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About Lost Times

 


Scotland, 1685

 


With Monmouth and Argyll planning to
overthrow James VII and II, the Covenanters see an opportunity to
further their own cause, but dissent among the faithful causes
factions to start appearing.

As tensions heighten and rumours of an
invasion spread, John Steele must continue to evade capture in an
ever-tightening net.

From the shepherds and the farmer’s wives
of the Lanarkshire hills, to the innkeepers, the apothecaries and
the washerwomen of the towns, Ethyl Smith portrays with exquisite
detail the lives of the ordinary men and women of 17th century
Scotland.
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This poem by Finola Scott perfectly sets the theme for
Lost Times

Finola is an acclaimed and widely
published poet.

She is past Makar for The Federation of
Writers (Scotland)






Ower muckle
paper






white as saft shawls o bairns new
blissen

oor ain bibles preachin oor prood
tongue






white as the bold snaw coverin aw
tracks

hersh letters hankled wi secrets an
string






arrangemnets biddens and warnins

aw sealed sauf wi puddles o wax






pure as the haw-buss when spring faems
oer

kempy petitions clourt oan kirk doors






white as the froth that rowes in spate

saicret watchwirds play hidie oer late






bold declarations frae braisant kings

epistles and orders councillors
decried






harsh as the hoar froast grippin oor
blood

relentless warrents fir sleekit
arrests






white as the breest of the seagou flyin
free

oer thon preeson, thon sair rock in the
sea
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Chapter 1

‘Just remember – when you
think all is lost, the future remains’ – Dr Robert
Goddard

An hour ago John Steel’s son had burst
into the kitchen shouting, “Ah’ve jist seen men marchin back an
furrit ahint Nutberry Hill. Each yin’s armed wi muskets an lukin
richt determined, pointin them this way an that, then kneelin doon
as if ready tae fire. They didna let ony aff tho.”

Now father and son stood on top of that
hill, studying a large patch of flattened and discoloured grass
near the bottom of the slope.

Johnnie’s description of what he’d seen
included a young, fair-haired man on a horse watching the
action.

It seemed too much of a coincidence.






John stared down at the mangled grass. Hus
tae be James Renwick. Whae else? Back frae his studies in Holland.
Maist like ordained an ettlin tae tak the Cause furrit. Ay. An
whitivver he’s plannin the ootcome will nae be pleasant aince the
government realises that Presbyterian resistance is on the rise
again.

God kens why ah ivver went wi him tae
Holland, why he ivver persuaded me that he needed a companion fur
his journey tae yon university at Groningen. Ah hud ma doubts. An
ah wis richt. It certainly didna work oot aince Robert Hamilton cam
on the scene. Imagine. The vera man whae wis oor so-cawed leader at
Bothwell Brig, desertit us aw afore the battle wis richt stertit an
kept goin till he landed safe in Holland. Worse than that he
inveigles his way intae Renwick’s company, mooths opeenions aboot
the Cause an ither dangerous nonsense. Ah tellt him braw plain that
Hamilton’s a fraud an oot fur himsel. No that it made ony
difference. Yin word led tae anither till thur wis naethin left but
pack ma bag an cam hame.

Ay. An ah’m sorry we pairtit wi sic ill
will.






John walked down to the large open space,
counted the paces that might have been taken across the flattened
grass. “A wheen feet huv been back an furrit here. An whaur are
they noo?”

“Is it worryin ye?” Johnnie sounded
anxious. “Are ye angry wi me?”

“Not at aw. Ah’m gled ye tellt me.”
John smiled at his son’s anxious expression. “Ah’m jist thinkin
that Logan Hoose is nae far frae here. Mibbe us twa cud walk ower
an ask if they ken ocht aboot this?”

Father and son set out through the waving
grass and heather towards the lonely farmhouse where many a plan
had been hatched against the government.






Ay, John thought, somethin serious is on
the go. Renwick an Maister McVey at Logan Hoose wur aye thick
thegither. God sakes it wis McVey helped him plan yon declaration
they pit up on the Mercat Cross at Lanark back in ‘82. Luk at the
stramash that caused. An innocent man arrestit, chairged, then
hanged as an example. An whit aboot the toun itsel, fined thoosands
o merks fur nae stoppin sic treason? An yit Renwick thocht the
sufferin wis worth it.

Richard Cameron wis the same. Ma way or
nae way.

Five years ago John had heard
Cameron’s defiant voice quote from Isaiah ch.35 verse 4,
‘Behold your God will come with vengeance, even
with recompence; he will come to save you.’ Instead of
finding any comfort he still argued about their meaning.

Ay. An nane o it saved him when the
troopers caught up wi him an his supporters on Airds Moss only
weeks aifter he spoutit they words.

John was back in the square at Douglas,
watching a proud trooper pull a fair head from a sack and swing it
back and forward in front of a horrified crowd.

He blinked and sighed. An noo we huv
Maister Renwick.






A group of men sat round a large kitchen
table in the house which John Steel and Johnnie were about to
visit. James Renwick was among them.

“Guid day. Can ah help ye?” Wylie
McVey’s nephew Jamie Wilson was standing like a guard at the main
door to Logan House.

“Guid day Jamie.” John and Johnnie
Steel walked across the gravel yard towards him. “Lang time no
see.” John held out his hand.

“Oh, it’s yersel Maister Steel.”
Jamie smiled and returned the handshake. “Ah huvna seen ye since
yer return frae Holland wi yon report aboot Maister Renwick. Hoo
are ye?”

“Still keepin a step aheid o the
troopers, ah’m gled tae say. Is yer uncle at hame?”

“Ay. Come awa in. He hus a wheen
veesitors wi him the noo.”

“Wud James Renwick be
yin?”

“Ay. That’s yin o the reasons fur
the veesitors. The Society men wur keen tae welcome him hame an gie
thur official approval. He’s been field preachin aready an gettin a
guid response. Folk want tae hear whit he hus tae say.”

