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Geese
Turnin

In the
shiverin derk we spy them skeinin oer winter-black loam.

We haislin
them back tae clatter oan oor lochans.






In bricht
simmer sun, in Enterkin Pass a bluidy skirmish.

Men
slavery bound fir haudin tae their Lord, fir gainsayin

the king.
Some, set free, return tae the lowe o beauty.






Sails
crack, as oer the fame comes Renwick hame,

nae just a
man noo. He returns chinged. A meenister

he
gaithers aw, wi eens oot fir sojiers, bluid red coated.






Ahint it
aw, the storm o Clavers, proud but nae Bonnie

mired in
sae mony lives. Hauns an soul stained

Bluidy
Clavers returns tae clink glasses amang his ain.






In springs
bluid red dawn they’re awa again. Lochs an muirs

ahint
them. They tak tent o the breeze an slip awa north.
Returnin.
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Chapter One






‘Hope is
being able to see that there is light despite all the darkness’ –
Desmond Tutu






May
1683






Tobias
Hawthorn stood on the steps of his kirk in Groningen and sighed as
he watched two riders pick their way along the narrow, cobbled
street then begin to cross the Grote Market. Early as it was,
buying and selling was underway with all the noise of people
bartering and arguing.

The riders
soon disappeared among the brightly-coloured stalls and Tobias was
left staring at the north-west corner of the square where the great
Martini Tower loomed over everything. He frowned at the long dark
shadow cast by the old grey tower and shivered, for it seemed like
an omen.






Jonas
Hawthorn and James Renwick rode in silence for several hours.
Eventually Jonas pointed towards a small copse. “If ye dinna mind
Maister Renwick, ah’d like tae stoap an gie they beasts a rest.
We’ve a lang way yit an it’s nae use wearin them oot sae early in
oor journey.”

James
Renwick nodded and followed Jonas as he turned off the
road.

Jonas
jumped down as they reached the copse. “Aff ye git an wait. Thur’s
a wee stream ahint the trees an a patch o guid grass fur grazin.
Aifter the horses are settled we’ll hae a bite tae eat
oorsels.”

Renwick
nodded again but said nothing.

Luks as if
this is gonna be a richt cheery journey. Jonas sighed as he led the
two horses away to enjoy a slow drink in the shallow stream then be
loosely tethered beside the soft grass. When he turned back there
was James Renwick, sitting against a tree trunk, eyes closed, lips
moving as if in prayer.

He leant
forward and tapped the still shoulder. “Much as ah appreciate yer
devotions ah need tae interrupt ye. Ah’m famished an ma mither hus
gied me a guid pack o ham, cheese, pickle an a wheen eggs alang wi
a flagon o goats’ milk. Will ye share it wi me?”

Renwick
opened his eyes and smiled. “Wi pleasure.” He took a slice of ham
and a thick chunk of cheese and began to eat. “This is richt guid.
Yer mither’s done ye proud.”

Jonas cut
some bread and offered more cheese along with a hard-boiled egg.
“Eat up. Ye’ll need aw yer strength fur whit lies aheid. Frae whit
ah’ve heard, them waitin in Scotland huv high expectations o
ye.”

Renwick
sighed. “It’ll be far frae easy but must be done. Since Richard
Cameron was killed the will for resistance keeps slipping awa. Noo
that I’m ordained I intend tae try and mak a difference tae the
hopes o ma fellow man and lift them oot o despair.”

“Soonds
lik a richt task. John Steel spoke aboot meetin Richard Cameron. He
found him a force tae be reckoned wi. A grand preacher but mibbe a
tad radical.”

Renwick
frowned. “Cameron believed that the liberties o the kirk go hand in
hand wi the liberties o the people. I haud the same opinion. Whit’s
wrang wi that?”

“Naethin.
It’s jist that John Steel seemed raither concerned aboot the way
Cameron went aboot it.”

Renwick’s
jaw tightened. “Cameron saw the way furrit, prayed aboot it and
taen direction frae the Lord. Some folk didna agree wi whit he did
or hoo he did it but trust me, it worked. The resistance grew. Kept
on growing. If only he’d been allooed tae continue.” Renwick
stopped and stared into space. “If only.”

“Weel,”
Jonas volunteered, “ma faither an maist o yer university professors
seem tae believe ye’re the man tae pick up whaur Cameron left
aff.”

“Their
words encourage me but in truth this is naething new.” Renwick
smiled. “It’s aye been there. Ye see ma mither lost three bairns
afore I wis born. When I came alang and thrived she took it as a
special sign and dedicated me tae the Lord. She often said I wis
born for the Lord and wud die for the Lord. A while back I
witnessed Cameron’s supporter, the great Donald Cargill, mount the
scaffold in Edinburgh’s Grassmarket and it aw made sense.
Everything aboot him, his demeanor, his willingness tae accept the
ultimate sacrifice, his unswerving conviction.”

Jonas’s
hand hesitated as he reached for another slice of ham.

They ate
on in silence then Renwick asked, “Why dae ye feel the need tae mak
this journey wi me?”

“It didna
seem richt tae let ye travel alane. Nae unner the circumstances. Wi
John leavin the way he did.”

“Is it nae
a bit mair than that?”

“Ay weel.
Wi aw that’s been said an aw that’s happened ah want tae see fur
masel whit the stramash is really aboot.”

“And so ye
will. But dare I ask why?”

“Ah trust
whit ah’ve heard frae ma freend John Steel. Whit ye’re sayin is
somewhit different an ah find that raither disturbin.”

“And
somewhaur in atween micht lie the truth. Is that whit ye
mean?”

Jonas
flushed. “No jist that, it gies me the chance tae meet ma faither’s
folk fur the first time. Faither wis a young man when he arrived in
Holland. He worked hard as a pastor, wis blessed wi a guid Dutch
wife, an then thur wis me tae conseeder. Haurly surprisin that he’s
nivver been back hame. He writes regular an tells them aboot us an
they write back but ah’ve often wunnered whit thur really like.
They bide in the sooth o the country, amang the Lowther Hills.
Ah’ve nivver seen richt hills.”

