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            Ill fares the land, to hastening ills a prey,
 
            Where wealth accumulates and men decay:
 
            Princes and lords may flourish or may fade;
 
            A breath can make them, as a breath has made;
 
            But a bold peasantry, their country’s pride,
 
            When once destroyed, can never be supplied.
 
            
                

            
 
            OLIVER GOLDSMITH, ‘The Deserted Village’
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            One
            

         
 
         THE TINY STEAM-POWERED launch sliced through the deep green waters of Loch Eil. In its wake an expanding herringbone pattern gathered strength, only to die when it touched the loch shore, no more than a quarter of a mile on either hand. From the vessel’s tall thin funnel a plume of black smoke rose high into the air before changing form and becoming one with the clear mountain air. To the north and the south, steep-sided mountains took the coughing of the steamer’s engine and tossed the sound back again, sending long-necked cormorants beating a retreat across the surface of the narrow loch. High above the water a lone gliding eagle wheeled away to seek an afternoon meal in quieter glens.
         
 
         The long ridges of the mountains still wore mantles of white, but on the wooded lower slopes the snow was melting fast, tumbling down the mountainsides in a skein of streams, rivulets and water-falls to the loch, more than two thousand feet below.
 
         On the fish-stained deck of the steam-launch a young man stood with legs braced wide against the movement of the vessel. Dressed in a sober black suit, he sucked in lungfuls of the heady cool Highlands air. The Reverend Wyatt Jamieson had been treated to a surfeit of mountains and lochs during the uncomfortable three-day voyage from Glasgow, but he was enjoying every moment. For him this was a triumphant return to the land of his birth.
         
 
         An aborted career in the Army had been followed by studies at university in Edinburgh. Now, after two years working as an assistant minister in a Glasgow slum, he was returning, at the age of twenty-eight, to the Highlands of Scotland, where he belonged.
         
 
         A change in the rhythm of the steam-powered engine broke into Wyatt’s thoughts as the launch changed direction, heading towards a small lop-sided landing-stage no more than half a mile ahead.
         
 
         Scattered haphazardly about the flimsy landing-stage were a number of low-built single-storey houses. Some were of stone, others of mud and mortar. All had thatched roofs. This was the village of Eskaig, where Wyatt was to be the new resident minister for the Church of Scotland. The heart of a parish that included many square miles of Highland territory.
 
         The people who inhabited this lonely place were of a breed unlike any other in the land. They were ‘Highlanders’. Fiercely proud of their heritage and independence, they had been rendered tragically vulnerable by that very independence in this the fifth year of the reign of the young Queen Victoria.
         
 
         Donald McKay, coxswain, engineer, sole owner and crew member of the little steam-launch, removed a rough-briar pipe from his mouth and used it to point ahead to Eskaig.
 
         ‘It would seem you’re expected.’
 
         The sunlight slanting down over the mountains was reflected from the surface of the loch, and Wyatt raised a hand to shield his eyes against the glare. At the water’s edge a small crowd of people was gathering, brought from their homes by the sound of the boat’s engine.
 
         ‘I wasn’t expecting a welcoming party….’
 
         ‘Don’t hold your breath waiting for welcoming words, Minister. You’re here to take the place of Preacher Gunn. He was in Eskaig for forty years and might have lasted a full half-century had he not been hounded to death by the landlord’s factor.’
 
         Donald McKay’s quiet voice and gentle west-coast accent could do nothing to soften the harshness of his words. Shifting his gaze to Wyatt, he added: ‘Leastways, that’s what’s being said – and you’re here as the landlord’s man.’
 
         ‘Is there any truth in it?’
 
         ‘Enough.’
 
         Some of Wyatt’s pleasurable anticipation seeped away. He wondered why he had been told nothing of the situation in Eskaig when he had visited the Moderator’s office in Edinburgh. Although it was not really surprising. The Highlands might as well be on another planet as far as churchmen in Scotland’s capital were concerned. Few of the men responsible for the spiritual needs of the Highland communities had ever set foot here.
         
 
         Wyatt was aware, too, that he was the landlord’s man – presented to the living by Lord Kilmalie himself. Wyatt had a special reason for accepting a post as preacher of Eskaig and was convinced he could serve the community well. Perhaps he should have paused to consider whether or not they would want him to serve them.
         
 
         By the time the steam-launch eased its way slowly alongside the ageing jetty the waiting crowd had grown to around sixty, and Wyatt looked in vain for a smile of welcome. The faces of the men were set in grim dour lines. The expressions on the faces of the women were more animated – but only because they were less inclined to disguise their displeasure.
 
         When the launch bumped against the jetty the structure groaned alarmingly. Unconcerned, Donald McKay took a turn around a bollard with a mooring-rope. When he was satisfied the boat was secure McKay heaved Wyatt’s weighty leather chest ashore.
 
         ‘I wish you good luck, Minister, but I fear it’s more than wishes you’ll be needing here in Eskaig.’
 
         Clutching a bulging canvas bag, Wyatt was following his chest ashore when a small dried-up man stepped from the crowd. Grey-haired and elderly, the man wore a suit of dark best serge similar to Wyatt’s. More coarsely woven than the one worn by the minister, many years of assiduous brushing had removed the last vestige of nap from the material.
         
 
         ‘Don’t cast off yet, Boatman. You’ll no doubt be taking the pastor away with you again when I’m through talking.’
 
         ‘Oh? And will you be paying me his fare, Angus Cameron? I’ve been given money to bring the minister as far as Eskaig – and not a single mile farther.’
 
         ‘You can beg his fare from the man who sent him to Eskaig unasked: Lord Kilmalie.’
 
         The spokesman’s words provoked a growing murmur of assent from the men and women standing on the loch-bank behind him.
 
         ‘Since I’m the subject of your discussion, perhaps I might say something on my own behalf….’ Wyatt set his bag down beside the chest and confronted the hostile Eskaig spokesman.
         
 
         ‘My name’s Wyatt Jamieson, and I’ve come here as your new minister. I know I’ll never be able to take the place of Preacher Gunn, but I’ll do my best – if you’ll give me the opportunity.’
         
 
         Angus Cameron was taken by surprise by Wyatt’s words and he cast an uncertain glance over his shoulder at his fellow-villagers before speaking again.
 
         ‘We’ve nothing personal against you, Minister, you understand, but the people of Eskaig will choose their own preacher. We’ll not have one foisted upon us by a landlord who’s never set foot within a hundred miles of Loch Eil for twenty years.’
 
         ‘Lord Kilmalie’s not an absentee landlord who cares nothing for his tenants. He’s a sick man, unable to travel. He’s forced to leave his affairs in the hands of his factor….’
 
         A howl of derision interrupted Wyatt’s words, and a woman’s voice rose above the rest, shrill and excited: ‘We want no city man here. We need a pastor who speaks our own tongue. Tell him, Angus.’
 
         ‘Don’t waste your breath. In a few more years there’ll be no one left in the Highlands. He’ll be preaching to an Englishman’s sheep.’
 
         This voice was a woman’s, too, but the words were spoken in Gaelic, the predominant language of the Highlands.
 
         Looking beyond the villagers, Wyatt glimpsed a tall dark-haired girl standing in the midst of a small group a few paces apart from the others. Barefoot, she carried a plaid shawl about her shoulders. The men with her wore soft grey bonnets and had shepherd’s plaids wrapped about their bodies.
 
         ‘I’m no city man,’ Wyatt replied in Gaelic that was as fluent as that used by the mountain woman. ‘I was born in Eilean an Fhraoich – in the Isles. My father was the preacher there until he was dispossessed, along with his people. He brought them along this very road to take a boat to Canada from Fort William. He would have gone with them, had the Lord not taken him first. He’s buried right here, in Eskaig. As for the preaching, I was proud to wear a shepherd’s plaid as a boy, and I know from experience there are worse congregations than a flock of sheep.’
         
 
         Wyatt’s reply brought a fleeting smile to more than one tense face. Pressing home his temporary advantage, he asked: ‘Will someone show me to the minister’s manse? I’d like to be well settled in before dark.’
 
         ‘You’ll not be settling in Eskaig, Minister. Go back to where you came from. As I’ve told you, we’ll not accept a landlord’s man here.’
         
 
         ‘I’m the Lord’s man, Mr Cameron. Appointed to preach His word – not those of any landowner. If you won’t show me the way and help with my things, I’ll need to manage as best I can by myself.’
         
 
         With a swift movement that revealed unexpected strength, Wyatt swung the laden chest to his shoulder and held it in place with one hand. Tucking the bag beneath his other arm, he accepted his stout walking-stick from the boatman.
 
         ‘Thank you for your company on the voyage, Donald. You can go now. I’ll be all right.’
 
         Unlooping the mooring-rope from the bollard, Donald McKay removed the pipe from his mouth and raised it in salute. ‘Ay, Minister. I do believe you will.’
 
         As the engine beat out its noisy rhythm once more, Donald McKay allowed the vessel to drift clear of the jetty before engaging forward gear. Executing a wide turn, he steered the boat away from Eskaig without a backward glance.
 
         The villagers of Eskaig were numerous enough to block the road from the jetty completely, but whether or not they intended to bar Wyatt’s way was never put to the test.
 
         A number of hard-ridden horses were heading towards Eskaig along the rough road that followed the shoreline. As the riders drew closer Wyatt could see that all except one wore the red tunic of a yeomanry regiment. There was an officer with the militiamen, but it soon became apparent who was giving the orders.
 
         As the part-time soldiers neared the villagers they began to draw in their mounts – but not the civilian who rode with them. He drove his horse on into the crowd, scattering villagers on either hand before hauling the animal to a sliding halt in front of Wyatt.
 
         ‘Where the hell do you think you’ve been? I’ve just ridden to Fort William and back seeking you.’
 
         It was an English accent, and the man’s voice was no more gentle than his riding. ‘Were you not given my message before leaving Edinburgh?’
 
         The rider made no attempt to dismount, and his horse danced nervously in front of Wyatt, bothered by the crowd about him.
         
 
         ‘I was given a great many messages before sailing from Glasgow. I don’t recall one from you among them.’
         
 
         Wyatt did not need an introduction to know the man sitting on the horse was the factor in charge of Lord Kilmalie’s Highland estates. It explained the man’s arrogance. John Garrett’s position made him the most powerful man in the district.
         
 
         ‘I sent word you were to come no farther than Fort William. I said I’d bring you from there in order to avoid a confrontation with this rabble. What’s that damned lieutenant doing? MacGregor, drive these people off the road and send them about their business.’
 
         The militiamen sat their horses uncertainly at the edge of the crowd. Now, at a less than wholehearted order from their youthful commanding officer, they kneed their horses forward, driving the villagers before them.
         
 
         Only the small group of plaid-wearing Highlanders held their ground. There were some nine or ten of them, and they stood to one side of the uneven roadway, watching the proceedings with a detached interest.
 
         Pointing in their direction, John Garrett called: ‘Get rid of them, too. Make sure they move off with the others.’
         
 
         A number of militiamen wheeled their horses about to obey his instruction, but one of the grey-bonneted Highlanders, a large man with a red beard tinged with grey, stepped forward. He addressed John Garrett in halting English.
 