“Ah dare say. An whit aboot the
government?”

“Richt annoyed by aw accoonts.
They’ve sent platoons oot tae scour the countryside an pit up
wantit posters in ivvery toun an village. Much lik the way they
behaved aboot yersel aifter yer run in wi yon grand earl at
Bothwell Brig. Is he still chaisin aifter ye?”

“Ay, but sae far sae guid. Ah’m
still aheid an intend tae keep it that way.”

“Gled tae hear it. In ye come. Ma
uncle will be pleased tae see ye. Whit aboot yer lad? Will he wait
ootside?”

“He bides wi me. Lead on.” John took
off his bonnet and followed Jamie into the long, dark hall. Ahead
he could hear many voices. They sounded excited. He bent close to
Johnnie and whispered, “Keep an ee oot but say naethin.”

“Will the men ah saw ahint Nutberry
be in yon room?”

“Maist like,” John nodded. “Jist
mind thur freends. Weel, mair or less.”






The men seated round the kitchen table
stopped talking when John and his son appeared. Wylie McVey and
James Renwick pushed back their chairs and stood up. Renwick smiled
and came forward with outstretched hand. “Guid tae see ye again
John. I hope ye’re weel.”

John hesitated then grasped the slim hand.
“Thank ye. As weel as can be expectit wi troopers on ma tail maist
days.”

Wylie McVey joined Renwick and shook
John’s hand. “Aifter yer wee escapade in the Lowther hills ye must
be attractin mair attention.”

“Hoo dae ye ken aboot
that?”

McVey smiled. “Ah saw yer name on a poster
peened up in Lanark market the ither day. Ye wur listed wi a wheen
ithers as ambushin a government patrol at the heid o the Enterkin
Pass and rescuin some prisoners.”

“Ah nivver thocht onybody kent ah
wis ther. Whitivver. Jist somethin else tae worry
aboot.”

“Thur’s aye somethin else tae worry
aboot,” Wylie McVey replied. “Ye did ken auld Charlie wis deid an
his brither’s aready crowned at a grand ceremony in
London?”

John shrugged. “Kings come an go same as
the rest o us. Jist wi mair fuss.”

“But James Stuart is a Catholic, a
servant tae the so-cawed holy faither in Rome. That’s nae richt fur
oor country. Mind ye, thur’s a glimmer o hope. We’ve hud word frae
Holland aboot a possible invasion against this parteeclar monarch
an his ill government.”

John smiled. “Is that why ma son saw men
marchin up an doon in military formations?”

McVey nodded. “If push comes tae shove we
intend bein ready tae dae whit we can fur the true Cause.” He
turned to Renwick. “In the meantime ma freend here is preparin a
further challenge wi a public declaration protestin against this
new king an his evil intentions.”

John stared at Renwick. “Will ye be meanin
tae pit up this declaration in Lanark lik ye did afore settin oot
fur yer studies in Holland? That certainly upset the Privy Cooncil
enoch tae flood the hale district wi the military. An dinna forget
the hangin o an innocent man, the indulgin in needless cruelty tae
mak a so-cawed example. Whit aboot the 5000 merks slapped on Lanark
itsel fur allooin sic an event tae tak place? The tounsfolk kent
nocht aboot it. The nearest they came tae bein involved wis yin or
twa watchin.”

Renwick’s lips pursed. “Of course I regret
their suffering. But the challenge hud tae be made and I stand by
oor actions. Indeed, I intend daing much the same again. This time
I’ll pin my paper on the Mercat Cross in Sanquhar. The same spot as
Richard Cameron made his declaration on the anniversary o Bothwell
Brig.”

John frowned. “Jist mind that four weeks
later the law caught up wi him an left him deid on Airds Moss.”

“Whitivver the ootcome I intend
paying a fitting tribute tae sic a deserving martyr. His example
and memory deserves recognition. It will also condemn King James as
a heretic an a murderer. He micht laugh at oor efforts and dismiss
oor Cause but come the day we’ll be proved richt.” Renwick paused
then asked, “Whit aboot yersel?”

“Ah try ma best tae bide oota
trouble.”

McVey smiled. “Ye’re nae managin vera weel
if yer recent cairry-on at Enterkin is onythin tae go by.”

“It wis mair a rescue than an
attack.” John sounded defensive.

McVey smiled again. “Whitivver ye say ah
think ye did weel tae show thur grand lordships that ordinary folk
can still bite back against an ill-treatment. Ma freends here agree
wi me.”

The men round the table nodded and thumped
the table.

John Steel stiffened. He turned towards
them. “Thur’s nae need fur that. Ah neither seek nor deserve ony
approval.” He turned back to McVey and Renwick. “Ah jist came by
tae ask aboot the men ma son saw marchin up an doon. Noo that ah
ken ah’ll nae disturb ye ony langer.” Before anyone could reply he
was down the hall, into the yard, and hurrying away from the
house.

“Ye luk angry. Whit’s wrang?”
Johnnie almost ran to keep up.

John kept going. “If it’s nae fleas it’s
midges. On an on as if this mess we find oorsels in will nivver
stoap.”






Wylie McVey was correct. At that very
moment plans were being made in Holland for a two-pronged attack on
the kingdom. James Stuart would lose this throne and all would be
well.

The two main conspirators were of a mind
over this but with different aspirations.

The Duke of Monmouth, Charles II’s eldest
illegitimate son, was after his uncle’s crown.

Archibald Campbell, ninth Earl of Argyll,
chief of clan Campbell, saw a chance to rescue a Protestant country
from a Catholic monarch and gain the gratitude of his downtrodden
subjects. And of course enhance his own reputation.






Argyll stood at an upstairs window of a
burgher’s house in Amsterdam and watched Monmouth’s coach pull up
at the door.