“Dae ye
ken whaur aboots? The village or toun?”

“Wanlockheid. It’s a wee place. They say it’s in a minin
area.”

“It is
indeed and nae mony miles frae ma ain village o Monaive. There’s a
coincidence. Mibbe we’ll get the chance tae gang there
thegither.”

“Mibbe.”
Jonas smiled but sounded less than enthusiastic.






When the
two travellers reached the Scots College in Utrecht the evening
meal was long past but the principal soon had them sitting in the
refectory, being served with the best the kitchen could offer.
However, he didn’t stay to talk but made the excuse of much
paperwork awaiting his attention. This seemed to hint at a coolness
in the welcome compared to their earlier visit. Then the whole
college had fussed over Renwick, seemed impressed by his reputation
and had listened to every word as he related the sorry state of the
cause back home.

This time
caution seemed to haunt the air. Jonas wondered why. But if Renwick
noticed he made no comment.

After
their meal Renwick opted for bed and left Jonas to wander into the
vast sitting room to join the tutors and students by the fire.
Conversation hummed around him but few included him other than
polite questions about his journey. This seemed to confirm his
earlier suspicion that something was amiss, so he leant back and
feigned sleep while trying to listen.

Renwick’s
name was mentioned, and not in the most complimentary tone. Jonas
was tempted to open his eyes and confront the whisperers, then
remembered he was a guest. Keep yer mooth shut. Ay. He began to
guess what might be wrong, why this change in attitude from the
very men who months before had been full of admiration. On the way
up tae Groningen Renwick wis treated lik the best thing ivver.
Thur’s nane o it this time. An yit he’s noo ordained an fully
approved by as mony respectit professors an meenisters.

Gradually
the room emptied, the fire grew low. Jonas admitted defeat and went
to bed, weary in his body but his mind still wondering about their
reception.






Next
morning Renwick and Jonas arrived at the refectory to find a line
of students waiting for them. After a polite greeting they
conducted the two visitors in and stood alongside while morning
prayers were said then led them to the top of the long trestle
table and stood respectfully while they took their place. Every
nicety was observed yet not one chose to join them for the meal but
moved farther along the trestle table. Again, if Renwick noticed he
gave no hint and remained his usual composed self.






The
principal appeared as his visitors went into the hall to collect
their bags and asked if he might accompany them to the stable and
see them off.

“Of
course, sir,” Renwick nodded. “And please accept our grateful
thanks for a fine meal, a comfortable bed, and much kindness for a
second time.”

The
principal flushed. “Nae need for thanks. Ye’re welcome here and I
mean it sincerely even if there wisna the same fuss this time.” He
hesitated and looked embarrassed. “Dinna be surprised if ye dinna
find a warm welcome when ye arrive in Rotterdam. I tak it that’s
whaur ye’re heading. Mibbe ye dinna ken that twa students frae yer
university are making it their business tae spread ill rumours
aboot ye. Ane wis here last week. Whit he said challenged yer richt
tae be ordained.”

“Indeed?”
Renwick stopped and stared at the principal.

“Tae put
it bluntly, whit happened wi yer ordination has caused resentment,
even a bit o jealousy, amang yer colleagues. Words against ye are
being repeated. Some exiled Scots meenisters in Rotterdam seem tae
agree and hae taen against ye.”

Renwick
stiffened. “Why shud my ordination cause ony jealousy or
resentment? No one, least of all my fellow students, are in any
doubt as to my calling, my determination to simply serve the Lord,
obey his will, and dae richt for oor ailing country’s spiritual
future.”

“Fine
words sir and I believe ye but…”

Renwick
held up his hand. “I’m prepared for all kinds of challenges and
difficulties. Indeed I expect them. But rest assured the Lord will
guide and support me for my honesty and willingness to tak furrit
his cause in oor pair, beleaguered land.”

“Ay weel.
I’m reassured that ye ken it’ll be a hard road aheid but ye shud
also ken tae watch oot for enemies ye micht no expect. Trust me,
they’re waiting tae tackle ye afore ye even set sail for Scotland.
When ye meet them ye’ll understand, for they’re likely tae bombard
ye wi questions and accusations aboot yer premature
ordination.”

“It was
done in the sight of God. Before that my theology and intent was
rigorously tested. My professors were content itherwise there wud
nivver hae been ony ordination.”

“I dinna
doubt it. But ye didna complete the specified course. It wis aw
done in a short space o time. Richt or wrang this has raised mony a
question and then there seems tae be concern ower the manner o yer
ordination by Dutch meensiters.”

“It wis
done in the tradition o the Scottish Kirk. I insisted on that.
Ivvery rule and nicety was adhered tae.”

“To be
sure. But some o yer critics are suggesting this affects yer
competence and puts doubt on yer richt tae be accepted as a
meenister.”

Jonas cut
in. “Sir, ah’m sure Maister Renwick appreciates yer concern and yer
weel intended warnin but rest easy, he’s mair than able tae field
ony question or challenge regardin his richt tae dae the Lord’s
work.”

“I hope
so. The times we live in are difficult enough withoot dissent amang
oorsels.” The principal shook hands with them both. “God’s speed
and a safe journey hame. I luk furrit tae learning aboot yer
success wi the cause. It’s been sadly lacking since the loss o
Richard Cameron.”

James
Renwick nodded, mounted his horse, and followed Jonas’s angry back
out of the stableyard.






John Steel
sat beside a yellow broom bush at the edge of the little birch wood
above Westermains farm. Below him a full loyalist platoon was busy
searching the house and outbuildings. As he watched two hen-house
doors were flung open and terrified brown bodies shot out to run
cackling and jumping in all directions.

John
groaned. Pair things will be aff the lay fur days. Whit a cairry on
tryin tae catch me oot. If only it cud aw be different. An aw done
tae masel. Mibbe ah shud’ve turned an galloped awa when auld Airlie
attacked me. Ma Juno’s a fine beast, can ootrun ony o them. It wis
her the greedy beggar wis aifter. When he didna git her he turned
his wrath on me.

