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Faithfu unner tyranny

‘In the
world ye shall have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have
overcome the world.’ John Ch16 *






Oot on the
moss, Brown lifted his heid tae a soond

as he cut
peat efter faimly worship. In simmer mist,

he wis
hainin wairmth agin sair winter. But it wisnae

a
peesie-weep welcomin the morn, it wis sodgers.






They kent
him, a guid man and a lang marked yin.

Excited,
the Dragoons steekit him, nae argie-bargie,

an taen
him tae his ane door. But fir aw the swords,

guns an
threats, he couldnae, wouldnae abjure.






No fir his
ane skin, no fir the bonnie bairn

tae come,
no fir the wee laddie hidin his big een

in his
mither’s petticoat. No fir his guidwife

standin
bricht as faith in the saft May sun.






Oh she
kent his thochts oan attendin the curate,

she’d seen
flocks o fowk flutterin oer the muir

tae pray.
Sure hadn’t she been warned tae keep linen

by hir,
fir his windin-sheet? She wis aye ready.






The angels
may luve sic shinin peeity

but it
wisnae enuch. No strang enuch airmour

agin the
winnowin mesh grippit bi Bluidy Clavers,

fyle he
raged ravenously oer the land.






*From the chapter read by
John Brown on the morning of his death






Poem
specially written for Desperate Times by award winning poet Finola
Scott
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‘Under certain circumstances profanity provides a
relief denied even to prayer.’






Mark
Twain
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Chapter 1

Friday
23rd July 1680






Lucas
Brotherstone sat at the kitchen table of Westermains Farm and
stared at the black covers of his Bible. John Steel sat opposite,
watching his tormented expression.

Twenty
four hours ago they’d been in the village of Douglas witnessing
Richard Cameron’s mangled head being pulled from a filthy sack and
swung in front of a horrified crowd.

A platoon
of troopers had finally caught up with him on Airds Moss near
Cumnock. Only a few weeks earlier on 22nd June, the anniversary of
that fateful defeat at Bothwell Bridge, a defiant Cameron had
ridden into the town of Sanquhar with twenty armed men to pin up a
declaration on the Merkat Cross, denouncing the King’s rule and
warning of war against all royal supporters. The government
immediately condemned this as treason and offered a 5000 merks
reward for Cameron’s arrest, dead or alive. For months this young
man had been a real thorn in the government’s side, tramping the
countryside speaking to large gatherings of people, persuading them
to stick to the Word of God, taking an ever more forceful stand
against the so called rule of law. Already he was known as the Lion
of the Covenant and one to be feared.

The
temptation of informing for such a huge reward worked. His
whereabouts was whispered and troopers arrived to deal with this
rebel. One minute Cameron and his sixty followers were on their
knees praying for the peace of heaven the next minute their swords
spoke out as they slashed and hacked at the armed platoon, killing
at least twenty-eight. Cameron and his closest allies had been cut
down while others turned to flee across the moor. Cameron’s hopes
and aims were over. The sight of his swinging head confirmed it.
John hadn’t been surprised but Lucas still seemed traumatised as if
the reality of the situation was beyond him.

A long
time passed before Lucas looked up. “I need tae luk for guidance
but – ” The words faded into a whisper.

“Ye’re a
meenister. Ye’re supposed tae be the guide. Whit’s stoppin ye?”
John tried not to sound impatient.

“Whit if I
canna dae it?”

“Dae
whit?”

“Whit’s
suggested.”

John
sighed and stared at the ceiling. This man was impossible. Never a
straight answer. Never in touch with reality. Never able to look
after himself. That was the crux of it all. Lucas needed
protecting, if only from himself. John took a deep breath and tried
again. “Dae ye ken whit ye’re lukin for?”

“No. But
the word will be my direction forward. When I open my Bible
whitivver I read will show me the way.”

“If ye
believe that.” John lost patience.

Lucas
continued to stare at the black covers. Silence returned. John
hunched his shoulders and was preparing for another wait when his
wife Marion burst into the kitchen. “Ah hear hooves comin up the
farm track. Ower mony fur onythin less than a platoon.”

John
jumped from his chair, ran to the other side of the table, grabbed
hold of Lucas and propelled him into the little hall.

Marion
pulled all the jackets from the row of pegs, ran her fingers along
the wood panelled wall, gave a quick twist, and a little door swung
out to reveal a deep recess.