A tall, ornately-dressed man emerged and
stood a moment. He seemed to sense the watcher and looked up to
give a salute before disappearing under the door canopy.

So that’s hoo it is. Argyll pursed his
lips. In that case I best stert as I mean tae proceed. Instead of
going downstairs to welcome his invited guest he stood where he was
and allowed this visitor to climb the grand staircase by himself
then be ushered into the room by a liveried servant.

Argyll still didn’t move as Monmouth
crossed the wide parquet floor towards him.

“Guid day, sir.” Monmouth’s sharp
eyes narrowed but his mouth smiled. “An honour tae meet ye at
last.”

“And yersel sir.” The slight figure
dressed in somber grey tweed nodded and offered a welcoming hand.
“Especially as we’ll be working towards the same
ootcome.”

“To remove James Stuart from his
throne.” Monmouth snapped to attention.

“Jist so.” Argyll nodded again. “And
things are luking hopeful. Supporters hae pledged money for the
purchase o three ships and I’ve added a bit siller tae acquire a
decent supply o weapons and ammunition. But excuse me, I’m aheid o
masel. There’s still much tae discuss and that’s why ye’re here. A
wheen freends are waiting in the room next door, eager tae hear
mair aboot oor plans. Nae doubt ye’ve much tae offer so come awa
thru.”

“Indeed.” Monmouth took a step back.
“Seeing as we’re about to embark on a dangerous but important task
we need to know where we are wi each other. I take it ye’re a
committed Protestant?”

“Ma religious belief is weel kent,”
Argyll frowned. “Why wud I be here itherwise? When James wis still
Duke o York he came tae me special like and promised me mair
influence at court alang wi a leading roll in the Privy Council if
I’d conseeder converting tae his faith. I had tae tell him that I
wis Presbyterian tae ma roots. Aye hud been. Aye wud be. He then
tried tae persuade me by pointing oot the special benefits he cud
bestow. When I wudna gie way he seemed mair angry than
disappointed. Aifter that I suspect ma card wis marked.”

“Marked?”

“Ye micht say it wis the stert o
whit became ma doonfall. Ye see as pairt o the Scottish Privy
Cooncil I’ve managed tae staund on the taes o yin or twa o ma
colleagues; whiles raither hard. A wheen were waiting their chance
for revenge. Ay, and they pounced when I questioned ane o the
allegiance oaths.”

“Questioned it?”

“Why no? I wantit tae ken why
members o the royal family were exempt frae swearing total
allegiance tae the king when they seemed tae express popish
leanings. That didna gang doon weel. The hale Privy Cooncil roonded
on me. As ye ken, politics can be a tricky game so I backed doon
and agreed tae sign.”

“Did ye now.” Monmouth seemed
surprised.

“Ay. Nixt thing they demanded tae
see ma signature.”

“And?”

“Weel I hud signed but nae afore I
added a wee caveat ‘only in as far as it
is consistent with itself.’ Wi hindsicht that wis a
mistake and had James listening tae scurulous accusations frae them
as pretended tae be ma freends. Aince that sterted the door opened
for a further attack. I found masel arrested and charged wi lease
making.”

“Never heard of it.” Monmouth looked
puzzled.

“It means libelling the king and
family wi intent tae sow dissension atween the monarch and his
subjects. It’s taen vera seriously in Scotland. In fact it’s a
capital offence. Tae cut a lang story short I wis found guilty and
sentenced tae death. No that I expected ony different wi as mony
enemies lined up against me.”

“Yet here ye are.”

“Only because I had the foresicht
tae escape afore the deed cud be done.”

“Escape?”

“I wis locked up in Edinburgh
Castle. It has a tradition that allooes condemned prisoners
visitors afore the final day. My stepdochter came tae see me. And
her being a young lady she didna come alane but brocht a manservant
wi her. The servant jist happened tae be the same build and height
as masel and wearing a wig a kennin big for him. Ye can guess whit
happened.”

“And ye got away with
it?”

“The wig seemed tae dae the trick.
It hung ower ma broo as weel as covering ma lugs. I wis able tae
walk past the guards hauding up my lady’s train lik ony dutiful
servant. Naebody seemed ony the wiser. Within meenits we were oot
the gate tae a waiting coach whaur I taen ma place staunding at the
back as expected. Aince amang the narrow streets o the toun it wis
easy tae jump aff and disappear. And lik ye say, here I am,
offering ma credentials for approval. But enoch aboot me whit aboot
yersel?”

Monmouth fiddled with the silver buttons
on his brocade waistcoat then lifted his head to toss back his long
chestnut curls.

Argyll almost smiled at this performance
then seemed to think better of it. “Please sir. Nae need tae haud
back. On ye go.”

Monmouth sniffed as if displeased. “My
career is well documented but since ye ask I bring twenty years
experience to our venture. Began at sixteen, serving in the English
fleet with my uncle. It was later, when he saw me as a threat, that
we grew distant. Most o my experience has been with cavalry
regiments, fighting in several countries – and never on the losing
side.” He sniffed again. “I take it that’s a good sign.”

“Indeed.” Argyll nodded. “But
there’s a mair personal maitter as bothers me. Ah ken us Scots hae
a parteeclar way o pittin things but tae be blunt, yer mither wisna
Catherine o Braganza, Charles’ richtfu queen.”

Monmouth’s face darkened. “My mother was
Lucy Walter. A fine and beautiful lady who dearly loved Charles
Stuart. For his part my father adored her. Perhaps ye’re unaware
that they secretly married shortly after I wis born. They were both
in Schiedam just outside Rotterdam. It was the time before Charles
was invited back to England and given the crown. We had a beautiful
house with a walled garden full of flowers and fruit trees. It sat
behind the grand Stadthuis and convenient for my faither to visit
us each day.”

“And nae doubt an official paper wi
the marriage lines exists tae confirm aw this?”