He thought
about that moment in the battle of Bothwell Bridge when the
Covenanting army was about to be overrun, when one of the greatest
earls of the land had confronted him, expecting surrender and the
prize of a fine horse. Instead John had retaliated by swinging his
sword to cut the great charger’s saddle traces then turned and
escaped.

Mibbe ah
got awa when the auld deil crashed tae the ground but ah stertit
somethin that nivver seems tae end.






John
watched the red-coated figures scurry here and there, poking into
every corner, all the time egged on by their captain, the dreaded
Crichton, who’d become a persistent hunter and enemy since John had
managed to best him on several occasions.

Ane o they
days, John promised himself. Ane o they days, Crichton. He shook
his head and lay back on the wiry heather to stare up at the clouds
drifting past. Instead of watching their gentle progress and
allowing his mind to calm each one seemed like a reminder of each
unfortunate incident he’d faced since that awful day at Bothwell.
They kept on coming, so many he just wanted to close his eyes and
shut everything out.

He took a
deep breath. The sharp scent of heather bells brought another
reminder. Git a grip. Stoap bein sic an eedjit. Stoap worryin aboot
leavin James Renwick in Holland. God’s sake, whit else cud ah dae
aifter ah saw Robert Hamilton stickin his neb in? Hoo Renwick sees
onythin in a man lik yon ah’ll nivver ken. An it’s nae as if ah
didna tell him braw plain aboot this so-cawed pillar o the kirk,
struttin aboot as if he’s a true supporter o the cause. Ah ken the
opposite an ivvery word ah spoke wis the truth. No that it made ony
difference. Renwick wisna fur chaingin his opeenion o the
mealy-moothed rat.

So why am
ah left feelin guilty? It maks nae difference. When ah got hame an
tellt them as sponsored Renwick they wudna listen either. Ower taen
up wi thur special young man’s report an lukin furrit tae whit he
micht dae nixt fur the cause.






John
stiffened as he felt the ground shudder. He raised his head to peer
over the tops of the heather bells and found a single line of
troopers already half-way up the hill, galloping towards
him.

Rolling
onto his stomach he grabbed a low branch of broom and pulled
himself snake-like under its trailing fronds as the first horse
reached the edge of the little wood and stopped only yards beyond
the broom bush.

There was
Airlie himself pointing a gloved finger into the wood. “Three o ye.
In there and check oot. Richt tae the back. Oor information says
Steel is somewhaur aboot the farm. Maist likely he saw us coming
and retreated up here.” He turned and waved at the other troopers.
“The rest o ye, oot across the moor. See if there’s ony sign o
movement. This cat and moose game has gone on lang enough. It’s
time for Steel tae be caught and hung.”

John
watched the three horses pick their way between the tightly-planted
trees and into the darker shadows. The others trotted off to begin
a wider sweep while their scowling master sat where he
was.

John
almost smiled. After Bothwell Airlie had chased him onto the moor
and up to this same birch wood. John had known what to do, had
known the very spot where he could drop through the thickest
heather into a deep drainage runnel and disappear. The troopers had
searched and searched while Airlie sat on his horse, only yards
away from John’s hiding place, scowling with the same frustrated
looking face as he wore today.

This time
John was less lucky. Airlie couldn’t see behind the broom bush but
if one of the troopers came out of the trees beyond it he’d pass
the very spot.

One horse
emerged almost beside the bush but on the other side. The rider
signalled all clear to his master and moved over to join
him.

The second
horse appeared almost level with Airlie. He also shook his head and
called out all clear.

So far so
good, till the third rider left the trees at the opposite end of
the wood. John held his breath while the horse slowly approached.
As it drew level the rider did look down. John looked up. Their
eyes met. Neither blinked then the rider lifted his finger like a
warning. Time seemed to pause before John heard, “Aw clear sir. Nae
sign o Steel.” The rider clicked his horse and continued along to
join the waiting group.

“Richt.”
Airlie sounded disappointed. “We’ll join the ithers on the moor.
Mibbe a wider search will prove mair fruitful.” He turned his horse
and led his men down the long slope, away from the birch wood,
across a field and onto the winding path towards the
moor.

John sat
up and watched till the troopers became tiny dots in the vast
space. That wis Lieutenant McCann. Whit’s he up tae? Yon time when
Airlie wis aifter me an ah hid up cousin Bess’s loft it wis McCann
climbed in tae check. Even in the dark he musta kent ah wis there.
An yit he said aw clear. He’s done it again. Whit fur? Ah dinna
even ken the man. Nowt as queer as folk.

He stood
up and shook himself.






When John
told Marion what had happened she looked alarmed then nodded.
“McCann’s been kind tae me mair than aince. He’s nae lik the earl
or yon awfy Crichton.”

“But he’s
a military man, sworn tae obey orders.”

“Ay weel.
Jist be gled he did the opposite.”

John gave
her a hug. “Whitivver the reason, ah’m gratefu.”






That night
John lay awake for hours wondering why Lieutenant McCann had done
him a favour. No answer came and gradually he wandered into the
senselessness of the past few years. So much had happened, so much
pain, so much cruelty, so many disappointments and setbacks for the
cause. And yet preacher after preacher kept up the defiance. An
they paid fur it. Huntit an harried till caught an tortured or
executed. Mind ye, thur aye seems tae be anither yin ready an
waitin. Ay. He sighed and shook his head. An this time it’s James
Renwick.






***

 




Chapter Two


Rotterdam
was crowded with burghers, merchants, strangers, all determined on
turning a coin. No one took any notice of two travellers guiding
their horses through the narrow streets towards the harbour with
the hope of finding a berth on a ship bound for
Scotland.

Jonas knew
where to go and headed for a particular inn which was popular with
many a ship’s captain. Here orders could be collected from
shipping-line owners, messages dispatched, and of course a good
meal along with fine ale and lively gossip completed the
attraction.