         ‘We’ve come down to speak to you, Factor. There are rumours we’re to be cleared from our lands—’
 
         John Garrett cut the older man’s words short. ‘Rumours are for old women, Eneas Ross. When there’s a need for you to know anything I’ll tell you. Until then be sure your rent’s paid on time. Move them on, Lieutenant.’
         
 
         The factor signalled impatiently, and the militiamen drove their horses forward, but Eneas Ross stood firm. He was still looking towards John Garrett when one of the horses cannoned into him, knocking him to the ground.
 
         There was an angry murmur of protest from the small group of Highlanders, and two of the younger men stepped forward quickly. Wyatt thought he saw the glint of metal in the hand of one of them – and some of the militiamen saw it, too. Without waiting for an order, half a dozen of the part-time soldiers drew sabres from their scabbards.
         
 
         Hurriedly dropping his chest and bag to the ground, Wyatt stepped forward to place himself between militiamen and Highlanders.
         
 
         ‘There’s no need for steel.’ He addressed his words to the militia lieutenant, at the same time using his stick to arrest the downward movement of the sabre-blade.
 
         ‘Attend to your own business, Minister. Leave me to attend to mine.’ The lieutenant’s eyes were on the Highlanders as he spoke.
 
         ‘Before becoming a minister I was a captain in the Seventy-Second Regiment – a regular officer. I could no doubt teach you a thing or two about fighting – and I’m telling you this isn’t the time.’
         
 
         The lieutenant shifted his gaze to the preacher, and now there was a part-time soldier’s respect for a professional in his eyes. Wyatt had mentioned one of Scotland’s finest Highland regiments and, as a captain, Wyatt outranked the lieutenant.
 
         Taking advantage of the situation he had created, Wyatt called softly to the Highlanders in their own language: ‘Go. Quickly now, before there’s blood spilled.’
 
         The two younger men helped Eneas Ross to his feet, but he shook them off and stooped to pick up the plaid which had fallen to the ground. After looking briefly in Wyatt’s direction he turned and walked away, the younger men falling respectfully into step behind him.
 
         As the three men joined the others, Wyatt caught another brief glimpse of the dark-haired girl, her face flushed with anger. Then the Highlanders began to walk away, and Wyatt lowered his stick, greatly relieved.
 
         John Garrett was less pleased. ‘You should have kept out of things and allowed the militia to deal with them,’ he said angrily to Wyatt. ‘It’s high time they were taught a lesson.’
 
         ‘I’ve come here as their minister and will need their acceptance before I can be inducted. It won’t be given if half of them are cut down by militiamen within minutes of my arrival.’
 
         John Garrett sat his horse and looked at Wyatt thoughtfully for some moments. Then he shrugged. ‘The people of Eskaig will have little say in your induction. You’ve been appointed by Lord Kilmalie, and that’s an end to the matter. Anyway, the rabble you saved are from the mountains. I doubt if they’ve ever seen the inside of a church, or spoken to a minister before. They’re parasites. The sooner they’re driven off good sheep-grazing land the better it will be for everyone.’
 
         ‘Missionaries sent out by the Church are tramping thousands of miles through the jungles of Africa to bring God to the heathens, Mr Garrett. Are you saying I should abandon my own people because there are a few miles of Highlands between them and my kirk?’
         
 
         ‘I didn’t appoint you as their minister. What you do here is between you and Lord Kilmalie. Just don’t get in my way, that’s all.’
 
         The factor jerked his horse about. A lad of about ten was hurrying along the bank of the loch, away from the village. John Garrett called out to him: ‘You there … boy. Come here. Help the minister to carry his things to the manse.’
 
         For a moment the boy hesitated, and it seemed he might refuse. A woman’s voice called from the crowd of retreating villagers and, sulkily, the boy came to where Wyatt stood beside the mounted factor.
 
         John Garrett scowled down at the boy. ‘If I ever have occasion to call you again, you’ll come running, you understand? What’s your name?’
 
         ‘Ewan Munro … sir.’
 
         The scowl had not completely disappeared when the factor returned his attention to Wyatt.
 
         ‘You’re expected at my house for dinner tonight. You’ll find it about three miles along the road, this side of Corpach. My wife and daughter consider it their duty to wring the last drop of information from anyone foolish enough to leave the city for the Highlands. If you’ve another suit in your luggage, I suggest you wear it. That one stinks of the fish Donald McKay carried in his boat on the last trip.’
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Two
            

         
 
         WYATT COULD NOT draw a single word from Ewan Munro during the half-mile walk from the jetty to the minister’s manse. It was evident the boy was poor. His ragged clothing, bare feet and skinny limbs bore witness to this, but he refused to be drawn on the subject of his family. Even when asked a direct question the boy would only grunt ambiguously.
         
 
         Wyatt’s bag and trunk were deposited unceremoniously on the doorstep of the single-storey whitewashed cottage, and Ewan Munro walked away, still without speaking. His manner was untypical of the respect usually shown by the Scots to their churchmen. Wyatt would have a hard time gaining the respect of these people, but the rules governing the Church of Scotland were clear: a minister had to be approved by the community he was to serve before he could be inducted into their parish.
         
 
         He did not doubt they would eventually accept his induction as their new preacher, albeit with some reluctance. Only a very brave or a very foolhardy man would openly defy Lord Kilmalie and refuse to accept the landlord’s nominee. Nevertheless, Wyatt would need the support of his congregation if he was to make a success of his appointment.
         
 
         The manse was a comfortable little house, kept neat and tidy. There was food in the cupboard, too, although Wyatt doubted whether such thoughtfulness had emanated from the villagers.
 
         Wyatt spent a little time exploring the house and then made his way to the church. His ‘kirk’.
         
 
         Situated close to the manse, the stone-built church was probably the largest building in Eskaig. As an acknowledgement of its status it possessed a slate roof, the only one in the village. The inside of the building was whitewash-clean and starkly simple. As he stood in the pulpit and looked around him, Wyatt tried to imagine what it would be like to preach a sermon to a packed church.
         
 
         After spending a while enjoying such self-indulgence, Wyatt descended the five wooden steps from the pulpit and for some minutes remained on his knees in front of the altar with its simple wooden cross before going outside to the churchyard. Here in a quiet corner he eventually found what he was looking for. It was a simple stone head-stone on which was inscribed: ‘Reverend Donald Jamieson. Died serving his fellow men, 19 September 1836.’
         
 
         Looking down at the grave, memories of his childhood flooded back to Wyatt. Childhood days on the Isle of Lewis – his Eilean an Fhraoich, or ‘Island of Heather’ – but here the happy memories came to an end.
         
 
         In common with many other landlords, the proprietor of Lewis had tasted London life – and the simple pleasure of living among the Highlands and Islands of Scotland palled against all the capital had to offer.
 
         Unfortunately, London society life required money. The landlord’s first step was to raise the rents of the tenants. They were doubled … trebled … and doubled again. Then the discovery was made that larger profits could be made by clearing tenants from their holdings and grazing sheep on the hills and in the glens of the islands. Soon flocks of the bleating woolly creatures were being driven north in their thousands and tens of thousands. Tiny cloven hoofs ground the proud traditions of the clansmen into the soft turf on which they had so often spilled their blood when fighting their laird’s battles.
         
 
         Turned out of their homes and dispossessed of rented lands, the Highlanders were resettled on rocky shores useless for sheep-grazing. When they complained the Highlanders were told they must learn to earn a living from the sea. Disillusioned and bewildered by all that was happening about them, many set sail for new lands. Others – and they were becoming fewer with every passing year – clung tenaciously to the only way of life they had ever known. Defying landlords, sheep and all that nature itself sent against them, they fought to retain their identity.
 
         On the Isle of Lewis, Wyatt’s father exhausted himself fighting for justice for his people, but his efforts were in vain. He left with the last of his parishioners and trod the long road from the Isles. A weary and defeated man, he dropped dead outside the village of Eskaig. His death was attributed to ‘natural causes’, but those who were closest to him knew he died of a broken heart.
         
 
         While all this was happening, Wyatt had been gaining renown as a fearless soldier in the Kaffir Wars in Natal, in far-off South Africa. Landing in Africa as a sergeant, Wyatt saved the life of his commanding officer in action and succeeded in beating off an attack by warring Zulus. For this feat he was commissioned as a lieutenant on the field of battle. Twelve months later, by now a captain, but broken in health, he was in a ship heading for Scotland. What had promised to be a brilliant career was brought to an end by a recurring fever which struck down great numbers of the British soldiers in Natal.
         
 
         The officer whose life had been saved by Wyatt died of the same fever. He was the heir of Lord Kilmalie, landlord of Eskaig. The Scots peer never forgot the man who had saved his son’s life, albeit for only a brief period. It was Lord Kilmalie who helped Wyatt through university, and when the living of Eskaig became vacant there was only one minister the titled landlord would have there.
         
 
         Wyatt was still engrossed in memories of the past when he set off to keep his dinner engagement with the factor and his family later that evening. He was no more than half a mile from Eskaig when the train of his thoughts was broken by the sound of shouting from the undergrowth, close to the loch’s edge. Moments later a barefoot boy broke from the tangle of gorse and heather. It was Ewan Munro.
         
 
         The boy was carrying a fair-sized salmon in his hands and when he saw Wyatt an expression of alarm came to his face. Then he turned and fled, vanishing into the foliage on the other side of the road as quickly as he had appeared.
 
         ‘Hey! Wait a minute….’ Wyatt ran to where the boy had disappeared and called again. He could hear the crashing of undergrowth ahead of him along a narrow overgrown glen that appeared to follow the course of a stream, deep into the mountains, away from the loch.
         
 
         Acting on an impulse, Wyatt followed the path of the boy for perhaps ten minutes. When he stopped he could no longer hear sounds of the boy’s flight. He continued the chase until he came up against a barrier of almost impenetrable thorn-bushes and was forced to admit defeat. Ewan Munro had given him the slip.
 
         The shouting near the water’s edge had moved off towards Eskaig by now. Whoever was searching for the ragged young boy was not aware he had made good his escape to the mountains.
         
 
         Thoughtfully, Wyatt made his way back to the road. Seeing Ewan Munro had perturbed him. He was not concerned that the boy had so obviously poached a salmon from the loch – he looked as though he had need of it – but where was the boy going? Were there others not far away as badly off as himself?
 
         Wyatt mulled over the questions until he saw the houses of Corpach in the distance. Almost immediately he came upon the house occupied by Lord Kilmalie’s factor.
 
         If the house had been built with the intention of impressing those who saw it with the importance of its occupier, it was an undoubted success. Built of stone, it was a rounded turret-like structure, standing a slim four storeys high. Tall pines flanked a long driveway and also marked the boundaries of the house and its extensive gardens.
 
         The inside of the house fulfilled all the promise of its exterior. Shown in by a servant, Wyatt was met in the hallway by the two Garrett women.
 
         The factor’s wife, Charlotte, was a small, thin, grey woman with such an air of tiredness about her that Wyatt wondered whether she was not in fact ill. She greeted Wyatt unenthusiastically, her hand as limp as her expression. Then she introduced the preacher to her daughter.
 