Monmouth blinked. “Indeed. It was safely
stored in my house at Moor Park in Hertfordshire. At least I
thought it was safe, waiting to be used at the right moment.
However, it mysteriously disappeared when I was sent to deal with
rebels at Bothwell Brig. No doubt ye remember that event?”

“Oh ay,” Argyll nodded. “A sad time
for those as lost that day.”

Monmouth’s voice sharpened. “I’ll remind
ye sir that they were rebels, challenging both king and government.
They deserved all they got.”

“Forgive me.” Argyll bowed an
apology. “It’s jist my Presbyterian leaning showing itsel. Please.
As ye were saying.”

Monmouth hesitated.

“Yer parents’ marriage lines
vanished,” Argyll persisted.

“Indeed, and never seen again. I
suspect my uncle had a hand in spiriting away the precious
evidence. In fact it’s a strange coincidence how he went on to make
life so difficult for me that I wis forced into exile later that
same year. I landed in the Dutch Provinces; kept away from my
country for six years while James was free to malign me with my
father and undo any chance I might have of inheriting the
crown.”

“And he succeeded.” Argyll fixed
Monmouth with a glance like an amused parrot. “Wud I be richt that
noo yer aifter claiming the crown for yersel?”

Monmouth stiffened. “My main concern is
the survival of Protestantism in our beloved country. Anything else
would be a bonus.”

“Quite so.” Argyll nodded. “Whit
ye’ve jist shared must hae been painful so thank ye. It’s certainly
helped me unnerstaund hoo we staund wi yin anither. But come awa
thru, speak tae oor waiting supporters. We’ve much tae dae afore we
achieve onything.” He turned and opened a pair of carved doors and
stepped into a large room where a group of men were sitting round a
polished dining-room table. He clapped his hands for attention and
announced, “Gentlemen, oor military expert has arrived.”






Monmouth walked confidently into the grand
room, nodded to the waiting assembly and took his place at the top
of the table as if it was his right. As he sat down he noticed a
figure four chairs along, a stocky man wearing a black eyepatch and
a grim expression.

Richard Rumbold. Dear God, why am I even
in the same room as the likes o him? A man who was one of
Cromwell’s stoutest supporters. A republican to the core with a
fearsome reputation that merits the nickname Hannibal. Appropriate
by all accounts. Played a major part in my grandfather’s execution
thirty-six years ago as well as fighting the Scots Royalists at
Dunbar and again at Worcester.

Once the monarchy was restored he didn’t
give up, hatched up a plan to ambush my father and uncle, even had
the conspirators meet in his own house. When the plot failed rumour
got out that I’d been involved. Well I wasn’t, although I did know
what they were up to and did nothing. From then on my only choice
was exile. Same for Rumbold. He was lucky to escape before being
arrested and hanged. And he here he is, set on achieving a republic
again. What’s in it for him is not the same as myself. And yet here
we are sitting round the same table. He sighed. If that’s what it
takes to gain my rightful inheritance so be it. Rumbold can be
sorted out later.

He watched Argyll slowly walk to a seat at
the opposite end of the table and sit down. Another one worth the
watching. Him and his high ideals along with what sounds like a
forked tongue. Ah well two can play that game. He stood up and
waved a be-ringed hand to acknowledge Argyll then bowed to the
assembly. “My colleague and myself are grateful for your support
and look forward to working with ye and achieving ultimate
success.”

A polite round of applause followed then
everyone settled down to learn what next.

Monmouth began to explain his plans.
Argyll listened and approved the over-all strategy and much of the
detail. He has guid experience and soonds thorough. Mind ye, his
attitude is a tad ower confident wi. Still I dinna suppose he can
help it. The Stuarts are aw the same.

He glanced along the two rows of faces and
rested on a somberly-dressed, red-faced man wearing a neat wig and
an innocent expression. Ay John Cochrane, dinna think ye fool me wi
that luk. I mind weel whae it wis betrayed Richard Cameron for the
promise o siller. And noo ye’re a total turncoat. And noo I need
tae work wi ye. Politics is a queer beast indeed.

He glanced back along the table at the
distant Monmouth. Their eyes met and briefly they seemed to
understand each other completely.






The discussion grew heated, especially
around the possibility of Monmouth declaring himself king. Several,
including Rumbold, spoke out against this, arguing that a republic
was the only way forward, some were for the tradition of monarchy
but closely linked to parliament, others thought it best to wait
and see how things unravelled before making any permanent
decision.

For his part Monmouth made no promises
either way.

Finally they agreed that one of the
leading Scottish exiles, Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun, should
accompany Monmouth while two of the most prominent English plotters
should go with Argyll.

Argyll nodded when he heard Richard
Rumbold and John Ayloffe agree to join his expedition. He left his
seat and walked round the table to shake hands with both men.
“Thank ye. Gled tae hae ye baith. Ye’ll be a real asset.”

Back in his place he nodded across to
Cochrane who was sitting opposite. “And ye as weel.”

Cochrane returned the nod but seemed to
realise that he and Argyll might now be colleagues but unlikely to
be friends.

Monmouth smiled and nodded at all the
faces round the table and seemed untroubled by so much talk about
co-operation and the need to share decisions. Whatever was said he
knew what he intended to do. He’d always known.






Argyll wasted no time. A week later
men, weapons, ammunition and provisions were in place. “Time tae
go,” he announced as 300 men lined up in front of three small
ships, the Anna,
David, and Sophia. “Time tae save oor beleaguered country
frae itsel.”

No one disagreed and about 7 o’clock on
the second of May 1685 his expedition set sail from Amsterdam for
Scotland.

Monmouth watched them leave and thought
about his promise to start his own attempted rebellion in England
within days.