The Fine
Lady was well placed, close to the harbour
edge, only a step from the great warehouses where anything in
transit would temporarily lodge before moving on. Her impressive
facade was pristine white, each mullioned window sparkling, every
windowsill crammed with bright-red geraniums in matching pots, and
above the well-polished mahogany front door swung a
brightly-painted image of the lady herself.

Everything
inside was designed to provide maximum comfort and the best of
refreshment but only for clients with deep enough pockets to pay
for such excellent service.

Jonas
jumped down from his horse, tethered it to a long metal rail at the
end of the building then signalled for Renwick to do the same.
“Bide here while ah gang in an see whit’s whit. Wi luck we’ll hae a
berth in nae time.”

Within
minutes he was back, looking pleased. “Thur’s a ship leavin on the
morning tide, straight for Leith. Luks lik ye’ll be hame afore ye
ken it. She’s named the Sweet
Hope. Soonds lik a guid omen. Ah’ve got
directions whaur she’s berthed.”


They found
the Sweet Hope beyond the customs house where lines of men were struggling
up a long gangway at the far end of the ship to load the last open
hold with bulging packets and barrels. An immaculately uniformed
figure stood on the upper deck supervising the
operation.

Jonas
walked to the water’s edge and waved up to the uniformed figure.
After a few minutes the figure came over to the ship’s rail. “Whit
is it?”

Jonas
called up, “Twa travellers seekin passage tae Scotland.”

The figure
nodded. “Up ye come.”

Renwick
made to step forward but Jonas grabbed his arm. “Leave the talkin
tae me.”

“I can
speak perfectly weel for mysel.”

“Nae
doubt, but whit yon principal at the Scots College in Utrecht said
strikes me as a warnin tae be carefu.” Jonas hurried onto the
nearest gangway and left Renwick to follow.

The
uniformed figure was waiting by the focsle. “I’m Captain Fairbairn,
master o this vessel. If ye’re seeking passage there’s only a
double cabin left and ye need to be ready to leave by
morning.”

“Perfect,”
Jonas nodded.

“And I
expect payment up front for steerage and meals throughout yer time
aboard.”

“Name yer
price,” Renwick cut in. “Time is o the essence.”

“Is it
indeed?” Captain Fairbairn’s eyes narrowed. “What might be the
reason for sic urgency?”

“The
Lord’s work.”

The
captain studied Renwick’s sombre black jacket and breeches, the
fine white stockings and silver buckled shoes then scanned the
intense expression. “Ye certainly hae the look o somebody a tad
serious for my liking. Mmm. Or maybe a preacher. A bit young
though. But maybe no.”

Renwick
stiffened. “I am a minister. Whit’s wrang wi that?”

“Nothing
at all unless ye’re one o they radicals as flaunt the laws and
cause terrible trouble for our king and country.”

Renwick
seemed about to argue then hesitated as three well-dressed men and
a very stout woman in an ornately embroidered brocade coat and
feathered hat came along the deck.

The
captain turned towards them. “These passengers satisfied me as to
their intentions before I agreed to give them passage. Something
tells me you two could be a problem. That I neither want nor seek.
Back home each port is carefully watched and regulated these days,
questions are asked about our business, where we’ve come from and
what kind o cargo we carry. Each passenger is quizzed as well.
Since my ship is heading for Scotland I must be doubly careful. We
live in difficult times and the wrong answer can result in my ship
being impounded, even myself arrested. If that happens nothing will
be unloaded till the authorities check each piece against every
last dot and comma in my cargo list. Such delays are bad for
business so why would I take any chances?”

The four
strangers joined the captain. Each held a metal tankard. Their red
faces and unsteady step seemed to suggest that a quantity of ale
had been downed.

Renwick
glared at them but said nothing.

This
seemed to infuriate the woman who stepped forward. “Hoity toity are
we? Better than the likes of us, eh?” She turned to the captain.
“Do you really think these two are the type of passengers you want
on this boat? Look at them, that tight-lipped with dead-pan faces.
A smile is beyond them, never mind any thought of fun. Whit kind of
company is that?” She pointed a chubby finger at Renwick’s stony
face. “We’re decent English travellers trying to return home only
to discover the only boat available is heading for a Scottish port.
A grave inconvenience so it is. But needs must. And we’ve paid good
money for our passage. But sharing such limited space for days on
end with these two. I don’t think so.” She stabbed a finger at
Renwick again. “If he’s not a God-fearing bible-thumper I’ll eat my
hat. He certainly looks suspicious.” She leant forward and sniffed
loudly. “He even smells suspicious. Go on Captain, test him. Ask if
he’ll take some ale and toast the king’s health?”

Renwick
stepped back as if stung.

“See?” The
woman sounded triumphant. “Guilty.”

Jonas
grabbed Renwick’s arm. “Apologies if wur giein the wrang
impression. We’ve nae intention o imposin oorsels or causin ony
offence tae onybody. Mibbe we best luk elsewhaur.” He began to
march Renwick towards the gangway.

Jeers and
mocking laughter followed them down the gangway and back along the
harbour till they were out of earshot.

Jonas
released his grip on Renwick’s arm. “Nixt time keep yer tongue
atween yer teeth.” He shook his head. “Ah’m no askin ye tae pretend
ye’re somethin ye’re nae but fur God’s sake man, it’s time ye
stepped intae the real world. They kinda folk are
ivverywhaur.”

Renwick
didn’t reply and they walked back to The Fine Lady in silence.

“Richt,
bide here,” Jonas ordered when they arrived at the inn door. “Dae
naethin an speak tae naebody while ah gang in tae ask if thur’s
ither possibilities.”


Hans
Vrooman the moneylender had just finished his favourite supper of
spiced meatballs and herb dumplings. Now he was sipping a long,
slow glass of best French brandy.

Leaning
back in his usual preferential chair by the fire he glanced round a
room full of well-dressed customers and puffed with pride. Here ah
am, as guid as ony burgher, a respectit customer o
The Fine Lady
hersel. A big chainge since ma days as Gaby the
tinker back in Scotland.

