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Thegither






A feegur breks the
brackish muir,

stauns heich, preachin,
prayin. Here

Covenanters gaither oan
rimied loam,

sombre witness agin a
pewter sky. Stern chiels

an dairk plaided weemen,
worn buits crack

ice. Hunners settlin tae
ane - a Conventicle.






They tak tent, spek wi
their God, haud tae Bible

an conscience,
thegither. Ae lug oan Peden

unflinchin in his Lord.
The ither lug cockit

fir the danger o bridle
jangle, the rattle o bit

in mooth, the slash o
swuird. At the edge,

a feegur wi the leuk o
Peden, fause faced






in laither, locks an
teeth. This hare will rin

tae lure Redcoated
Hounds. Oan the wrunkelt map

there’s nae trace o
bluid skailt by Dragoons.

Bracken bodies tak
liturgy’s comfort. Nae king

is awmichtie here.
Prayers flee as flaucht

frae lips.
Gainstaundin.






Finola Scott
2017
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‘There comes a time when
one must take a position that is neither safe, nor politic, nor
popular, but he must take it because conscience tells him it is
right.’






Martin Luther King
Jr.
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Dark Times - A summary






The summer of 1679 is a dark one for the
Covenanters, routed by government troops at the Battle of Bothwell
Brig. John Steel is on the run, hunted for his part in the battle
by the vindictive Earl of Airlie. And life is no easier for the
hapless Sandy Gillon, curate of Lesmahagow Kirk, in the Earl’s
sights for aiding John Steel’s escape.

Outlawed and hounded, the surviving rebels
have no choice but to take to the hills and moors to evade capture
and deportation. And as a hard winter approaches, Marion Steel
discovers she’s pregnant with her third child.

Dark Times is the second part of Ethyl
Smith’s sweeping Times series that follows the lives of ordinary
people in extraordinary times.
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Chapter 1

Each one should test
their own actions. Then they can take pride in themselves alone,
without comparing themselves to someone else, for each one should
carry their own load. Galatians, Chapter
6, verse 4-5 (NIV)






June 1679






A full, mounted platoon
galloped up the track towards John Steel’s farm at Logan Waterhead
minutes after the local curate burst into the courtyard shouting,
“John! Soldiers! Ye need tae run.”

And he had, slipping
round the end wall of his barn like a startled rabbit. Without the
little man’s warning he’d still be in his own kitchen, about to be
captured.

Earlier that day the
battle at Bothwell Bridge had turned into a rout. On the losing
side, John had escaped when one of the cavalry leaders swung in at
the wrong angle, allowing him to counter the attack then gallop
from the battlefield. The earl, Airlie by name, proud and
vindictive, had made it his business to root out John’s name and
village. Now he’d arrived to exact revenge.

John ducked into the
byre and raced past his cows, lined up, waiting to be milked. In
the open again he headed for the vegetable garden, darted between
rows of carefully tended beans, then jumped the drystane dyke to
put more distance between himself and the troopers.

By the time he reached
the end of the garden his gathering speed helped him clear a high
fence and land among the sheep. They looked up, but his familiar
figure brought no warning bleat or sudden scamper. Each mouth
returned to nibble the sweet grass while John half ran,
half-crawled among them to reach the gate into the next
field.

Beyond there the ground
grew rough as it rose toward the small wood of pine trees his
father had planted twenty years ago on the edge of the open moor.
He pounded up this steep slope, the hard soles of his boots
snapping heather roots, brittle from weeks of unusually dry spring
weather. Up here was a promise of escape. Here a man on foot had
the advantage over a hunter on horseback.






While this was happening
Sandy Gillon, curate to the Parish of Lesmahagow, was standing in
the farmyard, holding tight to Marion Steel’s hand. Only half an
hour ago he’d been driving in his horse and trap, enjoying the
green fields and twittering birds, trying to pretend he was a happy
man, when mounted soldiers had appeared out of nowhere, demanding
the whereabouts of John Steel’s farm. He’d sent them in the
opposite direction. No doubt there would be a price to
pay.