Mirren McVey came out of her milk-parlour
after an hour turning the handle of a butter churn. Her arms ached
but her effort had produced a satisfying amount of creamy butter. A
golden mound, covered by a damp muslin cloth, now filled her
biggest china bowl in the coolest corner of the tiled parlour. Once
patted into small slabs and wrapped in waxed paper their rich
flavour would earn good money in the village shop when the grocer
whispered whose butter was on offer. Better still she’d enjoyed
time to herself, door firmly shut against the agitated atmosphere
that seemed to hang about the farm these days.

Little wunner she thought, wi aw they
Society men comin aboot the place tae practice loadin and unloadin
muskets. As for the drillin an marchin back and furrit on yon level
space ahint Nutberry Hill, it can only mean thur expectin some
kinda military action aboot tae happen.

This worried her for it all seemed to
hinge on the young man she now had as a guest in her house. Polite
to a fault, obviously sincere, and somehow able to move those
taciturn hillmen in ways she’d never seen before. Even more
worrying was the look in James Renwick’s eyes. She’d seen it before
in other preachers; that look of commitment to give all for the
Cause.

She shook her head and wiped her hands on
her thick apron. An expectin the rest o us tae dae the same. Of
coorse ma Wylie’s aw fur it. Heid fair turned wi Maister Renwick’s
words same as he wis wi Ritchie Cameron. An luk hoo that turned
oot. No that ah’m agin the need for some kinda resistance. Ah jist
wish that young man wisna sae unforgien ower whit he sees as ithers
faults when it’s jist that some o us realise only too weel whit
happens when we gang heid tae heid wi the government. They huv the
upper haund an dinna hesitate in dealin wi ony challenge tae thur
authority. No that ma Wylie or his Society freends are interestit
in the opeenion o a mere wummin. No when they ken best or think
they dae. She sighed. No that it’ll mak ony difference whit ah
think so stoap moanin. Richt noo thur’s denner tae git ready.
Aifter hoors exercisin on the moor they men cud eat a horse.

She was thinking about this when a strange
young man on a mud-spattered horse clattered through the close and
into the yard.

He jumped down from his horse and took off
his bonnet. “Wud this be Maister McVey’s hoose. Maister Wylie
McVey?”

Mirren nodded. “Ah’m his wife. Whit is
it?”

“Joseph Keltie ma’am, bringin twa
letters fur yer man.” He opened one of the saddle-bags and took out
two sealed packets. Will ye see he gits them? Ah canna wait. Ah’ve
a wheen ither letters tae deliver, an as quick as ah can
manage.”

“Soonds important.”

“Indeed. Yin’s aboot an execution
jist by wi in Wigtoun.”

“Ye’ve come that far?”

“Ay.” Keltie held out the two
packets. “Ah left yesterday at the behest o the Kirk Session in
Kirkinner. They want folk tae ken the fu horror o whit happened.
The ither’s a letter warnin aboot an imminent invasion.” He
hesitated. “Mibbe ah shudna be sayin an jist leave yer man tae read
fur himsel.”

“Am ah nae worth the kennin?” Mirren
frowned.

“That’s no whit ah meant.” Keltie’s
face went red. “Onyway, ah’m sure yer man will read it oot tae
ye.”

“Ah’m weel able tae read fur masel
young man.” Mirren took both packets and pushed them into her deep
apron pocket. “As weel as thinkin fur masel.”

“Nae offence meant, mistress.”
Keltie bowed. “Ah jist thocht...”

“Weel ye thocht wrang.” Mirren’s
voice sharpened then she stopped and shook her head. “Nae that it
maitters. Nae harm done.”

“Gled tae hear it.” Keltie bowed
again. “Lik ah said ah best git on.”

“Is the news that bad?” Mirren
persisted.

“It is. But ye’ll see fur yersel.
Guid day.” Joseph Keltie turned his horse round and left Mirren
staring after him.






Once the horse was through the close she
stayed listening till the clip-clop faded. “Ah weel.” She slipped
her hand into her apron pocket, touched the tiny raised seal of one
packet then hurried into the house to begin cooking for her
husband’s friends.






“Smells guid.” Wylie McVey put his
head round the kitchen door and looked approvingly at the spread
his wife had prepared.

“Dae ye think thur’s enoch for they
hungry men?” Mirren hurried across the kitchen to balance a pile of
large china plates on the the warm lip of the range.

“Mair than we’ll need. Ye dae us
weel.” Wylie reassured her. “Will ah tak oor guests intae the
dining-room?”

“Naw. Gies a meenit or twa till
Jessie sets the places.” She signalled to the kitchen maid who was
filling several ashets with a fine mix of vegetables. “Richt
Jessie. Aince ye’ve din that stert ladlin oot the soup. Noo mind
gie them a fu bowl. Mibbe that’ll dent thur hunger afore we serve
up the meat.” She turned back to her husband. “Afore ye go.” She
dug out the two sealed packets from her apron pocket. “Here. The
boy as brocht thaim said the news is important. Ye best tak a luk
afore ye sit doon for denner.”

“Aifter aw yer work. Naw, naw.
Whitivver it is will keep.” He took the two packets and stuffed
them into his jacket pocket then dodged away before Mirren could
answer.






In the hall Mirren could hear a polite
voice saying, “Excellent session this morning. A big step furrit.
In fact ye’re jist aboot ready for the task I hae in mind.”

Task. Whit task? Mirren stopped and pursed
her lips. James Renwick sounded pleased, very pleased. She stared
into the shadowy hall and tried to hear more but there was only an
excited hum from men sounding happy with the compliment.

Disappointed she turned away. If yon lad
wis richt Maister Renwick’s aboot tae learn somethin he disna want
tae ken. Ay. An it micht nae be sic a bad thing. He’s gettin
raither shair o himsel.

“Will ah tak the soup thru noo?”
Jessie interrupted Mirren. “Ah’ve set the places.”