         Evangeline Garrett was everything her mother failed to be. Not tall, the factor’s daughter was well rounded in a way that had been considered highly fashionable only twenty years before. She also chattered incessantly, and Wyatt quickly learned that John Garrett had not exaggerated his daughter’s interest in the latest news from Edinburgh and Glasgow.
         
 
         The factor did not appear to be in the house, and in answer to Wyatt’s question Evangeline said: ‘Someone came to the house to say there were poachers somewhere along the loch. Father went out to help catch them…. But, tell me, what are people talking about in Edinburgh? Is there anything new happening there? And the clothes…. What are the women wearing?’
 
         Wyatt smiled. ‘My visit to Edinburgh was brief. I stayed at Lord Kilmalie’s house for only two nights and spent the days in the office of the Moderator. The women who came there wore bonnets and cloaks, as far as I noticed. As for Glasgow, the parish where I worked contains  the worst slums in Scotland. Clothes worn there have been handed down by so many generations it’s impossible to tell if they were ever fashionable.’
         
 
         Evangeline found his reply disappointing, but some interest returned when her mother’s questioning brought out the fact that the newly arrived Eskaig minister had served with the Army in the Kaffir Wars in Africa.
 
         Wyatt was in the middle of relating some of his experiences in Africa when a loud voice was heard calling from the hall. Charlotte Garrett started as though caught out in some misdemeanour and hurried from the room. Moments later John Garrett strode in. He made no apologies for not being at home to greet his invited guest. Indeed, his opening words contained an implied criticism.
 
         ‘I expected to meet you on the road. I’ve been nigh to Eskaig chasing poachers. They’re becoming so brazen we’ll have them stealing fish from the garden pond if we don’t put a stop to them.’
 
         Wyatt remembered the scared and ragged boy he had seen on the road. ‘Perhaps they’re hungry.’
 
         ‘Hungry?’ The factor dismissed the suggestion scornfully. ‘They’re lazy. Too damned lazy to work for a living. They’re the reason Lord Kilmalie’s estate isn’t providing him with the return it should. The Highlands won’t begin to pay their way until we get rid of tenants and cottars and bring in sheep.’
         
 
         Wyatt bit back an angry retort based on his own experiences. He did not want to begin his ministry in Eskaig by falling out with the factor.
 
         He was saved from having to make a reply when Evangeline handed a well-filled glass of whisky to her father.
 
         ‘Drink this and forget about your old work for one evening. I’m fed up with hearing about poachers and sheep and Highland clearances. Wyatt’s the first person to come to Eskaig from a city for months. I want to hear of the things that are happening in the real world. Where people talk about parties and the theatre and can go visiting dressed respectably because they know they won’t arrive wet, bedraggled and covered in mud.’
         
 
         If John Garrett noticed his daughter’s use of the minister’s first name, he made no comment, and his manner softened as he looked at her.
 
         ‘I doubt if a preacher has an eye for fashions – and the Scots aren’t the best-dressed women in the world, not even in Edinburgh.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, I don’t know. I expect Wyatt met quite a few fashionable ladies while he was staying with Lord Kilmalie – as his guest.’
 
         It was apparent from the very casualness of her manner that Evangeline knew well the effect the information would have on her factor father. She was not disappointed.
 
         John Garrett lowered his whisky-glass and stared at Wyatt. ‘You stayed at Lord Kilmalie’s house? As a guest?’
 
         The appointment of a minister to a living was a comparatively minor matter. Most preachers were selected without the landowner ever seeing them. His appointment would be dealt with by those paid to administer the landlord’s estates. For a titled landowner to entertain a minister in his own home was almost unheard of!
 
         Before Wyatt could reply, Evangeline added more fuel to the speculative fire she had lit in the mind of her father.
         
 
         ‘Wyatt was in the Army with Lord Kilmalie’s son – the one who died. He was an officer, too – a captain.’
 
         John Garrett made a rapid reassessment of the man standing before him. Only gentlemen became officers in the Queen’s army. Wyatt Jamieson might be no more than a minister in the Church of Scotland now, but there was more to his background than was usual – and he had the ear of Lord Kilmalie.
         
 
         The factor was a very important man in this remote Highland community but he, too, was an employee. He and the Edinburgh-based landowner did not always agree on the methods needed to keep the Highland estate profitable – especially when it involved the forcible eviction of peasant tenants. Managing the Eskaig estate was easier when Lord Kilmalie was kept in the dark about such activities. John Garrett wanted things to remain that way.
         
 
         ‘Well! You’ve led an interesting life, Minister. Small wonder Evangeline seems delighted with your company. She seldom meets anyone who can talk of anything other than sheep, fishing or poaching. Your coming here will be good for her. You’ll find her good company; she’s a bright girl. A clever girl, though I say so myself. But your glass is empty. Evangeline, give the minister another whisky while I go off and find your mother. It’s time we ate.’
         
 
         Evangeline poured Wyatt another generous drink, and as he took it from her he thought he heard the sound of voices raised in argument somewhere towards the rear of the house. The factor’s daughter immediately suggested that Wyatt should come with her to see the garden she had designed. It was dusk outside, and it would soon be impossible to see anything, but Wyatt concurred. It was clear she was trying to keep him from hearing the argument between her parents.
         
 
         As they reached the front door John Garrett bellowed angrily. Then there came the sound of running feet as Charlotte Garrett ran across the stone-flagged hall and fled upstairs, her face turned from Evangeline and their guest.
 
         ‘Come, before it’s too dark to see.’ Evangeline Garrett put a hand on Wyatt’s arm.
 
         ‘But … your mother…?’
 
         ‘She’ll be all right. As right as she’s ever going to be, stuck up here in the Highlands. She was brought up in a city, surrounded by people. She can’t cope with what she calls the “emptiness” of Scotland. It unnerves her.’
 
         ‘Hardly the qualities one expects to find in the wife of a Highland factor, surely?’
 
         ‘That’s what Father’s always telling her.’ Evangeline shrugged. ‘You and he are right, I suppose, but I understand how she feels. I get like it myself sometimes. It’s almost as though we’ve lost the rest of the world – the real world, that is. I would never be surprised if one day we set off to return to Edinburgh, only to learn it had gone and the whole world was as empty as here.’
         
 
         Wyatt smiled at the thought. ‘Edinburgh was very much in evidence a week ago. But how can you pine for what man has made when God offers you such beauty as this?’
 
         They were in the garden now, and Wyatt made an expansive gesture. It included Loch Eil, the dusk-shadowed woods and mountains that surrounded it, and the high snow-wrapped bulk of Ben Nevis to the south-west. ‘You’ll never see anything more beautiful.’
 
         ‘Perhaps that’s the trouble.’ Evangeline’s gaze followed the sweep of his arm. ‘It’s all too beautiful. Too perfect to be real. I find it unnerving.’
         
 
         Her words took Wyatt by surprise. He had been born and bred amidst such scenery and had never questioned its perfection. Yet he recalled the reaction of soldiers belonging to non-Highland regiments when they first marched through the Drakensberg Mountains in Natal. Until they had been there for a day or two they were completely overawed by their surroundings, their own insignificance magnified by the lofty grandeur of nature. It seemed the Highlands affected strangers in the same manner.
         
 
         Then Wyatt was being shown the results of Evangeline’s ‘gardening’. It appeared to be no more than indistinct clumps of frost-attacked foliage collapsed against the chill damp earth, but he uttered insincere sounds of appreciation. Fortunately, it was already too dark for Evangeline to expect him to differentiate between the various species of woebegone plants.
         
 
         Wyatt was saved from further hypocrisy by John Garrett, who came to the door and informed them in stentorian tones that a meal was sitting on the table awaiting their presence.
 
         Dinner was a somewhat subdued affair during which Wyatt was required to repeat the story of his adult life for the benefit of the factor. Evangeline prompted him to fill in many more details, while Charlotte Garrett maintained an unnatural silence, creating a strained atmosphere around the table.
         
 
         John Garrett drank heavily throughout the meal, becoming increasingly belligerent. He began to describe in detail how he would put an end to the ‘idle uselessness of the Highland peasantry’, by raising their rents to a point where they would be forced to abandon their tiny homesteads.
         
 
         ‘Lord Kilmalie should leave me to do whatever’s necessary,’ declared the factor loudly, his face red and perspiring. ‘I’m not taken in by their cringing and whining. I’d have ’em out in no time. Had it been done years ago, the estate would be showing a handsome profit now.’
 
         ‘Not too many years ago the men you’re talking about were holding the line at Waterloo, in regiments raised by their landlords,’ declared Wyatt firmly. ‘They didn’t march off to war in order to make a profit.’
 
         John Garrett snorted scornfully. ‘You sound just like them, Preacher. All such rubbish is in the past. Anything owed to them has been long paid. No man’s entitled to be a millstone around the neck of a landowner just because his grandfather or great-grandfather fought in a war. I doubt if there’s a man left about here who’s been within a mile of a battlefield.’
         
 
         Wyatt felt very strongly about landowners and factors who cleared people from the land for no other reason than to increase profits, but he knew it was useless reminding the factor that Waterloo had been fought only twenty-seven years before. A man did not have to be ancient to have fought in the army of the Duke of Wellington – and local regiments had been in the thick of that battle. John Garrett would not have accepted such enlightenment, even had he been sober.
         
 
         Instead, Wyatt downed his drink, and as the fiery liquid burned a path down his throat he said: ‘It’s time I was leaving. I want to be up and about early tomorrow.’
 
         As Evangeline pouted her disappointment, John Garrett eyed Wyatt suspiciously. ‘Don’t start getting any half-baked ideas about the rights of the men of Eskaig, Minister. You tend to their spiritual needs; that’s what Lord Kilmalie pays you for. He pays me to see to everything else. Remember it and we’ll get along famously. It’s them and us up here – and you’ll find you need me far more than I need you.’
         
 
         Suddenly, John Garrett relaxed. ‘But I don’t need to be telling you this, do I? After all, we’re both Lord Kilmalie’s men.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Three
            

         
 
         DURING THE NEXT few days Wyatt thought often of the factor’s parting words. John Garrett was the second man to tell him he was ‘a landlord’s man’. It disconcerted Wyatt greatly. He had come to Eskaig as a preacher. A man of God with a duty to serve the people.
         
 
         Certainly, John Garrett had been right about one thing. Wyatt could be inducted against the will of the people and in defiance of church law. A number of recent rulings in the civil courts had confirmed this. The man who had caused a church to be built – in practice the landlord – was deemed to possess the sole authority to appoint a minister to that living. Yet only a fool would deliberately go against the wishes of a Highland community if it was his intention to live and work in their midst.
         
 
         Wyatt wanted to follow the age-old traditions of the Church of Scotland and have his induction endorsed by the people of Eskaig. His parishioners.
 
         Between settling in at the manse and preparing for his first Sunday in Eskaig, Wyatt spent much time walking about the village and also visiting the small communities scattered around the edges of the seven-mile-long loch. Everywhere he was given a reception that was polite, but as icily cold as the waters of the burns tumbling from the snow-capped mountains. His questions were invariably answered with a terse ‘Don’t know’. He did not learn the names of the church elders until, in a cupboard inside the church, he discovered a book containing details of church meetings. Even then, not a single villager would raise an arm to point the way to the homes of the men named in the book.
         