“No a
word.” John pushed Lucas inside and joined him.

Marion
closed the door, re-hung the jackets then went into the kitchen.
She looked out the tiny window to see the red-jacketed troopers
clatter into the cobbled yard and dismount.






Captain
Dominic McCann, captain of the Earl of Airlie’s main platoon,
knocked on the farmhouse door then pushed it open. Three steps more
took him along the hall and into the kitchen where Marion was
waiting. “Maam.” He nodded. “Yer man wis seen in Douglas yesterday,
alang wi the meenister ousted frae this parish. I’m here tae ask ye
if he’s here on this farm?”

Marion
shook her head. “Why wud he be?”

McCann
frowned. “In that case.”

“Ye need
tae mak a search,” Marion snapped. “He’s no here. But on ye go.
Satisfy yersel.”

McCann
turned, marched out to the yard and barked orders to his men.
Within minutes the farm was over-run as the troopers searched
inside and out before admitting there was no sign of the two
fugitives.

“Re-mount
and wait.” McCann went back into the farmhouse to find Marion still
standing in the same spot. He nodded again. “It wud appear ye’re
tellin the truth.”

Marion
looked away and said nothing.

McCann
hesitated then surprised himself by saying words best kept to
himself. “Maam, I dinna approve o my maister’s methods nor whit
he’s dain tae ye. I wis at Bothwell, at the battle, and saw whit
happened. The earl came at yer man’s horse, wavin his sword like
somethin demented, demandin surrender. Yer man jist waited till the
earl wis close enough then stretched oot tae cut the horse’s
traces. The auld man’s saddle slipped tae the side an he fell aff
wi a thump. Insteid o runnin him thru yer man wheeled roond an made
aff.”

“Ah see.”
Marion stared at the captain. “Ye’re tellin me that ma John has tae
suffer for sparin a life instead o endin it?”

McCann
flushed. “It’s a maitter o pride, Mistress Steel.”

“Pride.”
Marion’s voice sharpened.

“When the
earl hit the ground and rolled aboot a young lieutenant laughed.
Airlie heard him and flew intae a rage.”

“An that’s
whit set aw this aff? A laugh. God’s sake.” Marion shook her head.
“A great man lik that behavin lik a spoilt bairn. Ma John’s become
a wanted felon wi a thoosand merks on his heid while ah wis flung
oot ma richtfu hame an hounded frae pillar tae post. An whit aboot
ma pair weans? Whit hae they done?”

“Ye’re
safe here. This farm belangs tae yer faither-in-law.” McCann
hesitated. “Airlie canna touch ye as lang as ye dinna harbour yer
man on this farm. If ye dae and the earl finds oot ye’ll be back
whaur ye started. That’s why he sent me. If I’d found yer man he
wis for the Tolbooth an ye’d be flung oot on the moor
again.”

Marion
bowed her head. “Ah hear ye.”

“Jist be
carefu Maam. These are dangerous times and the earl o Airlie is a
dangerous man.” McCann clicked his heels and left, surprised that
he’d said so much.






When John
and Lucas stumbled out from their hiding place Lucas went straight
to his Bible, still lying on the kitchen table. He took a deep
breath, opened his precious book and read a particular line from
John 21 verse 15 – ‘lovest thou me more than these?’ He read it
again, seemed to think for a moment then flicked the pages once
more. This time he was confronted with Mark 3 verse 29, ‘But he
that shall blaspheme against the Holy Ghost hath never forgiveness,
but is by danger of eternal damnation.’

His face
tightened. “My God. Whit hae I done?”

John gaped
at him. “Whit dae ye mean?”

“My
honesty.”

John
grasped Lucas’s arm. “Luk here sir. Enough’s enough. It’s time ye
came intae the world wi the rest o us. Aw they fancy ideas are dain
ye nae guid. Thur turnin ye intae a liability tae yersel an onybody
ye meet. Tae be honest ah can haurly cope wi ma ain problems
withoot addin the weight o yer precious conscience tae the load.
Whae are ye kiddin? Tak a luk at yersel. Ye’re certainly no kiddin
me. No ony mair.” John wheeled round and stamped out the kitchen,
down the hall, then banged the outside door behind him.

When
Marion looked out the window she saw him cut through the close,
onto the path which lead to the moor. She turned to Lucas. “Ay sir.
Whit hae ye done?” With that she hurried from the
kitchen.






