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Twisting to escape, he couldn’t break away from the thongs binding both wrists and feet. Someday he would get free, and when he did, he would kill her. No! Leave me be! Dinnae...

Unable to block the tide, he was helpless. His head thrashed from side to side as she did those things the woman knew would harden him for her use. Then she would mount him. He hated her.

Ualan sobbed. A huge surge of desire overrode his anger and fear. What she did to his body was wrong. 

“Da! ‘Tis me. Wake now.”

Taog climbed into the bed with him and snuggled into Ualan’s embrace. The lad didn’t care how sweat soaked from the nightmare he might be. With a sigh, Ualan hugged the child tight. 

“Was it truly horrid?” The childish whisper feathered warm air over the hollow of his throat. 

“Nae, Taog. Nae so bad. I couldnae wake. Thank ye for bringing me out of tha bog.”

“Did ye dream of being caught in tha moss, tha old bog?”

No one knew the content of the dark dreams which sometimes found him screaming in the middle of the night. None would ever know. Ualan intended to shield those he cared about from the truth. That he had become a tool for a Roman bitch to get a child for a man unable to produce a son, would remain his secret alone. 

In the end, he took his revenge. The child she set out to have snuggled in Ualan’s bed in his family's tall stone tower, their broch. Had Ualan been unable to escape, he would have killed the child before letting the bitch have him. The Christ had been good. Ualan lay beneath the sleeping furs in his home on the far side of the damnable Roman wall, his son in his arms. 

He wondered if the bitch still lived. It was doubtful. Duilius would have flayed the skin from her body for allowing Ualan to escape with his son. Caecilia feared the man. It was one reason she had purchased Ualan in the slave market, to get her with child. Duilius was impotent and refused to believe it. He blamed his young wife.

With help from the Christian slave, the captain of the house guard, Ualan won the war. He stroked the child’s hair and sniffed the aroma the boy wore. Horse and hound, a bit of smoke and the scent of earth told him the lad had spent the day outside. The mundane comforted him. On his side with the child tight to his breast, Ualan would sleep. For now, the horror receded. 

The top layer of furs slid away from Ualan’s body as the lad bounded to his feet. In the semi-dark room, the boy’s bright hair shone as a beacon. Ualan stretched. He knew where his son was bound; the fire and food were likely the only things on his mind at present. 

He recalled a day when his only thought had been to fill his belly and be off and away. But there were animals to feed and tend. He must catch the lad before he ran off. The children must finish their chores before rambling. 

Ualan found his trews and leine, then dressed. With shoes on, he followed his son down the interior staircase of the stone tower to the circular inner court. On the third level of narrow stairs, he caught up with his father. It seemed they were all eager to break their fasts. 

Torcuil stopped to smile up at his only son. “Hungry, are ye?”

“Aye, Da." He glanced around for Taog but did not see him. "Tha lad was up and about tae soon for me tae caution him regarding chores.”

The older man put an arm over Ualan’s shoulder and turned him away from the growing crowd in the courtyard. “Ye had another spell last eve. I hoped tha things had slacked somewhat.”

Ualan knew the minute he saw his father’s broad back the topic would come up. “’Twas naught but an odd dream.”

“Aye. ‘Tis all ye ever say about it. Seems tae me lad, it would lighten tha load if ye told someone what tha Roman bastards did tae ye.”

Every muscle in his body tensed. Never! Ualan shouted in his heart. “Nae, Da. I cannae.” He pulled away from his father and hurried toward the fire. There, he found something to stuff into his mouth. He intended to slip away as soon as possible. It was not to be. 

“Ualan.” His father’s command stopped him. 

Hunching his shoulders, the young man turned. “Aye?”

“Ye are tae go see tha smith. I’ve been expecting tae hear from tha man the last few days, and there’s been naught.”

It was a reprieve he would take. Perhaps moving to the far side of the second floor of the tower would get him away from his father's too observant eye. In the beginning, he had slept closer to the courtyard, so he might take Taog outside and walk with him at night. The wean’s first year was by far the most draining of Ualan’s life. 

Caring for the lad alone proved a demanding chore. But it was all his father could do to coax Ualan to give the babe over to the wet nurse during the day. When the child began to walk, Ualan's burden got easier. As the days wore on his fears of being seized again abated. 

Far up the coast from the detestable wall of turf and dirt as time passed and the hated Legions came no farther north, he breathed easier. There was still the matter of who had been the spy that gave Ualan and his mother up to the Romans. They were no closer to the identity of the traitor than they had been. 