Sandy had been in the
village for only a few months, but long enough to destroy his
illusion of a fine position, away from his previous life in the
nearby town of Lanark. There he’d been a mere shoemaker, a
tradesman, at everyone’s beck and call. To his credit he was a fair
scholar, mostly self-educated, but also too naive to realise that
something was amiss when the sheriff not only considered his
application to become a curate but appointed him with almost
indecent haste.

Thrilled with the
promise of money, a fine house, and the chance to be somebody, he’d
arrived in Lesmahagow to discover closed faces with no sign of
welcome. Worst of all, his kirk remained empty Sunday after
Sunday.

In desperation he’d
written to the sheriff who’d sent soldiers to deal with the
problem. Except they’d made matters worse by following their
pig-headed lieutenant into a trap. The very men they’d come to
threaten had captured the whole platoon and made them a laughing
stock in front of the village. The sheriff had been quick to
retaliate. The men involved had been rounded up and taken to
Lanark, to face a week in the tolbooth with further punishment of a
heavy fine before they were released.

After that Sandy and his
wife had been left to live like hermits and bicker with each other.
They felt guilty over what had happened but could do nothing to
make amends. Even worse, they were stuck in this village with no
prospect of returning to Lanark. And then a few weeks later, these
same villagers had been involved in some kind of battle at a hill
beyond Strathaven. Law and order had lost that day, and fired up
with victory a good number of them had marched away to face another
battle. John Steel had been up front as elected captain, leading
them in open rebellion against their lawful king. Mad fools or
brave men, many were either dead on Bothwell Moor or captive with a
dreaded future in front of them, or running for their
life.

John had been one of the
few who spoke to Sandy and seemed sympathetic, but not enough to
attend the kirk of a Sunday. And yet Sandy had tried to save him by
sending the soldiers on a wild goose chase. If only he’d used his
head and not his heart they’d have arrived at the farm in time to
capture John, or worse, and Sandy would still be driving his horse
and trap round the country lanes, enjoying the fine day, instead of
standing in the middle of this courtyard with a rebel’s
wife.

The sight of her had
made him stay. Now they both tried to put on a brave face when the
grizzled old leader of the troop juddered to a halt in front of
them.

“Ye again.” He glared at
Sandy. “Whaur’s Steel? The truth this time.”

“I dinna ken,” Sandy
replied.

“So hoo come ye sent me
and ma men on a chase tae the wrang side o the village?”

“Ah must hae
misunderstood. Steel’s a common name here aboot. Ah didna mean –
”

“Ay ye did.” The tip of
a long sword flicked under Sandy’s chin, forced his face up, then
up again till he was staring into the grey flecked eyes of an angry
man. “I had tae get the richt directions frae somebody else,
somebody whae isna feart tae tell the truth; a law abiding
somebody. And when I finally arrive here I find yersel in the very
yard o the very place I asked aboot.”

“John Steel’s no here.”
Marion Steel spoke up for the first time. “Ah’m his wife. He’s been
awa frae here these past few weeks.”

“Ay. Fighting against
his king and flouting the law. I’m Jamie Ogilvie, Earl o Airlie and
Strathmore, here tae represent law and justice. Yer man wis pairt o
the mutinous rag bag we had tae deal wi back at Bothwell.” The old
man grinned at Marion’s horrified expression. “During this wee
stramash I happened on Maister Steel. Instead o surrendering he ran
awa so I reckon we hae unfeenished business atween us. Rebellion is
a hanging offence.”

“Luk sir,” one of the
troopers interrupted. “Up there.”

Airlie wheeled round and
saw a figure, a man running beyond the second field from the farm,
heading up the hill towards the small pine wood at the edge of the
moor. Instantly he knew exactly what had happened. In that moment
he was back in the thick of battle, charging down on this man,
about to run him through as he deserved when everything changed.
His saddle straps had been sliced. He’d slipped to the side where
an extra whack from the flat of a broadsword had sent him tumbling
to the ground among prancing hooves. Even worse, his youngest
lieutenant had dared to laugh. That’s what Airlie remembered. Not
the fact that John Steel had made no attempt to carry through his
advantage with a sword thrust, but had simply slipped away and left
the great earl with only a few bruises and wounded
pride.

And that was the crux of
the matter.

“Yon’s Steel!” Airlie
roared. “Aifter him!”