Maybe it
was this thought that had him opening up his memory, all the way to
that other life where he’d earned his first silver merks by spying
for the sheriff in the town of Lanark, repaying the kindness of
John Steel’s family by telling tales that had caused John’s arrest,
imprisonment and hefty fine.

When that
happened he’d sense enough to disappear, then a stroke of luck had
provided the opportunity of robbing a farmer of his savings while
the man sat dead in his own kitchen. He’d gone in a poor tinker
seeking a corner of the barn for the night and come out a man of
substance.

An why no?
He’d nae use fur it. Ah hud. That stertit me on the way tae real
success as a man wi a new name an a pooch jinglin wi siller. Jist
the thing tae impress the merchants in a busy toun lik
Glesca.

Mind ye,
if ah’d gone a bit further afield John Steel wudna huv caught up wi
me. That wis a peety. When he cam on me ah tried tellin him ah wis
somebody else. Aifter aw, ah wis dressed in ma finest. It made nae
difference. He kent me fine an stertit accusin me o thievin aff an
auld farmer. Hoo did he guess that, ah wunner?

Thank God
ah hud ma wee knife jist handy tae slip it atween his ribs afore he
said anither word. Ay. That stoaped him. No that ah hung aboot. Ah
wis aff lik a whippet. An ah didna halt till ah reached Leith an
paid ower the odds fur a berth tae onywhaur. It turned oot tae be
Holland. An the best thing ah ivver did. Here ah wis wi plenty
siller tae set up as a moneylender an mak mair. Folk here are as
desperate fur loans as onywhaur an that means payin whitivver
interest ah care tae ask.

Life wis
guid. Better than guid.

And then
Steel turns up lik the proverbial bad penny. Whit a shock that wis.
Ah thocht ah’d left him for deid. He arrived alang wi a lad ah’d
gied a loan tae a while back. Ane that wis aye complainin aboot the
rate he wis payin. It wisna true. Onyway, naebody twistit his airm
tae tak the loan.

God kens
hoo they twa got thegither an God kens why John Steel wantit tae
interfere on yon lad’s behalf. They gied me the awfiest fricht,
breakin intae ma hoose at nicht an threatenin me in ma ane bed,
demandin ah free the lad frae his debt. Whit cud ah dae? In a
pickle lik that ah’d nae option but write aff the lad’s loan. Ah
even promised tae chainge ma ways. Ah must huv soonded sincere fur
they baith seemed tae believe me an let me be. That’s the
difference atween him an me an why ah’m a success.

This
brought a smile and a self-satisfied nod.

That same
smile vanished as a sharp pain tore across his chest. He coughed
and doubled up. It happened again. This time he gasped, lurched
forward and his brow hit the edge of the table. He remained still a
moment, all his inner strength battling against a surge of
overwhelming weakness. And then he was sliding from his seat,
fingers clawing helplessly at the table leg before his face hit the
wooden floor with a dull thump.

Eyes
staring into beckoning darkness he became the child he’d once been,
a terrified Gaby sitting in his father’s cellar, alone for hours on
end, hearing the sharp scratches on stone and glimpsing pairs of
bright little eyes coming ever closer. Worst of all was the awful
dampness that clung to his clothes and seeped into his skin till it
became part of him.

His mouth
opened. He tried to call out. No sound came only a trickle of
saliva then nothing.


The
moneylender’s two minders sat in a nearby inglenook and watched the
fur-clad figure fall to the floor. Their simple pie and jug of ale
forgotten they moved as one to reach forward and grab their
master’s bulging deerskin satchel, the one that never left his
side. A moment later they were across the room and out the door
before anyone realised what had happened.

Jonas
reached the inn door as it burst open. A heavy satchel banged
against his chest. He stumbled back and almost fell as two big men
pushed past then disappeared round the end of the
building.

Renwick
grabbed Jonas’s arm and tried to steady him. “I ken whit ye said
but I’d best come in wi ye.”

“Nae
need.” Jonas brushed Renwick’s hand away.

“Ivvery
need.” Renwick was past him and in the door.

Tables
were set, plates heaped with steaming food but no one was sitting
at any table; they were all crowded at the far end of the room
peering over one another’s shoulders and studying something on the
floor by the fire.

Jonas
joined the outer row. “Whit’s happening?” He craned forward as
someone leant down to turn over a fur-cloaked body.

There was
a face Jonas had last seen, late one night, staring up in terror
from his bed while John Steel threatened him.

That night
Jonas had heard a strange story about a poor tinker in Scotland
who’d become a wealthy moneylender in Holland. The same one as had
caused Jonas so much heartache over a loan.

Jonas
stepped back and turned to Renwick. “Thur’s been a sudden death. Ah
think they twa men that run by us robbed the man. The law will need
tae be sent fur. We best leave oor questions aboot anither berth on
a ship till later.”

“But I’m
most anxious.”

“Anither
day will mak nae difference.” Jonas headed for the door.

Renwick
reluctantly followed him as he left the harbour and walked quickly
up the first narrow street.

Renwick
caught up with him. “Whaur are we going?”

“Tae find a bed fur the nicht. We’ve hud
mair than enoch excitement fur ane day. As it happens ma faither’s
sister Jinty Brakel runs a wee inn at the tap o this street. It’s
naethin fancy lik The Fine Lady but it’s clean an weel
enoch laid oot, an she’s a grand cook, an ah’m hungry. Aunt Jinty’s
fond o me. She’ll mak space fur us.”

The little
inn was last in the long line of houses. The walls and woodwork
were freshly painted and a small wooden sign above the narrow door
announced Jinty’s Huis in roughly-carved letters. Two trestle tables outside were
occupied by men eating and arguing and laughing. It seemed a
friendly kind of place.

Renwick
smiled at the sign. “No Dutch I tak it?”

“Naw. Ma
auntie’s Scots lik ma faither. She’s his younger sister. Ye’ve met
the ither sister in Groningen, whaur ye stayed durin yer
studies.”

Renwick
thought of his cheery landlady. “She fed me weel an gied me ivvery
conseederation. I enjoyed my stay in her hoose.”