Confused
and hurt Lucas looked down at the open pages still staring up at
him. He read the words again. So that was it. Eternal damnation.
God was telling him that he knew, had seen through the pretence and
was now pronouncing judgement.

He thought
about it, how his refusal to acknowledge a far away king as his
spiritual master had triggered off every event that followed. His
wife Bett had warned him what would happen, the law had carried it
out, and still he’d imagined he could remain above it all. As for
the words he’d spouted that last day in the pulpit, were they part
of his pretence, his declaration as a principled man, prepared to
pay any consequence for his words and actions? In another time he
might have been an actor. He was good at it. On that occasion he’d
stunned his listening congregation. But what about his own
belief?

He
shivered, remembering how poor Bett had been the one to pay when
the law sent a platoon to turf him out of his church and send him
beyond his parish forever. The soldier in charge had turned the
event into a tragedy when he'd whipped the horse, made it race down
the narrow alleyway to crash against the house wall on the corner
and leave Bett dying in the gutter. That day he’d lost her forever
and yet he could still see her lovely face staring at him as if
asking, “Whit hae ye done?”

If the
truth be told he’d gone on making mistakes, the last one only days
ago when he walked away from the man who’d trusted him, appreciated
his support, believed he was at one with his determination to
change the course of the country and bring it back to the true
word. The true word. He shivered again, could see Richard Cameron’s
awful head swinging below that soldier’s hand. The same one who’d
caused Bett’s death. Cameron’s staring eyes weren’t asking what
he’d done, they were denouncing him.

And then
he thought about John Steel. A man he barely knew who’d stepped
forward to protect him, help him, support him, been with him
yesterday in that crowd, who’d followed him when he’d turned and
run, then guided him back across the moor, back to the safety of
Westermains farm.

What a
mess.

Head
against his Bible he wept.






John sat
on a drystane dyke which separated the top field of Westermains
from rough moorland. From here he could just see the roof of his
own farm. He hadn’t been near the place in months. He missed it,
the regular routine of the farming year, normal family life,
happiness. It all seemed part of another lifetime.

Now he
spent half his time dodging troopers, the other half pretending to
lead some sort of family life as a lodger in his father’s
farm.

John was
sure his father had been killed at Bothwell, a victim of the
battle’s aftermath when revenge had reigned unchecked. If this was
true Westermains was now his. But how to claim it? As a wanted
felon with a price on his head he’d forfeit the property.So long as
death was unproven Marion and the boys were safe in that house, not
struggling to survive on the open moor. As far as the law was
concerned she was living with her father-in-law. Whether he was
there or not made no difference.

What had
happened at Douglas was the stuff of nightmares. The law had proved
its power against any dissenter. The threat was all too clear. It
was a moment he’d never forget, when Richard Cameron’s head had
appeared from a sack to swing in front of the whole village, held
by Crichton of all people. That captain seemed to dog John at every
turn.

And then
there was Lucas Brotherstone like some millstone round his neck. He
had to be dealt with before he sucked John further into
trouble.

Decision
made he jumped from his perch and hurried back to the farmhouse to
find Marion in the kitchen baking bannocks on the griddle. He
tiptoed up behind her, grasped her waist and kissed the nape of her
neck. “Ah’m sorry.”

She
stiffened, didn’t turn. “Sorry isna enough.”

“Ay. An ah
need tae stert sortin it oot.” He walked down the hall to the spare
room where Lucas had retreated to stare out the window.

John
coughed.

Lucas
ignored him.

John
crossed the room and spun Lucas round to face him. “Ah huv tae say
this, sir. Ah ken ye’re no pleased wi me but this time ye need tae
listen. Ye’ve gone ower far wi this pretendin tae be somethin ye’re
no.”

Lucas
flinched.

John kept
going. “It’s like hain a stick tae beat yersel. An this last
happenin in Douglas, seein whit’s happened tae Cameron has warned
me tae stop ye afore it’s too late. Ye huv tae stop playin the
humble, sufferin servant. Peace o mind is whit maitters, bein able
tae sleep at nicht, no tossin an turnin wi self guilt.”

Lucas
flushed and turned back to the window. Finally he said, “Ye dinna
understand.”

