
[image: Cover]


In 1715, declared an outlaw by the Secretary of State, the Duke of Montrose and the Duke of Cumberland, Rob Roy MacGregor, steadfast supporter of the Stuart cause, left home and clansmen to avoid bringing disaster upon them.

In his absence, Montrose’s factor came to his home, attacking his proud wife, Mary MacGregor, frightening his children and setting fire to Inversnaid House. For which Rob Roy vowed a terrible revenge . . .
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PRELUDE

JAMES GRAHAM, first Duke, fourth Marquis and eighth Earl of Montrose, looked down from his window on to the busy London street, and laughed. As a laugh, it scarcely matched the nobility of his Grace’s style, background and power. In fact, it might have been described as a girlish giggle in anyone less august.

‘I think that we have him, Johnnie,’ he said. ‘Yes, this time, damme, I think we have – God rot his soul!’ And he sniggered again, and lovingly caressed one of the tight black curls of the enormous full-bottomed wig that he affected. His voice was gentle, delicately modulated.

‘Aye, your lordship . . . your Grace. I’m glad o’ that.’ John Graham of Killearn was not yet quite used to his master being a duke. ‘No’ before time, either.’ That was a very different voice, broad, strong, using the unvarnished speech of the Scottish Lowlands. ‘We’ve had him before, mind – but no’ to hold. He takes a deal o’ holding, does Rob.’

‘Think you I don’t know that, man! But this time, I’ll hold him. I am going to isolate him, knock his damned hairy legs from under him – bare his dirty red backside for all Scotland to gawp at!’ The coarseness and indelicacy sounded strange in that fastidious high-pitched voice. The Duke reached into a pocket of his long yellow satin waistcoat for his gold snuff-box, and flicked back the lace from his wrist gracefully. ‘Preparatory to the application of a good honest length of rope to his unwashed MacGregor thrapple, ’fore God!’

‘A bonny day that’ll be, aye,’ Killearn agreed, but still doubtfully. ‘It’s maybe a wee thing easier thought on here in London than up on the Hieland Line – as your Grace weel kens. The man’s clan are ay thick aboot him as the lice in his ain red fur! And he uses the very land to fight for him, damn him!’ Montrose’s factor spoke feelingly.

‘His clan, and his land! That’s the beauty of it, Johnnie. I’m going to make the fellow’s very strength work against him.’ The Duke turned back from the window to face his companion, laughing again. His voice, now, was seen not to belie him – whatever might be said of his laughter. James Graham, like most of his illustrious family, had extraordinary good looks – even though it might be said that they would better have graced his father’s daughter than his son – from his high noble forehead, wide strong arching brows, deep glowing eyes, finely chiselled nose, and small pouting shapely mouth, to the delicately pointed chin. If the effect, enhanced deliberately by the cascading black ringlets of the vast wig and the touches of rouge at the cheeks, was rather more feminine than was everybody’s taste, no one who knew him would have therefore read any hint of weakness into the features of Her Majesty’s new Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal.

Graham of Killearn, factor of his Grace’s great estates in Scotland, where the Lowlands joined the Highlands, certainly had no such illusions. A hard strong man himself, he knew a harder when he saw one.

‘It is all most convenient and opportune,’ the Duke went on, dabbing at his red lips with a lace-edged handkerchief now; he was always doing something with those slender pointed fingers of his. ‘Now that I have the Privy Seal, the Lord Advocate is in my pocket – as, for that matter, is the whole Law of Scotland. Useful, Johnnie – useful. Argyll, who might befriend our Rob, out of unwarranted spite of me, is away in Spain at his ridiculous soldiering. And both Atholl and Breadalbane, poor fools are in disgrace for being unwise about the Union, of glorious memory!’ Montrose himself, of course, had worked hard for the Union of the Parliaments of Scotland and England five years before – hence his dukedom and new-won high office. ‘Rob has no one to turn to.’

‘Save his own damned MacGregors!’ Killearn growled.

‘Ha – but they are not his own MacGregors any longer, you fool! His nephew, young Gregor of Glengyle, now no longer needs his uncle to run his people for him. Glengyle is very much the chief, I’m told, with two fine sons of his own. ’Tis said, indeed, that he finds Rob an embarrassment at times – as well he may! Do not think that I have forgotten the barbarous MacGregors, my dear Johnnie.’ The Duke was quite capable of naming a man a fool and his dearest Johnnie in the same breath. ‘Here is the way of it. It has been a bad year for the cattle trade and the droving, as you know. Prices have never been lower. At the recent trysts at Crieff and Falkirk, Rob Roy has chosen to keep his beasts rather than sell at the prices. That means he has a great many cattle to winter – an expensive business, as we have found to our own cost, eh? He cannot do it in his own Highlands. And it is too late to sell now, with the trysts past. I am told that he is devilish short of silver.’

‘Who is not, in Scotland today, my God?’ Killearn returned. ‘The Union looks like costing us dear. . . .’

