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Finola Scott

Is it nae time this wis settled, wi oot sic cry douns?

Sae mony dirdins. Aince we were foo o passion.

Daudit, we et hae tae fecht fir the Covenant, the Cause.

Aye nae king atween Oor Lord & oor Guid Beuk.

But the battles, bluidshed, the hingings and hidlins.

Oor folk impreesoned, deein in Greyfriars, fir nocht.

Noo mibbes we’ve tae hailsin thon William O Orange.

His wumman has the richt, wi hir faither oor king. Seems,

kings and Parlament speil at leap frog, bawlin, ‘Ma turn.’

Ane minute thay’re pals, the nixt faes. Aw the whiles,

we haud tae oor Lord, wi oor feet oan the richtous peth.

whiles ivermair ithers thring, crying, ‘Loup ower!’

We ettle tae harken tae God, but the cries and ruthers

are aften ower much. We murn oor faimlies, pals and

lippen tae the Guid Lord to set this fickelt warld richt.

––––––––
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Writing is a compulsion for Finola. Her poems appear widely – New Writing Scotland, Lighthouse, Gutter. Although she knows poetry won’t change the world, she continues. Winner of the MacDiarmid Tassie, Runner-up in McLellan (Scots) and Badenock competitions, to date she has three publications. She welcomes you to FB Finola Scott Poems for poems and information:

www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poet/finola-scott
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‘Be careful what you wish for, lest it comes true’ – Aesop’s Fables

April 1685 Het Loo Palais Apeldoom Netherlands

Mary Stuart stood in front of her new summer palace and smiled. Het Loo in Apeldoom was as grand as any in Europe. A symbol of success and determination. Perfect outside and in. No architectural detail omitted. Even the layout of the formal gardens was a sight to behold.

Eight years ago this young princess had been used as a pawn to improve relations between Holland and Britain. Now consort to William Hendrick, Stadtholder, Prince of Orange, she was about to produce her first child and secure his dynasty.

Stepping into the beautiful garden Mary made her way towards an ornate rose bower where her husband was studying his daily reports, making notes in the margins, drafting letters to persuade other European leaders to join an alliance against their common enemy, Louis X1V of France.

William looked up from his reading. “Dear God woman. Why are you wandering about by yourself?” He dropped his sheaf of papers and guided her towards the bench. “Here, sit down a moment then I’ll conduct you back to your ladies.”

“No. No. I had to escape and breathe some fresh air.” Mary fanned her flushed face and glanced at the papers on the gravel path. “Dare I ask what you were reading so intently?”

“King James is facing a challenge to his throne.”

“Could it involve my dear cousin James Scott, Duke of Monmouth?”

William nodded.

“Monmouth has always proclaimed that no-one of the Catholic faith had the right to hold the crown. Father’s faith means everything to him so it’s hardly surprising he lost patience and ordered this thorn in his flesh to leave the country or be locked up. And now this same thorn is here, accepting hospitality from yourself.” She gave William an amused stare. “And you do make a fuss over him.”

“No more than any other relative. Remember he’s a Stuart like yourself.”

“Except his mother was a king’s mistress. He was and is a bastard. One with delusions of grandeur.” She sniffed. “Uncle Charles had no legitimate children. My father was his rightful heir. One day it will be my turn.” She leant over to pat Willem’s arm. “And you will join me.”

They sat in silence for a few moments then Mary said, “Are you planning to interfere?”

William scooped up his scattered papers and held out the top one. “Here, see what you think of the name listed beside Monmouth.”

“Archibald Campbell.” Mary tutted. “I always thought those two disliked one another. Monmouth often spoke ill of him. Well, well. And now they’re together, planning an invasion to release Britain from the grip of James Stuart and his Cath-olicism. I wonder if Argyll realises his comrade’s real intention?”

“I did wonder. And yet there appears to be enough trust for one to attack and suppress England while the other does the same in Scotland.”

“Do they have support for such an undertaking?”

“They seem to believe so. Formal meetings have taken place in Amsterdam. Money is forthcoming from sympathisers, recruits are being sought. Argyll has used his own money to buy and equip three ships. Their meetings were attended by an assortment of well-known names”

“And you know all this?”

“Indeed. As we speak a secret envoy is arriving in the Port of London to warn your father.”

“I hope he’ll be suitably grateful.”

“Makes no difference. The proposal is half-baked and ill-timed. Monmouth and Argyll will be defeated, captured, then tried for treason. Execution will follow. There will be no further challenge to your father’s succession.”

“And the plotters have no idea?”

“Why would they?” He helped Mary to her feet. “But enough for now. Allow me to conduct you back to your ladies.”

Like a cat who’d been at the cream the Prince of Orange gently steered his princess through their beautiful garden and in by the imposing front door of Het Loo palace.

A few days later a special letter arrived at Het Loo.

Gracious cousin, prince, kind benefactor, and friend,

I write to inform you of my plan to rescue my beloved country from the grip of a king who insists on following Papacy and denying all else.

I have canvassed opinion and am assured of support for such action. I have also found a like mind in the great Earl of Argyll who will help those in Scotland achieve the freedom of religion they crave.

As I write Argyll and his three well-armed ships are in open sea, about to form the first prong of our attack.

I set out myself in days. God willing, our joint venture will be blessed with success.

I know you are firm in the Protestant faith so I pray that you wish us well in our mission to rescue our beleaguered kingdoms.

Thank you for the welcome you have afforded me in my time of travail.

I now look forward with hope.

Sincerely,

James Scott Duke of Monmouth

William handed this letter to Mary as they sat in their private sitting room.

She read it slowly. “How do you intend to reply?”

“I have already done so. I wished him a fair wind to carry him forth. I also sent a small bag of gold, just in case.”

Wednesday 30th May brought an early morning mist which wrapped itself round the Helderenberg as her great bulk sailed between high, grassy banks. The captain peered into the soft, grey fronds and listened for any swishing sound approaching from the opposite direction. Hands tight on the ship’s wheel he steered along this well used passage so carefully cut from the Zeider Zee to Torschellung and on to the open sea.

Beside him stood James Scott, Duke of Monmouth about to begin his adventure.