“Is that
so.” John’s voice hardened. “Frae whaur ah’m staundin ah’m
unnerstaundin ye raither weel. An ken whit, ah dinna like it. Ye
tak the words in the Bible an turn them intae aw kinds o fancy
theories. Ah’ll admit ye’re guid at it. But ye’re no a leader, nor
even a true rebel. Accept it. Gang back tae Holland. Back tae yon
college. Back tae yer students. They’ll like yer clever twists an
turns wi words. If ye bide here ye’ll end up wi yer heid in a bag
lik Richard Cameron. Is that whit ye want?”

“Ye want
rid o me. Is that it?”

This time
John flushed. “Can ye no see ah’ve plenty tae deal wi withoot
keepin a watch oot for a lame duck.”

“And whit
dae ye propose this duck shud dae?”

“Go intae
toun, find Maister Middleton. He saw ye richt afore an gied ye
passage tae Holland. Ah’m shair he’ll dae it again.”

“So that’s
hoo it is?” Lucas’s voice was icy.

“Ay. Come
mornin ye’re on yer way an nae arguin.”






John woke
to the sound of drumming rain on the farmhouse roof. He listened
for a while, the constant beat almost persuading him to fall asleep
again. And then he remembered what he’d said to Lucas
Brotherstone.

He sat up
and rubbed his eyes. He’d meant every word. No matter the weather
he was for the city, to find Maister Middleton.

Lucas was
too much of a liability to stay where the law was about to take
revenge against Richard Cameron’s challenge. Few would escape the
consequences.

Now wide
awake he left his warm bed to open the bedroom shutters and peer
out at the faint light of dawn with the rain driving down from the
moor and across his fields.

The click
of the shutters woke Marion. “Whit’s up?” she whispered. “Huv ye
heard somethin ootside?”

“Only the
rain,” John replied. “It’ll be a dreich journey intae the toon wi
the meenister.”

“Can ye no
wait?”

“An gie
him the chance tae tak aff on his ain? Naw. Ah want him safe on a
boat, on his way back tae Holland, an oot ma hair. He’s best awa
frae here afore somethin bad happens tae him or even
oorsels.”

“Ye’ll
need tae be carefu in case the troopers are aboot.”

“No sae
likely in this rain. Onyway, we’re heidin for the toon. It’s the
open spaces they patrol.”

“Ah best
see tae breakfast then.” Marion quickly dressed and hurried through
to the kitchen.






Within an
hour John and Lucas were in Waterside farm saddling their horses
which John had hidden in his mother-in-law’s stable. Even when they
reached the Glasgow road neither said a word, both hunched against
the wet, keeping their thoughts to themselves, no sign of the
companionship they’d shared on their way back from that terrible
happening at Douglas.

Beyond
Hamilton John left the road and edged Juno under the shelter of a
spreading beech tree. Lucas followed. They both dismounted and
allowed the horses to rest and crop the grass. Nothing was said
while they ate some of the food Marion had packed for the
journey.

Just as
they were about to remount a single figure on horseback appeared on
the road.

“Bide
whaur ye are till this yin passes,” John warned. “An keep yer
bunnet pued doon.”

The rider
drew level, turned to stare at the two figures under the tree then
trotted on. John sighed. “Ah ken that yin. Ah hope he hasna guessed
it’s me.”

“I doubt
it,” Lucas said. “He only glanced in passing.”

“That’s aw
it taks an he’s the vera ane tae tell tales for siller.”

“I didna
recognise him,” Lucas said.

“He’s no
frae the village. Bides in Kirkfieldbank. Name’s Sam Pate. Ah’ve
come across him a time or twa at Lanark market. He works in the
sale ring an is no weel liked for the way he haundles the beasts.
Folk say he’s aye hingin aboot, listenin an then whisperin in the
sheriff’s ear. We best hing back an let him git weel aheid. Nae use
in askin for trouble.”

“But
surely – ” Lucas began.

“Jist dae
as ye’re tellt,” John snapped. “Ah want ye delivered safe an soond
tae Maister Middleton. Aifter that ye can please
yersel.”






Sam Pate
rode along the road without looking back. He didn’t need to. One
glance had been enough to recognise John Steel. A second glance at
the beautiful, black Juno confirmed it. A horse like that was well
known and admired. He grinned. If ye’re aimin tae bide secret ye’re
goin aboot it the wrang way. Wi a bit luck ah’ll be claimin the
thoosand merks on yer heid Maister Steel. As for the ither yin.
He’s likely on the wanted list an worth a bit siller as weel. Ay.
An it luks lik thur heidin fur the toon. Weel, ah’ll be waitin when
they arrive, waitin tae be thur shadow. An when the richt meenit
comes tae caw in the law – ” He rubbed his hands together. “A
thoosand merks will be mine. Ay, John Steel. Weel met indeed.” He
slowed his horse to a walk and began to whistle.