The mystery gnawed away at both father and son. Torcuil felt one of his mother’s kin had attempted to curry favor with the Roman horde with the capture of Gwawl. But things had gone horribly wrong. 

Torcuil was not bribed to sign a treaty with the Romans, as the bait died of rough handling. The captors had not taken the care they should have of Torcuil’s beloved wife, and she had died at the scene of the ambush. 

Panic-stricken, the enemy took the blindfolded twelve-year-old to a ship. The leader believed Ualan to have been rendered unconscious. His cap, the one he hated, saved Ualan. Gwawl made it too large, to grow into, she said with a smile. The color too bright when she first gave it to him for the trip, Ualan refused to wear it. She insisted. In an obstinate mood, Ualan boiled it in hot water, and as soon as it cooled enough to touch, he jammed it on his head. It was his pretend helmet and worked well enough; the thick wool cushioned the blow. He overheard all that took place as his captors decided his fate.

He had reflected on what might have brought about the attack. Ualan’s parents argued for some time about sending him to her people to be fostered. She wanted him to learn to be more civilized.

To Ualan’s mind and that of his father, Gwawl’s words meant Romanized. So Ualan stayed at home... until they sold him into slavery. He thought it ironic that he learned Latin from slaves and his mistress, the Lady Caecilia. The arts of war he learned from a crippled Christian who had once been a high-ranking Roman officer. 

Although stunned, Ualan was alert enough to listen to the men discuss how they had ruined the mission before they placed him in a boat. The instructions to the captain of the vessel were given in Latin, so he missed what was said. 

What he did hear from the countrymen who delivered him into slavery was carved into his memory. The voice that declared it was better to sell him for coin and report he died as well confirmed Gwawl’s death. That voice was one he would remember for as long as he lived. 

A slight lisp spoke of a defect of the mouth or teeth. The guttural accent declared this one to be all or part of another race. Ualan pretended to be under the effects of the blow until well out at sea.

At the end of the voyage, he found himself in a slave market. The man who ran it spoke his language. A woman stood to the side as the slave trader inspected Ualan. She kept a hood up over her face. 

When the slave master leaned forward to feel between Ualan’s legs, he tried to bolt. But they held him down. The trader told him not to worry; she was probably buying him to entertain her husband when she was indisposed. 

He never told anyone of the shame and disgrace he felt when the trader finally caused his seed to spurt out. But the man with the oily hair had grunted in approval. 

After a short conversation with the woman, the trader turned to Ualan. “You’ll do. She’s buying you. Be content. I planned to sell you to the brothel. They can always use a pretty boy for the old bastards.”

She took him home. The nightmare didn’t begin until the master of the villa left. The following evening Ualan realized he was purchased for stud services for the Lady. 
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The fog bank retreated out to sea. Ualan used the trail to the smaller of the two towers rather than the shorter way across the steep hillside. Mata had his smithy in the courtyard of that broch. Ualan had meant to visit a few days before but had become bogged down with gentling a colt. 

He anticipated the fog would return later when the sun got low in the sky. He thought he smelled rain in the air. Situated as close to the coast as they were it would not be a surprise. Most of those who had lived between the walls of the old tower had taken up residence in round houses closer to the new broch. 

Mata hadn’t minded being left by himself. There were secrets of the metallurgist’s art he didn’t wish to share. 

"Da! Where might ye be bound?” Taog’s voice drifted down to him. 

Ualan turned to survey his back trail. He had to look up to find the lad. Perched on a large boulder above him, the boy sat swinging his legs over the long drop. Steeling himself to hide what he felt, Ualan put his hands on his hips and grimaced up at the child.

“Are ye by yurself? Where are tha others?” 

“Oh, here and there. I wished tae be alone for a while.”

Ualan interpreted that as others were busy with chores Taog wanted to avoid. It was something he could not ignore. He must tell the lad to get on with his assigned tasks. His father had hinted the child was old enough to foster out. Ualan would not listen and refused to send the child away, as his father had refused to part with him.

“Yur granda gave ye ah task, I’m positive. What chore are ye trying tae get out of doing?”

For a moment the child stilled. Taog glanced up at the sky. “Might it rain later?”

“Taog, Granda sent me on an errand. If I must come up there and question ye, he’s nae going tae be happy with us.”

“’Tis tha cow shed I’m tae be mucking out. Tha thing stinks enough tae make a body hurl.”