Behind him trailed three smaller ships loaded with four light field guns, 1500 muskets, plus boxes of ammunition. Hardly the most auspicious start for a man intent on invading a country to depose its king.

On that same morning Mary Stuart woke with a start as her waters broke to flood the silk sheets of her grand four-poster bed. Her screams brought her Scots maid, Betsy Curran, to pull off wet sheets and cover the mattress with wads of dry padding.

Within minutes Peter Jannsen, the court doctor, arrived to find Mary gasping at the first vice-like pain.

Laying down his bulging medical bag Jannsen removed his finely tailored coat, rolled up his lace-edged shirt sleeves then summoned a maid to bring him a bowl of water. This appeared immediately followed by a pristine towel.

Hands washed and carefully dried he approached the bed to make a cursory examination of his royal patient. “Everything appears normal.” His English was perfect.

The surging pain grew worse. Betsy held Mary while Jannsen paced up and down the length of the room, occasionally glancing at the bed then turning away to stare out the tall windows and admire the beautiful gardens. Eventually he stopped, consulted an ornate gold pocket-watch, then returned to the prostrate figure. “Please.” He flicked an impatient finger to indicate that Mary’s knees should be lifted and feet pulled apart.

The nearest woman obeyed, eased the tail of her mistress’s shift clear then stood aside.

Jannsen bent close enough to peer in.

“Weel?” Betsy demanded.

Jannsen said nothing and resumed his pacing of the room. Hours passed till the light faded in the room. He now flicked a finger at candelabras on the ornate side tables.

One of the women nodded and fetched a footman with a lighted taper.

Twinkling candles now shone on Mary’s ashen face.

“Sir. Please.” Betsy pointed at her mistress.

Jannsen frowned and made great play of passing his right hand back and forward across the swollen stomach. He frowned again and lowered his ear till it seemed to touch Mary’s skin. Finally he peered between her raised legs.

“Somethin’s wrang. Ye need tae dae somethin.” One of the women translated Betsy’s plea into Dutch.

Jannsen shook his head. “My examination of her highness confirms no sense of movement or sound of life within the womb. In my opinion we must wait and pray to God for his merciful intervention.”

“No we’ll no.” A lavender soaked cloth was thrust in the nearest woman’s hand. “Here. Wipe ma lady’s broo. Dae it gently. Ah’ll jist be a meenit.” Betsy ran out the door.

She returned with a small wooden box which she laid on a table by the wall. Turning away from the curious faces she opened the lid and checked the rows of little glass vials inside. Grateful for the candlelight she selected one with a red marked top, opened it, and sniffed an infusion of angelica, wormwood and pennyroyal leaf. A few drops were used to trigger a woman’s absent bleeding. More could often dislodge an unwanted foetus. Maybe even a stillborn. But this was dangerous. Once swallowed there was no way back. She hesitated then hiding the tiny glass vial in her hand she approached the bed.

The woman wiping Mary’s brow stepped aside. Betsy cupped Mary’s head in her left hand, widened the slack mouth enough to pour all the liquid from the vial inside then pinch Mary’s nose. The patient gulped, gave a quick swallow.

Jannsen saw the empty vial disappear into Betsy’s apron pocket. His face darkened. Minutes passed before he resumed his pacing of the room, the click of his polished heels in time with the regular tick of the clock above the ornate marble fireplace

The half hour chimed. Mary’s eyes opened. She gave a pitiful groan then raised herself up on her elbows.

“C’mon ma lady.” Betsy gripped the sagging shoulders. “Ye need tae push doon.”

Mary tried.

“That’s it. Yin mair.”

This time a tiny round head slowly appeared then a blue-tinged body slid out to lie between Mary’s trembling legs.

Betsy cut the umbilical cord, scooped up the still figure in a large towel, wrapped it up tight, and hurried from the room.

The women now cleaned away the mess of blood, fluid and afterbirth then Mary was eased from her stained shift to lie on a thick towel and be gently washed from head to foot. Once patted dry a muslin pad was slipped between her legs.

They’d just got her into a proper nightdress when Betsy reappeared to kneel beside her mistress. “It’s aw by wi.” She leant close for only Mary to hear. “It wisna meant tae be. Nae this time so dinna fash yersel. Jist shut yer een. It’s sleep ye need. Naethin tae fear. Ah’ll bide alangside ye.”

Mary’s eyes closed and Betsy glanced up to see the doctor watching her. She ignored him and settled herself on a chair by the bed.

“Mistress Curran.” Jannsen spat out the name. “How dare you overstep your authority. It will be reported when I go to the prince and impart the sad news that his longed-for son did not survive such a difficult journey into this world.” He hesitated. “It was a boy?”

Betsy nodded.

“Don’t imagine I don’t know what you did. Good God woman, you could be executed for trying to poison a member of the royal family.”

“Whit aboot yersel?” Betsy snapped. “Willin tae alloo ma lady tae drift intae death. An so she wud if ah hudna gied her whit wis needed. Maist like the vera remedy is in yer ain bag. Hoo come ye let it bide ther?”

Doctor Jannsen stiffened.

“Ah thocht sae.” Betsy sounded triumphant. “Jist as weel this pair servant happened tae huv her ain wee medical box. It wis a present frae ma mither afore ah cam intae her ladyship’s service, bocht frae John Spreul, the best apothecary in Scotland. Mibbe ye’ve heard o him? He’s sent his potions, an salves, an infusions tae Holland fur years. Mibbe ye’ve been a customer?”

Jannsen looked as if he might strike her.

“Weel?”

The red-faced doctor grabbed his fine coat, lifted his bag and marched from the room. The door slammed shut then an angry tip-tap of heels faded down the marble corridor.

Late that night there was a light knock on Mary Stuart’s bedroom door. “Mistress Curran?” A footman peered in at the four women sitting on either side of her bed.

“Aye.” Betsy stood up.

“His Highness requires your presence.”

“Sir.” Betsy gave a quick curtsy in front of Prince Willem’s vast mahogany desk.

William looked up from his papers. “Doctor Jannsen brought me the sad news some time ago. How is your mistress now?”

“Sleepin, sir. She’ll be mair lik hersel come mornin.”

“Indeed. But what about the accusation made against yourself?”

“If it’s yon doctor, ah’ve yin agin him. Tae pit it bluntly, he isna up tae the job.”