 
         Worse was to come. Believing that his Sunday sermon could be a way of bringing the Highland congregation and their preacher closer together, Wyatt spent many night hours at his desk, working by candlelight. A powerful yet conciliatory sermon was completed in the early hours of the Sabbath – Wyatt’s first as minister of Eskaig.
         
 
         Sitting back in his chair, Wyatt stretched and rubbed tired eyes. No more could be done now. His future among the Highlanders would be decided in the small Eskaig church later that morning, when sunlight had chased away the shadows lurking inside the manse and warmed the recesses of his tired and over-imaginative mind.
 
         The day began with a threat of rain, but the mountains held back the cloud. By ten o’clock, when Wyatt closed the gate of the manse garden behind him and set off for the church, the risk of rain had receded and the sun was breaking through. It would be a good day for those members of the congregation who needed to walk miles to church across the springy Highland turf.
 
         At half-past ten, thirty minutes before the service was due to begin, Wyatt stationed himself at the doorway of the church. He waited with some trepidation to welcome worshippers to his first service.
 
         By eleven-thirty Wyatt conceded that no one intended to come to morning service in the parish church. It was a bitter disappointment. He had returned to the Highlands with such high hopes, determined to dedicate his life to the community which had buried his father. It seemed they were not prepared to give him such an opportunity.
 
         Wyatt had returned inside the church when an old woman, dressed in clothes that no stretch of the imagination could consider to be ‘Sunday best’, entered quietly through the doorway. She was hardly a congregation, but by now Wyatt was ready to clutch at the most unlikely of straws.
 
         ‘Have you come for the service? Here … let me guide you to a pew, right here at the front. I promise you a sermon as stirring as though I were delivering it to a thousand of the Lord’s most devout followers….’
         
 
         The old woman shook his hand free of her arm. She looked about the church with obvious disapproval, and her pursed lips put Wyatt in mind of the mouth of a drawstring pouch.
 
         ‘No use you talking to me. Not unless you can work more miracles than the good Lord himself – and it doesn’t seem you’re strong on miracles, Minister.’ She put a finger to one of her ears. ‘I’m deaf. Haven’t heard a word these ten years.’
         
 
         ‘What … are … you … doing … here?’
         
 
         Wyatt spoke in the exaggerated manner adopted by those unused to speaking to the deaf, carefully enunciating each word.
 
         ‘Eh? Can’t hear you. I’m deaf, I tell you. Factor pays me sixpence a week to clean out the church after Sunday services. I do the same for the manse once a week for another sixpence. I’ll shop for you, too, given money in advance. I like to come in here and sit at the back on a Sunday, so I can make a start as soon as the service is over.’ The old woman looked pointedly about her. ‘This will be an easy day’s money.’ Looking up into Wyatt’s face, she added: ‘Neither of us is going to die of hard work here today, Minister.’
 
         She was still cackling merrily when she passed Evangeline Garrett on the path that went through the small churchyard.
 
         Entering the church, Evangeline acknowledged Wyatt with a nod before looking about her. She frowned. ‘I thought you’d be taking a service this morning. Or is it over already? I rode here hoping to be in time to hear your first sermon.’
 
         ‘You and that old woman are the only ones to have set foot inside the kirk this morning – and she only came here to clean up.’ Wyatt hoped the disappointment he felt could not be detected in his voice.
 
         ‘Oh, Wyatt, I’m so sorry! I really am. Everyone is being absolutely horrid to you.’ Evangeline laid her hand on his arm in a spontaneous gesture of sympathy. ‘Please don’t be too upset. I’ll tell my father. He’ll make them come to church—’
 
         ‘No!’ The word sounded unduly loud and harsh inside the empty church. ‘I’m sorry…. Look, I know you mean well, but this is a problem I must solve in my own way if I’m to succeed as minister here.’
 
         ‘Yes, of course….’ Evangeline removed her hand from his arm and brushed an imaginary speck of dust from his sleeve. ‘You’ll be holding an afternoon service?’
 
         Because many Highland parishioners needed to travel long distances in order to reach their church and return home before dark, an afternoon service took the place of the evening one.
         
 
         ‘It hardly seems worthwhile….’
 
         ‘Nonsense! We’re not early risers on a Sunday,’ she explained apologetically, ‘but the whole family always attends church in the afternoon. So do our servants. You’ll have a better congregation then, I promise you.’
         
 
         ‘In that case the service will go ahead as usual.’
         
 
         Evangeline gave Wyatt a warm smile. ‘Good! Can I persuade you to come home and have lunch with us?’
 
         Wyatt shook his head. ‘Not on a Sunday. This is the day I devote to my church.’ He did not add that if he were ever to gain the confidence of the people of Eskaig he needed to steer a course that kept the factor at arm’s length as far as possible.
 
         ‘Then, I’ll see you this afternoon – but, I warn you, I’ll expect you to return to the house for dinner afterwards.’
 
         
             

         
 
         There were twenty-three men, women and children in church for the afternoon service. It was far fewer than Wyatt would have wished, and he was aware all were drawn from the families of those who worked in the Garrett household. But it was enough to make the service worthwhile, and Wyatt ensured the small congregation was given a service to remember. He preached a sermon that promised ‘fire and brimstone’ for those who did not follow the path of the Lord. The wide eyes of the children told him it had been a powerful sermon, at least.
         
 
         Evangeline was almost as awed as the children when she met him outside the church afterwards. ‘That was a wonderful sermon, Wyatt,’ she enthused. ‘The people of Eskaig don’t know what they’ve missed. They will come to your church, you’ll see. When they do they’ll realise they have a better preacher than Minister Gunn ever was.’
         
 
         Charlotte Garrett echoed her daughter’s sentiments, adding: ‘It was a fine sermon. I’ll look forward to Sundays with much more pleasure now you are here.’
         
 
         Out here in the daylight Charlotte Garrett was paler and more gaunt than she had appeared in her own home. There was a brittle intensity about her that Wyatt found disconcerting. He was a Doctor of Divinity but, for Charlotte Garrett’s sake, he wished he was also a Doctor of Medicine.
 
         John Garrett was less impressed with Wyatt’s preaching skills. Shrugging a heavy cape about his shoulders, he looked up at the dark grey clouds lowering over the mountain-tops. ‘There’s a deal of rain up there, Minister. Don’t be too long in making ready. You’ll find our pony and trap by the gate.’
 
         It was a tight squeeze in the light two-wheeled carriage, and the lochside track had not yet been repaired after suffering the ravages of winter, yet Evangeline did not mind the discomfort. Seated next to Wyatt, she occasionally clutched his arm in order to maintain her balance. When this happened she would smile up at him happily while her father cursed the state of the road.
         
 
         They had travelled for about a mile when Wyatt suddenly cried: ‘Stop!’ It was such an urgent cry that the factor hauled on the reins, bringing the pony to a restless halt.
 
         ‘What is it?’ the factor demanded.
 
         ‘There’s a young lad over there in the bushes. I want to have a word with him.’
 
         Wyatt had glimpsed Ewan Munro to one side of the track. The boy had darted for the cover of a clump of straggly gorse just before the pony and trap passed by, but before he disappeared from view Wyatt had spotted a bloody rag wrapped about Ewan Munro’s bare leg.
 
         John Garrett erupted in anger. ‘I’m damned if I’m going to risk a soaking while you talk to some urchin. Get back in the trap.’
 
         There was some justification for the factor’s concern about the weather. Heavy black cloud was beginning to roll down the mountainside towards the loch, and specks of rain were carried on the wind. But Wyatt was already out of the trap.
         
 
         ‘I’ll not be a few minutes….’ Wyatt had seen the boy scrambling towards an area of broken rocks, higher up the slope.
 
         John Garrett flicked the reins over the pony’s back angrily. ‘Then, you’ll need to walk to the house.’
         
 
         A moment later pony and trap were clattering off along the track. As the two women occupants looked back at Wyatt he saw distress on the pale face of Charlotte Garrett, while Evangeline’s expression was one of increasing anger.
 
         Wyatt did not pause to wonder whether the anger was directed at himself or at her father. He began scrambling up the mountainside to where he had last seen the ragged boy. Ewan Munro was in need of help, and this was more important to him than missing a meal with the Garrett family.
 
         When Wyatt reached the spot where he had last seen the boy there was no one in sight, but a few hundred yards away was the narrow glen where the boy had eluded Wyatt on their previous meeting.
 
         Wyatt followed the glen, heading towards the increasingly loud sound of a fast-running mountain stream somewhere ahead. Soon he was enveloped in the grey mist of the clouds, and up here there was both rain and a hint of snow in the wind. Wyatt had almost decided to abandon his search when he heard a sound from the mist somewhere below him. It was a boy crying.
         
 
         Painfully forcing his way through the undergrowth, Wyatt headed towards the sound, which by now had become a low intermittent snuffling. Quite suddenly Wyatt cleared the undergrowth – and almost tripped over the boy.
         
 
         Ewan Munro was seated by the side of a rapid-flowing stream, splashing handfuls of water on his leg. Startled by Wyatt’s sudden appearance, he tried to scramble away along the stone-strewn stream-bank, but Wyatt was quicker. He caught the boy before he was more than an arm’s length away.
         
 
         Ewan Munro fought desperately for his freedom for some moments. Suddenly he cried out in pain, and his struggles ceased as his face contorted in agony.
         
 
         Releasing his grip, Wyatt had no need to ask the young boy what was wrong. As Ewan Munro straightened his injured leg Wyatt saw it was far worse than he had realised. Beneath the knee the leg was bloody, swollen and discoloured. It was also dirty as a result of their recent struggle.
 
         ‘How did you do this?’ Escape and pursuit were forgotten as Wyatt kneeled beside the boy and examined the injured limb.
 
         Receiving no reply, Wyatt repeated the question in Gaelic, although he was aware the boy understood English.
 
         ‘I was shot … by the factor’s men.’ Ewan Munro’s reply was in Gaelic.
 
         ‘When?’ Wyatt’s question was tinged with disbelief. He was aware that the factor held the Highlanders in low esteem, but he could not believe any man would order the shooting of a boy.
 
         ‘The day you last chased me. When I had the salmon.’
 
         Wyatt’s lips tightened to a grim thin line as he completed his examination of the wounded leg. The boy had been wounded by scattershot from a sportsman’s gun at close range, and the leg had not been properly treated. It was hardly surprising the wound was showing signs of infection.
         
 
         ‘The first thing we need to do is get this cleaned up so we can see how bad it is.’
 
         Making no attempt to escape now, Ewan Munro followed Wyatt back to the stream. He sat on the stony bank, trying hard not to cry out when Wyatt began cleaning the wound.
         
 
         As he worked, Wyatt questioned the boy. He learned Ewan Munro lived with his family ‘a wee walk away’. The vague information was accompanied by a wave of the arm indicating only that it was farther along the glen.
 