“Go along and ask Sila for some of her liniment. Put a smear beneath yur nostrils. Now go on with ye and get it done. If ye keep up with tha chore, it will nae be so bad next time.”

The child scrambled to his feet. “Aye. On tha way, Da.”

Ualan sighed in relief once the boy left his precarious seat. When he thought about his own childhood, it amazed him that most children did live to grow into men. Some of the things the lad did nearly caused his heart to stop beating.

He turned and continued down the trail to the blacksmith’s quarters. No welcoming smoke could be seen exiting the tower to be disbursed by the trees placed at regular intervals around the outside of the structure. A frown line drew his brows together as Ualan picked up his pace. 

He rounded the stacked circular wall and came to the doorway. The thick door constructed of heavy oak planks stood ajar. Ualan expected to find it barred. He pulled his sword free and looked for a stick. Finding one, he used it to push the panel all the way open. 

The empty dogleg entry lay before him. No sounds came from either the forge or the living area. The hair at the back of his neck rose. Inside the inner courtyard, Ualan scooted several lengths down the wall away from the entrance. 

“Mata! Where are ye man?”

“Who’s there?”

“’Tis Ualan. Are ye alone?”

“Aye. More’s tha pity. I wish ye might have come sooner.”

After sheathing the sword, Ualan walked over to the part of the smithy covered with a timber roof. Mata usually kept finished product there out of the weather. On entering the building, he found the older man lying on a pallet of rags just inside the entry. 

He squatted down to have a closer look at the smith. “What happened to ye? Were ye in ah fight?”

“I was. Tha pig’s son, Huisdean, took ah stave tae me. He and Simeag went away and took yur da’s weapons with them. I’m thinking they will sell or trade tha lot.”

“’Tis nae matter. Ye can make more, I’m sure.” He reached out to take the man’s forearm and lift him to his feet. 

Mata gave a great groan and fell back on the bedding. “Nae, lad. I’m done. I’m nae sure what tha lout did, but I dinnae see me wielding ah hammer again soon, if ever. Something inside is damaged beyond repair. Torcuil will need ah new smith and I should go tae Doirin. Tha lass will take care of her old da.”

“I cannae leave ye here alone.”

“I’ve been here all of yestereve and this morn. If ye fill tha water jug, I can wait for ye tae return with Para. My son by marriage will help me. Then yur da, ye and me will discuss tha finding of ah new smith. I had thought tae have another season or two with Huisdean as an apprentice, but ‘tis nae tae be.”

Ualan filled the jug and set it next to Mata’s right hand. This news would be one more thing to worry his father. They could ill afford to bring up a young smith at this juncture. Loss of the weapons was another blow. If they mounted a rescue mission, it would only waste precious resources. 

The couple had too great a start. The items they stole had likely been sold off or traded away by now. Ualan suspected they slipped away in one of the small skin curachs and sailed down the sea loch. They could be anywhere up or down the coast. 

He must take word to Torcuil before aught else happened. Ualan didn’t worry that the couple might have stolen a culaidh. The larger boats were too big and heavy for two people to handle. 

A fishing curach was an entirely different matter. Small and light, a hide covered wood frame allowed two people to manage any curach efficiently. The couple had used the fog bank which drifted in the previous afternoon as cover, and after laying Mata low, crept off on the tide. If he didn’t immediately find Torcuil, he would send a lad to Para with a message that Mata was in dire need of help. 

Ualan took off at a run up the path. There must be no further delay. If his father insisted they mount a search, he would try to talk him out of the idea but would do as ordered. His father was still the one in charge until he turned the reins over to Ualan. 

With no uncles on either side, there were no other contenders to Ualan’s leadership. Not that he wanted it. He prayed his father would continue to guide the people. Ualan didn’t feel comfortable with the role of leader. Since no other existed, the matter lay beyond his control. It was another situation where he would give in to the requirements of duty.
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Doirin finished spooning the last of the broth into her father and left his bedside. The underground room was a bit too warm for Ualan. He tossed the brat back before leaning against the rock wall of the subterranean cottage.

The fire Doirin used to heat the broth was the cause of the too-warm interior. Ualan supposed after spending the night in the damp, the smith could use a little comfort. Some color had returned to the old man’s face. Ualan doubted the smith could have survived another night injured and without water. 

Torcuil’s immediate reaction had been as Ualan feared—run after the thieves and take back the weapons. After Ualan had pointed out how the expenditure of men and resources could add to their loss, his father relented. Ualan was none too happy with the situation but saw it as one they must bear. 