As they
joined the city crowds John’s thoughts winged back a few months to
his last visit. He trotted on remembering it all, forgetting the
need to be careful, not noticing the figure watching their progress
down the High Street.

He was
thinking about his meeting with the goldsmith James McAvoy, whose
name appeared on the official-looking document he’d found in his
father’s house. He’d made the journey to the city to find this man.
And what a surprise it brought. McAvoy had been a good friend to
Robert Steel, had invested an unexpected windfall and then gone on
managing the income, re-investing and taking great care of all the
profits. Robert Steel had never drawn anything from his account.
John had inherited a tidy sum. Better still, the old goldsmith was
willing to go on caring for his interests.

John had
been waiting in McAvoy’s dining room while a fresh bond was
prepared when he’d seen a well-dressed visitor arrive and walk down
the marble hall. When the visitor spoke he’d given himself away as
Sam Galbraith the tinker who’d already caused so much trouble to
John and his family.

John had
stepped forward to challenge him.

“Ye’re
mistaken sir,” Gaby insisted. “We’ve never met. My name is Davie
Shaw.”

Gaby’s fur
collar and fine clothes meant nothing. His voice was a giveaway. As
for his choice of name, John had known the real Davie Shaw, a
lonely old farmer who’d been found dead in his kitchen some months
back. He’d been an old skinflint, thought to be wealthy although no
money was ever found. Now John knew why. But before he could act
Gaby had stepped sidewards, a slim blade flashing out from the
fancy sleeve before he whirled round to race for the front door
while John slumped to the marble floor with a knife between his
ribs.

James
McAvoy’s family had nursed John, saved his life. The old goldsmith
had even sent two armed men to deal with the so-called Davie Shaw.
The trail went as far as Edinburgh then nothing.






“We’d best
mak for the Coffee Hoose.” Lucas cut into John’s thoughts. “It’s
jist ahint the Trongate. Maister Middleton seems tae be there there
maist days wi ither merchants. It’s whaur I met him afore he gave
me passage tae Holland that first time.”

“Jist hope
he’ll dae it again.” John nodded and began to pay attention again
as the crowd grew tighter around them.

The smell
of bodies and the stench of rubbish hummed in the warm, damp air as
they stopped in front of the impressive building which housed
Glasgow’s first coffee house. Behind them a shadowy figure also
stopped and watched as they tethered their horses beside the fluted
pillars then disappeared inside.

The fug
from oil lamps and pipe smokers swirled round the gossip, mixed
with the smell of hot food, and added to the almost overpowering
heat in the coffee house.

John and
Lucas waited till their eyes adjusted to the gloom then began to
edge past food-laden trestles and rows of gossiping men.

They were
almost halfway across the vast room when Lucas nodded towards one
of the longest tables where at least twelve expensively dressed men
of varying ages seemed engrossed in eating and talking, both at the
same time. “That’s Middleton facin us. Twa frae the
end.”

“Try tae
catch his ee,” John suggested.

As if in
response the man looked up and stared across the crowd. Lucas
smiled and raised his hand. The man stiffened then looked away and
whispered to a serving girl placing a mug of ale beside his heaped
plate.

She worked
her way along the table, giving each man a fresh mug before walking
towards the kitchen. She disappeared then came out again with a
tray of food. This time she came close by Lucas and John. As she
passed them she whispered, “The maister will meet ye in hawf an
hoor. Go tae the back room o the Black Bull Inn an wait. Dinna
speak tae him here.” She swayed on with her heavy tray and returned
to the long table to dish out more food.

“Nivver
heard o the place.” John looked at Lucas as if he should
know.

Lucas
shrugged.

“Richt.”
John frowned. “Oot o here.”

Once in
the busy street they could find no sign of the Black Bull tavern.
They walked as far as the next square; nothing. Did the same in the
opposite direction. Still nothing. John stopped, looked round for
the most likely person to ask. An old woman was sitting on a
doorstep alongside a fine looking collie dog. He went over to her
and bent down to ruffle the dog’s feathery ears. “Ye’re a fine
lukin beast.” The dog’s muzzle followed his hand and a long, pink
tongue licked his fingers.

