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James Graham, the great Marquis of Montrose, is one of the noblest figures of history, a brilliant leader of men, a world-acclaimed strategist, a talented moderate in a bigoted age, a man of as great probity as of charm and the loyalist of the loyal – yet, a strangely modest man at heart. And by no means a plaster saint, by any count. If Charles the First had even one other servant of the stature of Montrose, probably British History would have been very different. But one man alone could not alter all, when intolerance, despotism, folly and weakness held the stage – even though James Graham tried hard, and almost succeeded.

In this novel Nigel Tranter takes the fascinating, gallant, yet desperate story of this man from the initial snub he received from the monarch he was to devote his life to serve, to the detriment of his own marriage, well-being and peace of mind, through all the reluctant involvement in national affairs, through intrigue, violence, treachery, to battle, more battle, and eventual near-triumph. But expensive triumph, for James Graham and those he loved, with all Scotland almost in his grasp and his hated enemy, Archibald Campbell, Marquis of Argyll, defeated and discredited, and England and Oliver Cromwell next on the list. But that was to reckon without Fate . . .
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PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

In Order of Appearance

JAMES GRAHAM, FIFTH EARL OF MONTROSE: twenty-third chief of the Grahams, aged twenty-four. An Greumach Mor.

JOHN GRAHAM, LORD KILPONT: son of the first Earl of Airth (or eighteenth Earl of Menteith).

KING CHARLES THE FIRST

JAMES, THIRD MARQUIS OF HAMILTON: chief of the Hamiltons, later first Duke.

WILLIAM HAMILTON, EARL OF LANARK: brother to above.

WILLIAM LAUD: Archbishop of Canterbury.

ARCHIBALD NAPIER, FIRST LORD NAPIER OF MERCHISTON: Scots statesman, brother-in-law of Montrose.

JOHN, LORD GRAHAM: eldest son of Montrose.

JAMES, LORD CARNEGIE: son of the Earl of Southesk, brother-in-law of Montrose.

DAVID CARNEGIE, FIRST EARL OF SOUTHESK: father-in-law of Montrose.

LADY MAGDALEN CARNEGIE, COUNTESS OF MONTROSE

JAMES GRAHAM: second son of Montrose.

PATRICK GRAHAM, YOUNGER OF INCHBRAKIE: known as Black Pate, friend and kinsman of Montrose.

JOHN LESLIE, SIXTH EARL OF ROTHES: Scots statesman and Covenant leader.

REV. ALEXANDER HENDERSON: Minister of Leuchars and Covenant leader.

SIR THOMAS HOPE OF CRAIGHALL: Lord Advocate.

ARCHIBALD JOHNSTON OF WARRISTON: advocate and Covenant leader, later Lord Warriston.

JOHN CAMPBELL, FIRST EARL OF LOUDOUN: Covenant leader, later Chancellor of Scotland.

REV. ANDREW CANT: Minister of Pitsligo, leading Scots divine.

REV. DAVID DICKSON: Minister of Irvine, leading Scots divine.

GEORGE GORDON, SECOND MARQUIS OF HUNTLY: chief of Clan Gordon.

JAMES GORDON, VISCOUNT ABOYNE: second son of above.

LORD LEWIS GORDON: third son of Huntly.

GEORGE, LORD GORDON: eldest son of Huntly.

ARCHIBALD CAMPBELL, EIGHTH EARL OF ARGYLL: MacCailean Mor, chief of Clan Campbell, later first Marquis.

ALEXANDER LESLIE: Field-Marshal, later first Earl of Leven.

ROBERT ARNOT, or BALFOUR, SECOND LORD BALFOUR OF BURLEIGH: Scots statesman and general.

QUEEN HENRIETTA MARIA: wife of King Charles.

PRINCE RUPERT OF THE RHINE: nephew of King Charles, Royalist commander.

PRINCE MAURICE OF BOHEMIA: brother of above, Royalist general.

SIR WILLIAM ROLLO: son of Laird of Duncrub, lieutenant of Montrose.

ALASTAIR MACDONALD, YOUNGER OF COLONSAY: nicknamed Colkitto, commander of Irish gallowglasses.

DAVID DRUMMOND, MASTER OF MADDERTY: heir of Lord Madderty, brother-in-law of Montrose.

JAMES OGILVY, FIRST EARL OF AIRIE: chief of Ogilvys and staunch kingsman.

SIR DAVID OGILVY: son of Airlie.

SIR THOMAS OGILVY: son of Airlie.

COLONEL NATHANIEL GORDON: soldier of fortune.

COLONEL MAGNUS O’CAHAN: Irish lieutenant of Colkitto.

WILLIAM KEITH, SEVENTH EARL MARISCHAL: chief of Keiths and Covenant commander.

JOHN MACDONALD OF MOIDART, CAPTAIN OF CLANRANALD: great Highland chief.

ALAN CAMERON OF LOCHEIL, CAPTAIN OF CLAN CAMERON: great Highland chief.

IAN LOM MACDONALD: the Bard of Keppoch.


PART ONE



1


JAMES GRAHAM STOOD, TAPPING THE TOE OF HIS HIGH-HEELED silken shoe on the waxed floor, and eyed his fellow men and women with scant approval. He was not aware that this showed rather plainly – or indeed, at all – on his handsome features; nor even that impatience was evident in his toe-tapping. For he was a young man of principle as well as of determined courtesy, and desired to offend none, except perhaps in chivalrous fashion and in a suitable cause. But these people were, in the main, deplorable to a man of any sensibility, women as well as men, unfortunately. James Graham approved of women, normally.


That there were not a few Scots amongst the posturing, painted, scented, chattering crew, was probably half the trouble. James Graham was philosophically and broad-mindedly prepared to find the English courtier more or less like this – just as he had made thoughtful allowances for the inanities and perversions of Paris, Seville, Venice, Padua, Florence, and even the Papal Court at Rome, from which he had just come; but to see Scots like John Maitland, Master of Lauderdale, with rouged cheeks and painted lips; Patrick Leslie, Lord Lindores, simpering and ogling behind upraised scented gloves; and the handsome Elizabeth Murray, though she could be no more than sixteen, not only with her gown cut so low that her breasts escaped whenever she stooped or bowed – which she did with marked regularity – but chose to find her garters in constant need of adjustment, with consequent extra stooping and disarray; all this was unedifying. The last might be all very well, indeed perhaps commendable, in private. But not in public, not in the Palace of Whitehall, surely. Here it seemed not only a betrayal of sound Presbyterian Scotland, but in the worst of taste. Not that the thronging, overdressed crowd found it so, most evidently, since all were of a similar pattern. As though determined to demonstrate that the wretched Puritans had no place here. Yet the King was a sober and religious man, much more godly than was James Graham – and Scots-born at that. That he should tolerate this sort of behaviour at his Court was scarcely believable. His flighty little French wife, of course, was otherwise, they said – and the doting Charles denied her nothing. No doubt this was Henrietta Maria’s doing.


The Graham had had half an hour of this already, and wondered how much more he could, or should, stand. He was a young man not used to being kept waiting. Hamilton had said to be here at six prompt. In that half-hour he had barely spoken to a soul; just stood, apart a little, feeling out-of-place and somehow conspicuous – which last at least was no illusion, for James Graham in any company was conspicuous, of a sheer beauty of countenance which, though wholly masculine and virile, was allied to a proud grace of bearing that never failed to draw all eyes – even though fullest appreciation thereof was not necessarily the reaction of every one of his own sex.


Though he recognised many, he did not really know anyone here – nor indeed greatly desired to. Perhaps something of this attitude escaped him, despite his carefully courteous intentions. Three years on the Continent had made a stranger of him, even to the Scots present – and he had been only just of age, after all, when he left on his rather unusual Grand Tour. Nor had he ever previously visited the Court at London. It seemed that he had missed little thereby.