         When the blood and dirt on Ewan’s leg had been washed away the puffiness of infected tissue became more apparent. Wyatt suspected a number of pieces of lead shot were still lodged beneath the skin. If the leg was to get better, all the shot would have to come out.
 
         ‘You should see a doctor. There’s some work needs to be done on this leg.’
 
         Ewan Munro looked at Wyatt with all the scorn a ten-year-old could muster. ‘The doctor’s all the way to Corpach. Like yourself, he’s the landlord’s man. It’s the factor’s shot I’m carrying. If I go to him, he’ll have me in the lock-up without so much as looking at my leg. No doubt you’ll try to do the same – but you’ve got to get me to Corpach first.’
 
         There it was again. The assumption that Wyatt was ‘the landlord’s man’. But this was neither the time nor the place to put the young poacher right.
 
         ‘Can you walk well enough to take me to your father?’
 
         ‘What do you want with him? It’s me who’s been taking the laird’s salmon, not my pa.’
 
         ‘I don’t care who’s been taking what, or from where. You need to have shot removed from your leg. If we can’t trust a doctor, then I’ll need to do it, and I have neither knife nor fire here. Will you take me to your home, or would you rather come down to the manse, in Eskaig?’
         
 
         Ewan Munro looked at Wyatt uncertainly. He had no intention of accompanying the minister anywhere near the village. Turning away abruptly, he limped off into the mist, leading Wyatt further into the mountains.
 
         In spite of Ewan’s wounded leg, Wyatt was hard put to keep up with him. They had been walking for at least half a mile when Wyatt smelled wood-smoke in the damp air. A few minutes later they reached a small clearing in the heart of the thick undergrowth that choked much of the glen floor.
 
         Here the Munro family had their ‘home’. It was no more than a lean-to shelter composed of grass, tree-branches and turfs, supported by two growing saplings. Beneath the scant cover provided by the structure a man lay on his side beneath a single threadbare blanket, his face turned away from the opening. The remains of another blanket lay on the damp ground beside him. On this, two very young girls were playing. Despite the chill and wet weather one was as naked as the day she was born, no more than a year before.
         
 
         Three more girls were squatting beside a low-burning fire. They were watching as a woman Wyatt presumed to be their mother turned a wooden spit on which a hare was impaled, above the flames.
 
         The woman was so startled when she looked up to see Wyatt emerging from the undergrowth behind her son that she dropped the hare, and it fell in the fire.
         
 
         One of the small girls pounced on the meat immediately. Lifting it carefully to safety, she replaced the spit in the forks of two sticks driven in the ground on either side of the fire.
 
         ‘It’s all right, Mother.’ Wyatt used the term in a bid to put the woman at ease, but in spite of her large family she could have been no older than himself. ‘I’ve brought Ewan home. He has a bad wound on his leg. It needs to be treated right away. I’ll do it, if you wish, but I’ll need a sharp knife. Would you have one?’
 
         ‘Who’s that? Elsa … who’s that out there with you?’ The voice was that of a querulous old man, yet Wyatt found it hard to believe an old man had sired the Munro brood.
 
         ‘It’s all right, Pa….’ At the first sound of the man’s voice Ewan Munro had moved to the lean-to shelter. He leaned low over the blanket-covered figure to reassure him. ‘It’s the new preacher from Eskaig.’
 
         ‘Preacher? I don’t need no preacher. Give me another day or two to get back on my feet and we’ll be on our way again….’
 
         The declaration ended breathlessly, as though the speaker had overexerted himself. Wyatt moved closer to the lean-to.
         
 
         ‘I’ve brought your son home. He has a piece or two of lead in his leg. It’s not serious, but they need to come out quickly. I need a sharp knife.’
 
         The sick man struggled to sit up in bed, but even as Wyatt stooped to help him he fell back again.
 
         ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you were such a sick man.’
         
 
         Ewan Munro’s father rolled his head from side to side impatiently. ‘I’m a mite weak, that’s all. I’ll be as right as summer tomorrow. I always am. Elsa, give the preacher my knife.’
 
         Elsa Munro hesitated for a moment, as though reluctant to obey her husband’s breathless instruction. Then she brushed past Wyatt and from the lower end of the lean-to pulled out a bag made from faded tartan cloth. Again she hesitated, looking at Wyatt before plunging her hand inside the bag. Lifting out a dirk that had no place in the possession of a ragged and homeless Highland family, she handed the weapon to Wyatt. Housed in a scabbard of shiny black leather heavily ornamented with gilt, the knife’s handle was designed in the shape of an inverted thistle and carved from highly polished ebony. Inspecting the knife more closely, Wyatt saw a silver ‘72’ worked into the base of the handle, close to the hilt.
         
 
         Wyatt looked up quickly and caught the expression of apprehension on the face of Elsa Munro. ‘This is the dirk of an officer in the Seventy-Second Regiment. How did you come by it?’
         
 
         ‘It isn’t stolen, I swear.’ Elsa Munro was close to tears. ‘Lachlan’s never stolen a thing in his life—’less it was a salmon or a hare to feed his family.’
 
         ‘She’s right, Preacher. But it’s not usual for a churchman to have such a knowledge of military weapons. The dirk was given to me by a lieutenant in the Seventy-Second. I was his batman.’
 
         Wyatt leaned low over the sick man. Lachlan Munro was unshaven, and his face was pinched and gaunt as a result of the fever that racked his body – but it was a face Wyatt had seen before. Long ago, and far away.
 
         ‘And you served him well, Sergeant Munro – the regiment, too. But what on earth is a brave man like you doing out here on the mountains with no roof over your head?’
         
 
         This time nothing could prevent Lachlan Munro from struggling to a sitting position. As Wyatt kneeled down in order to support him, the man looked hard at the preacher and his face lit up with sheer delight.
 
         ‘Captain Jamieson. Well, I’m damned – begging your pardon, Captain.’
 
         ‘You’ll not be damned if I have anything to do with it, Sergeant. But what are you doing here?’
         
 
         Lachlan Munro sagged back against the supporting arm, and Wyatt gently lowered the sick man to the ground.
         
 
         ‘You’ve asked a good question, Captain – sorry, Minister. But it’s small wonder I never recognised you as a preacher. You was a hero to all of us….’
         
 
         ‘It’s your story I want to hear, Lachlan. You were going to tell me what’s happened to you.’
         
 
         ‘I caught the fever in Africa, Captain, same as you. More than half the regiment went down with it. I was shipped home. Must have been eighteen months after you. When I got back I discovered the factor had turned my family from the house. Sheep were grazing over what Garrett’s men had left standing. Took me three months to learn where Elsa, Ewan and the others had gone. I found ’em all right, but they’d have been better off without me. Twice I’ve managed to get work, but each time the fever’s come back and laid me up again. No one wants to employ a man who’s lying abed ill as often as he’s working.’
 
         Wyatt was well acquainted with the African fever. It was the reason he had been invalided out of the Army. He, too, still suffered recurrences that would strike him down for days at a time.
         
 
         ‘How do you live?’
 
         ‘Best way I can, Captain. Sometimes a nice salmon will jump from the loch and land at my feet. Hares have been known to drop dead when I look at ’em too. You know how it is. If they don’t … well, a man can’t sit back and watch his family starve.’ Lachlan Munro turned his head, and his eyes found his son. ‘When I’m laid low Ewan needs to be the provider. He’s a good boy. A man couldn’t ask for a finer son. We’d have all starved for certain, had it not been for Ewan.’
 
         Talk of the boy reminded Wyatt of what he had to do. When he told Lachlan Munro, the sick ex-soldier closed his eyes as though in sudden pain. Then he nodded. ‘Do what you have to, Captain. He won’t make a whimper, I promise you. He’s a brave lad. He’ll make a good soldier one day. It’s all he thinks about. Ewan, come here, boy.’
 
         When Ewan came to stand beside his father, Lachlan Munro said: ‘The captain here was in my regiment, in Africa. He was a sergeant once, but he was so brave they made him an officer. I’ve told him you’re brave, too. He’ll no doubt hurt you with what needs to be done, but I’ve said you’ll not cry. Am I right?’
         
 
         The expression on Ewan Munro’s suddenly pale face was an uncertain and apprehensive mixture of fear and pride. He nodded his head.
         
 
         ‘Good boy! Give me your hand now. While the captain’s about his business I’ll tell you what the Seventy-Second did in Africa, and why they made him an officer….’
 
         Prising the lead pellets from Ewan Munro’s leg took longer than Wyatt would have wished. Yet, apart from a whimper when the crude operation began and another when Wyatt needed to dig deep in the flesh of the thin leg for the last pellet, Ewan never made a sound. From somewhere behind him Wyatt could hear Elsa Munro crying softly, and one of the girls wept with her. Wyatt never looked round. Working as swiftly as he could, he hardly noticed the perspiration and drizzle running down his face.
 
         When Wyatt eventually straightened up, his back and arms ached from the sheer tension of the operation he had just performed. ‘There, it’s all done.’
 
         Lachlan Munro was cradling his son in his arms and he blinked to clear his eyes. ‘He’s fainted, Captain. It’s not that he’s a coward. He’s only a wee lad….’
 
         ‘I’ve known grown men scream with less cause. He’s a brave boy.’ As he spoke, Wyatt was ripping up his clean linen kerchief to make a flimsy bandage. ‘You can be proud of him. But what’s to be done about you – all of you?’
         
 
         ‘Don’t you concern yourself with us, Captain. We’ll be all right when I’m up and about again. Just give us a day or two, that’s all.’
 
         Wyatt looked about the makeshift camp. The abject poverty of the Munro family was painfully apparent.
 
         ‘This is no way for a loyal ex-sergeant of the Seventy-Second to live, Lachlan. You deserve better. So does your family. Come down to the village and see me when you’re up and about again. In the meantime….’
         
 
         Wyatt dug deep into his pockets. He was far from wealthy, but he knew he carried a half-guinea somewhere. Locating the small gold coin, he handed it to Elsa Munro. ‘Take this. Use it to buy food and whatever else you need. Build up the strength of your man – and Ewan’s, too. Be sure to come down to Eskaig as soon as you’re able. In the meantime I’ll speak to the factor on your behalf.’
 
         Elsa Munro accepted the coin and clasped both Wyatt’s hands in her own. ‘God bless you, Minister. God bless you.’
         
 
         ‘His blessings on you and your family, too, Elsa. But He’ll need a little help if you’re to be provided with the material things of this life.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Four
            

         
 
         WYATT SET OUT for John Garrett’s house early the next morning. It was fine and sunny now, although there was still a bank of cloud far out over the sea to the west. Wyatt knew his meeting with the factor was likely to be a stormy one, but he had accepted that the very nature of John Garrett made a clash between them inevitable. It might as well come sooner than later.
         
 
         The factor was finishing his breakfast and gruffly invited Wyatt to sit down and share a pot of coffee with him. Declining the offer, Wyatt stated that he had come to the house to discuss business – estate business.
         
 
         John Garrett looked up at his visitor and frowned. ‘What has estate business to do with a preacher? We’ve managed very well without you for a great many years.’
 
         ‘You might have been happy with things. Lachlan Munro and his family haven’t.’
         