“Doctor Jannsen is one of our best practitioners, with years of experience.” Willem’s voice sharpened. “Why did you defy his authority? Why does he insist that your actions are treasonable?”

Betsy clenched her fists. “Yon doctor waited till ma mistress wis worn oot then said the wee bairn hud nae sign o life; wud nivver mak it intae this world. Hearin that wis bad enoch but ah cudna accept hoo he’d alloo her ladyship tae slip awa as weel. Ah micht be a lowly servant but ah’m a loyal yin as cares. Ah’ve nae regrets ower whit ah did. God be praised her ladyship pued thru.”

William gaped at Betsy then sat back in his chair. “You are a Scot I believe?”

“Ay. Us Scots are a thrawn lot. Gie respect whaur it’s due. If ye git ma meanin.”

William flushed. “I shall consider your words and speak again with Doctor Jannsen.”

“Whitivver ye conseeder best, sir. Noo, if ye’ll excuse me ah’ll awa back tae hersel.” Betsy curtsied again and left a pair of troubled eyes staring after her as she hurried from the room.

The Prince of Orange sat at his grand mahogany desk and took a sip of brandy. Behind him the mantel clock ticked steadily as if repeating no son, no son. He tried to ignore it. Finally he was forced to leave his seat and almost run to the window. Beyond the glass was a night with no sign of moon or star. The darkness held his mind for a long time before he turned back into the candle-lit room. Indeed. Things come to those who wait. Mary is yet young. I shall have a son. Her father is old. Patience, William, a future crown awaits. Patience.

On the very day that Mary Stuart was suffering the worst of pain in Het Loo Palace, Archibald Campbell was standing in the prow of the Anna, peering into the worst of sea fog.

A fair wind had blown his three ships across the North Sea. Holland was far behind. Ahead lay Scotland. The country they’d come to free from the Stuart dynasty. Except they seemed stuck. The wind had dropped to nothing. The ships’ sails drooped miserably in a fog so thick that one ship could barely see the other.

Anchored in Swanbister Bay, just south of the Orkney mainland, was not where the great earl wanted to be.

He glared at Spencer, his private secretary, and began to pace back and forward. “The Lord God kens fine I’m a faithful servant, here tae serve Him and bring my beleaguered country back tae the truth. But I’m at a loss tae unnerstaund why He gied us yon fair wind then taen it awa and wrapt us up in this infernal blanket. Time is o the essence. We need tae move on. Supporters are gaithering on the west coast. They are expecting us and yit we lie here lik helpless bairns.”

“Sir. If ye’ll jist stoap a meenit I hae a suggestion.”

“Lik whit?” Argyll juddered to a halt and rounded on him.

“We’re stuck here till the fog lifts.”

“I ken that only too weel.”

“Shairly we cud aise the time tae mak preparations. Ye said time wis o the essence. Whit if I rowed ashore and sought the help o pilots tae guide us oot the meenit this damned weather chainges? I’m nae a stranger tae they islands and ken yin or twa weel respectit folk. I’m shair they’ll want tae help.”

Argyll’s eyes lit up. “Weel thocht Spencer.” He summoned the captain and explained the plan.

“As ye wish, sir.”

A dinghy was lowered. A rope ladder followed.

Spencer ran to his cabin and returned wearing a thick coat to climb onto the rope ladder and almost slid down to the tiny skiff below.

Argyll leant over the ship’s rail to wave as his volunteer disappeared into the mist then hurried below to tell his colleagues the good news.

“Hoo cud ye?” A row of angry faces glared at him. “Withoot a word tae yer Cooncil o War? They kinda decisions are nae for yersel.”

Argyll hadn’t expected this reaction. He was stunned. This was not a good omen and they’d hardly begun.
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The Black Bull in Lesmahagow was a busy inn catering for John Graham’s locally based platoon. David Davidson, the innkeeper, did his best to satisfy ten hungry men after a day in the saddle. Jessie MacPhail, the cook, was expected to turn out decent food day after day for the troopers she considered to be her enemy.

Tonight John Graham himself had arrived unannounced and no doubt expected a good meal to end his day.

Luckily one of Davidson’s customers had offered a deer haunch against his debt on the drinks slate. The tempting smell of perfectly roasted venison and golden potatoes now filled the kitchen.

The large piece of venison had been rested, cut into as many slices as possible and was now sitting in the low oven surrounded by onion gravy.

Davidson bustled in. “The commander ordered his meal on the table by eight. Thur’s only meenits left. Is ivverythin ready? An ah hope ye’re mindin that the troopers will be eatin here in the side-room an nae in thur usual billet?”

“Whit a fuss,” Jessie nodded. “Aw so the great man an his sergeant can eat by themsels. But nae fear. The ither twa lassies will serve the men, keep them sweet. Ah’ll see tae yer commander.”

“Mind an keep yer tongue atween yer teeth. Ah want nae bother.”

“On ye go.” Jessie flapped a dish-towel at him. “See tae yer drouthy customers an dinna fash aboot me.”

John Graham of Claverhouse and Sergeant Bennet sat in the platoon dining-room and watched Jessie MacPhail arrive with a loaded tray.

“Guid evenin, sirs. Yer denner.” She laid the tray on the table and placed a covered tureen before them. “Barley soup an a hot bap.” She lifted the lid, ladled steaming soup into two large china bowls then handed each a linen napkin wrapped round a large spoon. “Tak yer time. Ring the bell when ye’re ready. It’s roast venison nixt.”

Clavers smiled at her flushed face. “Ye feed this platoon raither weel.”

“We dae oor best.” She ducked into the dark hall and pulled the door shut.

Behind her she heard Bennet say, “Ye’ll enjoy Mistress MacPhail’s cookin. She nivver disappoints.”

She smiled at the compliment then stiffened as he added, “Ye mentioned an invasion, sir. Is that whit yer Privy Cooncil meetin wis aboot?”

Invasion? Jessie stiffened. Whit invasion?

When she returned with the venison under its silver cover she moved the empty soup bowls and tureen to the end of the table. “Richt sirs.” Four perfect slices were arranged on each fine china plate, the best that Davidson kept for important customers.

The two men continued to talk as she offered them heaped ashets of vegetables, a small jug of onion gravy, and a small bowl of redcurrant jelly.

