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TWO SCOTTISH FRIENDS, Robert McAllen and Duncan McDonald, attempt to make their way back home after suffering defeat during the time of the Jacobite uprising of 1745. 

Often referred to as "The 'Forty-Five", the uprising was the attempt by Charles Edward Stuart to regain the English throne for the exiled House of Stuart and recreate an absolute monarchy in the Kingdom of Great Britain. The action occurred during the War of the Austrian Succession when most of the English Army was on the European continent. Charles Edward Stuart, commonly known as "Bonnie Prince Charlie" or "the Young Pretender," sailed to Scotland and raised the Jacobite standard at Glenfinnan in the Scottish Highlands, where he was supported by a gathering of Highland clansmen. The march south began with an initial victory at Prestonpans near Edinburgh. The Jacobite army, now in bold spirits, marched onwards to Carlisle, over the border in England. When it reached Derby, some English divisions were recalled from the Continent and the Jacobite army retreated north to Inverness where the last battle on Scottish soil took place on a nearby moor at Culloden. The Battle of Culloden ended with the final defeat of the Jacobite cause, and with Charles Edward Stuart fleeing with a price on his head. His wanderings in the northwest Highlands and Islands of Scotland in the summer months of 1746, before finally sailing to permanent exile in France, have become an era of Scottish history that is steeped in romance.

However, Charlie was not the only wanderer, and this tale deals with another journey.
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"THAT FROM AND AFTER the First Day of August 1747, no man or boy within that part of Great Britain called Scotland, other than such as shall be employed as Officers and Soldiers of His Majesty's Forces, shall on any pretext whatsoever, wear or put on the clothes, commonly called Highland clothes (that is to say) the Plaid, Philabeg, or little kilt, Trowes, Shoulder-Belts, or any part whatever of what peculiarly belongs to the Highland Garb; and that no tartan or party-coloured plaid or stuff shall be used for Great coats or upper coats, and if any such person shall presume after the first said day of August, to wear or put on the aforesaid garments or any part of them, every person so offending.... shall be liable to be transported to any of His Majesty's plantations beyond the seas, there to remain for the space of seven years."

Robert reached out, took hold of the parchment tacked onto the wall of the wayside house and tore it away. “Damned Sassies,” he muttered.

“What’s that mean, Robbie?” Duncan asked, “Are we supposed to amble home bare-scud, nothing twix me an’ me lads but the wind?”

“Look, Dunc,” Robert growled, crumpling the proclamation in his fist, “Charlie’s hightailing his pretty arse into the heather, leaving you and me to fend for ourselves. No jobby sassy’s going tell me or mine we can’t wear the plaid any more than he’s going get a Donald to wed a Campbell.”

Duncan, a member of said Donald clan growled, “Aye, that be true.”

Robert looked up at the Inn’s sign, swinging in the breeze. “Sard, but I need a drink.”

Both Robert and Duncan towered over the average folk trudging about the village of Dalvourn, a tiny spot nestled into the moors southeast of Inverness. Many of the townsfolk bore the look of the people who lived in the region centuries ago when the Norsemen first arrived, a smaller, slightly darker type than the blue-eyed giants in their longboats.

Being Highlanders, both men wore their wealth, and their weapons, as well as the tartan of their clan. A silver button here and there, a jewel set into the pommel of a dirk, a claymore or the sgian-dubh, the black knife, tucked into hose or hidden beneath an arm. The pattern on the plaid was dark, carrying with it the colors found in the heather-covered moors and hills of the highlands. Secured with a heavy belt, their kilts hung to just the knees and the broad sash was secured with a large broach of embossed silver showing the thistle of Scotland. Duncan carried a ridiculously large-bladed half-moon ax as well as a pair of dirks set into a harness on his back. Robert, slightly taller but not as massive through the back and shoulders as his friend, bore one of the Scottish greatswords on his back and a full brace of knives on his belt, running back from both sides of his sporran. Both of his hosen showed the bulge of a black knife.

Duncan had the reddish blonde hair associated with his Norse heritage while Robert’s hair was black and had a slight wave. Both Highlanders’ eyes were a deep sapphire blue.

As they pushed through the door to the inn, ducking to avoid running into the heavy black beams of the low ceiling, Robert roared out, “Ale! Or by God, I’ll find it myself!”

Almost all of the tables in the Inn’s room were occupied and the combined scents of sweat, bad breath, and poor cooking filled the air. The Innkeeper, a fat man with too many chins and too little hair bobbled from behind his counter and leaped for the large barrel behind him, pitcher in hand.

Duncan pushed past a diner busy with bread and stew, saying, “I’ll be needing a bite or two along with that drink, pubkeep.”

Stammering yessirs and apologies, the nervous innkeeper filled the pitcher as he ordered a woman, possibly a wife or daughter, to get the food.