“Ay. On ye go. An lik ah said, mak
shair each man gits a fu bowl. An dinna forget the basket o rolls.
Thur sittin in the wee side oven. That’ll gie me time tae carve up
the meat an fix the gravy.” She dragged a heavy metal casserole
from the main oven and lugged it over to the kitchen table and sat
it on a large wooden trivet. She lifted the lid and sniffed. “Ay.
Done a treat.” She stuck a long two-pronged fork into the tender
looking pork-fillet and began to cut slice after slice, counting as
she went to make sure everyone had a fair share.






Everyone enjoyed their meal. So far these
men had enjoyed every meal at Logan House. Mirren was a fine cook
and never stinted with her portions. Renwick’s daily sermons were
also having an effect, increasing their confidence, persuading them
that resistance could and would work if they kept the faith for the
Cause.

Meal over, the men began to wander out to
the courtyard to talk among themselves. One or two sat by the
stable filling their clay pipes, satisfied with their day.

As the last man left the dining-room Wylie
McVey pushed his plate aside and laid two packets on the table.

“Whit’s this?” James Renwick looked
surprised.

Came a wee while ago. Mirren wis tellt the
letters are important.”

“Shud we no hae read them afore we
ate?”

“And waste ma Mirren’s efforts? Ah
dinna think sae.”

Renwick frowned but said nothing as he
watched Wylie slit the seal on the first packet then unfold the
paper and begin to read.

Wylie’s expression tightened as his
fingers traced line after line of the carefully scratched words.
Finally he offered the paper to Renwick. “Read for yersel while ah
tackle the ither letter. Accordin tae the words this happened a few
days ago.”






Neither men spoke for some time then Wylie
sighed. “Whit kinda men wud dae sic a thing tae twa lassies?
Wigtoun must be reelin wi the shock o whit happened. A hangin is
bad enoch but this? At least a rope is quick. But tae pit folk tae
the stake in the estuary then jist wait till the tide rolls in.
Disna bear thinkin aboot. Whit must they pair wummin hae suffered
while watchin the sea creepin closer and closer? It musta been a
blessin when the watter finally closed ower thur heids and choked
the life oot o them.”

Renwick nodded. “Twa brave lassies for oor
Cause. They will be honoured here on earth as weel as receiving due
respect frae the Lord.”

“Ah dare say.” Wylie frowned. “But
hoo dis that help thur family and freends? It must be a sair loss
indeed.”

“They’ll tak comfort in kennin whit
a fine sacrifice hus been made.”

“Whit’s up?” Mirren appeared in the
doorway. “Ye baith luk as if ye’ve seen a ghost.”

“As guid as.” Wylie held out one of
the letters.

Mirren laid down the tray she was carrying
and took the sheet of paper.

Both men watched as she read every line
then read the whole thing again. Finally she glared at them both.
“So that’s whit it’s come tae. Twa lassies drooned at the mooth o
the river Bladnoch in the name o the so-cawed law. Whit’s the world
comin tae when this is possible? It says here the aulder yin wis
made tae suffer first so’s the younger lass cud watch an be
persuaded tae repent. God sakes.” She glared at both men then
stabbed at the paper. “Whit’s happenin tae the world?”

“Weel micht ye ask,” her husband
replied.

“And aw because they refused tae tak
some oath o allegiance tae the king. Is that whit it says here?”
She stabbed at the paper.

Renwick nodded. “Neither gave way.”

“Is that so?” Mirren’s voice rose.
“And tell me whit guid that did?”

“They held fast tae thur belief,”
Renwick replied.

“Is that so?” Mirren’s voice shook.
“Martyrs tae the Cause?”

Renwick nodded.

This seemed to infuriate Mirren even more.
“Oh ay, ye’ll honour them as martyrs, speak thur names wi respect.
Tell me whit guid will it dae when thur deid? Tae expect that kinda
sacrifice frae thaim is as wrang as they so-cawed men o the law
passin an order tae droon the pair lassies.” Mirren laid down the
letter and began to collect the empty plates on the table. “Dear
God, whit nixt?”

“We must bide resolute and resist as
best we can.” Renwick’s voice hardened. “The way o the Lord can be
a severe test but we must try to meet the challenge. These twa
women are an example tae us aw.”

Mirren glared at Renwick. “Ah dare say but
try tellin that tae thur family.” She went on collecting plates
then left the room without another word.

Both men watched her go then Renwick
turned to McVey. “Aince she thinks a bit mair aboot it – ”

McVey shook his head. “She’ll nae chainge
her mind. In truth I dinna blame her. But here.” He held out the
second letter. “Tak a read at this. Ye’ll nae like it either.”

Renwick took the paper and read the letter
slowly and carefully.

Wylie watched the young man’s expression
darken and guessed what was coming next when Renwick stared at the
words then closed his eyes as if in prayer.

Wylie waited then quietly said, “James.
Sometimes a man can be forced tae conseeder suppin wi the deil. On
this occasion cud the end mibbe justify the means?”

“Nivver.” Renwick opened his eyes
and glared at Wylie. “Oor resistance must be based on the truth o
the Word. Naething else. Oor conscience must be clear that we dae
things richt wi nae reliance on turncoats.” He stabbed at the
letter. “These twa names on the first line o this letter are
abhorrent tae ma vera being.”

Wylie nodded. “The names did surprise me.
But shairly noo that we hae confirmation that the invasion against
this ill government is gonna happen, shairly that canna be aw bad?”
He hesitated. “Shairly no?”