After a slight coughing fit, Mata turned his head toward the other two men. Doirin excused herself and left the three alone in the stone dwelling. 

“Truly, I am sorry for tha loss of tha swords and sgians.” As Mata spoke, his breath whistled slightly. 

Ualan didn’t like the sound of it. Mata had been a dependable member of the group over the years. It seemed they could lose more than a trained smith, they might lose Mata’s wisdom as well. The young man let his father reply.

“’Tis nae yur doing. Huisdean and tha woman conspired tae run off. Ye've lost as much or more.” Torcuil lowered his body to the stool. “Now we have ah new smith tae find. Tha doing of which is like tae be difficult.”

“I’ve thought of naught else all tha night through.” Mata coughed again, and the sound had Ualan shaking his head.

“Ye recall tha trader what came through before tha last storm? He brought a message from my nephew. Baltair mac Anndra has gained ah reputation somewhat. Tha unfortunate part is tha Roman commander is trying tae get Baltair intae their legion. He’s not of ah mind tae join and his family may be at risk. If ye like, we can send Para tae fetch him.”

Torcuil stroked his chin with one hand for a moment. Ualan understood his father was giving Mata’s proposal consideration. 

“Might ye venture an opinion on his talent?”

“Aye. My nephew was intelligent as ah lad and as bright as my own. I thought Baltair would do well.”

No one wished to bring up the circumstances under which Mata had lost his son and first wife. Some wounds did not need to be reopened. 

The remembrance slipped into Ualan’s mind once again. Those who wished to kidnap his mother and use her to bring Torcuil to heel had been far too violent. Mata’s wife and son who accompanied Ualan and Gwawl were also gone. None knew if they were dead or slaves somewhere in the Roman part of the country. 

Ualan had made his way back, the others had not. One thing Ualan was sure of was the murder of his mother. The attack was the reason others of their band were gone. Torcuil did not look his way, but Mata did. The old blacksmith had never blamed Ualan. 

Mata’s wife’s family hated Ualan. Perhaps Doirin held his return against him. Nothing was ever said, but the girl avoided him whenever possible. Ualan shifted position against the rocks at his back. 

There was little to be done about the situation. He took Taog as soon as the infant might travel. The journey from the villa in Luguvalium proved to be far more difficult than Ualan foresaw. Had Ennius not thought it his Christian duty to help Ualan and the infant get away, he would be dead, and his son with him. Ualan refused to allow the boy to grow up as a Roman. 

As to the fate of the others, Ualan had no knowledge to impart to the grieving family. His escape had been nothing short of a miracle. Ualan thanked the God Ennius had told him about daily. 

Both he and the old campaigner knew what the lady had planned for him. Ualan had completed his task, given her a son, and must be made to go away. The manner in which she intended to get rid of him was a mystery to them both. But she did not dare act until the master returned to the villa. 

When news of the master’s imminent return came to them, the escape plan went into action. They delayed as long as feasible to allow the child to grow strong. The older the babe before they must flee, the better. As it was, the voyage was far too long. He nearly lost the lad twice; once to a chill and then to starvation. 

It didn’t matter if the others discussed those years or not, they never left Ualan. He often relived all of it in the nightmares which drove sleep away. And the knowledge of what he did with the woman festered like a boil that would not pop.

He had touched no woman since his return. Ennius told him all his past sins were forgiven; those things did not matter anymore. The baptism was supposed to wipe all the old away. Ualan still felt unclean, and the taste of his acts still lingered, bitter as wormwood in his soul. He feared marriage. More than anything he was terrified of the marriage bed. 

How could he bed a woman? What if those appetites reasserted themselves in the dark of night? A shudder passed through him. Ualan moved farther into the shadows lest Torcuil see the sweat beading on his forehead. 

He called out to the two men who still discussed details, “I’ll go find Para. We will see about tha message. Where is it tae be sent?”

Mata coughed again. “Tae Corda. ‘Tis tha dun past tha stone of Achacha. He is tae tell Baltair mac Anndra his uncle has need of him. Tae bring his family an come ahead.”

Torcuil turned on the stool to glance into the shadows. “Send another with Para. Corda is tae close tae tha earthen dyke tha Romans have erected. I’ll nae have ye so close.”

“Aye.” Ualan and his father understood each other on that point. Ualan would love to take his sword and do battle with the Romans. Toag had his grandfather; Torcuil could raise the lad. 