Seeing that the two clansmen were only interested in much the same as they were, the rest of the Inn’s patrons went back to minding their own affairs. Shortly, both Robert and Duncan were served, after Robert asked the two villagers at a nearby table if they might not be more comfortable joining some of their friends.

Duncan dipped a chunk of the coarse dark bread into his stew and took a huge bite. From around the mouthful, he remarked, “I like this place. The people are nice and polite.”

“Aye,” Robert said, draining off most of his ale in one pull and then reaching for the pitcher, “That they are.”

They sat there for a while, silently eating and drinking and then Robert said, “Dunc, can I ask ye something?”

Duncan, his mouth still full nodded and said, “Umhmph.”

Robert nodded back and then asked, “What happened? Why’d we lose?”

“Ah,” Duncan said, after swallowing and washing down the last bit of stew with his own long pull. “Robbie, lad. You an’ me, we was having a grand time, loping heads and making new holes for them English asses, but we was outnumbered, laddie. You dinna see the sort young Charlie had about him? Pensioners and babies man! An’ them outnumbered ten to one. A hope in hell, we didn’t have, not one. That’s what happened, an’ now we’ve got them bloody lobsters marching about telling good folk how to dress.”

Robert grunted and signaled for a fresh pitcher.

As the innkeeper was working the spigot, the door to the inn opened, letting in a trio of English soldiers.

Robert saw them, growled an obscenity and began to push himself up from the table.

Duncan reached out, and with a steady, gentle but irresistible pressure, forced his friend back down. “Ah ah, Robbie. The last thing we need is to be chased through the moors by them fanny baws an’ their friends.”

Robert gave the soldiers one last glare and then nodded and settled back into place. “Aye,” he grumbled, “You’re probably right.”

“Well, what do we have here,” a high-pitched voice called out, “A couple of Porridge dribblers. My, my, don’t they ever throw out the trash in this horrid country?

Robert growled again and this time Duncan was unable to keep him seated. 

“The only trash I’m smelling sassy is what just walked in,” he grated.

The two redcoats with the one who spoke up scowled and muttered at their friend. He brushed off an imaginary speck of dirt and replied, “Oh, look, some of them have actually been trained to mimic speech. Isn’t that marvelous!”

The trio snickered and chuckled, enjoying the insult.

One of the others added, “Seems to me they lost their manners with their country. The only thing I’ve seen around this kennel that’s accommodating are the bitches these dogs run with.”

Duncan put a hand on Robert’s arm as the latter was reaching for the pommel of his sword. “Ease up, Robbie, that thing’s too long to be swinging it in here, ye’ll like as not twain the pupkeep as anything, an’ I’ll be wanting a refill.”

He stood up, eased the ax in its sling and worked his way through the tables toward the redcoats. Stopping just an arm’s length from the young men, he pointed back to his friend, “Laddie, me and Robbie here were there with mostly old men and boys and even then the only reason you whallupers won is you outnumbered us ten to one, and most of them wasn’t much of a fight.  Now, iffn you want a bit of a tussle, me an’ Robbie is only too happy to accommodate, but I only see three of ya. Calling our lassies bitches is calling for blood, but seeing I’m a peaceable man, I’ll give ya a chance to apologize. Now,” he leaned in, “Do you care to rephrase that?”

The redcoat officer who’d spoken first blanched white with rage and drew his sword, a thin-bladed weapon meant for dueling. Snarling a curse he swung it at Duncan’s head.

The large Highlander hadn’t moved once he started talking and both of his hands remained rested on his belt. As the redcoat swung his blade, Duncan’s right hand blurred and then a clanging snap sounded through the inn’s room. The redcoat yelped and fell back holding his hand, his sword lay in two pieces on the inn’s floor.

“Ya daft bampot,” Duncan muttered, “Only a whallupin’ redcoat’d bring a sword to an ax fight.”

“I’ll be having that apology, now,” Robert said, looming up from behind Duncan.

Two of the redcoats mumbled something under their breath.

Duncan reached out, took the one who seemed their leader by the front of his coat and lifted him off the floor with one hand, “What was that sassy? I dinna hear ye quite clear.”

Behind him came the silken song of the great sword being drawn. Robert’s answering growl had death dripping from each word, “Leave off Dunc, they’re not worth teaching.”

Duncan shook the Redcoat as if he was an ill-mannered dog, “Now look what ye done, he’s lost his temper an’ spoiled me supper. Iffn you lot is still here by the time I’ve counted to five, I’ll be leaving you to his tender mercies.”

He dropped the nearly babbling officer, who fell to the floor, a dark stain spreading across the front of his white trousers.

Robert snarled, “Aye. Move out of the way, Dunc, I’ve some harvesting needing to be done. This crop of barley needs its heads removed.”