The earl’s huge horse
swung round against Sandy. Marion grabbed his coat and pulled him
clear of the sharp hooves as the small courtyard rocked with riders
trying to turn and head back through the narrow close.

The chase was
up.






Marion and Sandy watched
the long line of horses gallop across the meadow, intent on the
fleeing figure who’d almost reached the wood.

“Better there than
onywhaur,” Marion whispered.

“But he’s on foot.
They’ll hae him in nae time.”

“He kens the ground,
they dinna. It’s no as bad as it seems.”






John swerved and seemed
to dive among the trees. The riders certainly believed this. They
reached the wood and fanned out to beat a path through the tight
packed trees.

There was no way they
could know that this particular spot held a secret. Years of heavy
rain had washed away much of the top soil and allowed deep channels
to form below the dense banks of heather, deep enough to swallow
the unwary. One minute a man might be tramping through the heather.
Next minute he’d vanish, dropping through layer upon layer of wiry
branches and roots to land in a soft, dark space a good six feet
below while above him the green and purple tangle closed over as if
nothing had happened. This was just what John needed: a fast exit
and no evidence of how or where.

John knew the
whereabouts of the deepest channels. At the right spot he simply
stepped forward and allowed the heather to swallow him then spring
back. Down among the damp leaf mould he crawled further along till
he was tight against a small overhang of solid rock. That way if
one of the horses stumbled through he might still escape
detection.

He pushed hard against
the rock and almost stopped breathing as he peered through the
spidery pattern of roots to the faint light above. He could hear
the soldiers thrashing about, then felt the ground judder as heavy
hooves came out of the little wood and picked across the rough,
open space towards the edge of his hiding place.

Airlie’s temper seemed
to have reached boiling point. He pointed back at the wood. “Search
again. He canna jist disappear.”

His men swept the wood
one more time while their master stayed put, unaware that the
centre of his wrath was crouched only ten feet beyond
him.

The soldiers returned,
reported nothing. Airlie glared at them then turned to scan the
waving grass and ferns, and many miles of heather. Around them the
wind sighed. They could even hear the curlews and moorhens calling
and scuttling, but no sign or sound of the fugitive. Airlie was
forced to admit he was baffled. “Wheel roond. Back tae the
farm.”






John heard this order
and guessed Marion was about to face the brunt of this terrible
man’s wrath. He was tempted to call out, to surrender, but the
thought of what would follow had him staying put, listening to
metal hooves fading back down the slope towards the
farm.






Marion and Sandy were
still standing in the close mouth when the riders
returned.

“Mistress Steel, step
furrit and hear this,” Airlie ordered. “Under fugitive law I claim
this farm and land. Frae this meenit on ye’ve nae richt tae be
here.”

“But sir,” Sandy dared,
“surely. Ah mean. Surely no. This canna be richt.”

“Steel’s a rebel by his
ain admission and actions. I hae every richt and claim it. As for
ye, sir.” Airlie’s sword swung forward again. “Man o the cloth or
no my patience has run oot. Stand back till I deal wi this
woman.”

Marion gripped Sandy’s
arm.

“Stand back,” Airlie
snapped, “or I’ll whip ye.” He leant forward and propelled Sandy
against the wall then turned on Marion.

“Surely sir, ye’ve nae
argument wi me.”

“Ye’re a felon’s wife.
That’s enough. Intae the hoose, and fetch oot yer
bairns.”

Marion ran into the
house to find her two terrified boys huddled behind the big settle,
in the darkest corner of the kitchen. When she reappeared she dared
to ask, “Whit can ah tak wi me?”

“Yersel. Yer bairns.
Naething else.”

Marion stared at this
stranger who’d arrived out of nowhere to turn her world inside
out.

He glared
back.

Face white with terror,
rage and disbelief, she stumbled out the front door to stand before
the earl’s great horse. William and Johnnie were beside her, two
reminders of how much was at stake.

“Oot ye go, mistress.”
Airlie pointed through the close mouth. “And keep
walking.”

Marion clutched her
sons’ small hands and took the first step of the longest journey
she’d ever make.






Slumped against the
whitewashed wall Sandy watched the young woman he scarcely knew
walk down the farm track with no extra clothes, no food, no money,
and probably no idea of where to go or what to do next.