The old
woman glanced up. “He’s no for sale mister.”

John
smiled. “Ah’m jist admirin him.”

“So whit
ur ye aifter?”

“Jist some
directions.” He slipped a bawbee into the filthy hand. “Am ah
onywhaur near the Black Bull tavern?”

The coin
vanished and she pointed to a low archway opposite. “Ye’re nearly
there. Thru yon arch. It taks ye intae a wee yard. Turn left. Ye’ll
see it in the far corner. Richt tidy place, an clean. Ale’s guid.
The landlady’s richt strict. Nae nonsense. Dependin on whit ye’re
aifter ye micht prefer somewhaur else.”

“It’ll dae
fine.” John laughed and signalled to Lucas.






They
waited almost an hour in the back room of the tiny tavern, with
time enough to eat a mutton pie with barley before Maister
Middleton bustled in to join them. He seemed anxious, almost
embarrassed to see Lucas again.

John leant
forward, shook the old man’s hand. “John Steel. Ye dinna ken me.
Ah’m jist here tae see Maister Brotherstone on his way tae a place
o safety. He’s in need o a quick getaway but whit ah saw back in
yon coffee hoose maks me think it’s ower risky tae ask
ye.”

“Ay weel.”
Middleton glanced at Lucas. “Things hae chainged for the worse
since we last met. Ye canna be too carefu these days.”

“In that
case I’m sorry tae bother ye a second time.” Lucas cut in. “I shud
nivver hae come.” He stood up.

John
pulled him back into his seat. “Let the man feenish.”

Middleton
flushed. “Aifter the news aboot Richard Cameron I’m thinkin the
government’s aboot tae come doon heavy on onybody no followin the
official line.” He peered at Lucas. “Ye were involved in that awfy
happenin, were ye no? I heard ye’d come back tae support
him.”

Lucas
didn’t dare answer.

“A fine
man,” Middleton went on. “And a sad loss. Ye’ve been lucky tae
escape wi yer heid on yer shooders. Ay. Men lik yersel are needed
tae keep the cause alive.”

Lucas
still didn’t answer.

“He’d be
safe in Holland,” John said. “Safe to continue the
work.”

“Jist so.”
Middleton nodded. “But it’s no that easy. I’ve a guid business.
It’s taen years tae build it up and I dinna want tae lose it. Much
as I want tae support ma Presbyterian freends I need tae keep ma
back covered and no attract ony suspicion. Twa o the justiciary hae
stertit eatin at oor table in the coffee hoose. Thur ears are aye
flappin, an thur een are awhaur, watchin. They seem pleasant enough
but I suspect it’s aw a front. They’re jist waitin for the wrang
word or some slip up and I’d be locked up or worse. Still.” He
hesitated then shook his head. “Risk or no ye’re a Cameron man and
deserve tae be helped. Itherwise. And I dinna want that on my
conscience. Richt, Maister Brotherstone, if ye can wait till the
end o this week I can gie ye passage oot o here. Say Friday. My
warehouse at the Broomielaw, afore midnicht. I’ll hae my ferryman
ready. He’ll tak ye doon river and oot tae the tail o the bank,
same as the last time. But mind times huv chainged.” Middleton
lowered his voice and leant forward. “These days it’s haurly safe
tae mak plans in yer heid let alane speak them for ithers tae hear.
If the wrang ears wur tae git haud o ma offer, weel.”

He took
out a large handkerchief and wiped his brow. “Whit I’m saying is –
”

“Ye’re
takin a chance on ma freend,” John said. “Ye’re even takin a chance
speakin tae us here mair or less in the open. We baith unnerstaund
that an baith gratefu fur yer continued support o the cause. Rest
assured nae a word will be shared. An ony instructions will be
followed tae the letter. We’ll be as carefu as possible. An dinna
worry, ah’ll mak sure ma freend is there on time.”

***

 




Chapter 2


“I’ll
leave ye tae it.” Middleton pushed his chair back to leave as two
burly men burst into the tiny room. He turned to protest. One of
the men grabbed his jacket lapels, pulled him aside, then leant
across the wooden table towards John. “Move yersel if ye value yer
freedom.”