The two redcoats with the officer were frozen with fear as if suddenly finding out the supposedly crippled bear they were teasing was in fact, healthy, huge and hungry.

Duncan slipped the ax back into its sling and then spread his hands, “Well lads, looks like I ain’t counting. I tried to help ye, I really did, but I suppose some is just too dumb to learn. I hope the angels is kind to ye on yer journey.” He turned to step out of the way.

“No! No, please, don’t kill us!” The two redcoat soldiers held up their hands as they backed up, only to find the bar behind them.

Robert growled the sound an angry animal makes, and then he grated, “If you fanny baws ain’t out of my sight before the pubkeep fills my drink, you’ll all be waking up in hell.”

The three English soldiers left at speed. The officer didn’t even make it all the way off of his hands and feet before he was out the door. After it shut, the room was quiet enough to hear individual heartbeats.

Robert sighed, “Well,” he said, “That’s rung the church bell sure as anything. Pubkeep!” He roared, “Where’s my drink!?”

Duncan scratched his beard, “An’ bring me more stew... an ale,” he called raising a finger. “Why’d you let ‘em go, Robbie?” he asked, “I knows how you feels about them turds.”

Robert drank off a good portion of his ale and slapped the tankard onto the table, ignoring the splash it made. “Well,” he said, belching, “I’ll tell you, Duncan. I just couldn’t stand the thought of ruining your appetite.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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IT TOOK A THIRD HELPING of stew before Duncan was ready to admit he was full. Robert sipped a bit more ale and shook his head. “Dunc,” He said, “I have no idea how a man can eat like you and not be too big to fit his kilt.”

Mopping up the last of the gravy with the last of his bread, “Duncan replied, with a grin, “I’m a growing boy, Robbie. Ye dinna know that?”

Robert nodded and then sighed, “Ahh, but I miss my home, Dunc. I look around and all I see is trees, sheep an’ heather. I miss the fog, I miss the sea. Laddie, I miss Wick.”

Duncan drained the last of his ale and belched. Loud and long.

Robert’s left eyebrow rose in appreciation.

“Aye,” Duncan said, tracing a finger through the spilled ale on the tabletop, “but iffn I don’t miss me guess, Wick is that way,” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder, “On the other side of Inverness along with most of his Majesty’s lobsters.”

Robert spat, “Damn sassy fuds. Let ‘em get in my way. There’s naught but half a prick between ‘em all as it is.”

Duncan snorted, and chuckled, “From what I seen, I thinks yer giving ‘em too much credit, boyo.”

Robert threw back his head and bellowed out a bark of laughter. The few remaining patrons in the tavern edged a bit further away on their benches.

The innkeeper came up to the table, bowing and shaking. “Umm...” he stuttered.

Duncan’s head jerked up, and he barked, “Well? What is it, man? Spit it down afore ya choke.”

“Umm...”

Robert’s right hand shot up, took the innkeeper by the shirt front and yanked the man’s head to be level with his. “If you don’t stop mewling like a week old kitten, I’ll be thinking you’re afraid of me an’ mine, and then I’ll get angry,” he hissed.

“Redcoats,” The innkeeper squeaked.

Robert looked thoughtful and then he asked, “What was that?” Still holding the man’s shirt in his fist.

“Ease off, Robbie,” Duncan demurred, “The man’s trying to tell us summat.”

Releasing his hold on the shirt, Robert turned on the bench and asked, “You said, Redcoats. What’s that mean? Are we being visited?”

“Th-th-that officer you thrashed?” The innkeeper massaged his throat as he backed a step away, “Umm... his father’s the district governor.”

Duncan whistled a low soft trill, “Sooo, we’s a mite outnumbered, ya say, then?” 

The innkeeper nodded, bobbing his head rapidly.

Duncan nodded back, “Right. Well, Robbie, he said, stretching, “Looks like we’s worn out our welcome. Like I told ye, now we’s gets to do our dancing through the moors.”

Robert growled, “Aye. If we stay, all we’ll do is put these folks into trouble. Come on Dunc, looks like we’re sleeping in the heather tonight.”

Duncan chuckled, “Aye, that it does.” He reached into his sporran and pulled out a coin and tossed it onto the table. “Taing mhór, me man.”

They left the inn and turned sharply to the south, passing between the stable and the next cottage, leaving the path and heading straight into the gorse of the low surrounding hills. Having lived their adult lives in and around the glens and peaks of the highlands, the two clansmen were well able to maintain a good pace, regardless of the grade. Rowan and aspen trees dotting the slope gave them the occasional handhold as they climbed.

Reaching a small landing that housed a handy spring, they stopped to look down on the now distant village.

Duncan said, “Robbie, lad. Yer eyes is better’n mine for distance. What d’ye see down there?”

Robert squinted, and then he grunted, “Near to a whole sea of lobsters, Dunc.” He looked again and then murmured, “Well, I’ll be...” 

