soldiers and screams of
the unfortunate few residents who hadn’t managed to escape in time
mingled with the intermittent sound of musket shots and the growing
roar of fires that consumed the vacant homes. The soldiers
methodically went from house to house, insuring that nothing
remained alive, not even the livestock nor dogs.

Their next task was to destroy the food
stuffs. The redcoats tore down the storehouse behind each home and
burned the abundance of produce which would have sustained the
family for at least two years. They cut down the fruit trees beside
the homes, pulled up and trampled growing crops in gardens and
fields.

When Gulahiyi had been razed, the British
soldiers moved along to the next village in their destructive sweep
through the Lower Towns of the Tsalagi.

Simon Hooker couldn’t sleep that night. When
he closed his eyes, he smelled the smoke of the burning homes. He
heard the roar of the flames. And he saw a young mother and her
children lying dead.

__________

 


Restlessness crawled through Gòrdan
MacAntoisch’s belly. He stopped his horse where the path forked. He
pulled off his hat, wiped sweat from his face with his sleeve and
settled his hat in place again as his eyes scanned the surrounding
woods.

Sigawi, Gòrdan’s Tsalagi assistant,
stopped his portion of the pack train and waited for orders.

The trader didn’t speak. He lifted a finger
and gestured in the direction from which they’d come. Sigawi slid
from his mount and melted into the greening undergrowth flanking
the path.

Gòrdan sat his horse. Silent. Unmoving.
Waiting. Uneasy. His horse stamped a foot to dislodge a fly,
stepped sideways, and the saddle creaked as Gòrdan’s weight shifted
with the unexpected movement. His jaw tightened. He was almost
certain they were being followed again.

Sigawi eased from the greenery, and, with
one fluid motion, remounted his horse. Gòrdan lifted an eyebrow in
question. His assistant shook his head.

They continued on their homeward
journey.


 


 


ONE

 


Tsalagi Territory, South Carolina Colony,
June 1760

 


Eight-year-old Niall MacLachlainn dashed
into the creek behind his older brother, Aodh. He slowed as he
neared the mountain stream’s deeper pool, and an involuntary shiver
that passed down his body accompanied the rising of goose bumps on
his arms.

His mother called to his little sister, and
he glanced in their direction. At that moment, Aodh slapped the
water, and cold liquid splashed into Niall’s face. He gasped and
squeezed his eyes shut. He opened them to slits, clamped his lower
lip between his teeth and swung his right arm in an arc, the edge
of his hand skimming the water’s surface. He created a sheet of
spray that inundated Aodh, who laughed and ducked beneath the
creek’s rippling veneer.

Niall stared at reflections of green trees
and blue sky undulating on the surface of the water. His stomach
tightened as he tried to see through them, tried to see the form he
knew was swimming toward him. A hand grabbed his ankle from behind
and yanked. He fell, arms flailing, water covered his head, and he
came face to face with his grinning brother.

When the boys hunted small game and birds
with their blowguns, Niall could best his older brother. His aim
was sure, almost uncanny. And his long legs gave him an edge in
their footraces. But Aodh always won their water games. And Aodh
was the one who always won their father’s approval.

Niall rolled onto his stomach to regain his
footing and push himself out of the water. But a yellow gleam among
the pebbles on the creek bottom caught his eye. He’d never seen
anything quite like it. Edoda would surely be proud of him
for finding something so unusual. Aodh had never found anything
like this.

As his fingers closed over it, he felt his
brother’s foot on his back. Aodh used Niall as a stepping stone to
propel himself from the deeper pool into the shallows.

Niall thrust his body upward and shot from
the water seconds later, the shiny pebble clutched in his fist.

__________

 


Kutahyah MacLachlainn watched her two oldest
sons cavorting in the stream, a contented smile lifting the corners
of her mouth. She loved watching their high-spirited antics.
They’re going to be good, strong men like their father.

She untied the ends of the sling that held
her baby in place on her back. She leaned over, pulled the cloth
around and took him in her arms. She put his feet in the creek and
began bathing him.

He squealed and kicked, splattering his
mother with droplets. He reached for the water and arched his back
when he found he couldn’t touch it.

Kutahyah finished washing him and lowered
him into the water. She let him splash and play for a few minutes,
then set him on the grassy bank.

“Brìghde, come watch the baby,” Kutahyah
called.

Her six-year-old daughter left her pursuit
of minnows and climbed out of the stream.

“Keep him out of the water,” her mother
instructed.

Kutahyah waded into the deep pool, cupped
her hands and dipped water to pour over her head and face, over her
arms. She washed away the sweat and dirt from the day’s work in the
cornfield. When she finished and left the creek, Niall
followed.

“Etsi.”

Kutahyah looked into green eyes that were
like his father’s.

“What’s this?” He opened his fist to reveal
a small piece of gleaming yellow metal on his palm.

“Throw that back in the water.” A crease
formed on her forehead. “If your father knew you—”

“Edoda! Edoda!” Aodh shouted. He
climbed from the water and ran to meet the tall man who was
descending the hill. “Edoda, you should have seen! I almost
caught a fish in my bare hands!”

“That’s good, Uwetsi.”

Niall ran behind his brother, shouting,
“Edoda! Look what I found!”