She caught, “Argyll, landed in Islay on 17th May, will attempt to march south.” Then came, “The Privy Cooncil are confident we can stop this jacked-up eedjit afore ower muckle blood is spilt.”

Neither man seemed aware of her slowly removing the main-course plates and side-dishes.

The pudding was cherry pie and cream. Finally they were offered two crystal glasses and a full brandy bottle.

“Perfect.” Clavers folded his linen napkin. “Thank Maister Davidson.”

“Ah will, sir.”

Clavers lifted his glass for a toast. “The great earl husna the support he hoped for. Preacher Renwick and his rebels are refusing tae join him. Amen tae that.”

“Whit aboot yon declaration twa weeks ago in Sanquhar? It caused an awfy fuss.”

“Mibbe so -” Clavers shook his head “- but my information confirms that Renwick is intent on daing his ain thing. He hus nae time for Argyll, still blames him for the death o his hero Cargill a while back. Ay. It maks it easier for us when oor enemies canna agree. And of course ther wis word yesterday that Renwick is back in the district. Micht be oor chance tae nail him afore he causes ony mair bother.”

Jessie almost dropped the plates she was stacking on the tray.

Clavers took a sip of brandy. “Wi that in mind I suggest ye tak the platoon oot early in the morning, search each farm frae here tae Coalburn. Day aifter ye can check by Waterside and on towards Strathaven. He’s mibbe being harboured nearby, jist waiting for us tae pounce.”

“Ay sir.” Bennet sounded less than enthusiastic.

“Ivverythin tae yer likin gentlemen?” Jessie lifted the heavy tray.

“Indeed mistress.” Clavers nodded. “Ye did us weel. Thank ye.”

Jessie gave a quick curtsy and turned away.

Back in the kitchen her mind was in a whirl. Whit if Renwick’s somewhaur nearby bidin wi yin o the farmers? They need tae ken.

She ran through to the tap-room, scanned the crowded space then pushed her way towards one man in particular. “A word Maister Whyte. Ye need tae hear this.”

“Chris sakes. Are ye shair?” John Whyte’s bleary eyes soon cleared at Jessie’s whispers.

“Of coorse ah’m shair. Ah jist heard Clavers tell his sergeant. Folk need tae be warned. Yer farm’s the nearest. Ye cud pass the word tae yer neebor. They can dae the same. Yin tae anither. On an on. Nae time wasted. That way ivvery farm kens whit’s comin afore mornin an dae whit’s needed tae shield the preacher.”

Whyte crammed on his bunnet and almost ran outside.

Davidson noticed how Jessie had sought out John Whyte and how the man had reacted. “Whit’s up?” He caught her arm as she passed on her way back to the kitchen.

“It’ll keep.” She freed herself. “An naw ah didna upset yer precious Claverhoose nor his sergeant.”

“Whit is it then?” Davidson followed her.

Once in the kitchen she signalled for him to close the door then told him what she’d heard.

“God sakes, wummin.” Davidson’s face paled. “Whit wur ye thinkin aboot? Whit if the commander guessed ye wur listenin?”

“Why wud he?” Jessie snapped. “The likes o masel disna merit a second thocht. A mere naethin whae cooks an clears up ahint her betters. Ma concern is yon young preacher. Ah’ve heard him speak. Agree wi ivvery word an want tae keep him safe so he can strengthen the resistance against this ill government. In case ye’ve forgotten, they deils are oor enemies.”

Davidson shook his head and returned to his noisy tap-room while Jessie began to wash up a pile of dirty dishes.

The platoon was up early next morning. Breakfast was quick. One bannock and a wedge of cheese were poor substitute for their usual eggs and ham on a thick slice of bread. Still hungry they set out on the day’s orders. The military were about to inspect each farm between the village and far out Cumberhead.

First off was the Neuck. Here they almost battered down the farmhouse door before being admitted. John Whyte had followed Jessie’s instructions. Every farm on the list knew what to expect.

It took an hour to pick through the house, the barn, the byre, the stable, and several outhouses. Nothing suspicious was found. There was no evidence of the man they were after, only the great farm gander banging against one of the shed doors to be let out.

When the Whyte family were questioned they looked blank, insisted they’d never heard of a James Renwick let alone have any idea where he might be. Bennet’s patience was tested to the limit and this was only the first farm on his list.

The reception was worse at Auchlochan. Old Mistress Broun stood at the front door of her grand house and glared at the platoon. “Whit are ye aifter this morning?”

Sergeant Bennet saluted. “We suspect a runawa against the king micht be hidin aboot here.”

The old lady leant forward on her ebony stick. “Ye came here afore alang wi a raither high-handed trooper. I believe he’s nae langer wi us. Met an unfortunate end.”

“Indeed.” Bennet nodded. “Deid an buried. Noo, can we git on Mistress? We huv orders tae search yer property as weel as a wheen ithers.”

“I’ll git ma heid-man Harrison tae show ye roond.”

“Nae need,” Bennet insisted.

“Ah but ay. Ivverything is locked up. Harrison has the keys. Dangerous and unpredictable times, sergeant. We canna be ower carefu. I’m shair ye understaund.”

Several minutes passed before Harrison appeared to conduct them from one locked building to another. Again nothing seemed out of place. Nothing looked suspicious.

They returned to the house to find the old lady still waiting by her front door. “I tak it ivverything is in order?”

“Ay Maam,” Bennet admitted. “Jist yin mair thing. Whit aboot James Renwick?”

“James Renwick.” Mistress Broun frowned. “The name isna familiar. Shud it be?”

“A rebel preacher. On the run. He’s been seen in this area.”

“A rebel. Why wud we ken ocht aboot sic a man? Ye ken fine that we need tae be a carefu family since oor ain dear son wis listed as a rebel. Why wud we court ony mair trouble?”

An ye’re playin me fur a fool. Bennet gritted his teeth and returned to his waiting horse.

As they passed through Auchlochan’s gates one of the men called out, “This is a waste o time.”

Bennet turned in his saddle. “Tell that tae the commander an see whit he says.”

The man lowered his voice. “It’s still a waste o time.”