“Jinty’s
jist the same. They baith cam tae Holland wi ma faither a lang time
ago. The intention wis tae luk aifter him but Jinty nivver got ony
further than Rotterdam. On the way ower she taen a shine tae the
ship’s captain an he tae her. They married soon aifter. Since then
he sails the world then comes back tae her. While he’s awa she’s
busy runnin her wee inn. They baith mak a guid livin an seem happy
wi the arrangement.”


In they
went to find a smoky room crammed with more customers making a
great deal of noise as they ate from bowls of steaming noodles. A
tall woman in a starched apron and two young girls in similar dress
were hurrying back and forward serving their hungry
customers.

Jonas
waved to the woman. She stopped, put down the heavy tray she was
carrying and ducked between the tables till she reached him.
“Jonas. Whit a surprise.” She gave him a tight hug. “Guid tae see
ye. Whit are ye dain here?”

Jonas
freed himself and pulled Renwick forward. “This is Maister Renwick.
Wur baith fur Scotland as soon as we can git a berth on a ship. He
hus important work tae dae as a meenister.”

“A
meenister?”

“Ay. A new
yin. Ah’m travellin wi him then goin on tae visit the family in
Wanlockheid.”

Jinty’s
eyes shone with excitement then she frowned. “An whit’s yer mither
sayin aboot this? Whit aboot yer faither?”

Jonas
flushed. “Whit dae ye think?”

“Only tae
be expectit.” She gave him another hug. “Ye’re an only
son.”

“Mibbe
ye’d like tae reconsider,” Renwick cut in. “Noo that we’ve reached
the port there’s naething tae prevent me going on by
masel.”

“Naw.
Naw.” Jonas glared at him. “Ah’ve stertit so ah’ll feenish. Onyway,
ah’m keen tae catch up wi John Steel again.”

“I see.”
Renwick looked away.

Jinty
blinked at the sudden change in tone. “Richt, come awa ben the back
an ah’ll show ye a couple o rooms. Ye can freshen up then huv a
meal an a sit doon aifter yer lang journey.” She bustled them
through the crowded room and along a narrow hall. “Rooms are at the
end ther. Ah’ll leave ye tae it. Come thru when ye’re ready.” She
gave Jonas a quick look and went back along the hall.

Renwick
opened the door to the first room and walked in. “The very thing.
Clean and comfortable. Yer auntie’s being maist kind.”

“Ay.”
Jonas stared at the straight, black-coated back. “Same as John
Steel.”

Renwick
turned toward Jonas. “Ay. He’s a guid freend. We can agree aboot
that. Nae the best man tae cross tho. Him and I had words afore he
left me at Groningen. I regret that.”

Jonas
nodded. “Ah ken aboot it. Robert Hamilton wis the problem. John
canna staund the man. He tellt me hoo the coward ran awa at
Bothwell Brig an kept goin till he wis safe in Holland. Maks ye
wunner aboot his claim tae be cairryin the cause
furrit.”

Renwick
stiffened. “I tried tae explain hoo a man can chainge and still dae
guid things. But ye’re richt. I shud hae been mair considerate and
mair careful wi ma response.”

“Mibbe ye
can dae that the nixt time ye meet.”

“I’ll try,
altho John can be raither difficult when his mind is made up. If
I’m honest my attitude didna help. We’d been fine till he met
Robert Hamilton again. Ower mony bad memories got in the way o
reasoned judgement.”

“Ah’ve nae
problem wi his judgement. In fact ah wis gled o it.” Jonas began to
tell Renwick about Hans Vrooman the money-lender, who was really
Gaby the tinker, how he’d tricked Jonas over a loan, and how John
had put it right.

Renwick
listened and gradually the tension that had travelled with them all
the way from Groningen began to disappear.


Jinty was
relieved to see two happier-looking faces come into her busy
dining-room. Whitivver wis atween they twa seems settled. Jist as
weel. They’ve a lang way tae go in ain anithers company. Aloud she
said, “Sit yersels doon. Twa bowls o noodles wi chicken pieces
comin up.”


Jonas and
James Renwick polished off a full bowl of noodles and chicken then
a large slab of cake covered with sliced plums and soaked in honey.
By the time they reached a final mug of ale Jinty was telling them
she’d asked her customers to put the word out about two travellers
seeking a berth for Scotland. “Ma customers are mair lik freends.
They’ll git the richt news fur ye. Micht tak a day or twa so jist
be patient.” She patted Jonas’s shoulder. “In the meantime ah’ll
enjoy yer company. Mibbe ye’d even conseeder comin wi yer auld
auntie tae the Scots Kirk on Sunday? Ah gang there in deference tae
ma big brither.”

“We’ll
baith come,” Renwick smiled. “Indeed, I luk furrit tae
it.”


The Scots
Kirk was an imposing building. Judging by the crowd waiting outside
for the heavy wooden doors to open it was also well attended.
Renwick seemed surprised to see so many.

Jinty
explained, “We’ve a healthy congregation o Scots here. It fair
increased aifter yon battle at Bothwell. Maist are still
here.”

“Will they
nae conseeder gangin hame?” Renwick frowned. “Scotland needs
them.”

“Keepin
thur heid on thur shooders seems mair important richt noo. Mibbe if
things chainge.”

Renwick
sighed and followed her into the church where she led them towards
a pew near the front. “We’ll squeeze in here. Ah want tae hear
Reverend Barclay as clear as ah can. He’s weel worth listenin
tae.”


A tall,
angular man, wearing a long black robe and a severe expression to
match, appeared from a side-door and walked confidently towards the
central pulpit. Everyone quietened and prepared to
listen.

Now the
centre of attention he wasted no time in welcoming his congregation
before launching into a lengthy, detailed prayer. His voice was
loud and clear and filled the great space as he invoked the
Almighty to deal with all sinners. He then developed this theme
with a carefully compiled and challenging sermon backed up by
appropriate Bible readings.

Renwick
was transfixed, listening intently. Jonas did try but couldn’t
concentrate. His journey since leaving home had been strange and
unpredictable. His mind kept going over this, making him wonder
what next. He wasn’t sure if he’d like it.