Somehow, his father understood the bleakness in Ualan’s soul. The reason for his hatred of the Romans no longer came up between them. The consequences of Ualan taking action would result in freedom of a kind for Ualan and misery for Torcuil. Ualan was not allowed to fight Romans. That order must be obeyed. 
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The air filled with the raucous shouts of the men camped outside the hillfort. They enjoyed wreaking havoc on the surrounding countryside. No one could stop them. Sorcha wished her father would finish his task and leave the smithy. 

For many long days, her father waited for word from his uncle. Their situation became increasingly tense. The Romans arrived a few days earlier. They wanted to take Baltair back with them to the other side of the wall. If that happened, they would never escape. 

When the man Baltair served called him in near mid-day, it was to inquire if the new sword he commissioned was finished. On hearing it would need another day of work, Porcius sent Baltair back to the forge. 

Sorcha and her father understood what Porcius planned. As soon as Baltair finished the new blade, he would be forced to leave along with the Decanus and his band of men. No mention had been made of Sorcha’s fate. 

Baltair returned to the cottage that afternoon and declared they could wait no longer. It was time to leave. They must make their way north to his uncle Mata. Sorcha put together a small bundle of her clothing and one for her father. The iron pot and the large spoon she inherited from her mother would go, all else stayed. 

She knew how much her father hated leaving his tools, but they could not carry them. Two horses would bear them away. As dusk sent fingers of dark shadow across the land, a sliver of moon rose. It would light their way to freedom. 

Baltair was not a slave or bound to the man he chose to serve. Theirs had been an agreement of mutual benefit. But Porcius had given in to the Romans and signed a treaty with the head of the massive fort in the valley beside the turf and stone wall. Baltair suspected his services were part of the agreement. 

Seated on a stool in the shadows of the cottage, Sorcha hid as she waited for her father to return. The horses, tough, wiry beasts had been gentled by her over the last few weeks. Sorcha took them special treats from the fields. The fresh green stalks of barley were their favorite. 

In the fenced field, both animals positioned themselves near the cottage as night drew close. Sorcha knew they would not go far; the beasts waited for her as the sun lowered. When Sorcha and her father snuck out under cover of darkness, the animals would be in the usual place. 

Their treat sat upon the straw that made up her pallet. Blankets and furs wrapped the few goods both father and daughter elected to take. The bedding would not be used until the following night. They would make short stops to rest the animals. It would not be wise to halt and sleep.

Once their defection became known, the Roman Decanus and his contubernium would be after them. It was not a supposition based on vanity; her father was a true master of the forge. So much so that others often whispered behind his back of a pact with some god or other. 

He did explain to Sorcha anyone could be trained to make implements, tools for regular use. But creating a balanced blade which held its edge and did not fracture in battle was not a gift given to all. 

Sorcha had a talent for honing an edge on a tool sharp enough to shave fine hairs from a man’s forearm. Her father insisted she never speak to anyone of her gift. It must remain a secret. She understood the reason. 

The smithy sat some distance away from the hill fort due to her father’s insistence on secrecy. There were methods and processes he did not intend to share with anyone. None of the young men Porcius suggested as apprentices met her father’s high standards. 

Since his baptism, Baltair had become increasingly secretive. Sorcha did acquiesce to his request that she become a follower of the Christ, but she wasn’t sure about the new deity at all. 

Before the Romans marched up to the hillfort, Baltair insisted Sorcha cultivate the ponies. Early one winter morning Baltair sat her down before the fire and explained he had received a warning that it was time to move on. When she asked for details, he only smiled and said the wind brought him news of the threat.

Light scratching at the hide covering the doorway alerted the young woman. The time to go had arrived. Baltair pushed aside the leather, and Sorcha motioned to the bundle where his pallet sat on the far side of the fire. With a nod she barely saw in the faint light from the dying blaze, he hoisted it on one shoulder. 

Two strides took him to the edge of the fire where he picked up the pot. Sorcha had stuffed it with unspun wool and her spindle. They cushioned the long-handled spoon and double ended hook used to suspend the pot over the fire. There must be no sound to mark their movement. 

Sorcha picked up her bundle and followed her father out the door. A small handful of barley stalks clutched in her left hand, she crept through the darkness toward the enclosure where the ponies waited. 

It was not long before their meager baggage sat securely tied to the rear horns of each saddle. Baltair lifted her to the back of one animal, led his to the mounting block, and swung up. As they left the enclosure, he pushed the gate open, and they rode off. The other animals would wander out of the field. 