Bennet pointed at the man. “Orders are orders. Whit Clavers wants Clavers gits. An jist mind he’s nae yin tae tolerate disobedience.”

No more was said. The men carried out the searches as instructed and tried to ignore the obvious hostility.

The platoon was relieved to arrive at the final farm on the list. After this they were free to gallop back to their billet.

South Cumberhead stood high at the top of a long slope. It gave a wide view across the fields and moor. Bennet admired the position and tidy layout. A fine place. Nae chance o sneakin up here. Ah dare say oor ivvery step hus been observed fur miles back. He jumped down from his horse to meet another unpleasant reception and more locked doors.

Thank Chriss that’s ower, Bennet sighed to himself as the platoon trotted down the long beech-lined drive.

Whit a trail o resentment. As if a trooper’s life isna hard enoch. He turned to glance at the expressions following him and suddenly had an idea. He stood up in the stirrups and shouted, “Last yin back tae the billet buys us aw a pitcher o ale.”

With a loud whoop the men took off as if their lives depended on being first to reach the village. By the time they reined up in the church square their dark mood was gone.

Clavers stood at the stable door and frowned at the sweating beasts. “Tails on fire it seems.”

Bennet saluted. “The men needed tae let aff steam aifter a terrible day. We visited each farm like ye said. Each yin wis as difficult as the nixt. An nae sign o ony preacher.” Bennet hesitated. “They seemed ready tae gie us a hard time. As if they’d been warned aboot us.”

Clavers pursed his lips then turned and hurried in the door of the inn.

David Davidson looked up from serving a customer. His expression changed at the sight of the commander. “Sir. Whit can ah dae fur ye?”

“Whaur is yon lass as served oor dinner last nicht?”

“Ye mean Jessie?” Davidson stuttered. “She’s in the kitchen seein tae yer meal fur the nicht.”

Clavers brushed past Davidson, almost ran down the dark little hall and burst into the kitchen where Jessie was cutting vegetables for a stew.

She looked up and seemed surprised to see the commander.

“Indeed mistress.” Clavers gave her a long hard stare. “I must congratulate ye. Ye’ve played yer game richt weel an caused ma men a difficult day while going aboot their lawful duty.”

“A game?” Jessie laid down the knife. “Ah’m jist a hard workin wummin wi nae time fur ony game.”

“Ye’re a smart yin, I’ll grant ye.” Clavers grey eyes dared her to look away. “But ye’ve hud yer fun. Frae noo on ye bide in this kitchen. Nae serving at table. Dae ye hear me? In the kitchen.”

“Whitivver ye say, sir.” Jessie picked up her knife and continued cutting the vegetables.

Clavers gave her another glare, turned to leave and bumped into Davidson hovering in the doorway. He grabbed the man’s arm, pointed at Jessie. “She mibbe cooks weel but that’s nae aw she’s guid at. Mak shair she bides in this kitchen whaur she canna strain her lugs aifter maitters as dinna concern her.” He pushed Davidson into the room, slammed the door shut and stamped away.

Davidson rounded on Jessie. “Did ah nae warn ye?”

“Whitivver. It wis worth it.”

“Ah hope ye’re richt.” Davidson shook his head and let her be.

Next morning the platoon continued searching other farms, first by Waterside and then towards the Strathaven road. Hostility was the same but they were well used to it.

Bennet reported this to the commander who simply nodded.

“Whaur’s Jessie?” Bennet blinked when a different girl appeared with the evening meal.

“Confined tae her kitchen. On my orders.” Clavers smiled. “She has dangerous lugs. Mind ye, the richt persuasion cud chainge that.”

Bennet stiffened. “Ah’m surprised, sir. She aye seems a straight furrit lass. Nae side aboot her. Whit ye see is whit ye git.”

“Careful, sergeant. Soonds lik ye’re only seeing whit ye want tae see.”

Bennet flushed and concentrated on eating his food.

Jessie was washing the dinner dishes when she heard a soft tap at the door. She glanced round as the door opened.

“Guid evening mistress. May I compliment ye on anither excellent meal.”

Her eyes widened as she took in the handsome face surrounded with long dark curls. “Thank ye sir. Thur’s nae need. Ah hope the table service wis up tae standard.”

“Maist efficient. Not a meenit wasted. Plates doon afore we ate. Aifterwards the lassie cleared the plates and left.” A pair of grey eyes seemed to be laughing at her.

“We dae oor best. Ah’m gled ye approve. If that’s aw, sir, ah must feenish the dishes an git thru tae the tap-room. It’s busy the nicht.”

Clavers stepped into the room. “A meenit is aw I need.”

“As ye wish, sir.” She wiped her hands on the sackcloth towel.

“Admit it, mistress.” Clavers came closer. “Ye thocht ye’d bested me.” He sounded amused. “Nae way ma dear. Nae wi John Graham.”

Jessie gripped the edge of the sink rim and held her breath.

“Ye’re a bricht lass. Yin wi initiative. Whit if ye aised it for a different purpose?” A mocking smile dared her to answer. “Here. Sit doon and listen tae a wee suggestion.” He pulled a chair out from the table.

Jessie sat down and tried to look defiant.

“Jist think hoo usefu yer ability cud be.” Clavers cupped one hand under her chin and forced her to look up. “A fine pair o lugs listening and naebody guessing.”

She closed her eyes.

“Aw types come intae a place lik this. They talk aboot this and that and the ither. Tongues loosen aifter a mug or twa o ale. God kens whit micht slip oot. And if ye happen tae hear...” He paused. “Of course, sic ability wud bring its ain reward. Information is lik gold tae the richt man.” A shiny new merk dropped on the table. “Open yer een. Tak a guid luk. Hoo lang dis it tak yersel tae earn yin o they?” A second landed, then a third. “Is that nae a nice wee prize and easily earned?” He allowed the bright silver to sit a moment then scooped up the little pile. “Of course it’s up tae yersel. But jist suppose ye turn doon my offer.” The coins jingled as he put them back in his pocket. “Dinna expect the likes o John Graham tae ignore yer trickery against the law. A sair crime, so it is. Sair enoch tae justify a stiff sentence.”

“Whit dae ye mean?”

“Hoo dis five years as an indentured servant in the colonies appeal? Ye huv tae git ther first tho. It’s a lang journey thru rough seas, stuck in a ship’s hold wi ither felons, haurly onything tae eat or drink.”