The
service finished with a well-sung psalm and a fierce benediction
then Reverend Barclay bowed to his flock, climbed down from his
pulpit and disappeared back through the side door.

A gentle
hum of conversation rose as people prepared to leave. Renwick
seemed content to sit on as if considering the words he’d just
heard. Jinty shrugged and glanced at Jonas. “Sunday or no ah’ve
mooths waitin tae be fed, so excuse me. Tak yer time. Thur’s nae
need tae hurry back. If ye git the chance try an huv a word wi the
Reverend. Ah’m sure he’d be pleased tae meet Maister Renwick, him
bein a meenister as weel.” She edged out of the pew to join the
slow-moving line of worshippers making their way towards the open
door and out into the busy street.


Jonas and
James Renwick were among the last to move. The kirk was almost
empty when three black-robed figures strode along the wide centre
aisle towards them. The leader was the tall, angular minister
Renwick had listened to with such attention, the Reverend Barclay
himself with a far from friendly expression directed at these two
strangers still sitting in his kirk. Behind him came two younger
men, red faced and clutching their robes to their chest as they
almost ran to keep up with what seemed an angry figure.

Jonas took
a deep breath.

Renwick
simply smiled.

All three
juddered to a halt alongside the pew where Jonas and Renwick sat.
Renwick stood up and leant forward to offer his hand in greeting.
“Sir, that was a grand sermon.”

Reverend
Barclay ignored Renwick’s extended hand and glared at him. “Wud ye
happen tae be James Renwick?”

“Indeed.”
Renwick hesitated before such aggression then turned towards Jonas.
“May I introduce my freend, Jonas Hawthorn. Perhaps ye’re acquaint
wi his faither Tobias Hawthorn, meenister at the Scots Kirk in
Groningen.”

“Oh ay,
Groningen.” Barclay almost hissed the word then pointed a finger at
Jonas. “Yer faither aye seemed a fine man wi a sensible heid on his
shooders but recently he’s been prone tae mak some serious
mistakes. No jist that, his actions cud undermine oor Kirk’s
precious reputation.”

Renwick
frowned. “That sounds as harsh as it’s untrue.”

“Nae mair
than needs saying Maister Renwick, since Tobias Hawthorn saw fit
tae support the likes o yersel in joining the university at
Groningen.”

Renwick’s
frown darkened. “And I’m truly grateful for whit he did tae help me
progress my endeavours.”

“Whit age
are ye Maister Renwick?”

“Whit has
that tae dae wi onything?” Renwick blinked as if confused by the
sudden change of question. “If ye really want tae ken I reached
twenty-one this year.”

“And weel
below the statutory age for entry tae the ministry. Twenty-five and
above is the norm.”

“But…”

Barclay
held up his hand. “As if that wisna bad enough ye somehoo managed
tae complete yer theological studies in four months. Sic a time
scale is unheard o sir. Unheard o.” Barclay took a deep breath.
“And then we hear ye’ve been ordained as a meenister. Impossible,
sir. Impossible.”

Renwick
stood very straight. “I wis ordained aifter proper and extensive
testing in aw relevant areas. My professors shirked naething nor
avoided onything. Ivvery aspect wis thoroughly covered. They
decided I wis ready for ordination. I bowed tae their judgement and
agreed tae the ceremony taking place. Noo that I’m ordained I hope
tae continue the Lord’s work as soon as I return tae
Scotland.”

“Hoo can
ye?” Barclay’s voice rose. “Ye’ve ben ordained by Dutch meenisters
wi nae authority frae oor Kirk back hame in Scotland.”

“Sir.”
Renwick sounded more weary than angry. “These Dutch meenisters had
nae hesitation on the maitter, and nae hesitation in supporting me
and my pair beleaguered country. They saw it as their Christian
duty tae facilitate my ordination as a necessary contribution tae
the church universal. They also did it at the behest o the
Societies back hame. These men are guid Presbyterians, prepared tae
keep on fighting against the terrible wrang that floods oor
country. No jist that, they were committed enough tae send me here.
They paid ma passage and upkeep. Let me assure ye that the ceremony
itsel wis conducted according tae oor ain Kirk’s rules and
adherence.”

“Wis it
noo?” Barclay’s voice rose further. “It still disna mak it richt.
The hale thing is a farce frae beginning tae end. Whit maks ye
think ye’ll ivver be accepted as a validated, ordained meenister in
ony pairt o Scotland?”

“Nae mair,
sir. Ye’ve gone ower far.” Jonas grabbed Renwick’s arm and pushed
his way past the three black-robed figures.

Renwick
tried to free himself but Jonas tightened his grip. “Dinna gie that
awfy man the pleisure o a response. Keep walkin an haud on tae yer
dignity.”

Behind
them, Barclay called out. “I intend writing tae the university at
Groningen in the strongest terms aboot this travesty.”

Renwick
half-turned but Jonas stopped him. “Ignore him. Ahint ye lies
naethin but malice an spite. Ye need yer energy fur whit lies
aheid.”

“I dinna
understand.” Renwick’s face was chalk white.

“Think
aboot it,” Jonas snapped. “Ye’re willin tae tak the Word back hame.
In fact ye canna wait. Barclay an his freends are sittin cosy an
safe here, mouthin aboot theological niceties. Whit dae ye think
they’d say if ah invited them tae come wi ye, back tae face real
trouble and danger?”

Renwick
didn’t answer but his face grew even whiter.

Neither
spoke after that.


As they
walked back to Jinty’s Huis
Jonas kept glancing at Renwick’s tight profile,
remembering John Steel’s earlier words about this young man. John
wis richt. This yin’s gonna end up his ain worst enemy.


Jinty was
standing outside the front door of her inn talking to a little
stout man in a tight-fitting uniform and a shiny peaked cap. She
waved Jonas and Renwick over. “Guid news. This is Captain Edward
Lowis. He’s come in response tae yer request.”

Renwick’s
face lit up and he hurried forward to shake hands with the little
man. “Grand sir. We’re keen tae set sail for Scotland as soon as
possible.”