They must travel a considerable distance before reaching their goal. Baltair insisted they should go south to the coast. The Romans would not look for them to move toward the enemy. He told her not to worry, there was a place where they could take passage on a ship bound north with goods to trade. In a few days, they would be safe in the North Country far from the Roman’s wall. 
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Para lounged next to the fire in the courtyard. The roof above kept rain out, and the small open spaces where the beams lay on the stone allowed smoke to escape. Mata’s son by marriage had been gone for ten days and returned empty-handed.

“I left the culaidh in tha large bay in Loch Creran, then made my way round tae come at tha hill fort from tha northeast. ‘Twas ah wise move. Tha head man agreed tae allow—I’m thinking ‘twas more ordered—Mata’s nephew tae go with ah group of legionnaires. Seems tha commander of tha fort down by tha Clyde has need of ah good smith.”

Ualan knew better than to try to hurry Para along with the tale. The man was methodical and refused to be rushed. It was one of the things which made him a grand hunter and woodsman; Para always read the signs correctly, often catching what others might miss.

“Baltair and his lass are gone. It seems they took two horses and stole away in the night. None were able tae track them. But I saw tha direction they took. I’m thinking south was tha path he chose. If they are nae caught by tha Romans, I’d give them twelve or so days tae get here.”

The grin Para wore told all. He saw which trail the pair took and left by the opposite direction so as not to point out their plan. Para would have found them easily. 

Torcuil nodded as he tossed another stick on the fire. “Then ye saw something.”

“Aye. Enough tae give me ah direction tae search. It seemed best tae me tae go on my way and not let on. Baltair will surely go in tae tha country somewhat above tha damnable wall. I doubt he will travel as far as tha ford on tha Clyde. There’s nae need. He can find ah fisherman or if he’s without coin steal ah boat before he reaches tha Roman fort. I’d nae go so far.”

“Then tha smith and his lass should turn up before mid-summer,” Ualan stated. 

“I would expect so. Doirin, Mata and I look forward tae seeing them.” Para sat up and looked at Torcuil. “His lass, Sorcha, is last of her line. From what I learned in tha village, her mother died during the winter.‘Twas tha reason there was only tha pair of them.”

“I wondered when ye mentioned only Baltair and tha lass. ‘Tis ah shame.”

“Aye. And some said tha loss has affected Baltair significantly. One of those followers of tha Christ god converted tha man. Disciples they call themselves, and they wander round here and there, making as many new followers as they can. Others are starting tae call them ‘Tha Baptized.’”

Torcuil looked at his son when replying to Para. “Aye, so I’ve been told. I hear they do good things and support one another whenever possible.”

Ualan pictured his savior, Ennius, in his mind. The old soldier hardly ever spoke of his past. The man received a grievous injury in battle and lived to tell the tale. There had been hints from Ennius which led Ualan to think something miraculous had brought about his conversion. 

“There’s somewhat more as well.” 

Both Torcuil and Ualan stared at Para in expectation. “And what might that be?” Ualan asked.

Legs folded beneath him, Para placed his hands together, leaned slightly forward and lowered his voice. “Tha summer is liable tae be ah bloody one. There were men in tha forest. They wished tae know what I was about and stopped me on tha return journey. I told tha head man searching for ah kinsman was my only purpose, and I didnae wish tae draw unwanted attention as I came from tha north. Told them I’d journeyed from tha Isles. Ah confederation is forming with tha sole aim of driving tha legions back behind tha southern wall.”

“I’ve been told naught by our kin,” Torcuil hissed. “Do they plan tae leave us on tha western coast out? That sounds as if someone means tae supplant the Romans if they can indeed drive tha lot below Hadrian’s Wall.”

“’Twas my first thought. Not that I shared it with him. There was ah word given regarding sending envoys tae outlying holdings. But it all has tha odor of ah lust for power tae me. I’ve ah feeling peace is nearly at an end, such as it was.”

“Then it will be our own against us.” Ualan shook his head. “Someone always wants more. What do we have here? Perhaps four hundred of us scattered over tha coast and tha mountains from Loch Duich tae tha head of Loch Hourn? We’ve nae much land tae cultivate. Would we be a prize?”

With a sigh, Torcuil nodded agreement. “All tae true. But tae some ‘tis four hundred more men tae extract tax from and tae claim as theirs. It seems if tha Romans leave we will be in another fight—against kin.”