His foot was tap-tapping again, when a voice at his elbow turned him.


‘Egad, James – it’s yourself! On my soul, I scarce knew you! I heard you were home. But . . .’


‘Home, Johnnie . . .?’ the other repeated, high brows higher. But he quickly relented, and smiled, warmly – and thereby transformed the proudly beautiful face into one of quite extraordinary attraction and charm. ‘It is good to see a kent face – and an honest one! They seem scarce here! What brings you to Whitehall, Johnnie? A long way from the Carse of Forth.’


‘What brings anyone to Court, James? The hope of betterment. Of justice, if you like.’ The Lord Kilpont grimaced plain, boyish features. ‘Not that I look like to win either, ’fore God! And yourself? What brings you, of all men?’


‘Not betterment Nor yet justice, I think,’ the other returned – and his slightly scornful enunciation of the word betterment was eloquent Then, as so often, he shook his head briefly, as though to throw off an involuntary reaction in favour of an amended and kinder one. ‘I am sorry that you are not finding success, Johnnie. Or justice. For, i’ faith, if all I hear is true, that you much deserve. Your father’s ill-treatment was a crying scandal. Are you hoping for a reversal of the forfeiture?’


‘Nothing so great. Only some small office of profit, some help with our creditors. The Customs of Airth and Alloa, perhaps. We are near penniless, James. Things have gone from bad to worse, while you have been gone. My father is a done and broken man. He will not last long, I fear. He is dunned, day in, day out. But he is too proud to ask the King’s mercy, or aid. So I come. But to little benefit . . .’


‘Poor Menteith! I did not know that it was so bad. I heard only snatches of it all, garbled. In Padua, I was then. This of Menteith is sore tidings . . .’


‘Hush, man! Do not mention that name. Even to breathe the word Menteith today is next to high treason! My lord of Airth only, if you please!’


James Graham eyed his far-out kinsman with a perplexed frown. ‘You mean this, Johnnie? Surely not! Surely Charles is not thus. A godly man, all say, and honest. Noble, indeed . . .’


‘Perhaps. But weak, James – or, if not weak, with great weaknesses. Stupidities, ’fore God! The worst, that he relies on favourites who are fools or knaves. More of the first than the other, I do believe-but the end is the same! Aye, Charles Stewart looks noble enough, sounds noble – but how noble are his acts? Ask William Graham, my father!’


Lord Kilpont, a year younger than his chief, was son and heir to William, who until two years before had been eighteenth Earl of Menteith, one of the greatest nobles and proudest names in Scotland; and who, because in a rash moment, flushed with wine, had been heard to boast that his own blood was more truly royal than the King’s, had been summarily forfeited, deprived of his ancient earldom with all its great revenues, and allowed to retain only his small barony of Airth, in the Carse of Stirling, with the scornfully new-minted title of Earl of Airth – this by King Charles’s personal command, who, on the advice of sundry ill-wishers of Menteith’s, was pleased to sense a threat to his throne and dignity in the Graham’s bibulous boast, true as it was. For the Grahams were of royal descent, and closer to the main stem of the ancient Scots ruling line than was Charles Stewart himself. The new Earl of Airth, who should also have been Earl of Strathearn, a semi-royal and illustrious earldom, was a ruined man.


The imputation that the dignified and stately monarch was weak – and worse, stupid – disturbed James Graham. ‘I think you mistake, my friend,’ he said. ‘His Grace was ill-advised in this, to be sure. I have not all the truth of it – I was a year gone when it was done, was I not? All that I may do, to put it right, I will do. But – you go too far, naming the King weak and stupid. Charles Stewart is no weakling, no fool, I swear. God forbid!’


‘You have not spoken with him, I think? Even seen him?’


‘No. But all declare him worshipful, wise, good.’


‘I could name you some who do not!’ Kilpont said grimly. But at the other’s expression he wisely changed the subject. ‘And you, James – what do you seek from His Grace?’


‘Seek? I seek nothing. Only to offer him my services. As is my simple duty.’


‘Your services . . .?’


‘To be sure. What else? I am Montrose.’


‘Mm. An Greumach Mor! In Scotland that means much,’ the Viscount acceded. ‘But here . . .?’


‘It is in Scotland, naturally, that I would serve him. Not here.’ The other’s glance around him was sufficiently eloquent. ‘Are you of Hamilton’s mind, then, about the King?’


‘Hamilton? Does that one have a mind? Pray, James – of a mercy, do not speak my name in the same breath with that . . . lickspittle! That empty-headed, ill-disposed, vapouring toady!’


‘Save us, Johnnie – what’s come to you, man? You were not always so sour! Myself, I do not greatly love Hamilton – but he is great with the King. Has his ear. And is the foremost man in Scotland today, they say.’


‘In Scotland! That mincing popinjay would no more set his dainty foot in Scotland today than in Muscovy! He is the worst of all the crew of fawning, lying, sycophants who surround the King. All you may say is that Scotland is well quit of James Hamilton and his like!’ Clearly, boyish as he still looked, Kilpont was a very different man from the laughing, heedless twenty-year-old James Graham had left behind him. Then he paused in his vituperation to ask, ‘What was it you meant about my lord Marquis? His mind, anent the King?’


‘Merely that he warned me that the King was much offended with Scotland, these days. That I should take care how I mention his ancient kingdom to His Grace – lest it serve me but ill. Myself, I cannot believe this. Scotland, after all, is his true realm. Where he was born, where his line belongs. It is but thirty years since the Stewarts have sat on this English throne. That he should hate Scotland is unthinkable . . .’


‘So Hamilton said that?’ Kilpont fingered the wispy hair on his chin which he was trying to grow – with an envious glance at the neatly luxuriant moustache and trim underlip beard of his friend and chief. ‘I wonder why, egad? He has his reasons, that one, no doubt.’


‘You believe it to be untrue, then? Yet you hinted, did you not, that here my name may mean but little . . .’


Montrose paused, as another man came sauntering up to them, an exquisite this, in sky-blue satin and brocade, lace, jewelled buckles, earrings and ivory-handled, shoulder-high, ribboned walking-staff.


‘Save us, Basil – you too!’ he exclaimed. ‘Got up like a mummer at a fair, as bad as the rest! I vow, all you require now is a dancing-bear!’


‘At Court, one must be a courtier, my dear James – or nothing! And I would be something, as you know,’ the newcomer declared, laughing, and flourishing a lace-edged, scented handkerchief. A plump-featured, silky-haired, genial young man, he pointed, with the head of that ridiculous staff. ‘You, now – you serve yourself but ill, dressed so. I swear it! Even the beauteous and poetic Earl of Montrose! You will but seem to rebuke others – and so smell curst Calvinist to His Majesty. See if you do not.’


James Graham looked down at his own attire, and shrugged. ‘I think I am very well,’ he said. ‘It served well enough for half the Courts of Europe. Why not here?’


‘Why not indeed?’ Kilpont agreed. ‘You are the most distinguished-seeming man in this Audience Chamber, for a wager!’


And that, in fact, was true. Distinguished was the apt word for this man. Without seeking to do so, he ever bore himself with a distinction, a separateness, and assurance of carriage which was something different again from the lithe natural grace and the fine features. That he should be dressed all in black, slashed with silver – even though of satin and velvet – apart from the deep white lace collar and ruffles at wrists, did further set him apart, and dramatically so, in the kaleidoscopic riot of colours in that great hall, although this was in fact his normal style for high occasions.


‘Truly said,’ the Englishman acceded. ‘But distinction can be costly – against the undistinguished! I have said so before, James – being not troubled that way myself! But . . . I have not the privilege of this gentleman’s name . . .?’