Renwick shook his head. “I’ve prayed lang
and hard for mair support tae oor cause. The mistake I made wis tae
assume it wud come frae the exiled meenisters in Holland, willing
at last tae tak direct action. But this.” He shook his head again.
“This proposed mission. Naw. Naw. Hoo can we gie oor support? Think
aboot the respect due tae aw they folk as gied their lives tae the
Cause, aw them as wur captured aifter Bothwell Brig, manacled then
marched tae Edinburgh whaur they endured months in Greyfriar’s
Kirkyard afore being loaded lik cattle ontae boats for the Americas
and slavery. Whit happened is doon tae they terrible names.” He
stabbed at the letter again. “Argyll and Monmouth, whit a pair. Yin
wis ahint it. The ither wis in charge at Bothwell Brig, gien the
orders tae bring aboot oor defeat and the suffering that followed.
Why wud we ivver conseeder supporting onything they twa dae?” This
time he waved the letter at Wylie. “Why is the vera man whae
boasted aboot being a scourge tae oor beleaguered country daring
tae pretend sympathy for oor cause noo? He’s aifter making himsel
king insteid o his uncle. Naething else. At least James Stuart is
the richtfu heir. Monmouth micht be auld Charles’s son but he’s on
the wrang side o the blanket lik a wheen ithers. Nae guid will come
o it.”

“Ay weel,” Wylie agreed, “the thocht
o the Duke o Monmouth lordin it ower us wud be a bitter pill tae
swallow. The lust fur power maks men dae the awfiest things lik
turnin thur coats ootside in. Archibald Campbell, Duke o Argyll is
a prime example. Mind ye, at least he claims tae be a
Presbyterian.”

“Dinna sully the name Presbyterian,”
Renwick snapped. “That same man wis loyal tae the crown for years,
a prominent member o the Privy Cooncil, and worked against us while
Donald Cargill and Richard Cameron wur on the go. God sakes, it wis
that same Campbell as chased aifter Maister Cargill and made sure
he wis hung.” Renwick’s eyes filled with tears. “I’ll nivver forget
staunding in the Edinburgh Grassmarket watching that man o truth
mount the steps tae the gibbet. And whae wis in the front row o the
crowd luking pleased wi himsel? Nane ither than Campbell. I saw him
masel. This letter says Monmouth is tae tackle England while
Campbell attacks Scotland.

In ma opinion the hale thing stinks. Not a
sparticle o sincerity aboot it. They twa are ill-matched
bed-fellows, each yin chasing aifter a different result. Why
they’re conspiring thegither is beyond me. Yin thing shair, neither
will git an ounce o support frae me or onybody as follows me.”

“So whaur dis that leave us?” Wylie
dared. “Whit aboot yon declaration ye’re pittin thegither sae
carefully and mean tae peen on the Mercat Cross in Sanquhar? Is
that no supposed tae support this proposed invasion? Tae trigger
aff open rebellion aroond here?”

“It wis.” Renwick almost spat out
the words. “When I first heard mention o plans for an invasion
coming frae Holland I wis daft enoch tae believe it wud come frae
folk wi a mind lik oorsels.”

“So whit’s tae be done?” Wylie
frowned. “Ye’ve hud men marchin and drillin fur days in preparation
tae mak a guid show at Sanquhar and fricht the government. The men
are lukin furrit tae it. Dis that mean it’s tae be cawed
aff?”

“I need time tae think, tae try and
digest this unfortunate and unexpected turn o events.” Renwick
stood up and pushed his chair aside. “A walk, some fresh air, and
quiet time tae seek oor Lord’s guidance. Aifter that I’ll answer
yer question.”

“Ah’ll come wi ye.” Wylie turned to
lift his heavy jacket from the back of his chair. “Ah dinna want ye
wanderin the moor alane.”

“On this occasion Maister McVey
that’s exactly whit I need. Thank ye for yer concern but rest
assured the Lord will tak guid care o me.” He walked towards the
door.

“As ye wish.” Wylie shook his
head.






Renwick left Logan House, nodded to the
men still talking in the courtyard and walked along the path
towards the moor.

“Whit’s up?” one of the men asked as
Wylie appeared at the open doorway.

“Dinna ask.” He flapped a hand at
the disappearing figure. “See they preachers.”

The man laughed. “They aye ken best.”

Wylie shook his head again and went back
into the empty dining-room to re-read the second letter.

***

 




Chapter 2

Early next morning Wylie McVey came into
the kitchen to find his wife and the kitchen maid busy preparing
breakfast for all the visitors who’d been bedded down in the
hay-shed.

She seemed flustered and not in the best
of moods. He hesitated then asked, “Huv ye seen Maister Renwick? Ah
chapped on his bedroom door but nae answer.”

“He’s nae lang by wi a plate o
porridge. Noo he’s awa fur a walk.” Mirren didn’t look round but
continued to transfer slices of ham from the large pan on the range
to an equally large ashet sitting in the side-oven.

“He hud a walk last nicht. Whit’s he
wantin wi anither yin? We hae much tae discuss.”

“Hoo wud ah ken,” Mirren snapped.
“He feenished his bowl, thanked me then announced he wis aff fur a
walk an a think.”

“A think.” McVey groaned. “Are ye
shair that’s whit he said?”

“Of coorse ah’m shair.” She bustled
past her husband an opened the pantry door to lift out a basket of
eggs. “Can ye nae see wur busy. Unless ye want tae bide an mak
yersel usefu gang an tak a luk ootside. Mibbe he’s nae far
awa.”

McVey retreated and went out to the
courtyard where some of the men were splashing their faces with
water from the horse-trough. Again he asked, “Onybody seen Maister
Renwick?”

Two nodded. “He taen the path that leads
tae Waterside. Walkin fast he wis. Ye’ll need tae run if ye want
tae catch up.”

McVey hurried through the close then
stopped. Whit’s the point. He obviousy disna want ony company.
It’ll be him an his conscience again. Whitivver he thocht on his
walk last nicht isna resolved. Best leave him be. He’ll come back
in his ain guid time an then we can talk.


John Crichton, platoon captain in John
Graham’s troop of horse, blinked awake and stared at the skylight
window above his head. He’d been ill for weeks, captive in this
narrow bed and tiny attic room at the top of his platoon’s
lodgings. It was not to his liking, nor was the village of
Lesmahagow with its undercurrent of rebellion. Yon John Steel’s
ahint it. Bloody pest. Yit they eedjit villagers treat him lik a
hero. Weel, yin o they days it’ll be different when we catch up wi
him an see him swing. Ay. And then this God-forsaken place will
chainge its tune an unnerstaund whae’s really maister an whae’s in
the wrang.