“Tis a cursed puzzle. If tha Romans leave tha fighting will only become worse. If they stay within tha border behind tha wall, we can live somewhat at peace. If they seek tae conquer more, we must contend with numbers far greater than ourselves.” With a sigh, Para looked up toward the roof above the courtyard. 

Ualan worried a strip of bark from a twig with his finger nail. “Doesnae matter. Sooner or later someone will force us tae defend what we have. Seems there is nae rest in this wicked world.”

The three men fell silent, each mired in thought. Ualan tossed the denuded stick into the flames. “Tha truth is we are going tae war. Tha only question is who tha enemy will be.”

Para did not respond, but Torcuil did. “Aye, lad. It seems peace is tae give way tae war. We must gather all tha men and discuss how best tae proceed. I only hope we can protect tha crops or it will be ah brutal winter indeed.”
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Chapter Six
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Sorcha stayed close behind her father, who kept up a steady pace as they fled down the old cart trail. She was not ordinarily fearful, but as the shadows beneath the trees sometimes seemed to move, anxiety caused her heart to pound.

What if the soldiers caught them? Her father’s life was important to the Romans. Sorcha understood hers was not. She was not the renowned Smith of Corda. Sorcha possessed only one attribute they might want. 

But it seemed her father had a plan. As they moved farther from the village, Sorcha’s fears lessened. Since there was nothing she could do, she clung to the Roman saddle and struggled to stay awake. 

The sky on her left side began to lighten. A huge yawn caused her jaw to tremble, and Sorcha almost tumbled from the saddle when Baltair reined in his mount. Her father motioned her to come up beside him. 

“See here, we’ve come tae tha cross-road. Tae ford tha River Esragan we must go left then turn south again. Were we tae continue on south, ‘tis only a short distance tae Loch Etive. Tae tha west there’s only tha track round tha shore of tha loch. That’s tha route we’ll take.”

Sorcha couldn’t hold back the sigh. “My bottom is flat, Da. And I’m near falling asleep.”

A big hand thumped her shoulder affectionately. “Nae worries lass. ‘Tis but ah short way up and there’s ah place we can rest for tha day.”

Sorcha followed with another deep sigh when Baltair reined his horse west. True to his word, the path curved toward the shore of the loch. Not too far ahead a narrow trace could be seen in the growing light. 

He reined his animal up what appeared to be a game trail. Dutifully, Sorcha followed. Her behind ached and how she would ever move again escaped her. As steep as the path was she must concentrate and hold tight to the saddle. Using one hand to rub her bottom was out of the question. 

A burn bisected the trail. Her father pulled the pony’s head to the right and directed it up the allt's bed which appeared littered with loose rocks. Terrified, Sorcha held on to the two forward saddle horns knowing her animal would follow Baltair’s horse. They struggled to traverse a rocky outcrop, and a pool appeared. It almost filled the corrie.

Above them, the burn tumbled down a cliff face. The resulting waterfall's height far exceeded that of a man. Her father led the way to the edge of the shallow pool. Between the water and the animals little room remained to dismount. 

“Here, lass. Let me help you,” he said as he reached for Sorcha. Baltair gripped her around the waist and swung her to the narrow strip of land that bordered the lochan.

Glancing around, the young woman wondered where they would rest and said as much. 

With a raised eyebrow and a grin, the smith reached for the reins of his horse. “Follow my lead and nae be frightened.”

His statement alone came close to sending her back down the game trail. Sorcha held her tongue with difficulty and followed the beast her father led. When he disappeared behind the curtain of water, she bit her lip and tugged the resistant horse inside.

It was not a deep cavern. Quite shallow, there was only enough room inside for the animals behind a small pool. Atop a low shelf Sorcha and her big father would find rest. The only light inside filtered in through the veil of water. Shadows shifted at the back of the cavern as the flow moved. 

“Tha stock first. These beasts have served us well.” Baltair removed the packs and saddles. Both horses lowered their heads and drank from the small backwater pool at the base of the falls.

Wide-eyed, she watched as he pushed a wicker gate across the path they had taken, barring the animals in. He produced a pouch and poured two mounds of grain out for the horses.

“How did ye know of this?” Sorcha looked around the small hollow they had entered in awe. 

“By this.” Baltair pointed to a sign carved into the back wall. A ‘T’ stood out, blackened by soot. “Tha disciple who baptized me told me of it should the need arise. I explained they might wish tae force me intae tha service of tha enemy.”