Middleton
and Lucas gaped as John jumped up and made for the door. The
strangers called after him, “Doon that passageway, oot the kitchen
door, intae the wee lane. Thur’s a high wa tae climb, then skirt
roond an mak for the maister’s hoose. He’s expectin ye. The back
door’s aff the latch.”

The two
men now turned to Middleton and Lucas. “Ye best mak yersels scarce.
The law’s comin, lukin fur Maister Steel.”

Middleton
asked no questions and hurried out of the room.

Lucas
didn’t move.

“C’mon.
Move yer sticks afore it’s too late.” The strangers lifted him from
his seat and almost carried him down the same passageway John had
taken. He didn’t argue and once outside obeyed the whispered
instructions to climb the high wall. After that he was led across a
small garden, past a heaped midden, through a narrow close and down
a flight of steps to come out in the shadows of the busy street,
just beyond the little archway.

“Bide
still,” the men warned and pulled him further into the darkest
corner. “We need tae mak sure.”

Just then
three armed troopers appeared, forcing their way through the crowd.
A stout man in a flapping coat ran behind. He was shouting
instructions as they headed for the archway, passed through then
disappeared into the yard beyond.

Shouts and
sounds of arguing were heard before they came out again to march
through the archway. The man in the coat looked annoyed. He pointed
back at the cobbled yard as if insisting on something. One trooper
seemed to lose his temper and turned to take a swipe at the angry
face.

The man
staggered back, fell against the wall. He stayed there, swearing as
one of the troopers gave him a final kick before all three hurried
out of the archway and ploughed back into the crowd as if making
for the High Street.

Lucas’s
new companions nodded. Something seemed to be confirmed.

They
waited in the shadows and watched till the man struggled up and
walked away. They nodded again. One loosed his grip on Lucas’s arm
and ducked into the crowd to follow the angry back. The other
pushed Lucas forward and began to steer him in the opposite
direction.


Sam Pate
didn’t know if he should laugh, or cry, or grind his teeth. He’d
watched John Steel and his companion go into the tavern, he’d even
ventured inside to see them settle in a back room. When they
ordered food and ale, well, the garrison was only at the top of the
High Street. Easy to hurry there, pick up the support needed for an
arrest, and be back before they’d finished eating.

Except the
garrison commander had taken some persuading before he allowed
three troopers to accompany Sam to the tavern. And when they got
there no John Steel. The troopers had made a fool of him then
attacked him. He rubbed his cheek and swore again.

His horse
was still tethered outside the coffee house. He’d best retrieve the
beast and get on his way to visit his sister. This had been the
real reason for coming to town. At least he’d get a decent supper.
“Ay,” he groaned, “an a pair substitute fur the purse o money ah
wis aifter.”

As he
turned into the narrow vennel that led to the coffee house a strong
arm slid round his neck and jerked his head back. A soft voice
whispered, “No a word if ye want tae keep yer heid on yer
shooders.”

He tried
to resist. It made no difference. He was dragged sidewards into a
close mouth, flung against the wall then made to wheel round and
face a pair of calm eyes. Terrifyingly calm eyes. “Ah’m a pair
man,” he stuttered.

“Indeed ye
are.” The eyes dared him to look away. “It’s a pair man as tries
tae tak advantage o anither’s misfortune.”

“Ah dinna
ken whit ye mean.”

“Steel.
Dis that name mean onythin ma freend?”

“Why shud
it?”

“Whae else
wis tailin the man wi that name, meanin tae git him
arrested?”

“So whit?”
Sam dared. “He hus a price on his heid.”

“Is that
so?”

The grip
tightened. Sam was pulled so close the peaty smell of a single malt
filled his nostrils.

“Ye shud
be ashamed o yersel. Spyin aifter an upricht man lik that. But ah’m
here tae help ye mend yer ways, an mind yer ain business. Frae noo
on ye’ll bide awa frae Maister Steel, or else – ”

Sam tried
to nod.

The eyes
stared for a few seconds then blinked as a hard fist connected with
Sam’s brow at high speed. Everything went black. Legs buckling he
hit the flagstones. His head rolled sidewards, his body twitched
twice then stiffened and lay still. His attacker waited a moment to
be sure then stepped over the prone body and left the
close.


Lucas was
pushed in the back door of an enormous town house half way up the
High Street. He was surprised to find John Steel sitting by a
glowing range, in a well appointed kitchen, talking to an old man
in a red dressing gown.

John
looked up. “Sorry for leavin ye lik that.”