‘Ha – of course. A kinsman, John Graham, Lord Kilpont, heir to the Earl of Menteith . . .’


‘A mercy, James – I told you! Not that Never that The name is as forbidden as that of MacGregor! Airth, if you please – to my sorrow!’


‘Very well. Heir to the first Earl of Airth, though eighteenth otherwise! A sorry story. And this, Johnnie, is my good friend Basil, Viscount Fielding, who was my companion through most of the lands and cities of Europe. Heir to my lord Earl of Denbigh.’


Kilpont nodded, and Fielding made an elaborate leg, with which was associated a twirling of his staff and a flourish of the handkerchief.


‘Honoured,’ the latter commented. ‘You Scots are so deucedly good at figures! I fear that I could never count. Eighteenth, you said? And that from the fifth Earl of Montrose . . .!’


‘But eighth Lord Graham, and twenty-third chief of the name, An Greumach Mor,’ Kilpont interpolated carefully.


‘Quite – oh quite! As I say – I never could add. As well, since my father is one of the new men. The first Earl! Makes it easy for me, you see . . .’


‘Enough of such nonsense,’ Montrose said. ‘The English can count, I think, as well as we, when it comes to most matters. Gold pieces, for instance. Acres. Houses. Servants. Pay no heed to Basil’s mockery, Johnnie – his tongue is the worst of him. For myself, it is the King’s counting that concerns me. Of time! Hamilton said to be here by six o’clock. Now it is nearer seven.’


‘His Majesty never appears before seven, I am told,’ Fielding mentioned. ‘He is a staid man, of set custom and habit. Not like his appalling and unpredictable sire. Ah – forgive me! He was a Scot also, of course! My tongue, again . . .’


‘Is that truth? That the King never comes before seven o’clock? Then why did Hamilton have me here at six?’ James Graham’s pleasantly modulated, almost musical, voice, with the slight Highland intonation, went level, thin.


‘I told you. The man’s a fool,’ Kilpont insisted. ‘Hamilton. Or . . . perhaps he designed to keep you waiting!’


‘Hamilton? The Marquis? Is he your sponsor, James?’ Fielding asked. ‘A strange man as I should know! My brother-in-law, no less! Married Margaret my sister – at the age of seven!’


‘Sponsor, no.’ That was short. ‘Montrose needs no sponsor with his liege lord. I but sought his guidance, as how conveniently to approach His Grace. We are related at a distance. And his brother, Lanark, was with me at college . . .’


A sudden fanfare of trumpets from without interrupted him. The chatter in the huge gilded apartment stilled, and all eyes turned towards the top end, where great doors were flung open. Two files of Yeoman of the Guard, in scarlet and black, marched in, pikes on shoulders, to pace onward down the chamber. Right and left before them the company fell back, leaving a clear and red-lined central avenue. Behind, a gorgeously apparelled usher in heraldic tabard stalked in, and as the fanfare died away, thumped his rod on the floor.


‘Silence for His most excellent Majesty Charles, by the Grace of God, King!’ he cried. And everywhere men bowed low and women sank in deepest curtsy.


It was all highly impressive, dignified, suitable. Unfortunately, what followed was less so. A crowd of men came surging into the hall, some backing, sidling, even skipping, as they eddied round a small central group of three, bowing, flourishing, gesticulating, in a fatuous display of adulation. And within this capering perimeter the trio sauntered, one tall, in a peach-yellow satin, one short and tubby in rich, vaguely clerical habit, and one slender and slight in purple velvet, wearing a wide-brimmed black hat with a large curling golden ostrich-feather. Because of the hat, and the fact that its wearer was not very tail, Montrose, like most others, could not see the man’s features behind his escort.


If this entrance lacked something in dignity, no less so did the waiting company’s reception. Straight from their bowing and curtsying, there was a jostling rush forward, men and women pushing and elbowing each other to be foremost on either side of the lines of inward-facing Yeomen of the Guard. James Graham, astonished, found himself shouldered aside in the scramble, and although he had been waiting in a good position all this while, now was quickly edged into the background.


‘Come – or we will not win near the King,’ Kilpont exclaimed, starting to push, in turn.


‘Never!’ the other jerked. ‘Think you Montrose should act so? In such rabble!’


‘You heard Fielding. At Court, do as the courtiers do! See – he does.’


‘Let him. I bide here.’


‘Then the King will not see you. What you came here for.’


‘So be it, then. But . . . Hamilton knows that I am here.’


The Marquis of Hamilton was the tall man in yellow at the King’s right; and because of his height, he could see over the heads of most of the crowd. Already, almost as soon as he entered the room, his glance had caught that of his fellow Scot – and though he looked away at once, without any sign, Montrose knew that he had recognised him. He was a fine figure of a man, though ridiculously overdressed and prinked up with a plethora of ribbons, bows, rosettes, costume-jewellery and the like on top of his peach satin slashed with scarlet. The royal right hand rested on his puffed and pearl-seeded sleeve.


It was some little while before James Graham could catch a glimpse of the King’s face, when he momentarily took off his hat to greet a genuflecting lady presented to him by one of his troupe. But at the sight, the younger man’s offence and ill-humour left him, melted promptly like snow in the sun. For Charles Stewart was all and more than he had hoped to see, his features noble, splendid, stately, kingly indeed, but never proudly arrogant or distant. Sensitive, compassionate, almost sad, his great lustrous Stewart eyes looked beneath his lofty forehead and delicately arching brows. The face was long and narrow, an impression accentuated by the pointed beard, longer than was usual for the period, and the shoulder-length curling auburn hair; and the general expression was grave. But the smile, when vouchsafed, was warm and kindly. Every inch and line and movement of the man was implicit with dignity.


‘’Fore God, man – you said he was stupid! Weak and stupid! I think your troubles must have cost you your wits, Johnnie!’


‘Perhaps.’ The other shrugged. ‘He looks a king, yes. But he acts . . . otherwise. You will learn!’


The King passed slowly up the avenue formed by the Guard, pausing here and there to speak to some low-bowing man or dipping woman either singled out by himself or presented by one of his posturing minions – and always, when it was a woman, he briefly removed his great feathered hat with a gesture of the most gracious courtesy. Quite soon he was past a point level with Montrose, and no sign or glance given.


‘You see,’ Kilpont said. ‘You are not noticed. Here it is deil tak the hindmost!’


‘Wait, you,’ the other answered.


They had a lengthy wait, for Majesty was in no hurry, and many people were spoken to and presented. Before long, James Graham’s toe began to tap-tap the floor again.


When Charles at length turned, at the far end of the room, to move slowly back, the tubby man with the slightly clerical look about his plum-coloured velvet and lace, seemed to take over from Hamilton m making the majority of presentations. And he found more to catch his eye than had the Marquis – especially amongst the women – to the Graham’s ill-concealed impatience.


‘That man – who is he? A churchman – but with a good conceit of himself!’


‘That is William Laud, the Archbishop. The King’s close confessor! An Armenian – and the most unpopular man in England! Yet Charles loves him well – even better than Hamilton, they say. He has turned the Church here upside-down. And is seeking to do the same in Scotland . . .’


‘Scotland? The Archbishop of Canterbury? What has such to do with Scotland?’


‘Well may you ask! But King Charles heeds him in all things. And Charles is still King of Scots.’


Slowly the courteous monarch worked his way down the long room again. And despite himself, James Graham edged a little forward. When he saw Basil Fielding briefly enjoying the royal attention, he subconsciously smoothed the lace at his throat and the ruffles at his wrists, waiting to catch Hamilton’s signal the while. But the Marquis looked anywhere but at Montrose; and the King gradually passed by.