‘Tush, man – leave that Do you mind the money I loaned to Rob that time, for the cattle-dealing? Back in ’08?’

‘I mind the one thousand pounds Scots your Grace invested with Rob Roy, for the supply of beef to King Jamie’s army – before we kenned just which way the cat was going to jump,’ Killearn admitted cautiously. ‘Is that the money you mean?’

‘That is something like the sum, yes – less interest accrued. Considerable interest. But I think you both mistake the terms, Johnnie, and put it badly. Badly, yes.’ The Duke spoke softly, gently. ‘It was a pure loan, to a man in need. And would I, think you, who was Queen Anne’s Lord President of the Council in Scotland, have any truck with Her Blessed Majesty’s enemies? Would I, oaf? Would I?’ Long and hard James Graham looked at John Graham, out of those dark luminous eyes.

The factor cleared his throat, and his own glance fell. ‘As your Grace says,’ he muttered.

‘Exactly, Johnnie, I intend, you see, to demand the repayment of that loan, together with full interest, forthwith. Considerable interest, in view of the unsettled and risky times, as is only just. And, alas – poor Robbie cannot pay! Heigho!’

‘Aye. But we tried that before, you’ll mind. And Rob claimed you were his partner, and must share losses like you shared profits. He’ll claim the same again . . .’

‘Aha – but then I was not Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal, Johnnie, and the Lord Advocate did not have to do what I told him! Rob cannot pay – not till the spring sales. I’ll have the Court grant me an immediate citation against him, and have him declared a fraudulent bankrupt. . . .’

‘But he still has his lands, y’Grace. He still has Inversnaid and Craigroyston. He can sell you these, and keep out o’ bankruptcy. They’re worth far more than the debt . . .’

‘But he won’t my good clod – he won’t. He looks on these as MacGregor lands. Clan land – and he is too fond of his filthy bareshanked clansmen to sell. That’s what I meant when I said I’d make his strength fight against him. He’ll do many things will Rob Roy MacGregor – but he’ll never sell MacGregor land. I want Craigroyston, yes – and I’ll have it, too, by God! But not that way. I want it for nothing, you see. And once he’s declared bankrupt. . . .’

‘But, guidsakes, y’Grace – he’ll never attend your Court. Rob’ll never put himsel’ into your hands. He’ll stay snug in his ain Hielands . . .’

‘Of course he will, Johnnie. Whereupon I shall have him declared outlaw! And, see you, an outlaw’s property is forfeit to the Crown. The Crown, Johnnie – and, for the time being, I am the Crown, in Scotland! Craigroyston will round off my Buchanan lands nicely, as I think you will agree?’

Killearn blinked small eyes. He was not in the habit of admitting admiration for God nor man, but he could scarce withhold it now. ‘Aye,’ he said heavily, licking his lips. ‘Aye – that’s clever. But he’ll fight, mind. We’ll no’ get possession easy.’

‘I think we will. Again, he will think of his clan, see you. Any of the lieges who support an outlaw against the Crown become outlaws also, forthwith. Will he turn his beloved Gregor of Glengyle, with his wife and bairns, into outlaws too? And all the rest of his MacGregor rabble? Or will they allow it? I think not. Rob has fought us off before, in his damned mountains – yes. But that was in the bad old days before the blessed Union! And it was just our local clodhoppers and levies that he fought – not the Crown. This time, mark you, it will be Her Majesty’s forces. The Army. For, of course, the Crown must protect its own property. I shall see that an adequate force is sent to Craigroyston to take and hold it, in the name of Queen Anne. In fact, it strikes me that it might well be excellent Government policy for a new fort to be built thereabouts, with a permanent garrison – to clip the wings of the deplorable Gregorach for the future. Such a garrison ought to keep Buchanan Castle and the Montrose estates reasonably snug and comfortable, think you not, Johnnie?’

Killearn was now lost in admiration. ‘My God,’ he said ‘you think o’ a’ things, y’Grace. I cannot see how Rob can win oot o’ that tangle.’

The Duke’s laugh was positively silvery now. ‘Frankly, Johnnie, I cannot see it, myself! So, my good animal, if you can bear to tear yourself away from your sordid lecheries amid the stews of London . . .’ The rosebud ducal lips curled in distaste. ‘. . . and repair forthwith to Scotland, I will have work for you in plenty. Within, I hope, the month. Merry work – work that I think you will enjoy. You have never greatly loved the MacGregors either, have you, Johnnie?’

‘No,’ the other acceded briefly. He was a curt man, was Killearn. ‘Have I your Grace’s permission to retire?’

‘You have, Johnnie. See that you are posting north by tomorrow. Oh – and for the proper furtherance of Her Majesty’s law and order in the good shire of Stirling, I think it would be as well if you were appointed to be a sheriff-substitute of that county! Then you could lead the forfeiting expedition to Craigroyston in person, with all due authority. I will write the Lord Advocate to that effect at once. Authority to take all necessary measures, Johnnie – all necessary measures. You take me?’