Crichton had come close many a time but
never close enough. Somehow each attempt seemed to go wrong. Steel
was still free. This was like a thorn in the captain’s side. If
only he thought. Yin chance is aw ah need.

The sun shone through the glass above like
a tempting promise; time to be up and about.

He swung his feet onto the hard, wooden
floor, stood up, bumped his head on the low sloping ceiling and
swore, “Time ah wis back at ma richtfu duties, playin ma pairt
enforcin the law insteid o lyin aboot lik some pair invalid. Ay.
Time ah wis oota here.”

He washed and dressed then hurried
downstairs to eat a freshly cooked breakfast of ham, eggs, and
fried potato brought through from the inn next door.


Hoo are ye this mornin?” Sergeant Bennet
appeared in the small dining-room. He held up a letter. “A
messenger jist brocht this frae commander Claverhoose up at Douglas
castle. He’s wunnerin aboot yer progress back tae health and askin
if ye’re weel enoch tae conseeder settin oot fur Cumnock, tae tak
chairge o the garrison?”

“Cumnock?” Crichton looked pleased.
“That’s a big garrison.”

“Ay. But are ye weel enoch? Hus the
doctor made ony comment aboot yer recovery?”

“He came by yesterday and suggested
ah shud try a ride roond the district tae test ma
stamina.”

“So, ye micht be able tae tak on
this new poseetion?”

“Ah’ll tell ye better aince ah’m
shair. This time ah want nae set back.”

“Jist so.”

“And whit aboot yersel? Crichton
asked. “Will ye bide in chairge if ah gang tae Cumnock? Aifter aw
yer promotion is only till ah’m weel enoch.”

Sergeant Bennet frowned. “Ah wis thinkin
aheid. Clavers’ letter mentions a possible invasion. Likely it’s
jist a rumour frae the Privy Cooncil. We’ve hud word lik that
afore. Aw the same, if thur’s ony chance the government will expect
ivvery garrison tae be battle-ready. Mibbe that’s why the
commander’s keen tae see ye at Cumnock.”

Chrichton laid aside his empty plate, and
stood up. “First things first ah’ll spend an hoor or twa in the
saddle and see hoo ah feel.” He pushed past the sergeant and
clumped down the narrow hall.

Sergeant Bennet shook his head as he
watched the burly shape go outside. Yer body micht be on the mend
but yer mind still needs attention. Aye the big man. Aye wantin yer
ain way, aye arguin or throwin yer weight aboot. God kens why
Claverhoose pits up wi ye. The rest o us find it a sair fecht.

Sergeant Bennet listened as Crichton
called for his horse, heard the stable-boy’s feet scuttling back
and forward in response to impatient commands. He thought about the
past weeks when a sodden, half-dead figure had been lifted from the
local carrier’s cart and handed over to Captain McCann of the
Lesmahagow platoon. Here’s hopin ye’re fit enoch fur Cumnock. Ah
wudna mind seein the back o ye. He sighed. But mibbe that’s wishfu
thinkin.


Halfway along Lesmahagow main street
Crichton clicked his horse to the left and turned onto the narrow
hill-road out of the village. It was a steep climb. He leant
forward to pat the strong chestnut neck and whisper, “Tak yer
time.” He then relaxed and enjoyed the resentful glances from the
few villagers who ducked out his way.

He passed a long line of low, thatched
houses before the road curved out of the village towards open
country. This is mair like it. He sat up straight and began to
forget about this being an exercise to test his stamina.

Fields bordered by rows of young birch
trees appeared on his left. In between their delicate branches he
glimpsed the grey stone walls and flashes of light from the
sparkling windows of Birkwood House, the grandest in the village,
sitting proud at the end of a long gravel drive bordered by thick
laurel bushes. He took a deep breath and gave Flint’s neck another
pat. It’s guid tae be oot and aboot and awa frae that cramped hoose
we huv as lodgings. Ay. And awa frae yon sergeant, aye fussin aboot
me lik an auld wumman, wantin tae ken hoo ah ended up sae poorly.
As if ah’d tell ony o ma business tae yon gowk.

He stopped at the top of the hill to take
in miles of rolling landscape with its intricate patchwork of
fields, each defined by a neat hedge or dry-stane dyke. Some had
barley, kale, or turnips, some had cows and sheep quietly grazing
or simply lying to enjoy the benefit of such warm sunshine.

Small farmsteads were dotted here and
there across a land which seemed content; no sign of strife. Today
Crichton didn’t even think about how none of it was peaceful or
even law-abiding. He just enjoyed the varied pattern of green
stretching all the way to the first border of heathery ground that
skirted the grand old lady known as Tinto Hill. Above her hovered
fluffy white clouds, as gentle and settled as the land itself. Over
everything shone a bright sun. It was hard not to smile.

Ay, he admitted. It’s a guid day. Flint
seemed to agree with his nose twitching happily when his master
encouraged him to trot along a level stretch.

From here the scene began to change. A
variety of broad-leafed trees appeared on the lower ground,
gradually developing into a dense wood which almost hid the grey
slate roof and tall chimneys of Auchlochan House where the Broun
family owned many acres. It had been a well-run estate till a few
years ago when their Covenanting sympathies led them into
uncertainty, joining the rebel cause, even being prepared to fight
at Drumclog and Bothwell Bridge. Since then the son, John Broun,
had become a fugitive, constantly on the run from the law.

Crichton nodded in the direction of
Auchlochan. Anither yin payin the price for treason. Whit eedjits.
As for his wife and family it serves them richt if we subject them
tae inspections an questions, an whiles a fine for pair kirk
attendance. Aifter aw this time they shud ken better. But naw. Thur
servants are jist as bad. A
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