“What?” Duncan demanded.

“That innkeep wasn’t leading us on. If I don’t miss my guess, that fellow down there with the white wig is the Lord Governor himself.”

Duncan nodded, “How ‘bout that? So, we’s upset his Lordship, eh? I feels better about this day already.”

Robert smiled grimly, “Aye. You know who that baw bag is, Dunc? He and we have got some settling to do. Some serious settling indeed.”

“Hmm?” Duncan murmured, “What’s you mean, Robbie?”

Robert turned to look at his companion, his eyes gleaming in the dimming daylight, “His... lordship,” he spat off to the side, “Was the one what paid them Campbells to do what they did to your lot in Glenco.”

Duncan growled an obscenity, “Him, eh?” He strained his eyes, squinting as he tried to make out the shapes far below. “Y’know, I almost had that fud back outside of Culloden, but I never did get a good look. They was near out of the glen by the time I got caught up. Got caught dealin’ with a knot of me own lobsters. Had to use the last one as a shield.”

“Aye, I remember,” Robert said, “I keep telling you, Dunc, you swing that thing too hard and it get’s stuck in the bone. And, it’s your fault if you can’t yank it out in time.”

“Well,” Duncan said, patting Robert on the shoulder, “I’ll be wantin’ a favor from ye, down the line, Riobbie.”

“What’s that?”

“I gets to be the one what separates his lordship’s head from his shoulders.” Duncan spat in the direction of the soldiers.

Robert nodded, “Only seems right.”

Then he paused and said, “Duncan?”

“Aye, Robbie?”

“Seems we traded places in that place. It’s usually me having to hold you back.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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WRAPPED IN THE SASHES of their kilts, neither Highlander slept uncomfortably. The thick heather made for a very springy mattress.

Duncan slept more soundly than Robert and woke to find his friend staring off to the west.

“Morning Robbie,” he said, yawning. “What‘s for breakfast?”

Robert snorted at the old joke. Over the years it had become almost ritual for Duncan to wake and demand food, regardless of the situation they were in at the time. “Roots an’ berries, Dunc. We’re too close to make a fire. I want to be on the other side of the Ness before we’ll be doing any more than that.”

Duncan yawned again, “You’re thinking of them sassy lobsters, ain’t ya? I’ll go check.”

He stood up walked a step or two and then said. “I think I’ll be doing summat else first.”

Robert chuckled, “Aim rightly. You don’t want to be killing any plants now.”

When Duncan was done, he peered down the slope. All he could see was the white blanket of the tule fog and a couple of plumes rising from unseen chimneys beneath the fog.

“Can’t see a damned thing,” he grunted. “I’m hungry. Let’s be going.”

The headed due west, walking at a steady pace and snacking off of the sloe and blueberries that grew on the slopes of the moors. Small creeks and rills flowed throughout the lands, growing wider and more prevalent as they continued to travel down the slopes toward the central valley.

“I think this be Fraser land,” Duncan remarked, as they stood on an outcrop jutting over a narrow valley. The glint of water could be seen through the trees filling the valley floor.

“Aye,” Robert said, and pointed to the North West, “And there lies the loch. Any closer and we’d  be seeing Fort Augustus, our last victory over the Crown.”

Duncan nodded, growling, “An’ now it’s crawling with the sods.”

Robert sighed, “Aye...” and went back to walking.

Just before they turned onto the footpath that wound down into the valley, Duncan stopped and pointed, “Robbie,” he said, “What do you see on that ben over there, poking up above the glen?”

Robert shaded his eyes and said, “Hmm, a cottage and hedgerows.”

“And then white specks?” Duncan added.

Robert nodded, “Sheep,” he said, taking his hand away from his eyes.

Duncan smacked his lips, well, you know what that means, where there’s sheep, there’s mutton, and where there mutton, there’s...”

“Haggis,” Robert finished for him. “By gaw, Dunc, you’ve got the right of it. But that cottage’s a good day off, even as the crow flies.”

Duncan shrugged, “So? You forgot how to fish already?”

The valley floor was almost completely flat and thick with oak, rowan, birch, and willow. The willow-lined the river, their ancient trunks almost as big around as they were tall. The water of the river, deep green, shading to almost black under the roots was slow-moving, almost still in against the rush-coated banks.

Robert snatched a blue bottle out of the air and let it go. “How’re we going to catch any fish in this murk, Dunc? It’s like trying to see through a blanket.”

Duncan chuckled, “Aye, I forgot. You seabrats don’t know anything about water you can look across. See them roots?” He asked, pointing at the willow closest to them.

Robert grunted an assent, nodding.

Duncan started stripping down. “Well you just get yer catching fingers ready, boyo, cause a mighty fine supper’ll be heading their way real soon.”