Behind him the Earl of
Airlie also watched the slight figure. Probably his heart resented
her show of courage. Possibly he also felt the tiniest flicker of
shame. But it was only of the moment and then gone.






The platoon captain sat
on his chestnut mare and kept his thoughts to himself. Dominic
McCann was an experienced and trusted leader of the earl’s unit and
knew when to speak and when to remain silent. On this occasion he
was silent, the picture of the man his master believed him to be.
Tall, slim, with a pale, fine-boned face dominated by the darkest
of warm brown eyes peering out below his steel helmet. Those eyes
were his best feature, capable of winning any woman’s heart. Not
that he ever wanted to. He was captive to the tremor he felt at the
sight of a young, fresh-faced boy. Being Irish and Catholic he
tried to repel such an urge yet it never changed nor left him. Many
a night he’d slip away from his billet to find some private place
to relieve his own tension. Not that it brought much relief, only
intensifying his self-loathing.

Always courteous and
fair in his decisions he seemed an ideal captain of Airlie’s
mounted platoon. He certainly looked the part, his uniform clean
and well cared for. Today his long, skirted, scarlet coat was mud
spattered, as was the officer’s scarf knotted round his waist, and
his steel corselet had more than one dent from a thrusting sword.
It had done its work to protect him during the close fighting of
the battle that morning. Sword now looped up for riding, his
pistols in their saddle holsters, he sat very still and watched a
young woman and two small boys stumble through the narrow close of
the farmyard and out to the world beyond.

He glanced at Airlie’s
hard profile, the sneering look. At that moment he knew he hated
this man and everything he stood for, everything he was. He also
knew he was a dutiful captain and paid to obey.






Marion stopped at the
end of the farm track to look back at her home perched on the last
patch of good ground before the open moor. A sturdy, stone built
house with wisps of lazy smoke curling up from the chimney; a
good-sized byre and outhouses formed a sheltered courtyard. The
crops in the fields were growing. Healthy animals grazed the
pastures, while a flurry of brown hens scratched and clucked as if
all was well.

She peered beyond to the
undulating miles of heather and rough grass and focused on the
lines of dark trees where John had disappeared. She’d no idea what
to do next or even where to go. Less than an hour ago she’d been
turning oatcakes and fussing about the griddle being too hot. Every
last one would be burnt black by now, and she no longer belonged in
the only place she wanted to be. And all because some grand earl
had taken ill against John.






“Whaur noo?” Johnnie’s
eyes were full of tears. “Are we goin tae Granny? Will she luk
after us?”

Jerked into the moment
Marion couldn’t answer. Waterside Farm and her mother had been her
first thought and then others crowded in, warning her. Whit if yon
earl gits wind an comes aifter us? Ma brither Gavin will be there.
He wis fightin alangside John at Bothwell. Whit if the earl sees
him? Whit if he recognises him? He micht. An then whit? Mither has
suffered enough wi the loss o faither at Drumclog. Naw, ah canna
tak that chance. She stared at the little face and slowly shook her
head.

Johnnie burst into tears
and stood as if refusing to go any farther.

She knelt beside him and
gently kissed the angry brow. “We’ll go tae Waterside aifter. But
richt noo it’s nae safe. Ye dinna want onythin happenin tae Granny
dae ye? Ye dinna want yon earl burstin intae her hoose an shoutin
at her lik he did at us?”

Johnnie shook his head
then stared back at her. “Whaur then?”

“Cousin Bess. Ye like
her?”

Johnnie nodded slowly
but looked suspicious.

“Weel, she’s got plenty
space an she’s aye pleased tae see us. She’ll enjoy oor company fur
a day or twa insteid o sittin in her hoose by hersel. Yon earl will
nivver guess wur in the village. It’s the last place he’ll think
aboot. An if ye ask nicely cousin Bess will mak yon wee dumplin ye
like.”

“That’s a guid idea Ma.”
William took his brother’s hand. “C’mon, stop wastin time. We canna
staund here. Yon awfy man tellt us tae keep walkin.” He smiled up
at his mother as if well aware of what was happening, suddenly old
beyond his years with the terror of it. “C’mon Ma. We’ll manage.
Jist sae lang as Pa’s safe.”