John Graham’s heavy features creased to a grin. ‘Aye, your Grace – I do. Fine, I do.’


CHAPTER ONE

PROVOST DRUMMOND of Crieff looked apprehensively from one visitor to the other, and cleared his throat. ‘Did . . . did ye bring many men along wi’ you, sirs?’ he wondered. ‘More than just them, oot there?’ And he nodded his greying head towards the knot of red-coated dragoons who stood outside the Tolbooth window.

‘There are a dozen stout fellows, there,’ Captain Plowden said impatiently. ‘Ample, surely, to apprehend one man! Our information is that the fellow rode into Crieff yesterday, alone, and put up at the house of one Lucky MacRae. He is said to have business with a dealer and corn-chandler of the name of Patrick Stewart.’

‘Aye – I daresay.’ The Provost’s grizzled eyebrows rose a little at the accuracy of the Stirling military’s information. They must have passing good spies in Crieff town. He wondered how much more they knew? That Rob had business with himself also, as tanner and hide merchant? ‘But maybe a bigger troop, see you, would ha’ been wise. A kittlish customer, he is. And no’ just alone, mind. MacAlastair’s wi’ him – MacAlastair’s ay wi’ Rob. . . .’

‘Tut, Provost – this is a law-abiding town, isn’t it?’ the Sheriff Officer interrupted. ‘You’re no’ suggesting that a round dozen o’ Her Majesty’s sodjers are no’ enough to arrest two men in the middle o’ the burgh o’ Crieff – wi’ all your good honest townsfolk at hand to support the Queen’s officers?’

The little tanner, who was Crieff’s chief magistrate, moistened his lips. ‘No, no – never think it, sirs. It’s just that ye never ken what Rob’ll be up to. And he has a deal o’ friends – amongst the baser sort, see you. Rob’s ay a great one for the common folk. They like him, some way. I’ve seen him giving away whole sides o’ beef, at the Cross oot there, for the poor. . . .’

‘Not good enough friends to make themselves the Queen’s enemies, for any nameless MacGregor, I’ll warrant I’ the Captain snorted. ‘You don’t foster rebellion in this town of yours, Provost – do you?’

‘Guidsakes – no! Och, mercy on us – nothing o’ the sort! We’re a’ right loyal subjects o’ Her Majesty. . . .’

‘I’m glad of that.’

‘You’ve no MacGregors in the town, to worry you, Provost?’ the Sheriff Officer said. ‘You’re far from the MacGregor country here – twenty good miles and more. There are no MacGregors nearer than Strathyre and Balquhidder. Our word is that Glengyle is away in the south, visiting Arnprior. And Rob Roy’s own folk are all out scouring the country for winter fodder for his beasts.’

Again the Provost marvelled at the authorities’ informa-MacGregors like hawks. They had waited until he was well outside his own country, and alone, to strike. Biding their time, knowing that come out he must, desperate for winter feed for his swollen herds of cattle. Did they know, too, that Rob was here seeking to barter hundreds of hides to himself, for his tannery, in exchange for great loads of Lowland hay from Patrick Stewart?

‘Is that a fact, sirs?’ he stalled. ‘Och, no doubt you’ve the rights o’ it. There are no MacGregors in town, no. But . . .’

‘Devil take it – enough of this!’ Captain Plowden cried impatiently. ‘We have wasted time enough as it is. I want to be back in Stirling, with our prisoner, before dark. Where is this Lucky MacRae’s house, man? Lead us there – in the Queen’s name!’

Drummond swallowed. He was not a valiant man. He had done what he could, put off as much time as possible, kept these officers talking, in order to give opportunity for Rob to slip away, out of town. Whenever they had arrived at the Tolbooth, from Stirling, and sent for him, he had contrived to get a messenger out of the back door, with the word for the MacGregor. He could do no more.

‘As ye will, sirs. Lucky’s howff is up in the Kirk Wynd. I’ll hae the Town Officer to fetch ye there . . .’

‘As well if you came yourself, Provost. As chief magistrate . . .’

The Sheriff Officer paused, listening. Above the stir of the blustery November wind, another sound penetrated, faint but clear, within the massive walls of Crieff’s ancient Tolbooth. It was pipe music, thin and high. Not such a strange sound to hear in the streets of the capital of Strathearn, on the very edge of the Highland Line, at some times, no doubt. But strange on a November day in the year 1713, with the Union Government supreme, the Jacobites in eclipse, and the clans in disgrace for having lately preferred James Stewart across the water to Queen Anne in London, and weapons proscribed by law to all but the Queen’s forces. Not that bagpipes actually ranked as offensive weapons, of course – but when they played martial music they could be equally dangerous in Scotland, a barbarous challenge to sound order and authority. And the present strains sounded martial enough, in all conscience.

Soldier and Sheriff looked at each other. ‘What is that?’ the former demanded sternly.

‘I . . . I dinna just ken,’ the Provost muttered. Which was less than honest. For whether or not these two knew it, he and everyone else in Crieff – except for the dragoons outside, probably – recognised the stirring strains of My Race is Royal, the MacGregor march, when they heard it.