‘God’s curse!’ the Graham swore, beneath his breath. ‘This is too much!’


Kilpont eyed his chief sidelong, and decided to hold his tongue.


Biting his lip, Montrose watched his sovereign’s gracious retreating back.


Fielding came pushing his way to his friend’s side again. ‘James! Sink me – what’s this? he exclaimed. ‘You are ignored. This is beyond all belief. The Earl of Montrose – spumed. On your first visit to Court. You should have pushed forward, man. As I did. As all do . . .’


‘I should not,’ the other snapped. ‘Besides, they know that I am here. Hamilton does. He looked at me. And his brother, Lanark, mincing there. I saw him peering – and pretending not to. Yet he has brought half a dozen to the King . . .’


‘It is damnable. See – people are looking. Staring. I heard many whispering your name . . .’


‘Let them . . .’


‘James – if you slipped round there, to near the door, behind these, you would win close enough. As they go out. There is still time . . .’


‘I will do no such thing. Think you I must dodge and jouk and crawl for any man? Even Charles Stewart?’


‘But . . . if he does not know that you are here?’


‘Then it is Hamilton’s doing. And, ’fore God, I will not crawl for Hamilton!’


In silence the trio waited. And now there was no question but that many eyes were turned in their direction. Close by, a woman tittered.


Then, as the King was about to leave the room, and trumpeters were raising their instruments for the valedictory fanfare, Hamilton stooped, and spoke in the royal ear, turning to glance back directly at Montrose.


Charles Stewart paused, turned also, grave-faced, and waited.


Everywhere a sudden hush fell on the great company. Fielding grabbed his friend’s arm.


James Graham stood where he was, head high, motionless, as grave-faced as his monarch.


Moments passed thus, sudden tension in the air. Hamilton was an abruptly changed man, prominent eyes darting, nibbling at his silky moustache. Then, frowning, he flicked a gloved hand at his younger brother, the Earl of Lanark, a flick that ended in a finger pointing at Montrose. William Hamilton came hurrying, pushing his way through the throng, to where the Graham stood.


‘My lord . . .’ he gasped, all but panted. ‘James – His Grace . . . His Majesty will see you now. Come. Come quickly – in God’s name!’


The other waited a second or two longer, then bowed formally. He moved forward unhurriedly.


‘Haste ye, man.’ Lanark, already well ahead, turned anxiously, to mutter, ‘You’ll not keep the King waiting!’


The Graham said nothing to that, and increased his pace no whit.


The dandified Lanark reached the royal presence a deal before his charge. His brother looking angry, flushed, began to speak, then changed his mind. The King’s expression, like his bearing, had not changed.


‘Your Majesty, have I leave to present my lord Earl of Montrose?’ Hamilton jerked, at last.


‘Ah, yes. I know of my lord,’ Charles said mildly, inclining his head. He neither smiled nor frowned. But he extended his hand.


James Graham bowed low, and reached out to take the royal hand. But he did not take it in the usual way, to raise to his lips; instead he placed the long slender fingers between his own two palms, and bowed over it, in the traditional gesture of fealty.


‘Your Grace’s true and devoted servant to command,’ he said, low-voiced.


The King, regaining his hand, considered the younger man from those lustrous sad eyes, but without his famed warmth. ‘I did not see you come to honour my Coronation at Edinburgh, near three years ago, along with my other Scots lords,’ he observed, his voice even.


‘To my sorrow. I was then in Padua, Your Grace.’


‘Indeed. Then I trust that Padua served you will. I bid you a good day, my lord of Montrose.’ Charles inclined his head again, and turned away.


‘Sire . . .!’ Montrose exclaimed, and then bit back the flood of words which surged to his lips, as the King strolled off through the wide doorway, and the ring of his entourage closed round him.


The clamour of talk and exclamation rose again in the Audience Chamber behind, as the trumpets rang out.


Biting his lips, James Graham stared after the sovereign lord he had come to offer service and loyalty to, the service of a great and powerful house, great wealth, great man-power, and blood as proud as the Stewarts’. Then he flung himself round, and went stalking long-strided down the huge apartment, past the re-forming Yeomen, looking neither right nor left, caring nothing for the stares, the smirks or the tinkling laughter, making for the entrance at the far end.


He was down crossing the open palace courtyard before Kilpont caught up with him.


‘Save us, James – here’s your bonnet!’ the other panted, clapping on his own wide hat. ‘A plague on them – that was ill done! A studied insult! But, why? Why? To you?’


Montrose vouchsafed no answer.


‘A mercy – no need for such haste, surely!’ Kilpont was almost having to run to keep up with his companion’s great striding. ‘It was Hamilton’s doing – that I swear. He has put the King against you. I was watching him. Charles is a fool, yes – but he does not lack civility. Even to me he was more civil than that – although he has not heeded my pleas. It was Hamilton . . .’


‘The King it was who spumed me – not Hamilton!’ the other got out, from behind clenched teeth. ‘Whatever Hamilton may have said or done, it was Charles Stewart who decided. Decided to reject Montrose. Before all. I did not proffer my hand and fealty and name, to Hamilton!’


At the bitterness in his friend’s voice, so unusual, so out-of-character, Kilpont shook his head.


‘I am sorry, James – sorry. But . . .’ what next? Will you try again? Discover what Hamilton is at – and face him with it? Challenge the arrogant lickspittle! Approach Charles again . . .’


‘I will not. I ride for Scotland tomorrow, as fast as horseflesh will carry me. Shake the dust of this place off my feet. And wish that I had sailed home direct from France! That I had never thought to visit this London, to pay my duty. It is Scotland again, for me – tomorrow.’


‘Damn it, if I will not ride with you, James! On my oath, I will! I’ve had enough of this city of fawning spaniels and toad-eaters! And I gain no advantage for my father, here. A breath or two of our snell Scots air – that is what we both need. And leave London to its stews, its stinks and its jackals and trucklers. Especially its Scots ones!’


The other nodded. ‘Aye – I long to feel the wind off the heather again, the scents of bracken and pine, hear the crackle of whins in the sun. I have been away too long, Johnnie. It is time I was home. Time . . .’
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JAMES GRAHAM HAD NEVER HAD ANY PRONOUNCED AFFECTION for Edinburgh, a city he had little known or had occasion to know. In friendly small Glasgow he had lived as a child, in the house of Lord Justice Clerk Elphinstone, with his own Mugdock Castle near by to the north. Of Perth he was fond, near his favourite home of Kincardine Castle, on the southern verge of Strathearn; and Stirling, to the south of this, was almost a Graham town. Montrose itself, where he had been born, though a smaller place, always pleased him. And St Andrews, where he had studied and spent his high youth gloriously, he loved as the finest little city, not only in Scotland but in all Christendom – better than Paris, Rome, Venice or Padua. But in Edinburgh, on its hills above the silver Forth, he somehow felt alien, chilled – not so much by its everlasting winds which, after all, were no colder than those of St Andrews – but by some quality in the folk, the temper of its people. He ever felt small, under the soaring tenements, the dizzy grey stone ‘lands’ which huddled so close on the climbing ridge between Holyroodhouse and the frowning Castle, projecting inwards over the narrow streets and wynds, so as almost to cut out the very sky – but never those winds. Yet this early May day of brittle sunlight, stinging showers and rain-washed colour, as he rode in beneath Arthur’s Seat, past the Abbey and Palace, and up the Canongate and under the Netherbow Port, he almost embraced the place to him, acknowledging its magnificent setting, cherishing even its smells – and the blustering winds which made them more bearable than those of London and Paris – looking kindly on its craggy-jawed, bonneted men and shawled women, however little his benevolent glances were returned, and shook the glistening raindrops from his travelling-cloak with more cheer than he had shown for days. It was Scotland, stern and stark and authentic, but vivid, challenging and self-sufficient as was nowhere else that he had come across in all his three years of travels – his own place, the land his love for which he had only truly discovered when far away.