“Ay. Ye’re richt.” She
blinked back her own tears and turned towards the road for the
village. “A day or twa wi cousin Bess is best. Aifter that we’ll
see.”

They trudged along, the
dust sending up tiny clouds that made her cough. More than once her
foot slipped into the deep wheel ruts. She was also angry with
herself, her selfishness, her keenness to be a rebel, to flout the
law, to encourage John in all this awful nonsense, for that’s what
it was.

Glancing fondly at
William’s dark, curly head, so like her own, she saw how he bobbed
along with an energy she envied. She also guessed his fear and
confusion was more than equal to her own. And it wasn’t as if he
understood why any of this was happening. Why should he? A bairn
should be playing in the yard or running across the fields, not
walking this dusty road to nowhere. And John. She hardly dared
think about him.

They reached the
hump-backed bridge just beyond a row of houses skirting the river
Nethan. There was no-one to be seen. Each door was fast shut. Had
they heard the soldiers pass? Were they waiting and fearing a knock
on their door or were they simply keeping out of sight?

Just past the bridge she
stopped and looked through the shady overhang of tall willows
skirting both sides of the long, shingly bank where children often
played and threw stones into the slow flowing, peaty Nethan. She
stopped. “Mony’s the time ah’ve watched ye splash aboot there wi
yer heids fu o nonsense an yer claes aw wet. Happy days,
eh?”

Two solemn faces nodded
but said nothing as she stood there wallowing in her misery. And
then a little hand yanked her arm and pulled her over the edge of
the steep bank. Next thing she was sliding all the way to the
bottom, ending up with her toes in the water. Johnnie and William
crouched beside her while the air filled with the sound of metal
hooves clattering across the stone bridge then fading up the hill
beyond. The children had heard the soldiers approach and decided to
hide.

Safe among the green
fronds Marion lay and listened to the burn rippling over the stones
in its path. Finally she looked up and saw a fat grouse leaning
over the bank edge to watch the three, huddled figures. It looked
surprised. A little, red-rimmed eye blinked then blinked again. She
sat up and smiled at its silly expression. Her movement brought a
loud cackle as the round head jerked up. Brown wings flapped
desperately till the heavy body managed to defy gravity, clear the
bushes, and disappear.

She turned to the boys.
“Noo jist suppose we hud a pair o wings.”

They grinned and
followed their mother up the steep scramble to the road
above.

At the top of the bank
Johnnie stepped onto the now deserted road. “Whit if we meet thae
soldiers again?”

Marion gave him a
reassuring squeeze and tried to sound convincing. “They’ll be weel
awa by noo. Chasin some ither pair soul wi nae thocht for
us.”






At that moment Airlie
and his men were pulling up in the village square and attracting
attention. “Listen weel.” The great earl glared at the gathering
crowd, “I’m James Ogilvie, Earl of Airlie and Strathmore, here tae
tell ye that yer so called rebellion is ower for guid and aw. The
battle at Bothwell Brig made sure o that. As for John Steel – ” he
spat out the name. “Yer erstwhile captain led some misguided
creatures oot o this village a few weeks ago and noo he’s paid the
price.”

“Wis he killed in the
battle?” an old man asked.

“No. Mair’s the peety.”
Airlie gave him a spiteful look. “Steel’s on the run. A branded
felon. He’s lost his lands and ony richt tae bide there. And the
same goes for his wife and bairns. If ony o ye are daft enough tae
gie them shelter, or food, or dare help them in ony way ye’ll be in
the tolbooth afore ye ken whit’s happening.”

The old man drew
back.

Airlie smiled. “I’ve
claimed his farm under fugitive law and noo I’m awa tae Lanark tae
see the sheriff post up Steel’s name wi a thoosand merks written
across it. That means a wee word in the richt ear cud mak somebody
weel aff. That’s aw it taks. Freedom doesna mean much when there’s
naewhaur left tae go.”

The earl wheeled his
horse round and left the villagers glancing uneasily at each other.
Nothing was said. One by one they scurried away to worry about
their husbands, fathers, sons. Whatever had happened at Bothwell
Bridge it had shattered any hopes or foolish notions of a few weeks
ago when the village platoon marched away behind their brand new,
blue banner. Christ and the Covenant had a new meaning
now.