‘Who would blow the devil-damned pipes in front of Her Majesty’s dragoons?’ Captain Plowden went on, angrily.

‘God kens, Captain!’ the little man quivered. And again, though undoubtedly true enough, his statement lacked fullest candour.

The soldiers outside had moved forward, to gaze up the climbing High Street of hilly Crieff, pointing and gesticulating. Their commander barked an oath, and turning, stamped out of the room and down the steps to the cobbled street, spurs jingling. After him hurried the soberly-clad Sheriff Officer, clutching his parchments. And, less eagerly, the Provost followed on.

They were not alone in their interest, needless to say. All up and down the street, heads were thrusting out from windows and doors and close-mouths. Many of the good folk of Crieff had already been keeping a discreet eye on the scarlet-coated dragoons, undoubtedly – but this latest development was of the stuff to temper discretion. Miraculously people appeared on every hand, staring.

What they stared at was not, in itself, spectacular. A mere three men – and two of them far from impressive. But people’s breath caught in their throats nevertheless – and more than one goodwife hurriedly turned to whisk children and self safely in behind a shut door.

Coming down the very centre of the High Street walked these three men. The first two went side by side, and a comic pair they made; one small, deformed and twisted, with a hunch to his back; the other long and lean and lame; both filthy and unshaven, both clad in tattered rags of tartan so stained as to be unrecognisable, and both puffing away strongly at the bagpipes, hirpling and hobbling. Comic indeed – but no one in all that street so much as smiled. Save one. Obvious to all, they were gangrels, Highland tinks, strolling pipers, routed at a moment’s notice out of some back-street den or other, and scarcely sober by the looks of them. But at least they both could play My Race is Royal, and approximately in time.

Behind them, a good dozen paces behind, strode another man, alone. And there was nothing comic about this one, save perhaps in his astonishing length of arm, so that his hands hung down to his bare knees – though, again, few would have found that cause for laughter. He was an extraordinary figure of a man, in more than his arms, not seeming so tall as he was in fact, owing to his enormous breadth of shoulder and very slightly bowed legs. But the impact of him had nothing of deformity about it, nothing freakish nor apelike – only strength, a notable and singular impression of personal strength. Those near enough to meet the shock of brilliant pale-blue eyes knew another and still more potent strength, as of a smouldering explosive energy only just held in leash – eyes that many could only look at askance. But they were smiling now, those eyes – for the man was laughing as he walked. His hair a fiery red, the curling hair of his head, of his fierce down-turning moustaches and pointed short beard, the thick furring of wrists and hands and knees, that contrasted so vehemently with those startlingly blue eyes, seemed all part of the latent power of him. A man in his early forties, he was dressed in the full panoply of a Highland gentleman, in great kilt and swathed plaid of red-green MacGregor tartan, a long-skirted doublet of brown-and-white calf-skin, great jewelled clasp at shoulder, silver buttons, otter-skin sporran, woven and diced half-hose, buckled brogues, and sword-belt with basket-hilted claymore. On his head was a bonnet of blue, with a diced band, sporting a sprig of Scots pine, badge of his clan, and a single eagle’s feather. Rob Roy MacGregor was always clothes-conscious. He strode down the crown of Crieff’s causeway now, alone, apart – but never lonely-seeming – and while it would be unfair to say that he swaggered, his whole bearing and carriage proclaimed a proud and genial satisfaction with the day, the place, the good Lord’s providence, and the splendid heartening strains of the MacGregor’s march.

Down the street, at his back, but keeping a respectful distance, thronged a growing crowd.

Captain Plowden spluttered his wrath and sense of outrage, incoherent at first from sheer dumbfoundment. He pointed. ‘’Swounds – the damned insolence of the fellow!’ he got out, with difficulty. ‘It’s him – MacGregor! Look at him! Look at him . . .!’

The Sheriff Officer was looking, sure enough – and not too happily. But not nearly so unhappily as was Provost Drummond, who was twisting his hands together in major distress, and blinking fast. It was hard, hard on a peaceable man who wished no harm to anybody. Rob had certainly made strange and wicked use of the precious few minutes’ grace that he had so generously bought him. ‘He . . . he’s an awfu’ man . . . a right borach!’ he stammered. ‘Did I no’ tell ye – ye never ken what he’ll be up to? Och, sirs – this is difficult, difficult, see you . . .’

‘Difficult?’ the soldier repeated harshly. ‘It’s a scandal, sir! To add to all his other offences, he’s deliberately making a public riot. But at least, we do not need to go find him – he’s coming to us! Which will save time.’ Plowden raised his voice. ‘Sergeant – draw your men across this street. I want that man stopped, held, and taken.’

‘Aye, sir.’ The sergeant of dragoons ordered his troopers to mount, and after a certain amount of backing and sidling of horses, led his dozen men out into the centre of the street, amidst a clatter of hooves on cobbles. Hands on sheathed sabres, they turned and halted, to form a barrier of scarlet and black across it. The crowd pressed back and out of their way. All eyes turned away towards the single figure that still came striding downhill.