 
         John Garrett’s frown deepened, then suddenly cleared. ‘The ex-soldier? The man’s a lazy scoundrel. I employed him on the estate for a while. So did one of the tenants over Glen Coe way. He did no more than two days’ work for either of us before feigning sickness and failing to turn up for work.’
         
 
         ‘He was feigning nothing. He suffers from the same fever that had me discharged from the Army. It returns even now to lay me low, as it does to Munro.’
 
         ‘So that’s it. Two ex-Army men standing together. Well, I’ve never been in the Army, and I’m concerned only with running Lord Kilmalie’s estate at a profit. Lachlan Munro is nothing to me. In fact the sooner he’s off Kilmalie land the better it will be for everyone. He’s a thieving poacher.’
         
 
         ‘He’s also an ex-sergeant of the Seventy-Second Regiment. He served with Lord Kilmalie’s son in Africa, and served well. When his Lordship learns Munro returned from Africa only to find he’d been dispossessed I doubt if he’ll share your views.’
         
 
         ‘You’ll tell him?’
 
         ‘A letter will be on its way by nightfall.’
 
         Charlotte Garrett appeared in the doorway, a coffee-pot in her hand. She wanted to approach the table but could see from the stance of the two men that they were involved in an argument. Her face registered anxious uncertainty.
         
 
         John Garrett stood up abruptly, only the weight of the hardwood chair preventing it from toppling to the floor. ‘Come to my office.’ Without waiting for a reply the factor strode to the doorway, pushing past his wife without a word to her.
 
         Outside in the main hallway Evangeline was halfway down the stairs, a flimsy wrap thrown over her night attire. She was unprepared for her father’s bellow of anger.
 
         ‘What do you think you’re doing? I’ll not have my daughter flaunting herself like some common Highland slut in front of a stranger. Get back to your room this minute.’
         
 
         Unused to being spoken to by her father in such a manner, Evangeline opened her mouth to protest. Then she saw Wyatt emerge from the breakfast room. Her jaw sagged, and she gazed at him in dismay. Her hands went to her hair, where tight curls were held in place by a multicoloured selection of rag strips. She turned and fled, her protest forgotten.
 
         In the estate manager’s office, John Garrett reached down a large leather-bound book from a shelf and placed it upon a desk. ‘Close the door.’
 
         As Wyatt complied with the gruff order, the factor turned the pages of the book until he found the one he was seeking. ‘Can you make sense of figures?’
 
         ‘I’ve kept accounts.’
 
         ‘Take a look through this book. When I came here the Kilmalie estate was barely breaking even. I’ve brought it into profit. Allowed to do things my way, I could make this the finest estate in the whole of Scotland.’
 
         ‘How? By getting rid of tenants in the same way you dispossessed Lachlan Munro?’
 
         ‘Highland tenants will never pay sufficient rent to make their landlords rich. How can they? They grow hardly enough to stay alive. A fair rent is beyond them. The answer is sheep. Keep tenants on land and it pays pennies. Put sheep in their place and you can begin to count the profit in pounds.’
         
 
         ‘It may make sense to the landlord. It doesn’t to the dispossessed tenant.’
 
         The factor shrugged. ‘My duty is to Lord Kilmalie, not to a bunch of ne’er-do-wells who spend no more than four months of the year spoiling good pasture with their goats and pigs. For the other eight months they’re content to crouch over a fire inside a hut, moving only to scratch at a flea or a louse.’
 
         Wyatt tried to control his anger. ‘I’m surprised you stay here if you despise the Highlanders so much. Especially as Lord Kilmalie doesn’t share your views. He knows the Highlanders have supported their clan heads in war and peace for hundreds of years. He accepts his duty to them, as I do. That’s why I’ve come here on behalf of Lachlan Munro. If you’re not prepared to help him, I don’t doubt Lord Kilmalie will.’
         
 
         Wyatt turned to leave the office, but John Garrett called him back. ‘Wait! I can’t give Munro his old place back. It’s been pulled down, and sheep are grazing there now.’
 
         ‘Can you offer him somewhere else?’
 
         ‘There’s a cottage on flat land at the far end of the loch, beyond Kinlocheil. Work needs to be done on the roof, but there’s good land goes with it. Too good to waste on a man who’s used to the mountains, but I suppose it’s better than leaving it to stand idle.’
         
 
         Taken by surprise at the offer, Wyatt eyed the factor speculatively. The offer had nothing to do with the advantage to the estate of having the cottage occupied and the land worked, of this he was certain. Neither was it because John Garrett had been defeated in argument. Either Lord Kilmalie had no knowledge of his factor’s methods, or he had already warned Garrett about them. Wyatt wondered how much farther he could push the factor.
 
         ‘Lachlan Munro’s wife said there were crops growing when she was evicted.’
 
         ‘Munro will be given seed to compensate for any loss he might have suffered.’
 
         ‘What about livestock?’
         
 
         ‘Don’t push me too hard, Minister. I’ll arrange for Munro to be given two young pigs. If he wants a cow, he’ll need to negotiate with one of his new neighbours. But I’ll have no goats on the land, and he’ll be charged rent, same as anyone else.’
 
         ‘Not for a twelvemonth, until he’s back on his feet.’
 
         John Garrett held his breath for so long it seemed he must explode. ‘Lachlan Munro is due nothing from me. I’ve been generous enough. Over-generous. Now I’ll give you something, Minister. Food for thought. Lord Kilmalie’s an old man. He’ll not last for ever. Most probably his heir will think as I do, that the Highlander has no place on a modern estate. His time passed with Culloden. When he’s finally gone from these parts there’ll be no need for a preacher here, either. Just keep it in mind, Minister Jamieson. I certainly will.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Wyatt left the factor’s house well satisfied with the results of his visit. He had achieved far more than he had expected. Lachlan Munro now had a cottage, and his family had an opportunity to put their past unhappiness behind them.
 
         Wyatt decided he would go and tell the ex-soldier of his change of fortune right away, but he did not return the way he had come. It was still early, and the clouds building over the sea had not moved any closer. It was an opportunity for Wyatt to explore another corner of his extensive parish.
 
         At nearby Corpach was the entrance to the Caledonian Canal. It was a wonderful feat of imaginative engineering. Utilising a number of deep-water lochs, it cut Scotland in two and linked the Atlantic Ocean with the North Sea. Wyatt intended to follow this canal north-eastwards for a few miles before turning off westwards and making his way to Eskaig over the mountains.
         
 
         Because of the direction Wyatt had taken, Evangeline looked in vain for him along the road to Eskaig when she ran from the house fully dressed, her newly brushed hair freed from the curling-rags. Thoroughly bad-tempered, the factor’s daughter returned to the house to take her father to task for shouting at her in the hearing of Eskaig’s new young minister. In the present mood of both father and daughter the confrontation boded ill for the peace of the Garrett household.
 
         
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         On the slopes above Corpach, Wyatt paused in his climb to watch a small naval vessel being raised through a series of eight locks to join the canal. Then he followed the slow progress of the ship along the canal itself before turning off.
 
         Heading deep into the mountains for about two miles, Wyatt followed the course of a small stream that had its source somewhere in the mountains overlooking Loch Eil. It was well wooded hereabouts, and he emerged from a stretch of woodland to discover the sun had disappeared behind a layer of thin fast-moving cloud. A squall was approaching.
         
 
         Wyatt toyed with the idea of turning about and returning the way he had come. He was not dressed for bad weather. His coat would not keep out rain, and his hat would take flight at the first hint of wind. He would find houses where he might shelter more easily along the canal-bank than here.
 
         Instead Wyatt muttered a brief prayer and rammed his hat more tightly upon his head. Turning up his coat collar, he set off against the slope of the land.
 
         For almost an hour it seemed Wyatt’s prayer had been heard. Apart from a short sharp shower, the rain held off. Then, as he reached an open stretch of mountainside, the sky to the west became as black as his minister’s cloak, while the wind moaned a warning that no man familiar with the Highlands would ignore.
 
         Looking about him anxiously for some form of shelter, Wyatt saw what he took to be a small clump of bushes, about half a mile distant. It was not much, but it would be better than nothing.
 
         Not until Wyatt drew closer did he realise it was in fact a small depression in the hillside. What he had seen was the top of stunted trees. In their midst was a long low sod-and-stone cot, its thatched roof held down with weighty stones strung together like a giant necklace.
         
 
         Wyatt reached the door of the building in the same moment as the storm. There were few formalities among Highland folk. To knock on a door in time of need would have been incomprehensible to the occupants. Wyatt stumbled in through the doorway as wind and rain slammed against the low-lying cot with the noise of a cannonade.
         
 
          It was dim inside, and smoke hung heavily in the air. Such light as filtered through from outside entered through two small four-pane windows, weakly supplemented by light from a peat fire burning between stone slabs in the centre of the room. An upturned bucket set in the thatch at an angle against the prevailing wind served as a chimney, but the smoke was reluctant to leave, drifting about soot-blackened beams. The living-room was divided from the remainder of the cot by a screen of rough-hewn boards, but there would be little privacy for the occupants of such a house.
         
 
         A number of men sat about the fire, some on wooden stools, others on the hard earth. All were men Wyatt had last seen on the day he landed from the boat at Eskaig. Three women were in the room, too. One was grey-haired with a dark weatherbeaten skin, the others were younger. One was the dark-haired girl Wyatt had last seen casting an angry look in his direction as the militiamen drove her from the loch-edge.
 
         The only man to stand up was the heavily bearded Eneas Ross. ‘You’re a long way from home, Preacher. Are you lost, maybe?’
 
         ‘No.’ As Wyatt spoke a fierce gust of wind hurled itself against the thatch, and the blackened beams squealed in protest. ‘I had business in Corpach. I thought I’d return across the mountains. I’m glad I found your cot before the storm broke.’
 
         As Wyatt spoke a dribble of water, peat-black from the beams, dripped down upon his head. He was reminded of other crofter cots, among the hills of the island where he had lived as a boy. The people here were not very different.
 
         ‘It will be worse along the ridge than down here. Either place, it’s better to be listening to it from beneath a good solid roof. Will you seat yourself?’
 
         As Wyatt took the recently vacated stool, Eneas Ross asked: ‘Was your business in Corpach with the factor?’
 
         ‘It was.’
 
         One of the two women standing at the rear of the smoke-filled room snorted derisively. Wyatt believed it to be the dark-haired girl.
 
         As Wyatt looked at each of the men seated about the fire, Eneas Ross said: ‘These are my sons – eight of them. A chief would have been proud to have such clansmen on his land in the old days. Those times are past, Preacher. Now it seems we’re taking up land the factor would rather see rented out as a sheep-walk.’
 
         His statement brought nods and grunts of agreement from the young men about the fire, but Eneas Ross was speaking again.
         
 
         ‘The wind will have put a chill in your bones. Mairi, bring out the “water of life” for the preacher. Mairi is my daughter,’ Eneas Ross added as the dark-haired girl moved to a gloomy corner of the room. ‘She’s the only lass in fourteen births. Four sons survived for only a few days. Another was drowned in the loch as a lad. The other lass is Tibbie.’ He pointed through the smoke. Forced back down the ‘chimney’ by the wind, it was now thicker than ever. ‘She’s a Cameron from above Loch Leven, and married to my oldest boy, Ian.’
 