“I’m at a
loss tae understand whit’s happening.” Lucas peered through the
candlelight at rows of shining copper pots neatly arranged on a
long shelf beside a huge dresser bulging with fine china. In the
middle of the room stood an enormous table with a pure white,
scrubbed top. Many servants must work here for someone of great
wealth and importance. “My,” he whispered, “this is a fine
hoose.”

John
turned to the old man. “And this is a fine man. Alloo me tae
introduce Maister James McAvoy, goldsmith an freend.”

Lucas
looked more surprised.

“Maister
McAvoy luks aifter ma investments. Last time ah wis here he even
saved ma life.”

“Whit?”

John
nodded. “Ye mind Gaby the tinker back hame?”

“Indeed I
do. He was forivver at the door aifter something. Bett aye fell for
his sorrowful tales but his antics made me suspicious.”

“Ye wur
richt. He’s an auld deil. Ah’ll no tell ye the hale story except
say he wis here in this hoose, an tried tae kill me. Nearly
managed. If it hadna been for the maister an his
grandson.”

“I think
the man’s even mair confused, John.” McAvoy waved Lucas to a seat
beside them. “Sit doon sir. Let me explain.” He waited till Lucas
was settled. “When ye and John arrived in the toon twa o my men
jist happened tae catch sicht o ye. They ken John and were aboot
tae come ower and speak when they noticed yer shadow. Tailing
somebody lik that is no a guid sign so they followed the man tae
see whit he wis up tae. When they saw him gang intae the garrison
they guessed it wis John he wis aifter, reporting him for a
reward.”

“And they
came tae warn him?”

McAvoy
nodded. “They tellt John tae come here whaur he’d be safe. And noo
ye’re here as weel. The man that brocht ye is Alex Jamieson. A man
ye can trust. His brother Pete is nae doubt dealing wi yer shadow
as we speak.”

There was
a light tap at the outside door and the other Jamieson came in to
stand beside his brother. He looked across the room to McAvoy and
gave a quick nod. “Is that aw sir?”

“Indeed.
Much thanks.” McAvoy smiled at the two rough looking
men.

“We’ll awa
then.” The brothers turned to leave.

“Haud on a
meenit.” John stood up. “Ye went tae an awfy bother back
there.”

Pete
grinned. “When yon so cawed tinker stabbed ye in the maister’s
hoose we didna manage tae catch the auld deil. We dinna often fail
so this time we made sure.”

“Thank God
ye did.” John went over to the two brothers and shook their
hands.

Both men
looked embarrassed then Pete added, “By the way. Yer horse is in
the maister’s stable. Ye dinna want tae lose a fine beast lik
that.”

“Ye’ve
thocht o everythin.”

“We dae
oor best.” Pete grinned and signalled to McAvoy. “Nicht maister.”
The two brothers were out the door and away.


That night
John and Lucas lay in comfortable beds but neither
slept.

John was
worrying over what might have happened. Lucas was worrying about
returning to Holland.

At
breakfast he dared to mention this.

John
glared at him. “Ye’re goin. Maister Middleton’s expectin ye. Nae
ifs or buts.”

They sat
in silence then Lucas tried again. “I’m no a guid traveller on the
sea. I wis richt ill yon first time, even worse on the way back.
I’m no keen on the experience again.”

“We can
get ye something for that.” McAvoy appeared in the doorway. There’s
a guid apothecary nearby. He’ll sort ye oot. He sees folk private
like in the morning, runs his shop in the aifternoon. I’ll send a
maid roond tae mak an appointment. Name’s Spreul. John
Spreul.”

“Oh.”
Lucas looked surprised. “I ken that name. If it’s the same man he’s
a cousin o my wife’s. I havena seen him in years.”

McAvoy
smiled. “Nae doubt ye’ll get special treatment.”

Half an
hour later a serving girl came back with an appointment for that
morning.

Lucas put
on his coat and prepared to go.

“Haud on.”
John stood up. “Mibbe ah shud come wi ye.”

“Nae need
John. Bide seated. The shop’s only meenits awa.” McAvoy began to
steer Lucas into the hall. “Oot the front door, a few steps further
and ye’re at the crossroads. Turn left intae the Gallowgate, past
the entrance tae Spoutmooth Vennel on yer left. The next ane’s whit
ye want, Dovehill Street. John Spreul’s shop is richt at the top
near the corner wi
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