“Dunc,” Robert said, as his friend got down to just his boots, “Man, you just had a bath last month.”

Duncan patted his furry stomach, “Needs must, laddie. Needs must.” He jumped into the green water and landed with it coming to just above his knees.

“Be careful, Dunc,” Robert called, “Some of them fish might take worms as bait.”

Duncan looked down and grinned, “Robbie, me lad. With the water this cold, I’m in no danger.”

He moved in close to the roots and bent down, reaching into what seemed to be the bank itself. He wriggled his shoulder for a bit, straining to reach further, and then shook his head, “Naw,” he said and then moved a bit further up along the bank, repeating the process.

He did this several times until suddenly, with a shout and a splash he jumped back.

Robert had his sword out, ready to defend his friend from whatever monster had attacked him, and then a large grey, smooth-skinned fish was flung up onto the land. 

“There’s a fine supper me boyo, and then some,” Duncan panted. 

It did not take long before a fire was kindled and the catfish was spitted and leaning into the heat of the flames. Duncan, now dressed and his hair slicked back to dry, leaned over the fire, warming his hands. “I’ll tell ye, Robbie. Iffin me stomach didn’t feel like it was able to leave for better pasture, I’d have thought twice about jumping into that beck. Me veg is near crawled back up inside for warmth.”

“Well, Dunc,” Robert said, tending the fire, “It’s a grand fish you caught. Who taught you that?” 

“Me da,” Duncan said, his expression becoming nostalgic. “He was full of tricks like that. The man never let the larder go dry Robbie, never.”

“Aye,” Robert said, his eyes growing distant, “That’s the way it was in Wick. If you were willing to put in the work you always ate. The sea never let a man down if you followed its rules.”

“Me ma,” Duncan murmured, “She was the one what set the rules in our house.” He fingered his kilt, “This plaid, she wove it with her own two hands, she did, and spun the wool into yarn to boot.”

Robert nodded, then he asked, poking the fish, testing for doneness, “You ever think of going back home, Dunc?”

“Oh, aye, all the time,” Duncan said, stretching, “But there’s nothing for me to go back to. Them Campbell fuds seen to that. Tell ya what I do miss,” he added, looking Robert in the eye.

“What’s that?”

“Old man McCallan’s still.”

After they finished laughing they ate, and then it was time to continue walking.

They followed the path along the eastern side of the beck, so named because it was rather narrower than a river, or even what would typically be called a stream. The lack of growth covering the path showed it was well-used, in spite of the lack of villages or even small holdings in the valley. That lack also carried with it a potential warning. Sometimes the English lords, after confiscation of the family lands of a Laird, made a point of turning any freeholder into an object lesson. The lessons were usually barbaric enough that they rarely needed repeating.

For Robert and Duncan, however, the lack of passersby went unnoticed. Their bellies were full and the day had dawned clear, so as far as they were concerned, all was right in the world.

The hike continued until they stopped at the top of another ridge with a western vista that spread for miles in all directions. 

“There’s the river Ness,” Robert said pointing to a glistening ribbon in the distance. And if you look to the north you’ll see the fort.”

“Aye, “Duncan muttered, “Filled to the brim with sassy redcoat necks just waiting to be cut.”

“And here I thought it was me who needed to be dragged back from a losing fight,” Robert murmured. “Nay, Dunc, iffn we wants to get to where decent people live and no Brit stands to try to tell a man to act like a beast, we gotta go that way, cross the Ness and then we makes our way north.” He pointed and then shifted his aim accordingly.

“Aye, well,” Duncan said, tching his tongue in thought, “If that’s the case, “Seems to me we’d best ease a bit further south, over the Tarff, and then due west. I remembers a nice ford over the Ness just a bit west of the Tarff, below Auchterwee, and another over the Oich. That’s good sheep country from there on in. And its MacDonnel country with old man Grant’s piece cuddled up to the rest of Fraser’s. All of ‘em running sheep an’ cattle.”

“You’re thinking of the haggis, aren’t ye?” Robert chided.

“Of course,” Duncan replied, deadpan, “Who wouldn’t?”

Robert nodded, “True, true.” Then he added, “So you’re saying we should avoiding a fight then.” He eyed Duncan sideways as he said that.

Duncan rubbed his chin, “Naw... I ain’t saying that not really, but I’m not fancying our chances iffn we comes up against thirty or forty of them lobsters. Now I know I can handle about a dozen or so meself, and you can take care of ten, easy, but who’s there for the other twenty?”

Robert stopped and stared at his friend. “Ten? Ten?”

Duncan continued walking. He grabbed a cat tail and snapped off the end, waving it, “Okay, okay, fifteen.”

Robert quickened his pace to catch up. “That’s better,” he said.

“But,” Duncan went on, “That still leaves us with our backs turned against another fifteen, Robbie. I dunno know about you, but I ain’t grown meself an extra set of eyes back there.”