Rob Roy gave no sign that he had noticed the soldiers’ manoeuvre. His glance lingered right and left, rather than forward, as he nodded and smiled and raised a hand to townsfolk at door and window.

The pipers, undoubtedly, were less unconcerned. Though they continued to puff and blow, they were getting very near to the dragoons now, and their heads tended to turn a little, so that their glances could flicker backwards towards their temporary employer. Their unease was patent.

The Town Cross of Crieff rose just a few yards uphill of the Tolbooth and Town House, and therefore stood in front of the line of stationary dragoons. As they neared it, Rob Roy barked a word or two in the Gaelic, and with most evident relief his two instrumentalists swung left and right, to turn and face inwards, stationary as the troopers now, but tapping each a foot to the beat of his music.

The red-headed man strolled on, still at one with the world apparently, right up and on to the three steps of the Cross itself. These he climbed, and swung round, presenting a broad back to the soldiers who sat their restive mounts a mere dozen yards further on. The chatter of the crowd had died away altogether.

There was a shouted command from the sergeant. One of the pipers, the hunchback, stopped his blowing, and his instrument hiccuped and wavered sadly. Rob Roy’s hand jerked out at once in a peremptory and eloquent gesture that most clearly indicated that a work of the virtue and nobility of My Race is Royal was not to be interrupted and cut short in mid-verse under any circumstances. The sergeant bellowed again – but the human voice, however military, is at a distinct disadvantage when in competition with two pairs of bagpipes at close range, and willy-nilly all present must listen to the final triumphant and sustained bars of the MacGregors’ march.

Rob Roy, of course, had the advantage of knowing at just what point the recital would end, and it was his great voice therefore that was able neatly to fill the throbbing void the moment that the instrumentalists had bubbled and wailed to an ultimate close, the sergeant being seconds late. His rival did not so much as glance at him, anyway. He was looking towards the Tolbooth doorway.

‘Aha, Provost!’ he cried gaily. ‘I call it civil of you to accord me a civic welcome to your good town. I do so. I pledge you, and Crieff, my thanks.’

The little tanner could not even look at the speaker, in his embarrassment. He mumbled something inaudible.

Captain Plowden did not mumble, by any means. Lifting his voice to its most commanding, he shouted. ‘You! MacGregor! Enough of this foolery. Come here.’

Evidently his shouting was not loud enough, for Rob Roy went on talking to the little man. ‘If you had told me now, Provost, I’d have brought some of my lads along with me, and made a better showing of it, whatever. Just a private visit it is, you see . . .’

‘Silence, mountebank!’ the Captain rapped out. ‘I spoke to you. I said, come here!’ But he started forward himself. Less urgently, his two companions followed.

‘Would it be to myself you were after speaking, Captain?’ The Highlandman wondered, civilly, still standing on the Cross steps. ‘I am thinking you must be having my name wrong, some way. Och, it’s easy mistaken, and you an Englishman by your voice. MacGregor it is, see you – MacGregor of Inversnaid and Craigroyston, just.’

‘And that is a lie, to start with!’ Plowden returned strongly. ‘There is no man in this kingdom lawfully bearing that name, today. And the lands that you name are no longer yours, but your creditors’. But enough of this. Give me that sword, fellow – that you are carrying in defiance of the law. I arrest you, in the name of the Queen’s Majesty!’

‘Och, tut sir – what’s this?’ the MacGregor protested, but mildly. ‘It grieves me sorely to have to controvert a gallant officer of the Queen – but you cannot arrest me, Captain. You have not the authority. I am no notary, God knows – but I have enough of the legalities to know that. I am a free citizen of this realm of Scotland – and I know my rights.’

‘Fool! Quibbling over words will not serve you now. I carry you back to Stirling Castle, free citizen or none! But if you must have my authority, sirrah, the Sheriff Officer here will let you have the form of words. Read it to him, sir.’

The Sheriff Officer had stopped quite a few paces further back. He glanced behind him, and over at the substantial line of soldiery, for comfort, unrolled his parchment, and cleared his throat.

‘“To all whom it may concern,”’ he read out, in something of a hurry. ‘“Proclaimed at Edinburgh, by the Lord Justice General, at the instance of Her Majesty’s Lord Advocate for Scotland that:

‘“Robert Campbell, commonly known by the name of Rob Roy, or Robert MacGregor, or Robert MacGregor Campbell, or otherwise, being lately entrusted by several noblemen and gentlemen with considerable sums for buying cows for them in the Highlands, he did most fraudulently withdraw and flee, without performing anything on his part, and therefore is become unquestionably a notour and fraudulent bankrupt. The said Robert Campbell moreover, being treacherously gone off with the moneys, to the value of £1,000 sterling, which he carries along with him, all magistrates and officers of Her Majesty’s forces are entreated to sieze upon the said Robert Campbell and the moneys which he carries. God Save the Queen!”’ That resounding pronouncement admittedly might have been read with more of a flourish.