“Ye c-c-cannna dae th-th-that.”

“Ah but ay?” He leant closer. “So whae is a sheriff in his ain richt wi authority tae gie oot ony sentence he pleases? Whae whiles sits on the bench at Lanark Court, whaur ye’d go ma bonnie lass?” His lips almost brushed against her ears. “Think aboot it. Tak yer time. Aifter dinner the morn will dae fine for an answer.” He patted her arm and was gone.

She heard the confident tap of well-heeled boots cross the little courtyard between the inn and the militarybillet.

Jessie concentrated on washing the dishes and tried to ignore the voice ringing in her head. Nae yer ain folk. Ye jist canna. By the time everything was washed, dried, and back in the cupboard she knew that voice was right.

Mind full of wild thoughts she reached behind the door for her coat and crept out the back way rather than meet Davidson.

Five minutes later she was outside the door of her tiny cottage fumbling with the key. Once inside she’d sit down and think, really think.

“Mistress MacPhail?” A whisper from the nearest close made her jump.

“Whae is it?”

“It’s me. Sergeant Bennet.” A stocky shape appeared.

“Hus yer deil o a maister sent ye tae gloat?”

“Quite the opposite. Gie me a chance an ah’ll explain. But nae oot here in case onybody spies me.”

The word stung. Hit home. Jessie turned the key, opened the door and signalled for him to follow.

Even in the half-dark she sensed no aggression as the man stood just inside as if waiting for permission to come into her private space. “Whit is it?” she snapped. “Oot wi it then on yer way.”

“Ah’m here tae warn ye,” Bennet began, “dinna tak the commander or his threats lightly. He kens whit ye did. Noo he’s set on gettin his ain back an expectin tae stert ye as yin o his intelligencers.”

“Dinna utter that word in ma hoose. Ah’ve nae intention.”

“Ah guessed as much. It’s why ah’m here.”

Jessie went to the window and closed the shutters, lit a small candle and placed it on the table. “Richt, sit doon.” She pointed at the nearest chair. Ah’ll staund till ah decide if ah want tae listen.”

“As ye ken ah’m a trooper, yin o Clavers’ men.”

“Mair fool ye. Whit aboot it?”

“As a reglar wi a contract ah’m entitled tae a uniform, board an lodgin an a fine horse. Ma pairt o the deal is obeyin orders, guid or bad withoot question. But takin the king’s shillin disna mean it’s hoo ah really am. Hoo ah think. Whit ah’m sayin is, ah’m nae yer enemy.”

“Wearin yer red coat, harassin decent folk whae deny this ill government? Ah dinna think sae. Onyway, hoo dae ah come intae aw this?”

“Ye’re needin a way oot afore the commander comes tae see ye the morn’s nicht.”

“On ye go.” Jessie stiffened.

“Thru the years ma situation hus allooed me tae pit ma siller by fur the future. Ma brother did the same. He wis in Dalziel’s regiment.”

“Yon’s anither deil.”

“Ay. Thur’s a wheen o thaim aboot. Whit ah’m tryin tae tell ye is atween us we hud enoch siller as tae buy oorsels a pub in Glesca.”

“An whit?” Jessie still sounded puzzled.

“Ma brither’s contract wis up in March. That’s when we bocht the place. Ma term feenishes at Michaelmas. Aifter that ah can please masel. In the meantime ma brither is seein tae things. He sent me a letter the ither day suggestin we shud offer meals. He says thur’s guid money in it if we hud the richt cook.” He coughed. “A wheen customers huv been askin. That’s whaur ye come in.”

Jessie gaped at Bennet.

He nodded. “Luk at it this way, ye’re in a pickle. Ah’m in a poseetion tae offer ye a way oot as weel as dain masel a guid turn. An mind that time isna on yer side. Ye need tae pack yer bags an be gone afore mornin. Aince in the toun naebody kens whae ye are or whaur ye came frae. Mind ye, anither name micht be an idea.”

“Lik whit?”

“Whit aboot yer mither’s name?”

“It wis Sophie Black.”

“Ther’s a coincidence.” Bennet grinned. “Oor pub’s the Black Sheep. Sophie Black frae the Black Sheep. Soonds neat.”

“Ah’m certainly a black sheep. Only thing is,” she gave Bennet a hard stare, “ye’re a trooper. The kind o man ah’ve learnt tae dislike wi a passion. Why shud ah trust ye?”

“Ivverythin ah’ve said is true. When ah read ma brither’s letter it wis yer name ah thocht o. In fact ah wis conseederin hoo tae approach ye when this wee stramash wi the commander kicked aff. Ah jaloused ye’d say naw tae his proposeetion. As weel as that ah ken fine whit the consequences wud be so here ah am takin a chance.”

Jessie chewed her lips. “Ah need a meenit tae git ma haundle roond this.”

They sat in silence for several minutes then came her questions. “Whaur aboots in the toun is this Black Sheep? Whit’s yer brither’s name? Whit dae ah say tae him when ah meet him? An dinna fash, ah’ll git ther nae bother. Ma brither Gus is the village carrier. He travels intae Glesca each Wednesday. Wednesday’s the morn, isn’t it?”

“Perfect.” Bennet looked relieved. “Ma brither’s name is Jacob. Ah’m Peter. Oor place is in a wee lane near the Tron. Plenty passin trade. If ye huv writin material ah’ll write yer introduction. In fact ah’ll say ye’re hired, suggest his wife gies ye a wee room till ye’re settled.”

Jessie opened the table drawer, produced a thick sheet of paper, a small bottle of black ink, and a little quill pen. “Hoo dae ah git paid?”

“We’ll meet whitivver Davidson pays. Cash in haund at the end o each week. Aince yer cookin pues in mair customers we’ll see ye richt.” He moved to the table, sat down and began to write the promised letter. Jessie watched the words become lines; words and lines she could never have dreamed of only an hour ago.

Instructions complete Bennet signed his name, waited till the ink seemed dry, folded the paper and handed it to Jessie. “A guid nicht’s work fur us baith.” He offered a large rough hand. “Agreed?”

“Ay.” Jessie clasped his hand.