As she reached the brow
of the hill Marion heard the steady clip, clop of a well-shod horse
and metal wheels turning on the gravel behind her. This time she
made no attempt to hide but simply stepped aside to wait, and was
surprised to see Sandy Gillon.

He stopped the horse and
jumped down beside her. “Yon earl’s an auld deil. He’s awa tae the
village tae warn them against giein ye ony help. He’s left three
men back at the farm so ye canna gang back there
either.”

“Whit aboot John?” she
asked. “Is ther ony sign o him?”

“Nane. That’s why the
great man’s in a temper. Aifter he’s been tae the village he’s aff
tae Lanark tae see that the sheriff posts John’s name ootside the
garrison wi a thoosand merks against him.”

“Does that mean we canna
gang tae cousin Bess?” William’s voice trembled.

Marion nodded. “It luks
lik we’re oot on the moor, same as Da.”

“No ye’ll no,” Sandy cut
her short. “No if ah can help it. Yon Airlie threatened me within
an inch o ma life. But ah’m no havin it. No frae him, an no frae
the sheriff.”

“But ah thocht ye wur
the sheriff’s man? Aifter aw, he sent ye here.”

“So he did. An comin
here wis ma worst mistake ivver. Mibbe this is ma chance tae mak up
fur it. Richt noo yer man’s safe enough oot there on the moors.
Whit aboot yersels?”

“We’ll
manage.”

“Wud a bite tae eat and
a proper bed no help?”

“But Airlie’s warnin
against us.”

“An ah’m no listenin.
Come tae the manse. It’s a big hoose wi plenty room. Ma wife Meg
will be mair than pleased tae welcome ye. Come for the nicht then
we’ll see whit next. We jist need tae be carefu. Ah’ll gang on
aheid an tell Meg tae expect ye. Bide ootside the village till
aifter dark then come on kinda carefu like. When ye reach the manse
slip roond by the back door. Naebody’ll ever ken.” Sandy jumped
into the trap again and clicked the horse on.

Marion watched him go
and wondered if she dared accept any more help from this strange
little man.

***

 




Chapter 2


Airlie left his young
lieutenant and two experienced troopers to guard the farm while the
rest of the platoon set out for Lanark. These three could hardly
believe their luck: a comfortable billet, good food, plenty of it,
and virtually nothing to do. Or so they thought till they heard a
loud noise from the byre. The two older soldiers had been brought
up on a farm and knew what this meant. They grinned at each other.
It was a long time since either had done anything like this but
within minutes they were in the byre, coats off, sleeves up,
squeezing the teats, to relieve the strain on the udders of
John Steel’s six good milking cows. They even remembered the
routine and carried the pails of milk into the little dairy then
strained them into milk pans to cool.

Meanwhile the young
lieutenant explored the kitchen and pantry beyond. When the other
two returned they sniffed the sweet smell of baking potatoes and
saw a table spread with hunks of Marion’s fresh, baked bread, an
ashet of smoked ham, and a huge, creamy cheese. Better food than
any military barracks. Best of all, the young lad had found a full
barrel of ale. It all seemed too good to be true. At dawn they had
been on the field at Bothwell, expected to hack and cut and kill,
then help round up hundreds of prisoners before riding ten hard
miles behind their angry master, to capture a man who had vanished
into thin air. It had been a strange day. To round it off with the
best of meals, a warm fire, and no superior officer barking orders
felt like heaven.

Supper was a long,
enjoyable affair with mug after mug of home brewed ale. By the end
of their meal all three men were more than content.

“Guid stuff.” Fergus,
the oldest soldier, lit his clay pipe and grinned across the table
at his companions. “Ken whit, ah cud git used tae this.”

“Ay,” his friend Gilbert
agreed. “Better than chasin tae Lanark ahint his lordship. Whit a
fuss he’s makin ower ane man.”

“It’s maistly ma fault,”
the young lieutenant admitted. “If ah hadna laughed when Steel
knocked the maister aff his horse there micht no hae been sic a
tantrum.”