He and Kilpont parted company in the Grassmarket, the latter to ride on westwards, out again by the West Port and so by Corstorphine and Linlithgow to Airth, short of Stirling, in whose small castle his sick and broken father roosted in-consolate; while Montrose, with young Graham of Morphie his esquire, Master John Lambie his secretary, his body-servant Dod Graham, and the six armed troopers who had ridden as his guard the length and breadth of Europe, turned southwards up the Candlemaker Row, climbing steeply, to issue from the city at the Bristo Port, and jingle at a trot across the Meadows, swinging westwards around the eminence where workmen were still busily erecting the great Geordie Heriot’s Hospital, begun eight whole years ago and not finished yet. And now they were climbing on to the Burgh Muir, all whins and broom and rocky outcrops, where the burghers’ thin cattle grazed, and the insolent herd-boys threw stones and lewd pleasantries at the horsemen, ready to dodge for safety amongst their shaggy charges at first sign of retaliation. Even this, today, commended itself to James Graham. Surely only in Scotland, where the independent spirit ruled all, would herd-laddies throw stones at a belted earl and his party of armed cavaliers.


Across the Burgh Muir, the ground ever rising, with the Braid and Pentland Hills soaring behind and further gladdening the travellers’ hearts after too long in at countries, they passed near the turrets and steep roofs of Wrightshouse, the Napier house of a kinsman. But they did not halt, pressing on to a long ridge of yellow-blazing whins, crackling in the sun as Montrose had ached to hear so many a time. And here they saw, on the slightly downward slope beyond, a tall stone tower rising sheerly out of the orchards and formal pleasance-gardens, a strong, stout battlemented keep of five storeys and garret within the parapet, complete with wall-walk, curtain-walled courtyard and gatehouse, trim, self-contained, indomitable – and not a little arrogant – typical of the land and the people.


At sight of it Montrose reined in a little, and his fine eyes clouded. ‘Merchiston,’ he murmured, to himself. ‘Och, Margaret!’ Then he shook his head under the splendid wide-brimmed and feathered hat, and kneed his mount on.


Under the gatehouse arch of Merchiston Castle they rode clattering into the cobbled courtyard, a stout porter in leather doublet and the inevitable blue bonnet coming bustling out to take the head of Montrose’s magnificent stallion.


‘Hech, my lord, my lord – it’s yourself’!’ he cried. ‘Man, Lord James, you’re back! Guidsakes – here’s a blessed day!’


‘Aye, Wattie – I’m back. At last. To find you fatter than ever. Fat as an in-pig gilt, I vow!’


‘Och, comfortable just,’ the other averred complacently, handing the Earl down, ‘Nae mair’n that. Yoursel’, you look braw, my lord – braw. Aye, you’ve changed. The right cavalier now, beardie and all! She . . . she wouldn’a . . . och, man – my leddy . . .!’ He shook his greying head, and turned ruddy face away.


‘Aye, Watty – as you say.’ That came thinly, stiffly. Then he touched the porter’s shoulder, lightly. ‘Is your master at home?’


‘Ooh, aye. He’s up in his ain bit chamber, at the top o’ the house. He’s aye there, writing, writing. He has little heart for aught else, the man, these days. Awa’ up wi’ you.’


Leaving the others to their own devices, Montrose climbed the detached forestair, crossed the little removable timber gangway, and so entered the keep at first-floor level – a device which ensured a second line of defence should the outer curtain-wall be breached. Then on up the narrow, winding turnpike in the thickness of the walling – eight-foot thickness – lit only by arrowslits, the steps hollowed by mailed feet. At the top, the little garret watch-chamber within the dizzy parapet wall-walk, was the room with the splendid views which his brother-in-law had made his study. He knocked and entered.


The greying, lean, grave-faced man in the shabby clothing turned at his deck by one of the dormer windows, to look, peer, and then jump up, rather sombre features lit up.


‘Jamie! Jamie!’ he cried. ‘God is good – Jamie Graham! It’s yourself.’ His voice little different from that of his gate-porter below, Archibald first Lord Napier of Merchiston, Privy Councillor, Treasurer Deputy of Scotland for life, former Lord Justice Clerk and still extraordinary Lord of Sessions, came forward to greet the younger man in warmest welcome.


They embraced each other with undisguised affection, for they were the greatest of friends, these two, despite the discrepancy in age. Napier, when a man of forty, had married Montrose’s second sister Margaret when she was eighteen, making her an excellent husband. More than that, he had made a second father for the boy who had lost his own sire at fourteen, and had to take on the formidable business of being An Greumach Mor, chief of all the Grahams, and fifth Earl of Montrose while still with five years of his teens to run. Lord Napier was long past the fathering stage, as that of legal guardian – but he remained the wise and trusted friend.


‘Archie! Here’s joy.’ James Graham held the other back, to look at him – and only just stopped himself from blurting out how he had aged in three years. He recognised, too, that he perhaps should not have used that word joy. ‘It has been a long time,’ he said. ‘Too long, Archie.’


‘Aye, too long, lad.’


The other looked away, moistening his lips. ‘Margaret,’ he said. ‘I am sorry Dear God – I am sorry!’


Napier nodded. ‘We are the poorer, Jamie. Perhaps, somewhere, some are the richer? Who knows? Your father. Mother. But . . . it is scant comfort.’


Margaret Graham had died less than a year after her brother’s departure for the Continent, after a dozen years of marriage, leaving three children and the still-born infant whose birth killed her. Like any husband in the circumstances, Archibald Napier could not absolve himself altogether from blame.


‘She was the best of us,’ Montrose said. ‘The kindest, truest, most excellent. I grieve for us all – but for you above all.’


‘God’s will be done,’ the other answered quietly.


‘Was it God’s will, then? You, a judge. Great in the Kirk. Tell me.’ And then, at sight of the older man’s perplexed and sorrowful face, he reached out impulsively to grasp his arm. ‘I am sorry, Archie Forgive my ill tongue. I have learned to question much that before I accepted, these last years – perhaps too much. I did not mean to hurt you further.’


‘Do not blame yourself, Jamie. But . . . questioning fate, destiny, what is ordained by the Lord God Omnipotent, serves nothing, brings no comfort but only more sorrow. This I have learned the sore way, God knows. A man must learn to accept.’


‘But you yourself taught me to be a seeker. Ever a seeker, not an acceptor. Did you not?’


The other inclined his head. ‘Aye. But now I seek God’s purpose with men. And to accept His will – if I may. But – enough of this, lad. What of your other seeking? Your other sister? What of Katherine, Jamie? You still have not found her?’


Montrose shook his head. ‘Not a trace. No word – nothing. As I wrote to you, I found John Colquhoun, at last. In Venice. But alone. Katherine was not there. She had gone. He said, he said that she had run off with another man! He knew not where.’


‘God have mercy on her!’ Napier whispered.


Montrose’s prolonged Grand Tour had been rather more than just that. It had been a quest, a search, and a terrible one. Undertaken under the guise of finishing his education in the accepted fashion, to lessen the scandal of it all. And undertaken hurriedly, and against much good advice – including the Lord Napier’s, which was why he had not been in his earl’s place at King Charles’s coronation at Edinburgh only a month or so after his hasty departure. For another brother-in-law, Sir John Colquhoun of Luss, chief of that name and husband of the Lady Lilias, eldest of the five Graham sisters, had suddenly elected to desert his wife and family, abandon his estates, sheriffdom and responsibilities, and abscond to the Continent – and, what was worse, had taken with him the Lady Katherine Graham, the unwed younger sister of twenty. To the scandal of all Scotland. Outlawed by the shocked Privy Council, excommunicated by the outraged Kirk, Colquhoun and his sister-in-law disappeared beyond the seas. And nothing would serve young James Graham but that he there and then must advance the date of his projected educational tour of the capitals of Christendom, and go in search of his erring sister.