There was a silence over the High Street of Crieff, as the Sheriff Officer finished, nevertheless, in which the lowing of cattle from up on the Town Moor could be heard distinctly. Citizens eyed each other askance, and many a head was shaken.

Plowden spoke. ‘Are you satisfied, sirrah?’

‘Me, Captain?’ Rob Roy’s voice sounded entirely unconcerned, if a little surprised. ‘What is it to me? Who is this Robert Campbell? A terrible man he must be, indeed, to have defrauded all these noblemen. One thousand pounds sterling, was it? A fortune, no less. A strong man he must be, too, to carry it all with him, in gold pieces, whatever! Och, I’ve heard some queer-like tales of those Campbells in my day, yes – but this beats all. And to buy cows . . .?’

‘Silence!’ the Captain cried. ‘Such clowning will gain you nothing. I arrest you, now, in the Queen’s name.’ He turned to his men. ‘Sergeant – take him.’

Rob Roy’s hand came up, with a swift and strangely authoritative gesture. ‘No,’ he said. ‘That you may not do. It is contrary to the law of this land.’

‘What? God in Heaven, man – are you beyond your wits?’

‘You stand, Captain, in the town and burgh of Crieff, in the presence of its chief magistrate. No arrest may be made therein, see you, save by the Provost or by his authority – this country not being in a state of war. I call Provost Drummond and the citizens of Crieff to witness! And the Sheriff Officer likewise.’

The soldier took a further pace forward, wrathfully. Then he paused, and shrugged. ‘Very well. It matters not who says the words – so long as I take you to Stirling. Provost – arrest me this man. You have heard the proclamation.’

Drummond swallowed, and shifted his feet. ‘Aye,’ he said thickly. ‘Ooh, aye. Dearie me.’ He looked from the soldier over to MacGregor, and then to the ranks of his own watching townsfolk. ‘I hae no choice. The proclamation speaks plain. . . .’

‘Surely, surely, Provost,’ Rob acceded readily. But this time his glance was not bent on the speaker but turned uphill, away up the street that he had recently come down. It would be untrue to say that he peered, but there might have been a hint of urgency in his gaze. ‘Do what you must do, friend. But read you the form of words again, Provost, so that all is done right and in order.’

‘Nonsense!’ Captain Plowden exclaimed. ‘What folly is this? The proclamation has been read, and is clear to all. Have done, Provost.’

‘No, sir,’ the MacGregor insisted, firmly. ‘The law is the law. If the Provost is for making an arrest, he must do so as the law prescribes. Read the proclamation, Provost.’

‘Maybe he is right, then,’ Drummond said uncertainly. ‘Och, no harm in reading it again, to be safe, see you.’

‘Lord preserve me from such lawyer’s hair-splitting . . . !’

So the proclamation was read once more, even less eloquently than before.

‘Thank you, Provost,’ Rob acknowledged gravely, at the end. ‘But it is as I feared – the thing is faulty, whatever. You cannot arrest a man on false authority.’

‘My soul to God!’ Plowden choked.

‘What . . . what . . .?’ the tanner croaked.

‘Your paper is made out against one Robert Campbell. That is not my name, as well you know, Provost.’

‘Och, we a’ ken that, Rob. But . . .’

‘But, nothing. We must be accurate, in matters of law.’

‘Damnation – this is beyond belief! None knows better than you, man, that the name of MacGregor has been banished and proscribed by law since, since . . .’ The Captain swallowed. ‘Well, for years. And that every one of your wretched cut-throat clan has had to take another name. You, who prate of the law, are known as Campbell before the law. Can you deny it?’

‘Ha! As Royal’s my Race – and there you have it, my friends! I do not deny it. Before the law I may be known as Robert Campbell though my name is MacGregor, as were my forebears back to Gregor son of Alpin, King of Scots. But that is not what your paper says, see you. It says Robert Campbell, commonly known as Robert MacGregor. And there is none such in this realm – for no Campbell would ever take the name of MacGregor, for fear of his skin, whatever! The thing is faulty, as I say, and will not serve.’ That was declared like a fanfare of trumpets – but, at the same time, the speaker’s eyes flickered away momentarily to his right again, up that steeply climbing street.

Plowden actually gobbled in his efforts adequately to express his feelings. Nor was he alone in his incoherent comments. Of all the watchers, only the dozen dragoons sat silent and apparently unmoved. The crowd stirred and buzzed like a bees’ bike.

‘Silence!’ the Captain roared, at length. ‘Quiet! You!’ He swung on the unhappy Provost. ‘Say that you arrest this fool, and be done.’

‘You cannot do that, Provost – you would break the law,’ Rob Roy’s great voice carried clearly, vibrantly. ‘The law of which you are a magistrate. You must admit the paper is wrongly worded.’

‘Aye – och, maybe. But I canna help that, Rob. What can I do . . .?’