Gilbert shook his head.
“Dear o me Ross. Ye’ve a lot tae answer for.”

“Stop tormentin the
lad.” Fergus turned to the red-faced lieutenant. “Dinna fash
yersel, son. We aw ken whit his lordship’s like when he gits a bee
in his bunnet. No that we’ll ivver catch this Steel. He’s mair than
fit for auld Airlie.”

Gilbert nodded. “Weel he
kens it. That’s whit the fuss is aboot.”


After dark John Steel
crept down from his hiding place on the moor and made for the farm.
He knew his dog would recognise his step and stay silent. Indeed,
he’d every intention of taking his clever collie away with
him.

Lamp-light spilled into
the dark courtyard. Everything seemed peaceful. So it was. Through
the tiny panes of glass in his kitchen window he saw three soldiers
lying back on his big settle, shirts undone, boots off, a mug of
ale in each hand. All three seemed half-asleep. The fire was
blazing, the room must be hot, and they looked as if they’d had
more than enough to eat as well as drink.

John edged along the
wall to the main door then gently lifted the sneck. It made a tiny
squeak. He froze and listened. No movement. No reaction from
inside. No one seemed to have heard so he pushed the door open
enough to slip into the dark hall. Now a trespasser in his own home
he tiptoed to the edge of the open kitchen door and felt the blast
of heat from the fire.

The soldiers’
conversation slowly rose and fell. Words were slurred. John took a
chance. Two quick steps. He was past the open space hurrying
further along the narrow passage. A moment later he was in his
bedroom, kneeling by the old kist to lift the heavy lid and reach
through piles of neatly folded clothes. Searching fingers closed on
the leather pouch he was after. He smiled. His precious savings
were still there. He’d need these gold coins in the days ahead. One
less thing to worry about. His heart sang as he stuffed the bulging
bag inside his thick, tweed jacket before digging further through
the layers of clothes. This time he pulled out his grandfather’s
sword. Hours ago he’d dumped his by the kitchen dresser. The minute
he arrived home from Bothwell his only thought had been Marion in
his arms. There was no way now to retrieve it, but this old sword
would serve well enough.

He turned and made to
rise when soft footsteps stuttered along the flagstone hall. A
moment later he could make out a man’s fat shape sway in the
doorway. A tired voice called out, “Drink on if ye like, I’m awa
tae lie doon.”

Bare feet shuffled
across the floorboards followed by the sound of a heavy body
dropping onto the big bed. There was a loud creak, a long belch,
and a blast of sweet smelling ale.

The bed was only a few
feet away but the room was so dark John had no way of knowing if
the man’s eyes were open. All he could do was stay perfectly still
and listen. Minutes passed, then he heard a contented sigh. A few
more minutes brought the sound of a snore, then another. This
trooper was too tired and comfortable to sense or even care about
anything, let alone guess that the man he’d been chasing earlier
was in the room beside him.

Gradually the snores
became a steady rhythm. John slowly stood up, took a step then
stopped to listen. No break in the snoring. Now he dared tiptoe to
the door and slide into the hall again. The next part was easy.
Down the long passage to the outer door.

The two men in the
kitchen were lost in a world of their own indulgence. What with the
heat from the fire, and the steady tick of the clock on the back
wall neither was aware of an intruder sneaking past the kitchen
door.

Out in the fresh air,
his pouch of gold coins inside his jacket, John clutched the hilt
of his grandfather’s sword and crept round to the hay-shed. Fly had
been shut in since the soldiers arrived at the farm and the dog
leapt as the door opened. He licked his master’s hand and John
ruffled the furry head before leading the happy dog through the
darkest shadows in the courtyard and out by the narrow close mouth.
After that they kept to the grass bordering the farm track until
they reached the same road as Marion had taken earlier that
day.


Next morning Fergus woke
to the sound of restive cows. He rolled off the comfortable bed and
shouted, “Ross, Gilbert. Git up. We need tae feed thae
beasts.”

He had to shout several
times before the other two lifted their heads from the kitchen
table and stared bleary-eyed at each other.

“Whit’s he on aboot?”
Gilbert asked.

“Somethin aboot beasts.”
Ross’s head slumped back down on the table.

Fergus
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