Robert grumbled, “Aye.”

The path split with one leg continuing its easy downward slope and the other climbed up toward a rounded hill covered with more of the ever-present heather, mixed with smooth grey rock outcroppings. At the summit, they looked down on another valley. This one was split by a river which wriggled its way to the northwest. Several cottages could be seen on either bank with what appeared to be a manor house on the east bank near the northern end of the valley.

“That’s got to be the Tarff,” Robert said. “And I’ll wager the Ness is just on the other side of that moor up there,” He pointed to the far side of the valley.

Duncan nodded. “Aye.” Then he rubbed his belly. “Y’think any of them folks down there’d be willing to share a bite with a fellow Highlander?”

Robert grunted, “Don‘t see why not. I hear good things about those who live in the Lovet. The Frasers sent a lot of men to fight with Wallace and the Bruce. Don’t think things have changed much since then.”

“Aye,” Duncan grunted, “Well,” he said shifting his belt, “Let’s go an’ find out.”

The path took a steep route into the valley floor, switching back upon itself several times before putting the travelers onto an easy route on the gentle swells of the grass-covered ground above the banks of the Tarff.

The land looked cultivated. Sometime in the past, various orchards had been planted with drystone walls separating the fruit from hungry livestock. Up over on the slopes, there looked to be the beginnings of a vineyard, and someone was in the middle of constructing a dock of sorts on the river bank.

As they drew closer they could hear the sounds of sheep, along with the gentle mellow clank of bells attached to the rams’ necks.

“Some fellers got hisself a nice farm here,” Duncan said, reaching up and plucking an apple from an overhanging limb.

“He sure does,” Robert said, looking around, “An’ not a sign of a lobster to be seen anywhere.”

“Aye,” Duncan agreed. “Kinda pleasant, that.”

The first of the cottages came into view as they rounded a long easy bend in the river. The path was shaded beneath the boughs of willows lining the bank, and the buzz of insects mixed in with the sound of the water lapping against the roots.

As they drew closer the sound of splashing became noticeable. After a minute or two Robert saw the source of the sound, a woman doing her washing. She was well built, of middle age with the sturdy forearms of one who did her own chores and the hips of a mother of many.

“You can have then skinny barmaids, Dunc,” he said, “That there’s the kind of woman for me.”

Looking up from her chore, the woman saw the two clansmen approaching. She reached down and pulled up a long-handled spade, holding like it was a weapon. “Don’t you be coming any closer now,” She called out, “This be a freeholding and his Lordship can just seek elsewhere for his silver.”

Duncan looked at Robert, “Lordship?” He asked.

“Woman,” Robert barked, “What in hell are you yammering on about?”

“Who—?” The woman hesitated, and then looked stubborn, “Ah no,” she said, “You ain’t getting me to fall for that trick. You just run back to his Lordship and tell him Maggie Macintosh isn’t some weak-willed Newcastle sassy, and I ain’t paying a penny of what I don’t owe.”

“Newcastle?” Duncan repeated, “You mean the glakit dikheed who had to beg Cumberland for more lobsters ‘cause the clans were more than he could handle?”

The woman didn’t put down the spade, but she no longer held it like a weapon. “I don’t know you boys...” she mused, “Who’re yer families? Don’t be lying now. I can tell a lie while I’m sleeping, and I ain’t half that now.”

Robert executed a perfect bow, saying, “Robert McAllen, of the clan McAllen, at your service Lady Macintosh. And next to me is my slightly slow companion, Duncan McDonald. If you can, please don’t be insulted if his first question is something about food.”

Duncan pushed Robert on the shoulder and growled, “I can introduce myself, you lummox. And for that matter, it ain’t about food, it’s about something to drink while I figure out if we need to remind his Lordship what free scots are all about, or not.”

“Well, in that case, I apologize, Dunc,” Robert continued on in his role as a highborn, “I have done you a great wrong.”

“Naw, ya daft bampot,” Duncan muttered, “You done nobbut act the great fool.”

Robert spread his hands wide, “You see, lady Macintosh, what I have to put up with in my travels?”

Maggie Macintosh put down the spade and, laughing, beckoned the two clansmen closer. “Come over here you two great louts, and let me get a better look at you.” She reached out and grabbed each man by his sash as stopped just outside the rock wall.

“Right,” she said after several seconds, “No way either of you is one of them.” She said the word them as if describing a particularly distasteful and embarrassing ailment.

Begging your pardon, Lady Macintosh,” Duncan asked, “But what’s this them, and do ye need Robbie and me to do somethin’ about... them?”

Maggie stepped back a couple of paces and looked Robert and Duncan up and down. Then she nodded as if making a decision. “Tell you boys what,” She said, “I’ve a drop or two of good ale in me place and some fair to middling porridge if I don’t say so meself. How about you two come on inside and we’ll have a sup and a chat.”