When he reached his father, Niall smiled,
held out his hand and opened it, expecting words of praise. Ailean
frowned when he saw what lay in the boy’s palm.

“Throw that back where you got it. Don’t
ever take any of it from the stream again.”

Niall’s smile disappeared, and his shoulders
sagged. Kutahyah hurt for her son. A wave of anger tightened her
lips. She gave Ailean an irritated glance but bit back the words
she wanted to say. She turned her attention to her son.

At every turn, Niall did something to draw
his father’s disfavor upon himself. She longed to put her arms
around his bony shoulders. She wanted to comfort him like she did
when he was small. But he was growing into a young warrior, and it
would be unseemly for the mother of a warrior to pamper him. She
wouldn’t want to make him soft.

Niall turned slowly, eyes fixed on his feet,
and headed down to the stream.

“Wait, Agidoi. Let me see.” Brìghde,
Niall’s little sister, scampered after him.

Niall stopped and displayed the nugget.

“Ooooh! That’s pretty!” Brìghde gave her
brother a wistful look. “Can I have it?”

“No. Edoda said to throw it back in
the stream.”

“Please, please let me have it.”

Niall glanced over his shoulder at his
father. “If I disobey, he’ll be angry and—”

“Please!” She grasped his wrist, pulled his
hand closer and touched the nugget. “I want it.”

“I don’t want him to be angry with me. I
want him to—”

“Please…”

Brìghde’s lower lip trembled, and Niall’s
heart melted. He could deny her nothing. Even if it meant he might
lose the most important thing in his life—his father’s approval—he
had to give his little sister what she wanted, had to make her
happy.

He placed the lump of yellow metal into her
hand and pressed her fingers closed over it.

“Here,” he whispered. “But you have to hide
it. Don’t let Edoda know I gave it to you.”

__________

 


Kutahyah put the baby in the sling and
shifted him onto her back. Ailean swung three-year-old Coinneach
into his arms, and the family started up the hill.

Ailean walked silently beside his wife, and
she felt a strain between them.

“Is anything wrong?” she asked.

“Aye, something is very wrong. Tenahwosi
came to tell us that Gulahiyi was destroyed by soldiers.” He
paused, rubbed a hand over his eyes and down his face. “They killed
Tayeni MacAntoisch and her children.”

“No!” Kutahyah shook her head slowly. “That
can’t be.” She came to a stop. She turned brimming eyes to her
husband and asked in a trembling voice, “And what of my mother? And
my brothers?”

Ailean turned to face her. “They hid in the
hills. Most everyone escaped, but a few didn’t leave in time.”

“Gòrdan.” Her voice rasped. “What of
him?”

“He wasn’t there. He’d gone to Charles Town.
But he’ll be back any day now.”

Kutahyah stared at the ground with unseeing
eyes, trying to make sense of what he’d said. Her face remained
calm. Tears which threatened to spill were the only visible sign of
her inner turmoil.

Sadness for Tayeni overwhelmed her. It was
warriors who fought and sometimes died. Not women and children. A
sudden outrage at the senselessness of the deaths threatened to
smother her, and she struggled to get a breath.

“The soldiers destroyed the crops and all
the food. Would you get some things from the storehouse for
Tenahwosi to take to the village?”

“Yes.” Good. Something she could do,
something that would occupy her hands and her mind—something that
would keep her anger and feeling of helplessness from overwhelming
her.

“I’m going to drive some steers to the
village,” Ailean said. “While I’m gone, would you and the boys
start planting more corn? In that field to the north that’s laying
fallow? We’ll need a bigger harvest this year.”

“Yes. The people will need food.”

“Aodh!”

The boy came running to his father’s side.
Niall trailed along behind.

“Aodh, catch Old Brown and put a bridle on
him.”

“Yes, Edoda.” Aodh grinned as he
sprinted to the pen where Ailean always kept a horse available.

“What can I do?” Niall asked.

“Go help your mother gather food for
Tenahwosi.”

“But can’t I—”

“Do as you’re told.”

Niall’s shoulders slumped as he turned to
follow his mother to the storehouse.

“Niall,” Ailean said, “come here for a
minute. There’s something I have to explain to you.”

He waited until Niall stood in front of him,
the boy’s eyes directed toward the ground respectfully, as his
mother had taught him.

“Uwetsi, that piece of yellow metal
you found is gold.” Ailean ran his hand through his hair, a
vertical crease on his forehead deepening. “Gold is a curious
thing. It can be good, and you can do good things with it. Like the
cows I bought with gold to start the herd.

“But gold can be bad, too. It can bring
trouble on you. It can make people envy you and want to steal from
you.” He paused, waiting for a comment from his son. “Do you
understand what I’m saying?”

The words made no sense, but Niall nodded.
He’d learned that the wisest thing was to pretend he understood. At
other times, he’d admitted Edoda’s words had confused him,
and Edoda had become impatient. So Niall indicated he
understood.

“Unless there’s a very important reason why
you need it, never, ever take any gold from the stream.” Ailean
took a breath and waited for a response.

“I won’t,” Niall said.

“Good.” Ailean gave an approving nod. “Now,
go help your mother.”

Niall ran up the hill to the storehouse, a
slight frown drawing his brows together. His father had seemed
pleased with his answer. But was his father pleased with him?
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