‘I did not fight John Colquhoun,’ he said, slowly. ‘I had promised myself that I would have his life. But, seeing and hearing him, I perceived that would profit nothing. Nor help Katherine, nor yet Lilias. The man was broken, distraught, pitiful. I scarce knew him. He was a man deserted.’


‘Deserted! Colquhoun? What are you saying, Jamie? Do you know what you are saying?’


‘All too well, I know. He had been deserted – both by my sister, and by his creature Carlippis, who had been his evil genius throughout. The poor besotted fool!’


Appalled, Napier stared at the younger man. ‘You . . . you are making your sister a wanton, then? A heartless wanton . . .!’


‘I know not what my sister is. I thought that I knew her. We were close – but a year between us. She was ever my companion, as children. And ever she was spirited. Strange, in some fashion. But, this . . .! God’s mercy – what is she?’


‘You are not saying that she went off with the Italian? Or German – whatever he was. That necromancer of Colquhoun’s. A mere servant! With that wretched charlatan?’


‘I do not know. Except that they left John Colquhoun secretly. And at the same time. And both went none know where.’


‘If it had not been yourself telling me, I’d not have believed it! Katherine! Little Katherine. But nineteen years. And you learned no more of her?’


‘I sent out messengers, enquirers, from Venice, Florence, Rome. All the time I was studying at Padua, I was seeking word of her. False scents I followed, in plenty. Nothing came of any. I was told of a young Scotswoman who had appeared at the Court of King Louis, calling herself the Comtesse de Medoc. Medoc might, at a stretch, be for Mugdock, where Katherine was born. I threw up my studies at Padua, and went to Paris with Basil Fielding, Denbigh’s son. But the woman was Irish, not Scots. A young widow of a true Medoc. I remained at the French Court. Still seeking. Then your letter came, telling me that it was time that I returned to Scotland. That matters were not well here, and that I should be home.’


‘Aye.’ Heavily Napier said it. ‘And that is the truth. I am sorry, lad. Grieved that all this sore trouble should have struck you – struck us all. Grieved to have fetched you home to more trouble. Grieved for this realm of Scotland . . .’


‘You said in your letter that matters were going but ill. In kirk and state.’


‘Ill, yes. But – see you, here is no way to welcome you home, Jamie. You will be weary, needing refreshment. How long do you bide with me?’


‘A night, two. No more, Archie. Then I must ride north to Kinnaird. I sent word to Magdalen that I was coming.’


‘To be sure. I must not keep you from her – blithe as I would be to have you bide.’


‘Magdalen – all is well at Kinnaird?’


‘Aye. No trouble there, at least, the good Lord be praised. She will rejoice to see you. She has missed you sorely, Jamie.’ The older man shot a keen, searching glance at the younger. ‘It has been a long time, lad. For a woman.’


‘For us all, Archie – for us all. But I do blame myself – even though I esteemed them to have little need of me, up there.’


‘More than you think, James. But – come you down. You must eat and drink. You will have your folk with you. My house is yours . . .’


It was evening before, fed and rested, Montrose could again be alone with his brother-in-law. They walked together in the mellow walled garden to the south of the castle, amongst clipped box and apple-trees, with the first swallows darting about them in the clear northern light – all of which affected the homecomer not a little.


‘I urged you, in my letter, to make shift to see King Charles,’ Napier said. ‘Did you so, Jamie?’


‘I saw King Charles,’ the other answered.


At the tone of voice, the older man looked sidelong at his companion.


‘You scarce sound enchanted? Did something go amiss?’


‘Amiss, yes. Whether my face, my name, or the style of me, I know not. But His Grace would have none of me. Scarce threw me a word. Rejected me out-of-hand, before all his Court.’


Napier had stopped. ‘You . . . you cannot mean this, in truth? That the King rejected you? You, Montrose! One of the greatest lords in Scotland. I cannot believe it, Jamie . . .’


‘It is the truth. More than rejected – spumed. Deliberately. I was there to offer him my leal support and duty, my whole strength, my all. For the word is that he may need it! But, it seems that he wants none of it. Even though my family has borne up the Scots throne for centuries. Johnnie Kilpont says that it was Hamilton’s doing. That Hamilton had poisoned the King’s mind against me – I know not why. I have never given offence to Hamilton, that I know of But . . . even so, Charles could have heard me, made his own judgment. My liege lord . . .’


‘This is beyond all.’ Shaking his head, Napier moved on slowly along the garden path. ‘His Grace needs every true man he may find, indeed. Though most of all, honest advice – dear God, how he needs that! And he will not get it from Hamilton, and his like. But – how was it? What did he say . . .?’


Clipped of voice, stiffly – for it went sorely against a young man’s pride, especially one reared as Montrose had been, to power and authority almost from infancy – he told all, as they paced beneath the trees on the drifts of fallen apple-blossom.


Napier heard him out, frowning, sighing. ‘Save us – I fear, Jamie. Fear for Scotland. Fear for the King’s Grace – for us all. When a man can make so many mistakes, can scarce do anything aright – how shall the realm survive? And yet, he is honest, I am convinced. Means well. And is not a fool. Indeed, I conceive him honourable, truly princely in most matters. A man apart . . .’


‘As did I. And so he appears, looks, sounds. But behaves, it seems, differently!’


‘He is badly advised – we all know that. He has no judgment as to whom to trust, to take into his confidence. He surrounds himself with time-servers, place-seekers, windbags. This I know only too well. He lacks his father’s shrewdness. King James was as graceless a king as ever sat upon a throne – but he was shrewd. He would never have done what Charles is doing. Splitting his ancient realm in twain for the sake of a clerk’s rigmarole, a prayer-book!’


‘Kilpont said something of this. But he had not the rights of it, I am sure.’


‘Aye – that is why I wanted you home, Jamie. I daresay young Kilpont was none so far out. This is the trouble that threatens Scotland. Dire trouble, and all for a few printed words on paper. The King, egged on by this wretched prelate Laud, this Archbishop he has made, is insisting that the Kirk changes its form of worship to the same as the Church of England! Indeed, he would have no Kirk of Scotland, but have us all worshipping God the same way, he says – his way, Laud’s way. We must accept his bishops – these we have already, this while, but we scarcely bow down to them. But now he has seven of them on his Privy Council. And we are to use a new prayer-book of Laud’s in our kirks, and give up the Presbyterian form of worship and church government. This, by royal command. On pain of treason!’


‘But . . . but it is not possible! None can do such a thing. Not the King. Not any archbishop. Not any man on God’s earth! Scotland’s faith, her worship, is her own.’


‘Charles says otherwise. He claims that he is head of the Church, as of the realm . . .’


‘The Church of England, maybe – but not of Scotland! None but Christ Himself is head of Scotland’s Kirk!’


‘Aye – so we, the Kirk, have told him. But he will have none of it. He has appointed a Court of High Commission, to rule for him in matters ecclesiastical. He has appointed Archbishop Spottiswoode of St Andrews as Chancellor of Scotland, instead of the Earl of Kinnoull – the first churchman to hold the office since the Reformation of blessed memory. He has made a new diocese of Edinburgh, and declared the High Kirk of St Giles to be its Cathedral, and ordered cast down the partition-wall between the chancel and the nave. He will have none of the presbyters – we are all to be Episcopalians, bowing to his bishops whether we will or no.’


‘But . . . he cannot make us, ’fore God! He cannot change a nation’s religion – one man!’