         Mairi Ross appeared at Wyatt’s side. Handing him a battered pewter mug, she commenced to half-fill it with whisky poured from a large earthenware jar. Then she went around the circle of her brothers pouring drinks for them into wooden cups. Wyatt realised that, as a guest, he had been given the family’s best drinking-vessel.
 
         ‘Your health, Preacher.’ Eneas Ross raised his cup in a simple toast.
 
         ‘God’s blessing on you and yours.’
 
         The strength of the whisky reached Wyatt’s nose long before it touched his lips, and when he swallowed it drove the breath from his throat. Twice he tried to speak, but not until the third attempt did a voice that was not recognisable as his own say: ‘I haven’t tasted whisky like this since I left the Isles. Where’s it made?’
 
         Knowing grins about the fire gave Wyatt his answer, but Eneas Ross said: ‘It was a gift, given in return for a young pig. It isn’t done to question another man’s generosity.’
         
 
         Wyatt took Eneas Ross’s point and made no further mention of the source of the illicitly distilled whisky during his chat with the men of the Ross family.
 
         Declining a second drink, Wyatt explained that he wanted to speak to Lachlan Munro before returning home.
 
         ‘You know where the Munros are?’ It was the first time Mairi Ross had spoken to Wyatt since his arrival.
 
         ‘They’ve built a lean-to on the other side of the mountain. Lachlan isn’t at all well. I want to tell him I’ve persuaded John Garrett to give the family a cot.’
 
         ‘You’ve persuaded Lord Kilmalie’s factor to give a cot to a Highlander?’ Eneas Ross’s question broke the incredulous silence that fell upon the men about the fire at Wyatt’s words.
 
         ‘A cot and a piece of land. Garrett’s also agreed to give Lachlan two young sows by way of compensation for what he’s lost. All he needs now is a cow to provide milk for that young family of his.’
         
 
         Eneas Ross’s glance moved around the fire and it was answered with a nod from each son.
 
         ‘We’ll loan him a milk-cow until he’s raised a crop or two and has money to spend.’
 
         Wyatt beamed about him. ‘Eneas, I believe the Lord has guided my footsteps this way today – ay, and sent a storm to drive me to your home. God bless you all.’
 
         ‘If I made a gift of a cow to every Highlander who’s been given a cot by Factor Garrett, I’d be no poorer than I am today – and you’re the first preacher to give a blessing inside this house. I thank you for that.’
 
         ‘Minister Gunn never came here?’ Wyatt was surprised. He had been given to understand that his predecessor had been welcomed into every house in the parish of Eskaig.
 
         ‘Preacher Gunn was well thought of in the communities along the loch-side, but I doubt whether he ever toiled up the side of a mountain in his life. We have no Sunday suits to wear to church, so we were never his kind of people.’
 
         ‘There’ll always be a place for the Rosses in my church, however you’re dressed. If you don’t find your way there soon, I’ll need to come here again. Thanks for your “water of life”. It’s put the strength back in my legs.’
 
         ‘One of my lads will come with you. The rain’s stopped, but the cloud has lowered….’
 
         ‘I’ll show him the way.’ The unexpected offer came from Mairi Ross.
         
 
         Her words brought Eneas Ross’s bushy eyebrows together in a frown, and Mairi’s chin came up defiantly.
 
         ‘Tibbie and I have made clothes for Elsa’s two youngest from a couple of our old dresses. If they’re to be living among folk, she’ll want them to look respectable.’
 
         Eneas Ross had seen the nakedness of the youngest Munro children. He nodded. ‘You know the mountains as well as anyone, girl – better than most – and the rest of us have work to do now the rain’s stopped for a while. Tell Lachlan he or the boy can come for the cow whenever he’s a mind.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Five
            

         
 
         THE MIST OUTSIDE the thatched cottage was so thick it was impossible to see for a distance of more than ten paces, but Mairi Ross was unconcerned. Clutching a bundle of home-made clothing, she strode barefoot across the coarse Highland grass with the assurance of someone who knew exactly where she was heading. Wyatt had already gained the impression she went through life with the same confidence in herself. She moved with the long easy stride of someone used to walking long distances across the wide empty country.
         
 
         ‘You have a freedom that’s rare for a girl, Mairi Ross.’ Wyatt broke a silence that had held for ten minutes after leaving the small crowded cottage.
 
         Mairi shrugged. ‘Have I? I wouldn’t know. Father was so used to sons when I came along he didn’t think to treat me any different. Does it bother you?’
 
         ‘It’s not my concern. It’s your life.’
 
         There was just a trace of amusement in Mairi’s eyes when she said: ‘I thought preachers weren’t happy unless they were changing people. Making them all dress alike and sitting them in neat little rows in a kirk. Isn’t that what being a preacher is all about?’
 
         ‘Not to me, it isn’t. I believe for much of the time it’s possible to feel closer to God up here in the mountains than in a kirk. The important thing is to teach people to recognise God wherever they find Him.’
         
 
         Mairi thought about this for a few minutes before saying seriously: ‘That’s the way I’ve always felt, but I could never have said so to Preacher Gunn. He certainly wouldn’t have said such a thing to me – or to anyone else.’ She gave him a sidelong glance. ‘You’re a rare kind of minister, Mr Jamieson. I’m not forgetting that you probably saved Father’s life down in Eskaig the day you arrived – and my brothers’, too. They’ll remember. It’s rare for anyone to take the part of a Highland crofter in these times. That reminds me…. How did you come to take Lachlan and Elsa Munro’s part against the factor?’
         
 
         Wyatt gave Mairi a sketchy explanation of his meeting with young Ewan Munro and told her what he had found when he reached the spot where Lachlan Munro had built a shelter for his family.
 
         He was still talking when Mairi suddenly reached out and gripped his arm, bringing him to a halt.
 
         ‘What is it?’
 
         ‘Can’t you hear?’
 
         Wyatt listened. Above the wind he heard a distant sound that might have been surf pounding on a long sandy beach – but they were many miles from the sea up here in the mountains.
 
         ‘It’s a squall. A bad one.’ Mairi looked about her, seemingly seeing beyond the enveloping mist. ‘This way. Run!’ She set an example, and Wyatt followed, hard put to keep up with her.
 
         A couple of minutes later she scrambled into a crevice between tumbledown boulders and pulled him in after her. There was a shelter here, of sorts. A framework of branches had been driven in the ground; other branches were woven through them, and turfs and grass laid on top, weighted down with stones.
         
 
         ‘I built it,’ Mairi explained. ‘I bring the cattle up here sometimes.’ She needed to shout above the wind which was rising in a frightening crescendo.
 
         Wyatt shifted his position beside her. The shelter had been built for only one person. It was very cramped with the two of them inside.
 
         The wind increased in ferocity until it seemed it must carry all before it. The framework of the small shelter creaked and complained, and tufts of grass were peeled away. And then the rain arrived. It struck with a force that caused part of the tiny structure to cave in, and before he could raise a hand to save it Wyatt’s hat was snatched away by the wind. The battered shelter groaned and distorted as its two occupants inched as far back as they could into the crevice between the rocks. Suddenly a section of the crude roof was carried away and rain poured in upon Mairi.
 
         Removing his coat with great difficulty inside the tiny beleaguered shelter, Wyatt pulled it over both their heads as they huddled closer together. They did not talk. The sheer ferocity of the storm rendered conversation impossible, but each gained comfort in the other’s presence as it raged through the mountains.
         
 
         The storm passed on as abruptly as it had arrived. One moment the wind was screaming furiously about the shelter – and then it had moved on. Deserted by its powerful ally, the rain faltered and died away, leaving only the dark angry clouds to menace them.
 
         Not until now did Wyatt realise he was holding Mairi very close to take advantage of what shelter was provided by his coat. Mairi, too, was aware of their closeness. She avoided his eyes as he released his hold on her and disentangled the sodden mass of his coat.
 
         ‘I can’t remember ever experiencing such a tempest.’ Wyatt’s voice sounded tremulous to his own ears. The sheer violence of the storm had made him acutely aware of man’s insignificance in the world God had created.
 
         ‘It’s not over yet.’ Mairi shook back her long dark hair, soaked by the rain despite all Wyatt’s efforts to protect her. ‘This is only a lull. Listen.’
 
         Wyatt could hear nothing for a moment, then he caught the sound of the wind approaching once more, howling across the mountain-tops towards them. As he hurriedly wrung out his coat and placed it about them once more, Mairi said: ‘I hope Lachlan and Elsa have chosen a well-sheltered spot. Where did you say they were?’
         
 
         ‘I didn’t, but they’re camped well up the slope in the glen that breaks the mountains to the east of Eskaig. They’re beside the stream, well down in a gully. They should be out of much of the wind, at least.’
 
         Mairi threw off the water-heavy coat. ‘Tell me where. Exactly where. Not beside the stream that flows through Ranald’s Glen … the one that comes down from the mountains in a series of waterfalls?’
         
 
         ‘It sounds like the place, but I went no farther than Lachlan’s camp…. Where are you going?’
 
         Mairi was squirming her way out of the narrow shelter. Reaching the entrance, she turned to look back at him. ‘The stream is known as “Ranald’s Lament”. Many years ago, in a storm similar to the one we’ve just had, all the women of a small clan were swept away and drowned while summer-feeding cattle there. Water from most of the peaks on either side of the glen flows down to Loch Eil through that one glen.’
 
         Wyatt was alarmed. ‘Then, we might already be too late?’
 
         ‘Yes.’ Mairi was on her feet now, and Wyatt quickly followed her out into the mist and rain.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         By the time Wyatt and Mairi reached the glen of Ranald’s Lament the storm had whipped itself to a fury once more. They made slow progress, doubled almost in half, each with an arm crooked before their face to protect eyes from the bruising rain and battling to make progress against the wind.
 
         The noise all about them was alarming, the wind screaming unintelligible obscenities at the intruders who dared defy its power.
         
 
         During brief lulls, when it seemed the wind was gathering its breath for a further onslaught, another sound could be heard: the noise of rushing water.
 
         Soaked and battered, Wyatt and Mairi eventually reached the shelter of the glen and began a cautious descent from the mountains. The sound of fast-running water was ominously loud here. The booming of tens of thousands of gallons of water cascading from the surrounding peaks and slopes and thundering into the glen below.
 
         Water poured from every rocky ledge on the steep slopes about Wyatt and Mairi, and somewhere far below it joined to form a river. A great, powerful, surging, foaming, awesome river that carried before it trees, bushes, earth and rocks. Gouging a new wide path on its headlong journey to Loch Eil.
         
 
         The rain had driven the mist from the mountains, and Wyatt and Mairi looked in horror at the scene below them.
 
         ‘Where was their shelter?’ Mairi asked the question and dreaded the answer she might receive.
 
         Wyatt shook his head. Nothing looked the same. It would never be the same again. Shaking off his thoughts, he made a determined effort to locate the place where he had last seen the luckless Munro family.
         
 
         ‘It was lower than this, I’m sure. Probably as much as five or six hundred feet farther down the glen.’
 