As was typical of most highland cottages, both Robert and Duncan had to duck to make it through the door. Inside, they found a well-kept one-room space with slate floor stones, a rock and mortar fireplace that also served as an oven with a slate hearth that could double as a stove. A black iron pot hung from a swing-arm attached to the stone of the fireplace. The smell of porridge rose from the pot.

Maggie pointed to a pony cask set into a recess against the back wall. “There’s mugs on the shelf above the keeper. You lads draw your own if you please.”

“Ahh,” Duncan said, heading toward the cask. “That’s what I’ve been missing.”

“Easy Dunc,” Robert cautioned, “Let’s not be taking advantage of the lady.”

“Pish tosh,” Maggie snorted, “I ain’t a lady, and never was. Me old da would’ve switched me good iffn I ever put on such airs.

“Aye,” Duncan said, after coming up for air from his first draught, “Lady’s drink wine, women drink ale.”

Robert snuffed a smothered chuckle.

Maggie put her hands on her hips, “I’ve been known to down a mug or two of good wine in me day, laddie.”

Robert’s chuckle broke into outright laughter as Duncan attempted vainly to backpedal.

Maggie held up a hand as Duncan sputtered, “Nay, me boyo, nay. I’m just having a bit of fun at your expense. Go ahead, have a seat and I’ll spoon out some of me porridge.” 

As the two men sat, she busied herself with bowls and wooden spoons.

Robert asked, “What’s this about his Lordship, Maggie? Why’s the bugger wanting you to pay, and for what?”

A sour expression crossed her face and she plopped down the bowls with more force than was necessary. As thick as it was, a bit of the porridge hit the table. Ducan, acting as if he was looking elsewhere, scooped it up with a fingertip and dropped it into his bowl.

“For not bothering me, that’s what,” Maggie snarled. “The nobby bugger keeps sending his men around every few days or so with them making hints that it would be a shame if anything happened to me place after himself built it with his own two hands and me helping.”

Robert snarled, “And this twit calls himself a Highlander?”

“Wherever did you get that idea?” Maggie asked, her eyes wide, “I never said he was.”

Duncan finished chewing, swallowed, and asked, “Well then, what is he, sides being a nobby bugger, I mean?”

She scowled. “Some fancy git from down south, I think. Considers himself better than us. Some say he fancies himself a swordsman, and others say he’s killed men in duels over imagined insults.”

“They do, do they?” Robert asked, his eyes narrowing.

“Robbie...” Duncan said, putting down his mug, “You’re getting that look again.”

Robert turned to Duncan and smiled, “So what if I am? What do the stories say about McGregor when Montrose’s man tried to drive him away?”

“Aye,” Duncan muttered, “You’ve made your point.” He sighed, looking around the interior of the cottage, “An’ I was just getting to like the place too.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 4
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MAGGIE TOLD ROBERT and Duncan that if they kept to the road and continued North West, following the flow of the river, they would find the main grounds of the estate, and, most likely, the man who called himself a Lord.

For nearly the past twenty years it was not unusual for one of the English appointed Dukes given large swaths of Scottish land to exercise undue authority over those they considered their tenants. Some acted with outright antagonism and made a point of imposing grinding taxs and even confiscation on those they thought was still acting too proud in the face of their “betters”. A few even went so far as to consider the Highlanders little more than animals to be used in any way they saw fit, the proclamation against the visible signs of Scottish identity being seen as a blank license for despotism. A few of the Scottish nobility who still retained grudging respect from the crown, such as John Campbell, 2nd Duke of Argyll also known as Red John of the Battles, refused to follow the path of bigotry and treated their tenants as people rather than possessions. However, men such as that were few and far between in the English nobility, and, for that matter the Scottish as well.

Thanking their host, Robert and Duncan continued on their way. About a mile or two down the river, Duncan said, “Hold up Robbie. I want to get me something.”

“And just what is that?” Robert asked, “You can’t be hungry again already.”

“Naw,” Duncan said, pulling out his dirk and hacking at a yew sapling, “I just think a nice stout staff’d come in handy while walking.”

Robert nodded, murmuring, “Aye. It could at that. Cut another for me while you’re at it.”

The staffs Duncan cut were about man high when all the trimming was done, each of them close to two and a half fingers in thickness. Trimmed from yew saplings, in the hands of an experienced wielder, such a staff was a formidable and deadly weapon.

Staffs in hand they continued their march toward the estate.

The glen estate house sat back from the road by a good half mile, nestled into the top of a loamy berm, it had the appearance of being placed onto a large pillow made of gardens, with trees stuck into it at each corner.

Duncan looked at the house as he leaned on his staff, hands grasping it just below the trimmed root ball. “Nice place,” He said, “A bit too hoity-toity for me, but nice all the same.”