‘He can try. And lacks not the means, or the will to enforce it. John Livingstone, Lord Balmerino, you know, He protested, sought to rally others to protest. The King called it high treason. Had him warded and tried – aye, and condemned. To death, no less! For gainsaying the royal right to say how we should worship. But, man – there was siclike an uproar over it, that even Charles Stewart took second thoughts and issued a royal pardon. But, see you – it was only a pardon, not a reversal of his edicts. And, it seems, he has learned nothing by it. A new ordinance to regulate the worship of the Kirk was signed, in London, earlier this year. And this very month a Book of Canons was sent up to us, for obedience. These Canons to have the force of law. Moreover, there is this Liturgy to follow. That is Charles Stewart, by the Grace of God, King! And, stirring up this bees’ bike, he yet spurns Montrose’s hand and help!’


‘Is he run mad, the man?’


‘Well may you ask! But I think not. It is that he has a set and unyielding mind. And believes that he is right – always he is right. And has none, that he will listen to, who will tell him to his face that he is wrong! Letters we have written – but they achieve nothing. Save to put our necks at risk! I fear that we have that most dangerous of rulers, Jamie – a righteous, unbending autocrat, who believes that he, and he only, knows the mind of our God! His father before him, James the Sixth, called himself Christ’s Vice-regent. The son, I swear, believes it!’


‘And yet, he appeared a gentle man, noble. He served me less than kindly – but in himself appeared to be kindly, no autocrat, no tyrant.’


‘As you say. Here in Scotland, when he came to his coronation near three years past, all men conceived him as worthy, upright. Noble, as you say. Indeed, I believe that in most things he is so – save this of religion. And here, the sorrow of it, his uprightness becomes menace, no less. In his inmost heart, Charles is brittle, unbending. It grieves me to say it, for I have served him and his father all my days. But now, it seems, none may serve him save sycophants and toadies. That, James, I will never be.’


At the heavy solemnity of his friend’s voice, Montrose shook his head. ‘This all makes of my small trouble a mere nothing, Archie,’ he said. ‘The vexations of a halfling! I see well how the greater trouble will grow, if it is not checked. Myself, I care not greatly whether a man approaches his God through a bishop or a presbyter. Indeed, it may be that neither need come between any true worshipper and his creator, any more than need a Romish saint – only the Lord Christ’s intercession being necessary. But . . . I would give my blood to defend the right of every man to choose for himself. This of the King could split the realm.’


‘Well and truly said. But, indeed, what Charles is doing is not so much splitting his realm now as uniting it. Uniting it against himself. You mind how he forced through the Act of Revocation, in 1625 – to compel the lords and lairds, who had won the Old Church’s lands at the Reformation, to yield them up again. For the support of his new bishops. That drove a sore wedge between King and nobles. We both lost no little by it, Jamie. Not a lord but is in fury against having to pay tithes to the Kirk and rent to the Crown. But this concerned the churchmen and ministers no whit. Nor the common folk. Indeed, they chuckled, as we know well. But now, the King is forcing his bishops and prayer-book down the throats of Kirk and people. He will have all Scotland against him, lords, Kirk and folk. Save only, it may be, the Catholics – ominous allies, on my soul! Our good and upright liege lord is sowing the seeds of hatred, Jamie. And heeds no good counsel.’


‘You have told him, besought him?’


‘When he was here, for his coronation, I spoke – and received but small thanks, as you may guess. Since, I have written letters. As is no more than my duty, as one of the King’s ministers of state. And as result am losing the King’s regard, certain offices. I have had to give up my Orkney estates, which I had of the Crown. Intriguers at Court have them now. I am no longer Deputy Treasurer . . .’


‘But that was yours for life, was it not?’


‘Aye, for life. But King Charles is displeased with me, and I was forced to resign the office. I was compensated with monies – but what is that, when I no longer have my master’s trust? Not that I care greatly for office, or aught else, since Margaret died – but I have much experience, and ought to be able to advise the King. I am still of the Privy Council – but no longer is the Scots Council’s word heeded . . .’


‘Dear God – the folly of it! The waste.’


‘It is more than folly, waste, lad. It could spell disaster. Scotland will never thole this burden. The freedom for which our fathers fought, from Bruce’s, Wallace’s days, till this – it is not to be lost at the scrape of a royal pen. More especially with an English cleric’s hand behind it! It must not be, will not be! I am the King’s most leal subject, but if he insists on this, by force – which God forbid! – I, and many another like me, on whom he could have relied, will not stand idly by and see it done.’ The older man’s voice shook a little. ‘To this end, James, to this evil end, I have brought you home.’


For long moments they looked at each other, there in the shadowy garden, sombre-eyed, silent; until, in unspoken agreement they turned and went indoors, the glowing May night gone sour on them.
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IT WAS NOT AT MUGDOCK IN THE CAMPSIE FOOTHILLS NORTH of Glasgow, nor yet at Kincardine in the southern skirts of Strathearn, nor even at Old Montrose on the Mearns seaboard, that James Graham ended his three years’ journeying; but at another’s house, not his own, in the wide valley of the South Esk in Angus between the Grampians and the sea, admittedly not far from Montrose but unconnected there-with – Kinnaird Castle, seat of the Carnegies, whose lord had recently been raised to the status and dignity of first Earl of Southesk. To this great house in its spreading parkland, where the Esk coiled to join that strange landlocked tidal basin of Montrose Bay, the Graham and his little entourage rode down over the braes of Rossie Muir three evenings later – and again with very mixed feelings. It was a fair place, rich, settled, secure, and though it was not his home, he knew it as well as any house of his, and loved it well. His mind had dwelt on it long and often, and on what it contained, these past many months, even ached to see its warm brown-stone towers, cattle-dotted parks and spreading orchards, and to hear the voices that would assuredly welcome him there. But now that he in fact approached it, he knew strange doubts, qualms, almost reluctance. It had been so long. So much had changed. He was indeed a different man from the youngster who had ridden away, a man travelled, experienced, tried, mature, where he had been little more than an enthusiastic but callow stripling. All must inevitably be much altered – and not only in himself.


They had been seeing for some time the two columns of blue smoke ascending high in the early evening air, before it dawned on him that these were not woodsmen’s fires but, sited on an eminence just to the west of the castle, must be twin beacons, bonfires. He had sent word of his coming, from Edinburgh; and these must have been blazing all day to welcome him back. The recognition brought something of a lump into Montrose’s throat.


While still almost a mile from the great house, they saw the file of horsemen come spurring out from under the gatehouse arch, to drum over the drawbridge timbers and come southwards at a canter, obviously to meet him. Keen eyes had been watching. When a banner unfolded itself, to stream in the breeze and flutter bravely at the head of the oncoming party, James Graham’s own eyes misted a little. Even at that range he could see that it was of black and gold – and the only black-and-gold heraldic banner of earl’s size in all broad Scotland bore the undifferenced arms of the chief of the Grahams, An Greumach Mor. Besides himself, only one other could, or would, ride under that ensign.


As they drew near it could be seen that of the five who rode to meet them one was no more than a child, a small figure though mounted on no pony; one was a richly dressed youngish man slightly older than Montrose himself; one was a burly man of early middle-age, who bore the banner; and the other two were grooms. Much moved, James Graham slowed his horse to a walk.


A few yards off, the man with the banner signed to the boy, who promptly pulled off his mount with some style, at the same time managing to doff his plumed hat with a flourish – even though it knocked against his horse’s head and ears in the process and almost fell from a small hand. Undeterred, flushing a little, the large eyes bright, the lad jerked a bow from the saddle.


‘Greetings, my lord,’ he said. ‘I hope that I see your lordship well. And not wearied. My lady-mother sends her dev . . . devotion.’ That was of a gabble, but he got it out.