         ‘Then, I don’t fancy their chances of survival. The glen’s a dangerous place after any rain, but I’ve never seen it as bad as this before.’
         
 
         In her anguish Mairi screwed up the clothes she and her sister-in-law had made for the youngest Munro children. When she realised what she was doing it seemed for a moment she would throw them away. Instead, she set off down the slope, and Wyatt followed.
         
 
         The rain had eased considerably by the time Wyatt called Mairi to a halt.
         
 
         ‘This is where Lachlan had his shelter.’
 
         The spot was two feet under rushing water, the debris strewn all around and caught between rocks providing clear evidence that the water had been even deeper after the earlier deluge.
 
         ‘Are you sure?’
 
         Mairi wanted to believe Wyatt was wrong – after all, he had visited the spot only once – yet she knew instinctively that Wyatt would not have declared this to be the place unless he was quite certain.
 
         Mairi stood in the rain, dark hair hanging in long wet tresses about her shoulders and the cheap dress clinging to her body. She looked a picture of despair, and Wyatt’s heart went out to her. Grasping her arm, he said: ‘I’m sorry, Mairi. I wouldn’t have brought you here had I realised what had happened.’
 
         Wyatt’s genuine sympathy almost broke down the flimsy barrier of self-control Main was trying hard to maintain. She dared not reply.
 
         Suddenly Wyatt’s grip on her arm tightened. ‘Listen!’
 
         He had heard a faint sound, almost inaudible above the background thunder of water. It might have been the cry of an eagle, returning to the mountains after being driven away by the storm…. Then Wyatt heard the sound again and knew it had been made by no bird. It was a child’s cry for help!
         
 
         Mairi had heard it, too, and already she was scrambling and sliding down the steep wet hillside towards the swollen stream.
 
         Wyatt shouted a warning, but if she heard she chose to ignore it. He did not catch up with her until she had reached the water’s edge, close to an awesome waterfall. Hundreds of tons of water thundered down from about forty feet above them, throwing up a curtain of spray that made it almost impossible to see anything. It was equally unlikely they would have heard any cries for help emanating from this spot.
 
         Wyatt tried to explain all this to Mairi. Before he could make himself heard he needed to take her arm and lead her fifty yards away, to a spot where the rocky uneven ground split the fast-running water into a hundred interlinked channels.
 
         Even as he was speaking they both heard the sound again – and this time Wyatt was certain. It was a child. Then Mairi gripped Wyatt’s arm and pointed ahead.
         
 
         ‘There … look!’
         
 
         He saw a movement on one of the tiny islands that had been formed by the floodwater. Suddenly a small girl rose to a standing position from among the debris strewn about her. In her arms she held a baby.
 
         ‘It’s Kirstie … with Barbie!’
 
         The child saw Wyatt and Mairie at the same time and became so excited it seemed she was about to plunge into the river and make for them.
 
         Waving his arms frantically, Wyatt shouted: ‘Stay there. Stay where you are. We’ll come to you. Don’t move!’
 
         ‘How are you going to reach her?’
 
         There was a wide and fast-flowing expanse of water separating them from the children, and Wyatt had no answer to Mairi’s question.
 
         ‘There must be a way. There has to be.’
         
 
         Wyatt’s words were more hopeful than accurate. The island was situated more than three-quarters of the way to the far side of the swollen torrent.
         
 
         ‘We might reach them from the other side, but I can see no way of crossing….’
 
         Fed by a whole network of swollen brooks pouring from the surrounding peaks, the river gained in strength as it poured down the mountainside.
         
 
         ‘I know a way across. Come,’ said Mairi.
 
         She shouted for Kirstie Munro to remain where she was with her young charge, then began to make her way up the slope, heading back towards the great waterfall she and Wyatt had passed a short time before. By the time Wyatt caught up with her the thunder of the water made it impossible for him to ask what she thought she was doing. Then she took his hand and headed straight for the waterfall, taking a seemingly suicidal course.
 
         Seeing the anxiety on his face, Mairi shouted an explanation that was lost in the noise of the water. She tugged at his hand determinedly and he followed, but with increasing anxiety.
 
         Mairi never faltered. Keeping close to the cliff-face, she walked behind the wall of water crashing down only feet away from them.
         
 
         The noise here was deafening, and spray leaped all about them, preventing them from seeing what lay ahead. Soon they began wading through knee-deep water. Then it was waist-high, swirling back from the falls. It was cold, too, cold enough to have Wyatt gasping for breath. Suddenly the water became shallower. Moments later they were clear of the waterfall, wading through the floodwater that swirled all about them.
         
 
         Stumbling clear of the water, Wyatt found he was shivering, as much with realisation of what they had just accomplished as with cold, while his head felt as though it had been resting against an anvil in a busy blacksmith’s shop.
 
         Mairi was shivering, too, but she did not release his hand. Instead she began awkwardly running over the sodden slippery ground, dragging him after her.
         
 
         They located the island on which the two children were stranded, but reaching it would not be as easy as Wyatt had hoped. There were a number of deep channels between the bank and the island, and one carried a fierce current of water that reached as high as Wyatt’s armpits. When he attempted to cross this channel he was swept off his feet by the current and was lucky to be deposited in shallower water some distance down the hillside.
 
         When he made his next attempt Wyatt was secured to an improvised ‘rope’. It was made from strips of cloth torn from Wyatt’s shirt, the clothing made by Mairi and her sister-in-law – and Mairi’s own dress.
         
 
         Mairi’s dress was sacrificed when it became evident that the improvised rope was still not long enough to reach the island. Without seeking Wyatt’s opinion, Mairi stripped the sodden dress from her shoulders and dropped it to the ground before his startled gaze.
         
 
         For a few moments, as he looked at her naked body, Wyatt’s emotions were those of the soldier he had once been and not the minister of the Church he had become. Then Mairi covered her nakedness with Wyatt’s discarded coat and was fastening the buttons.
         
 
         ‘If you’ve done with your gawping, you can help me rip up my dress. You’d better knot it yourself; it’s your life that’ll be depending on it.’
 
         Wyatt entered the water stripped to the waist, the temperature of the water causing his very bones to ache. He had one end of the ‘rope’ twisted about one hand, while the other end was gripped by Mairi.
 
         Once, in mid-channel, Wyatt slipped and was carried away by the fierce current, but Mairi’s grip on the cloth rope held firm until he gained a footing once more. Then he waded ashore on the island and, forcing his way through clumps of tangled brushwood, reached the two children.
         
 
         Kirstie Munro, a very frightened nine-year-old, had reached the end of her endurance. When Wyatt reached her side and took the ten-month-old Barbie from her she burst into tears.
         
 
         With the baby caught in one arm, Wyatt held Kirstie to him and did his best to comfort her, saying: ‘It’s all right now, Kirstie. You’ve been a brave girl. It’s nearly over. Try to stay brave for a wee while longer….’
 
         Kirstie Munro had endured hours of terror and despair, despite a fervent belief that her father and mother would not abandon her. Rescue had seemed far away at the height of the storm, but she had never doubted she would be rescued eventually. Now that help had arrived, she realised how close she had come to death.
         
 
         ‘In a few more minutes we’ll have you and Barbie safe on the bank with Mairi. But you’ll need to be a brave girl for a few minutes more. Can you do that?’
 
         Kirstie nodded vigorously. ‘I … I’ll try.’
 
         ‘Good girl. I’ll send you over first. Let me tie this around you….’ Wyatt knotted the end of the cloth rope about Kirstie’s body and signalled for Mairi to prepare to haul the child to safety.
         
 
         Kirstie was frightened of entering the water, but gradually Wyatt coaxed her to the edge of the small island. When he was quite sure Mairi was ready, he pushed the girl in.
 
         She disappeared beneath the surface of the water immediately. A few anxious seconds later Wyatt saw her surface in mid-channel. Spluttering and coughing, she struck out for the safety of the far bank, helped along by Mairi’s strength at the other end of the rope.
 
         Soon Mairi was helping Kirstie Munro ashore, hugging the child briefly before she returned her attention to Wyatt and the baby.
 
         Little more than thirty feet separated Wyatt and the safety of the bank, but not until Mairi knotted a large stone on the end of the rope and made a number of desperate casts did the rope reach him.
 
         Tying the cloth rope about his waist and holding Barbie Munro in his arms, Wyatt signalled to Mairi – and plunged into the water. He lost his footing almost immediately, and as the waters closed about him felt Barbie Munro struggling frantically in his arms. It seemed an eternity before his head rose above the surface of the water and he was able to fill his lungs with great gulps of air. There were a few more anxious moments when he felt the flimsy rescue-line tear, but by then he was able to gain a foothold. Coughing and choking, he was pulled to safety by Mairi.
         
 
         Overjoyed at their success, Mairi took the baby from Wyatt’s arms. Then he collapsed to his knees, coughing up water he was not aware of having swallowed.
 
         
             

         
 
         Half an hour later, when they were no more than half a mile from Eskaig, the strangely garbed quartet were met by a party of villagers making their way up the flooded glen. In the lead were Lachlan and Ewan Munro.
 
         Lachlan Munro was not fully recovered from his illness, and his experiences in the storm had done nothing to help his recovery. He staggered rather than walked at the head of the villagers, but when he saw his two daughters he discovered new strength and was the first to reach them.
 
         ‘Thank God! Thank God!’ was all the veteran of the Seventy-Second Regiment seemed capable of saying as he held the baby in one arm and hugged Kirstie to him with the other.
 
         His initial relief over, Lachlan Munro began to express his gratitude to Wyatt.
 
         ‘Mairi’s the one you need to thank.’ Wyatt was embarrassed by the veteran’s tearful gratitude. ‘Without her courage and knowledge of the glen we’d never have succeeded in rescuing the girls – and I think you owe her a dress.’
 
         ‘I owe the both of you far more than I’ll ever be able to repay.’ Lachlan Munro clasped Mairi’s hands, oblivious to the curious looks of the Eskaig villagers who had become aware that Mairi was wearing nothing beneath the preacher’s coat. ‘We’d given Kirstie and Barbie up for dead….’
 
         Lachlan Munro’s voice broke, and Wyatt laid a comforting arm across the ex-soldier’s shoulders. ‘They’re both all right, but what about the others?’
         
 
         Lachlan Munro turned a gaunt face up to Wyatt. ‘I’ve never known such a storm, Captain. We were all washed away – yet the whole family is safe. It’s little short of a miracle.’ 
 
         ‘That’s not the end of it, Lachlan. I’ve more good news for you. But it’s news to be shared with the family…. Where is the family?’
         
 
         ‘In Eskaig. In the churchyard.’ Seeing Wyatt’s shocked expression. Lachlan Munro said hastily: ‘It’s best for everyone, Captain. It’s eviction for anyone who harbours those who’ve been turned off Lord Kilmalie’s land. We’re camped in the churchyard, but we’re not short of food.’
         
 
         Anger with John Garrett welled up inside Wyatt, but this was neither the time nor the place to air his views.
 
         ‘You’ll not sleep without a roof over your head again, Lachlan, but let’s go and find your family. You’ll sleep in the manse tonight. Tomorrow? Well, that’s what I want to talk to you about….’
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