Bennet slipped away from the little house and took the precaution of a short walk by the Nethan before returning another way to his billet.

Early next morning Gus MacPhail was about to unlock the door of his stable in the church square when he almost tripped over two large bags stacked against it.

“Thur mine,” a familiar voice whispered behind him. “Ah want a lift intae toun.”

He turned to see his sister grinning at him. “Whit are ye up tae? Is it nae aboot time tae stert yer work?”

“Ah’ve ither plans.”

Gus shook his head and pushed the bags to the side before opening the big double door. “In ye come an tell be aboot it.”

“It’ll keep till wur on the road. Plenty time then tae tell ye a wee story ye cudna mak up.”

Gus shrugged and busied himself feeding Victor then brushing him down before putting on the heavy harness.

“Ah didna ken this wis as complicatit.” Jessie sat on the front passenger seat of the cart watching Gus fix the harness to the cart shafts.

“If it’s nae richt Victor disna feel richt an ah jist need tae dae it again.”

“Whit a fuss ower a horse.”

“He’s vital tae ma business, familiar wi ma delivery route, kens it as weel as masel. Withoot him ah wudna git roond sae easy.” He took the reins, ready to lead Victor out the door when Jessie signalled stop. “Whit is it noo?”

“Ah need tae jook ablo the hap. Ah want tae bide oota sicht till wur weel awa frae the village.”

Before Gus could answer she disappeared then a muffled voice said, “An mind ah’m nae here.”

Without turning Gus said, “If ye say so.”

The horse and cart was edging into the quiet main street when David Davidson appeared in the inn doorway and called out, “Huv ye seen yer Jessie this mornin?”

Gus half turned in his seat. “Why shud ah?”

“She husna turned up fur work. Yin o the ither lassies is cookin breakfast fur the troopers.”

“Maist like she’s jist slept in.” Gus shook his head and clicked the reins. Victor obediently broke into a gentle trot.

“Ah thocht ye said the cook here nivver disappointed.” John Graham frowned at his dinner plate.

“So ah did,” Bennet nodded. “Mibbe yin o the ithers is on duty. It micht be Jessie’s nicht aff.”

“Nicht aff?” John Graham banged up from his chair and hurried from the room.

Wait for it, Bennet warned himself.

Minutes later angry footsteps clattered back along the hall then the commander’s flushed face appeared. “Nae Jessie. Anither lass is in the kitchen.”

“Ah did say it micht be her nicht aff.”

“I hud a word wi Davidson. She’s nae been in aw day. He went roond tae her hoose. Nae sign. Door locked.” Clavers’ cheeks grew red as if he was about to give in to his famous temper.

“Mind whit ye tellt me aboot signin her up as an intelligencer? Mibbe she’s ower feart. Mibbe she’s run awa raither than face ye. She’ll nae huv got far. Ah’ll gang thru tae the tap-room an ask.”

“Leave it be. They villagers wudna gie awa a bird’s nest.” Clavers gave a harsh laugh. He lifted a brandy bottle from the dining-table and filled two glasses. “Here.” He offered one to Bennet. “Whiles ye win whiles ye lose. Nae in my nature tho. And nae whit I expected. And if ivver...” He shook his head and took a long gulp of brandy.
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​Chapter 3
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It was a warm day. The warmest for some time. John Steel was enjoying a walk by the Logan Burn; ahead lay a deep pool formed by the Logan and Nethan coming together. Sheltered by tall trees and lush vegetation the water was dappled and shady. Perfect to try and outwit a wily trout. And if you sat very still among the long stalks of grass you became invisible.

Ay. He smiled and quickened his pace.

John cast his line then leant back against a stout ash trunk to watch the merging streams form a wide swirl of dancing bubbles before swallowing the shiny circles into the peaty depths.

The water moved to its own rhythm, one that seemed to quieten his busy mind. Closing his eyes he trusted his carefully tied fly at the end of the line to tickle the surface of the water and entice a hungry trout to rise and snap.

Sensing the gentle surge of the pool helped him listen to its slide towards the outer edge of stones and rocks where the ground sloped down. Here the quiet water changed, eager to travel on its journey.

This reminded him of the young preaching rebel James Renwick, intent on travelling here, there and everywhere condemning king and government. Nae wunner they want tae stoap him. An yit he disna seem bothered. Jist as weel ither folk luk oot fur him. No that he wants it, as weel ah ken. An yit ah still git drawn in. He pictured the slight figure, every inch of his being set on taking the word to any who’d listen. We often disagree fur ivverythin isna jist richt or wrang an nae questions asked, nae listenin tae anither opeenion. But whae am ah tae judge? Me as acts on the spur o the moment then regrets it. At least oor preacher is consistent, nivver varies in his belief aboot bein the Lord’s servant, sent tae point oot oor weakness.

He blinked and sat up. Whit ah’m a dain? Fishin is the maitter at haund.

An hour later he’d landed three fat trout. His mood improved.

That morning Marion had more or less ordered him to go fishing. “On ye go. Ye’re hard tae thole aifter bein oot an aboot wi Maister Renwick.” She’d handed him a small pack of bread and cheese. “Time tae argue wi yersel is whit ye need. An hoor or twa fishin shud pit a smile on yer face.”

He ate his bread and cheese and enjoyed watching the sun blink through the branches and fluttering leaves. He then fished a bit more, casting his line here and there across the pool. Two more trout were landed before the changing light and shade suggested it was time to move. Tying his catch together he climbed up the bank and turned for home.

John came into the farm kitchen to find Marion sitting on the big rocking chair with young Bella on her knee. Mother and daughter rocked back and forward, lost in their own little world. It seemed a pity to disturb but Fly, who’d been stretched out on the fireside rug, wagged his tail and jumped up to welcome his master.

“Oh, it’s yersel.” Marion blinked at him. “Hud a guid day?”

“As peacefu as onybody cud wish fur.”

Bella frowned at her father. “Ah fell an skinned ma knee an needed a hug. Ah think Ma wantit yin as weel. She hud the troopers here again prowlin intae ivvery corner. Ma wis richt annoyed.”

“Wheessht Bella.”

“Ah’m jist tellin Pa.”

“Ah’ll dae the tellin.” Marion set Bella on the floor. “She’s richt tho, ah wisna best pleased. Mind ye, Fly gied us a warnin afore we heard hooves clatterin intae the yard.”