‘You can give the proclamation back to the Sheriff Officer, and tell him to go have it amended. Then he, or the Captain, can come with it to me, any day, at my own house of Inversnaid, and present it again. Lawfully.’ Rob Roy smiled. ‘They would be warmly received, I promise you!’

‘For God’s sake! I’ve heard enough,’ the sorely tried Plowden cried. ‘Not another word. Forget the proclamation. I am taking this man into custody as a proscribed MacGregor bearing arms contrary to Act of Parliament. On my own authority . . .’ He had to keep raising his voice, to be heard.

But it was a losing battle. A louder noise than his authoritative shouting was beginning to fill the air. And to turn all heads – Rob Roy’s, the crowd’s, even humiliatingly his own dragoons’. Furiously the Captain jabbed an imperious finger first at his sergeant and then over to the MacGregor on the steps of the Cross – a gesture surprisingly clear and eloquent, words or none.

But good soldier as that sergeant might be, he did not obey. In fact, he just was not looking. Not at his officer, anyway. As who was to blame him? He was staring up the street, like everybody else. And what he saw might well have given pause to the boldest of warriors. For coming charging and careering down the hill to them was a great mass of cattle, filling every inch of the street as in the trough of a narrow valley. Tight-packed, heads down and tails up, bellowing their alarm, horns clashing, hooves thundering, they came in crazy stampede under a cloud of steam, the half-wild, shaggy, long-horned cattle of the hills. Behind them, the flicker and smoke of brandished bog-pine torches was just discernible through the dust and reek.

As though by witchcraft the street cleared before them – since nothing would withstand or survive the impetus of that cataract of beef. There might have been anything up to a couple of hundred of the brutes, rounded up from the near end of the Town Moor, not a few of them Rob Roy’s own beasts, brought in the night before to sacrifice to the tanyard as hides to buy fodder for thousands more. Like rabbits into their burrows the townsfolk disappeared into doors and closes, none being hindmost.

The MacGregor was laughing now, in his relief, a changed man. It was not the first time that he had had recourse to this trick – though the first time in a town’s streets. He roared his mirth as his two decrepit pipers went running and stumbling for shelter to the nearest close-mouth, and then turned, still standing on the Cross, to stare directly at the row of dragoons. He was all there was now, between them and the oncoming stampede.

No soldier’s eye met his own. They had other things to look at. Already some of the horses were rearing and backing, whites of eyes showing in fear. Troopers’ glances swivelled between the menace in front, the sergeant and their commander. The Provost and the Sheriff Officer were already scuttling to the Tolbooth doorway. Captain Plowden, more courageous, lingered a few seconds longer. Then he began to back, then to turn and stalk with such dignity as he could muster, in the same direction, and finally to break into a run.

At that the sergeant hesitated no longer. Pulling his mount’s head round, he waved his hand in a round-about motion which clearly meant scatter – and more than one of his troopers were already anticipating the order. Unfortunately, mounted men could not just disappear into houses and entries – and in the narrow confines of the street scattering was a manoeuvre more readily ordered than carried out. The dragoons interpreted the command in the only way possible; they turned and fled in a ragged straggle of scarlet and black, down the High Street, their chargers’ hooves striking sparks from the cobblestones. Rob Roy MacGregor’s great laughter followed them, though unheard.

The Town Cross of Crieff was the usual stone column, standing in the middle of the street, raised on three or four steps so that pronouncements and public statements could be proclaimed from its platform. Even so, its top step was not more than three feet or so above the cobbles – but fortunately for Rob the shaft of the Cross rose out of a sort of plinth of its own. Eschewing any flight or scuttling, the MacGregor climbed up on to this, one arm round the column, and so gained a further eighteen inches. There, like a mariner clinging to the mast of a wreck, he stood.

He was only just in time. In a surging red and brown tide the cattle swept round him, a sea of heaving shaggy bodies, snorting nostrils, tossing horns and rolling eyes. The man all but choked with the stench and stour of them. On and on the brutes pounded and plunged. The street shook to their weight. Wide horns came perilously near to the man’s legs. The drooling slavers of foaming mouths splashed his colourful finery. But the splayed steps saved him, and the herd thundered past.

Behind them, the group of nondescript youths and boys, discarding smoking torches, had halted and were in process of melting away discreetly. Only one man came on, a dark-haired, dark-avised unsmiling gillie, dressed in short kilt and plaid of stained MacGregor tartan and little else, sitting a shaggy Highland garron and leading another. Close in the wake of the streaming cattle this man rode, to pull up beside the Cross.

‘Dia, man MacAlastair – the time you have been!’ Rob Roy cried, in the Gaelic, but cheerfully. ‘I was thinking you would never come. Were you after milking the cows first, or what? I near talked my tongue out of my head!’ Leaping down from his stance, he vaulted on to the back of the second pony, in a flurry of limbs and tartan.

‘The torches, it was,’ the gillie mentioned, shrugging. ‘Finding the torches.’ A man of few words, he sat his mount calmly, unmoved and unmoving.