“Aye. And it seems tae have been enlarged somewhat.” Sorcha nodded. “They’ll nae find us here. ‘Tis tha perfect hiding place.”

“’Tis. And we can sleep here. I’ve thought it out, and we’d best travel by night.”

“How far are we going along this trail? What if we meet someone we know?” Sorcha questioned her father. 

“There’s ah small village further up tha coast. They build culaidhs and fish in tha bay. We have friends there and tha traders stop often. They will take us through tha Sound of Mull. And from there we’ll go tae Uncle Mata. Nae more than seven days, and we will be safe. We’ll ride at night until we reach Ledaig.”

“Sleep is what I need.” Sorcha reached for the bundle of bedding. “And what of food?”

“Later. After ah nap food will be dealt with. Rest, child. Tonight will be nae easier.”

Sorcha didn’t respond as she laid out the bedding and crawled into the nest at the back of the cave. As she turned on one side and pillowed her head on an arm, the girl went to sleep.
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Smoke swirled around the roof of the cave. Her mother’s iron pot sat among the coals of the small fire at the far back of the cavern. Having gathered up his bedding, Baltair sat on top of the bundle.

“Ah, well now. Are ye hungry lass? I’ve made porridge.” 

Sorcha turned over, put her head in one hand and glanced toward the fall of water which hid them from view. Over the backs of the two horses who lay resting on the ledge, the view outside looked darker than when Sorcha closed her eyes. 

She glanced at her father. “It looks dark out there. Is it late or will we be traveling in tha rain?”

His attention fully on the cereal he was cooking, Baltair responded as he gave the contents a stir. “I’m thinking it may be both. I’ve nae honey tae put in tha porridge, so ‘tis best eaten hot. It will fill our bellies, and we’ll need tha energy tae go farther.”

Baltair pushed the stick through the bail handle, took hold of both ends and lifted the pot from the fire. Turning, he wiped his fingers on the wall behind him. Sorcha shook her head. Since her mother’s death, Baltair had become somewhat lax when it came to personal cleanliness. At least he hadn’t wiped his fingers on his clothing. 

After a stretch to ease her sore muscles, Sorcha bundled her bedding and sat on it as her father had. The scent of the cooked oats in the pot caused her stomach to rumble.

The stick he had been using to stir the mixture got thrust her way. Sorcha took it and swirled it around in the porridge. “’Tis tae hot. We’ll burn our tongues.”

“Aye, and fingers if we scoop it out. But I found these,” Baltair smiled as he held up two shards of stone. “Use it tae dip some out and blow on it tae cool tha stuff. ‘Tis nae ah ladle, but it should work all tha same.”

Her rock didn’t hold a great deal. A few quick whooshes of breath allowed her to lick the cereal from the shard. With no flavoring, salt or honey, it was bland. But the warmth of the porridge was comforting, and Sorcha went for another bite. 

There was only the sound of the rushing fall of the burn over the rocks as they ate. With her fingers, Sorcha scraped the remnants from the bottom of the pot and sat back with a satisfied burp. 

Her father grinned at her. “’Twas good then?” 

The knowing grin caused a smile to lift her lips in return. Her father knew of Sorcha’s dislike of porridge with no flavor. As a child, she refused to eat it if not sweetened. “Aye, Da. It filled tha hole in my belly well enough. I’ll clean tha pot.”

She rose from the pile of bedding and took the kettle to the edge of the ledge facing the falls. The pool behind the curtain of falling water was deeper than she thought. Sorcha had to get on her knees to reach down far enough for a handful of pebbles. 

With the handle of the stewpot in one hand, Sorcha rolled the rocks around inside to loosen the remains of the cereal. It was makeshift but would keep the kettle from having burned-on residue inside. Some things did not blend well, a fact her mother had taught her. 

When her father thought it safe to continue the journey, she would be ready. Sorcha stood with the bail handle of the pot in hand. The thin crescent of iron with hooks on either end had been made by Sorcha’s father to fit her mother’s palm. It worked well enough for Sorcha. 

While gazing through the curtain of water, the young woman noted the diminished light outside. Sorcha considered their situation. She couldn’t see what went on in the world on the other side of the falls. A feeling of dread welled up inside. Sorcha didn’t want to leave the comfort and safety of the small shelter. 

A large hand lightly caressed her shoulder. “Nae worries, lass. We have friends. They will help, and soon enough ye will be truly safe.”

“Da, in this world can we find peace? There are tha Romans, and our kin often carries on as bad or worse. How can we live like this?”

His hands
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