“Did they gie ye a bad time?”

“Nae mair than usual. Sergeant Bennet wis in chairge. He’s nae bad compared wi yon Crichton as pestered us fur years. Ah suspect his hert isna in this search an harass. Ah think he’s pittin on a show fur Clavers is in the village at the meenit.”

John frowned. “Ah wunner whit the commander’s aifter?”

“Bennet pressed me aboot James Renwick, said he’s supposed tae be hidin somewhaur in the district. Ah denied ony knowledge. No that he believed a word. Jist gied me a funny luk an ordered the men tae mount up. An that wis that. Mair an irritation than ony harm done. Mind ye, it’s aye a relief tae see them gallop awa.”

“We hud a veesitor aifter that,” Bella piped up. “He wis a surprise tae. Ma kens him.”

“That’s enoch,” Marion’s voice sharpened. “Awa ootside an tell yer brithers it’s jist aboot tea-time.”

“Dae ah huv tae?”

“Jist dae it young lady.”

Bella stamped out the kitchen and down the hall. The outside door banged and they heard loud calls of, “Wull, Johnnie. Whaur are ye? Tea-time!”

“Ears lik a hawk.” Marion shook her head.

“An nae a tellin in her,” John grinned. “Jist lik yersel.”

“Luk whae’s talkin.” She pursed her lips. “As it happens oor visitor wis Hugh Gillespie, the shepherd as bides by Dalquandy farm. By the luk o him it wis somethin serious so ah sent Bella oot tae play while he wis here. He brocht a letter frae Mistress Hogg at Sooth Cumberheid, askin fur advice aboot a sick veesitor.”

“Wur ye able tae help?”

“Best ah cud. But guess whae she wis askin aboot -James Renwick. Gillespie wis able tae tell me the story. Him an Maister Hogg frae Sooth Cumberheid wur in the Black Bull yisterday aifternoon an heard the troopers complainin aboot bein sent oot by Logan Hoose come mornin. Yin o they intelligencers musta tipped aff the commander aboot Renwick bein expectit ther aifter his demonstration at Sanquhar. Gillespie high-tailed ower tae Logan Hoose wi a warnin. Maister Hogg said tae tell Renwick he’d be welcome at Sooth Cumberheid. He’s aready hud an inspection an thocht thur farm wud be safe.”

“Whit went wrang?”

“Gillespie volunteered tae guide Maister Renwick an his freend across the moor in the daurk. Mibbe that’s why Renwick fell aff his horse while crossin an icy burn. He got soaked tae the skin an travellin on thru a cauld nicht didna help. He wis slumped across the beast an near unconscious by the time they reached the farm. He wisna ony better come mornin. Mistress Hogg wis feart tae send fur a doctor lest word got oot.

Ah helped her a while back when her dochter taen ill. She wis hopin ah’d ken whit wis needed. Luckily ah still hud a fever mixture Miss Elsie helped me pit thegither afore she went tae bide wi her aunt in Glesca. Yon lass is an expert wi herbs an medicine so ah hud nae hesitation in gien that tae Gillespie alang wi instructions hoo it shud be admeenistered.”

“Mibbe ah shud...”

“Bide whaur ye are.” Marion grabbed John’s wrist. “Mistress Hogg is mair than able tae luk aifter James Renwick. Nae doubt she’ll let me ken when he improves. Aifter that ye can think aboot gangin up by an see fur yersel. An mind nae volunteerin fur onythin.”

“Soonds lik ye’ve hud a busy day while ah wis enjoyin masel by the watter’s edge.”

“So ah did. Gillespie wis haurly awa when oor Gavin arrived wi twa bags o floor ah ordered last week. Altho ah say it masel ma brither hus turned oot tae be a guid miller. Plenty folk talk aboot hoo he grinds the grain sae weel. Oh, an he hud news as weel.”

“Guid or bad?”

“Hard tae say. First aff he tellt me that Jessie MacPhail hus disappeared. Nae sign fur twa days. Maister Davidson at the Black Bull is dementit. Naebody cooks as weel as her an him wi aw they troopers tae feed ivvery day. Clavers is ther at the meenit addin tae the bother. That micht be the reason Jessie hus made hersel scarce. He’s easy displeased wi a temper tae match. Ye ken hoo ootspoken Jessie can be. An we aw ken hoo she detests the military. Or mibbe she’s awa on a veesit withoot lettin on. She must git scunnered in yon kitchen ivvery day withoot a brek. Whitivver the reason it’s the talk o the village alang wi a rumour aboot some invasion agin the government. An army is supposed tae huv landed up north an mairchin sooth as we speak. The Earl o Argyll is said tae be the leader.”

John frowned. “Nae that lang ago Argyll wis in the government. Whit’s he up tae? Wunner if he’ll reach oot tae James Renwick? He’ll nivver support the likes o Argyll, hus aye blamed him fur bein ahint Donald Cargill’s execution. Politics is a complicatit game.”

“An the likes o us aye git the worst o it. Ay. An it’s happenin tae ma pair brither. Hector Flannigan as owns Craigheid Mill deid last week. His son cam by tae tell Gavin that he’s nae interestit in keepin the place. He’s pittin it up fur sale. Gavin hus worked hard buildin up the business. Noo he’s worried in case whaeivver buys the mill hus his ain man tae run it. He’s wishin he hud enoch siller tae pit in an offer.”

“Gavin is guid at whit he dis. Nane better. He’ll be aricht.” John smiled. “Ah’ll tell him that when ah gang doon by Waterside later an see hoo thur lukin aifter ma Juno.”

“Yersel an yon horse.”

“An why no?” John held out the five trout he’d caught. “But first hoo aboot fryin they fur the bairns’ tea?”

John had almost crossed the field nearest to Waterside farm when a sudden musket shot made him dive flat into the grass. As he did a large dog fox leapt over him then raced under the hedge, crossed the burn and headed up the moorland slope.

The orange brush tail was almost out of sight by the time he sat up to find his brother-in-law walking towards him holding a smoking musket.

He grinned at John’s shocked face. “Ah’d nae idea ye wur close by when ah saw yon bugger aboot tae loup intae
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