His master turned to face the Tolbooth. He bowed from the waist, and sketched a graceful salute with his hand – for his bonnet was to be raised to no man save his chief and perhaps James Stewart in France. And slapping his short-legged garron’s rump, brogues almost trailing on the cobbles, he set off at a trot uphill, his attendant at his heels. He did not forget to bow right and left either, as he went – as he had done on the way down, of course.

Only a pair of flattened and ragged bagpipes remained to show for it all in the town centre of Crieff.


CHAPTER TWO

THE barking of the deerhounds caught Rob’s ear, and he set down his two-year-old second son Ranald, and stepped over to the window.

‘It is Greg,’ he reported. ‘And in a hurry, as ever.’

Up the side of the headlong Snaid Burn rode a splendid figure, a young giant of a man on a big black horse – no stocky Highland garron, but a handsome Barbary charger. Even so, the horseman’s long tartan-clad legs trailed low, for he rode without stirrups, in the Highland fashion. His plaid streamed out behind him in the wind, and two tall eagle’s feathers thrust proudly above his bonnet At his back loped two running gillies, deep-breathing but light of foot still, plaids wrapped around their middles, though it was November, leaving their muscular torsos bare. And behind them three graceful deerhounds bounded, baying in answer to the yelped welcome of Rob’s own dogs.

‘Alone? From down the glen? From Arklet, not Glen Gyle?’ Mary MacGregor asked.

‘Aye. And bravely dressed. For visiting, surely.’ Rob gently pushed the little boy away. ‘To your mother, my cock ptarmigan. Run, you.’ And turning, he strode to the door, and out.

Inversnaid House stood on a grassy terrace above a bend in the stream, within the open mouth of the lovely green and secluded glen of the Snaid Burn, near to where it joined the wider and greater Glen Arklet. The waters of long Loch Lomond lay only a mile away to the west, but unseen and many hundreds of feet lower. It was a comparatively modest house of two storeys, reed-straw thatched, that Rob had enlarged from a mere farmhouse to bring his bride to when they were married. It was no fortified strength or castle, for your Highland laird was apt to rely for security on walls more potent than stone and lime – the inaccessible mountain fastnesses, and the loyalty of the clan’s folk in whose midst he dwelt. Outside his ever-open door, now, Rob Roy stood, in his oldest tartans and worn leather doublet. His voice rose in shouted welcome to his nephew, pupil, friend and chieftain, to wake new echoes alongside those of the hounds, from all the tall and mighty hills that hemmed them in.

Gregor MacGregor of Glengyle came clattering up from the waterside in fine style, to leap down lithely, for all his size, and toss his charger’s reins to a gillie.

‘Ha, Rob!’ he cried. ‘As well that I find you at home. I have come hot-foot from the Clachan of Aberfoyle. . . .’

‘Aye, Greg – and when did you ever come cold-foot from anywhere?’

‘You to talk!’ Gregor Black-Knee of Glengyle, chieftain of the Clan Dougal Ciar branch of the Gregorach, snorted. He was an open-faced yellow-headed young man – an unusual combination in his race – and notably good-looking in a vigorous and gallant fashion. Clad today all in tartan, but with long and almost skin-tight trews instead of the kilt, cut on the cross and hugging an excellent leg lovingly down to the ankle, he made almost as eye-catching a figure as his uncle – almost, but not quite. Of a cheerful, uncomplicated and laughter-loving habit, he was, at twenty-four, almost seventeen years younger than Rob – but a mere babe nevertheless, if compared with the complex character of his famous relative and guide. And, for once, there was no laughter showing about his eyes and mouth.

‘It is crazy-mad! Beyond all belief,’ he said, the words tumbling from his lips. ‘But you are put to the horn, Rob – outlawed! They have proclaimed you outlaw!’

‘What! Outlaw, did you say?’ That was a woman’s voice. Mary MacGregor stood in the doorway behind her husband, the little boy in her arms. ‘It . . . it cannot be!’

‘True it is. I saw the paper, myself. Some misbegotten Lowland scum had dared to nail it up outside the inn, during the night. Our people tore it down, of course – but the dominie has it. He showed it to me. I was on my way to visit Buchanan of Arnprior – but I came back here, right away. I saw the paper. It said that you had put yourself outside the law, failed to submit yourself to justice, and a deal more. Aye, and that you, by open fraud and violence, had embezzled much money. And kept a guard or company of armed men, in defiance of the Crown. Dia – the insolence of it! You, Rob – Captain of Clan Alpine, Captain of the Highland Watch, descendant of kings . . .’

‘. . . and stumbling-block in the path of James Graham!’ his uncle finished for him. ‘So-o-o! It has come to this, has it? I did not think that he would dare so far.’ His voice was even, deliberate, with none of the violent outburst that Gregor had expected. Rob Roy raised those piercing pale blue eyes to the lofty summit of Beinn a Choin, the Mountain of Weeping, that soared to the north between his own fair valley and that of Glen Gyle, and stroked his pointed red beard.
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