Captain
Lowis looked apologetic. “I’ve come to offer ye a berth but not for
Leith like ye’re hoping. I’m set for Dublin. Would that be near
enough seeing as Mistress Jinty says ye’re desperate to be on your
way? There’s plenty ships ply between Dublin for Glasgow. I’m
acquainted wi a good few o the captains an could introduce ye to
the right ones.” He lowered his voice. “Since ye need to be extra
careful.”

Jonas
frowned at his aunt. “Whit did ye tell him?”

“The
truth.” Jinty flapped her hand. “The last thing ah want is ye
settin oot across the sea wi somebody as cud dae ye harm. Yer
faither wud nivvver forgie me. Captain Lowis is nae quite o oor
persuasion but near enoch. He’ll see ye richt.”

Captain
Lowis nodded. “My family and myself belong to the Society o
Friends. Most often we’re named as Quakers. Our kind o folk are no
looked on kindly by the king and church in England. A good few have
been tortured or worse for refusing to give into his demands so I
understand yer difficulties well enough. I don’t usually carry
passengers but I thought an exception this time might be helpful to
a fellow sufferer.”

Renwick
turned to Jonas. “Whit dae ye think?”

Jonas
shrugged. “Ah ken nocht aboot Quakers but a dae ken a kind offer
when ah hear it. If the captain is willin tae tak us why no?
Itherwise we micht wait lang enoch.”

“If we
accept when cud we leave?” Renwick turned back to the
captain.

“Two days. Once my ship’s loaded and the
tide’s right. The Mary Rose
carries wood and bags o plaster for Dutch
craftsmen working on some o the grand houses in Dublin. Their skill
is greatly admired and sought after. I bring the raw material they
need. On the way back I take barrels o Irish spirit so it works out
well enough with a profitable load each way. My ship isn’t the
best-looking vessel in the fleet, nor the biggest, but I keep her
in pristine order and she’s more than able to weather any
storm.”

“See.”
Jinty smiled at the three men. “Problem solved.”


“Is that
oor ship?” Renwick stopped alongside a twin-masted brigantine
anchored at the farthest end of a long loading bay.

“Luks like
it.” Jonas pointed to the prow decorated with an
intricately-painted, many-petalled rose. “She seems bigger than ah
thocht frae the captain’s description.”

“Hae ye
sailed afore?” Renwick smiled at Jonas’s tense expression.
“Naething tae worry aboot. I had nae problem on the way here. And
luk, I think that’s the captain ower there.” He pointed towards the
open door of a huge warehouse. “By the pile o paper he’s cairrying
it seems lik he’s been signing aff his cargo.” He waved at the
figure.

The
captain saw him and called out. “Good timing gentlemen.
Everything’s in order. Cargo checked and in the hold. We just need
the tide. Another hour should do it. Please, come
aboard.”


The
captain waved them up the gangway and onto a pristine deck. “Your
cabin’s in the focsle. A bit tight but you’ll manage fine.” He led
them into a tiny dark corridor. “Leave your bags in there then come
across to ma quarters. More space there to settle yourselves while
I see about final preparations.”

The
captain’s cabin at the far end of the upper deck was almost
spacious with several heavily padded chairs and a large dining
table. Close by a row of diamond mullioned windows another, bigger
table was littered with what looked like navigational maps. A pile
of rolled-up papers were stacked alongside. The walls were
mahogany-panelled with a large candle-sconce at each corner. Along
the topmost edge was a narrow frieze of intertwining leaves and
roses. A comfortable yet workmanlike space.

Captain
Lowis nodded towards the chairs then quickly left. Minutes later he
could be heard barking out orders.


The
Mary Rose slid smoothly
down the river estuary and out into the North Sea. Jonas was now
standing on the focsle. From here he could see all around, enjoying
the view yet beginning to wonder when he’d see his homeland
again,

The wind
picked up. The mainsail and foresail flapped then filled and
strained. The ship responded and almost leapt forward as if eager
to be on her way. Ahead stretched an endless, undulating stretch of
grey water. Jonas sighed and turned to look back. Minutes ago the
coastline had been sharp and clear, now it was disappearing into
the horizon.

One of the
crew, a broad-shouldered and burly young man in an immaculate
uniform stood at the helm, staring ahead as if he knew exactly
where his fast-moving ship should go within this vast expanse of
what seemed empty space.

After a
few hours two of the crew came on deck carrying a large, steaming
cooking pot. They headed for the captain’s cabin and signalled for
Renwick and Jonas to follow.

Once
inside the pot was carefully hung on a solid looking metal stand
beside the dining table. Cutlery and bowls were laid out alongside
a complete cheese and a basket heaped with hunks of fresh
bread.

Captain
Lowis appeared and smiled at the two hungry expressions. “Time to
eat gentlemen. Chicken stew, dumplings and a selection o mixed
vegetables if my nose serves me right. The very thing after a busy
day. Up to the table and enjoy our hospitality.”

Jonas and
Renwick quickly seated themselves then Renwick suggested, “Will I
say Grace, sir?”

“Please,”
Captain Lowis nodded. “We need to be grateful.”

Renwick
looked pleased and bowed his head. Jonas did so more slowly as his
nose twitched with the thought of what was to come.

Each bowl
was filled with tender chunks of boiled chicken along with a good
dollop of dumplings on top of mixed vegetables. The three men
tucked in and not a word was said while the bowls were
emptied.

Jonas took
yet another hunk of bread to mop up the last of the gravy in his
bowl and grinned at Captain Lowis. “That wis grand. Thank
ye.”

“Cheese
and a tankard o ale to finish off?” The captain cut into the round
cheese and signalled to one of his crew to fill each tankard. “No
as fine as yer Aunt Jinty’s cooking but we do our best. Make the
best o it for if the weather grows rough it’ll be cold fare and
hard tack. We never take the chance o firing up the galley oven in
the middle o a lurching, wooden ship.”

Jonas
looked anxious but said nothing.


Later that
night he had
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