Robert glanced at his friend, grunted, and then said, “Yeah, well, as me ma used to say, it ain’t the walls that make a home, it who’s living in it.”

“Wise woman,” Duncan murmured in reply, nodding. “What say we pay the landlord a visit?”

“Aye, she was,” Robert agreed. Then he pointed, “Looks like we’s attracted company.”

Duncan followed the finger. Coming down the walk from the estate was a group of six men. They were not Redcoats, but neither were they wearing the plaid either. Every member of the group was armed like royal guardsman, sword, dirk, and a brace of flintlocks. Not one of them was smiling.

Duncan grunted, “Could be fun.”

Robert just nodded and waited as the men drew nearer.

Once he was close enough to speak without raising his voice, the one in front said, “Explain yourselves.”

“Huh?” Duncan asked.

A brief look of annoyance crossed the speaker’s face, and he elaborated, “What are you doing here? This land belongs to Duke Montrose.”

“Ah, that explains it,” Robert said, nodding.

The men stepped closer. A couple of them placed hands onto the butts of their flintlocks. “What does that mean?” The apparent leader of the group asked.

“It means Montrose’s dead, ya daft bampot,” Duncan growled. “Been that way for about ten years. I think you might’ve heard sometime in there.”

“His family, then” The leader muttered. “It matters not. This is Montrose land and you are trespassing.”

Duncan glanced back at the river and asked, “What’s that beck called, lads?” He asked.

“The Spey. Why?” One of the other men replied.

Robert grunted, surprised.

“Aye, Robbie,” Duncan chuckled, “We got usselves further south’n we thought we did. Weren’t the Tarff we was looking at, but the Spey. This land,” he stamped a foot, “belongs to me clan.”

The leader snorted. “You’re mad,” he snarled, “This is Montrose land, by order of the King.”

“Ah,” Robert said, his voice dangerously quiet, “Well there’s your mistake, laddie. This boyo’s clan’s McDonald. You mighta heard of the name.”

“McDonald!” All of the men drew their swords as they spread out, creating a half circle of sharpened steel pointed at the two Highlanders.

“You had to go and say it, didn’t ya, Robbie,” Duncan muttered. “I was saving that for a surprise after they was all down. Now we gotta do this the hard way.”

Robert looked back, innocence all over his face, “How was I to know they’d react that way?”

Under normal circumstances, a half-dozen low rent guardsmen would be little trouble for battle-hardened Highlanders. However, the landlord had no issue with the concept of overwhelming odds, and after the addition of a good dozen or more men, the two Highlanders found themselves, battered, bruised, and thrown into an old-fashioned basement dungeon.

Duncan pushed himself off the filthy floor by sheer force of will. “Unnggh, that last bugger didn’t have to kick me in me lads. I was already down.”

When Robert didn’t answer, he turned his head to look where his friend lay. “Robbie? Robbie, lad, you still with us?”

There was no answer.

No nearly desperate with panic, Duncan scrabbled across the floor, ignoring what it was he was crawling through. When he reached Robert’s side he felt for a pulse. It was there and he almost sagged back down to the floor with relief. “Yer still with us,” he sighed. “Well then, sleep, boyo. Sleep and heal. We’s a bit of a time coming, that’s for certain.”

He sat back onto his haunches and crossed his arms over his knees and dropped his chin onto his hands, “That’s for damn certain.”

Robert slept for two days, and for those two days, no one came to check on them, or even bring food or water. If the stone walls of the cell were not damp enough to allow moss to grow, Duncan would have been mad with thirst by the time someone came into the dungeon. He kept his mouth moist by sucking on the moss. Robert was given small drinks by squeezing a clump over his lips.

Near the end of the second day, as the light from the small opening near the cell ceiling was dimming, Robert groaned.

Duncan scrabbled to his friend’s side. “Robbie!” he hissed, “Robbie! Are you awake lad?”

Dunc?” Robert murmured, “That you?”

“Aye, it’s me,” Duncan replied, patting Robert’s shoulder. “Can ye sit up?”

Robert’s eyes opened a little more, and he groaned again, “Oh... me head. What was we drinking?”

Duncan patted the shoulder again. “That’s the shame of it, Robbie. We wasn’t drinking, remember? There was a bit of a tussle. You, me and about a couple dozen of Montrose’s fanny boys.”

“Not lobsters?”

“Nay,” Duncan grunted. “Some of these fellers could fight.”

Robert got to his feet, putting hands to the wall to keep from falling. “What’s that smell?” He asked, wrinkling his nose.

Duncan coughed. “Sorry about that.” He waved vaguely at the far corner. “Might want to stay away from that side.”

Robert nodded. He was familiar with the English standard where it came to jail cells. “A couple dozen, you say?”
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