‘Johnnie!’ Montrose said. It was not often that this adequate man made so inadequate response.


The twenty-four-year-old father and the six-year-old son sat their sidling horses and stared at each other. Inevitably they were almost strangers. The toddler of three whom the man had left behind him bore little resemblance to this fine-featured, rather delicate-looking lad with the big eyes and serious expression. Foolishly Montrose had continued to think of him as he had last seen him. And the young Lord Graham had scarcely been able to remember his sire at all – save by the portrait by Master Jamesone, which hung in his mother’s chamber; and this fine gentleman hardly resembled that eager youth.


With an effort the man restrained himself from spurring forward to clasp that small, proud yet anxious figure to himself. That would never do – not when the boy had come thus formally to meet him, under that banner, playing the man, beside the Chamberlain, bringing his mother’s greeting.


‘I rejoice to see you, son,’ he said, controlling his voice, like the rest of him. ‘So tall. So well grown. And well favoured. I thank you for coming to meet me. You sit your horse fairly.’


The lad flushed with pleasure. ‘He has been saddled all day awaiting you,’ he said, in a rush. ‘My Uncle James – my Lord Carnegie, I mean – taught me to ride. He says that I am better than you were, at six years . . .’ That tailed off in something of a gasp, as realisation dawned that perhaps this might be thought scarcely tactful in the circumstances.


‘Ha! That could well be,’ Montrose acceded gravely. ‘It is good to hear.’ He turned to the other, younger, man. ‘So you are Lord Carnegie now, Jamie. Of course. So much has happened. Davie’s sad death. I am sorry – a tragedy. And your father’s elevation. I still think of him as Lord Carnegie. Accept my congratulations. And my thanks for making a horseman out of my son.’ That last was said courteously, but just slightly formally, considering that they were brothers-in-law. These two, although brought up as near neighbours and close family friends, had never greatly loved each other. Carnegie’s extra three years had made for a certain superiority and condescension, which had tended to be frustrated by the fact that he was only a second son – and of a first lord, at that – while, from the age of fourteen, the other was fifth Earl of Montrose, chief of all the Grahams, and moreover insufficiently humble for his years. The raising of his father, the Lord Carnegie, to be first Earl of Southesk, at the King’s Scottish coronation in 1633, only a few months after Montrose’s departure, and the death of the elder brother, David, less than six months later, had only partially evened the score.


Carnegie had been eyeing the other closely, and not failing to note all the splendid good looks, the poise, authority and maturity of the man. He recognised all too clearly, but without elation, that some further adjustment of attitudes would be necessary. His voice was curter than probably he intended.


‘No thanks required. And I have taught him more than that, I hope. Lacking his father, someone must needs do so! Hm . . . welcome back to Kinnaird. It has seemed a long time.’


‘Long, yes.’ Eyes grey and considering locked for a moment or two with eyes brown and smouldering. Then Montrose turned to the somewhat older man with the flag, thick-set, ruddy-complexioned and plainly dressed. ‘It is good to see you, Sir Robert. Kind in you to come. You at least have not changed, I swear!’ That was said with a smile. ‘See – I have brought back your heir to you, as you have brought me mine!’


Graham of Morphie bowed, scarcely glancing at his own son, Montrose’s esquire. ‘I could do no less than come, my lord James. I have looked to this day for long. You are well returned. Greatly needed. I rejoice to see you home.’


Morphie was the nearest of the Graham lairds to Kinnaird and Montrose, his property lying only some six miles to the north, at Marykirk of the Mearns. Sir Robert had been left in charge of the great Montrose estate as Chamberlain, during his chief’s absence. A solid, able man, he had been one of the curators, with Archie Napier and David Carnegie, appointed by the old Earl of Montrose to look after the boy he left as heir. And he was married to the Earl of Southesk’s sister.


‘All tell me it is time that I returned,’ Montrose said, a little grimly. ‘You also, Robert. You will have your reasons?’


‘Aye, my lord.’ That was heavy. ‘I shall not be sorry to shift a wheen burdens from my shoulders to yours! Praise to God, they look now sufficiently broad to bear them!’


‘Mm.’ Brows raised, the Earl shrugged. ‘So be it, then. I have now to look to my own interests – thanking you who have looked to them for me.’ He nodded to both men. ‘Come, Johnnie – take me to your mother.’


Urging his mount forward, he was able to close with the boy, at last, and slip an arm around the slight shoulders momentarily, without any suggestion of unmanliness. Then, side by side they rode down the long slope to the marshland, to splash across the Pow Burn, and on, over the wide parklands to Kinnaird Castle on its terrace.


A great company waited to receive them, assembled within the inner bailey, beyond the drawbridge and gatehouse, of all ranks and standing, men, women and children too. The return of the Graham was an occasion indeed.


In the centre stood a big bulky man in his sixties, florid, choleric, with white hair and a bushy beard – David, new Earl of Southesk, eighth Laird of Kinnaird, first Lord Carnegie, Privy Councillor, High Sheriff of Forfar, Extraordinary Lord of Session and father-in-law of James Graham. He stood with arms akimbo, and looked threatening; but then David Carnegie usually looked threatening. He was flanked by two young women, one bold-eyed and handsome, the other modest and plumply comely – his Countess and third wife, and his daughter Magdalen. Each held a two-year-old toddler by the hand, girl and boy.


‘Greeting, my lord Earl!’ Montrose called dismounting, and doffing his hat with a flourish. ‘I need not ask if I see you well. Growing younger year by year, I swear!’ He bowed to the Countess of Southesk. ‘My lady – you bloom! My lord looks to suit you as well as you him! Your servant.’ And to the other, still younger woman, a year younger than himself, in fact, he raised an open hand. ‘Magdalen, my dear.’


One countess, his own, dipped deeply, and murmured, ‘My lord,’ low-voiced. The other stared openly, assessingly, and whistled, barely beneath her breath, in scarcely ladylike fashion, saying nothing.


‘So you are back, boy! You have taken your time, have you no’?’ Southesk cried. None other than he would have thought to call Montrose boy – and even he looked just a little bit askance as he said it, perceiving that there were changes here which could not be entirely ignored. ‘We looked to see you near a year back. What held you?’


‘I am flattered that you so greatly missed my poor presence, my lord,’ the other answered easily. ‘But matters of sufficient import delayed me, I assure you.’


‘Aye. Well, there’s matters o’ sufficient import amiss for you, here in this Scotland, man. For any man! You’ve come home to trouble, see you.’


‘So I have heard. On all hands.’ He shrugged, ruefully. ‘And, I vow, you might think it all my doing, from the way it is laid on me! But . . . of that later.’ Montrose looked round at all the assembled company, and made a comprehensive bow, flourish of his plumed hat, and friendly smile. ‘My salutations to you all,’ he called. ‘It is good to see you again. I am glad to be back. My thanks for your reception of me. Hereafter I shall speak with you all. But meanwhile, my lady-wife demands her errant lord’s attention – and merits it, you will concede! You will bear with us?’


It was superbly done, with assurance, simplicity, courtesy yet authority, such as the James Graham who had departed three years before could never have achieved. It took charge of the situation for them all, even for old Southesk, his Countess and his son. An Greumach Mor, Earl of Montrose, was now to be permitted to greet his wife with some measure of privacy. None found cause for complaint or discomfort.


None, that is, save perhaps for the Lady Magdalen Carnegie herself. Always a shy and retiring creature, she was apparently quite overwhelmed by this handsome, self-possessed, almost commanding presence that had come back to her after so long. Almost in a panic she bit her lip, clutching the toddler to her knees, all but shrinking back as Montrose came forward to her, eyes darting towards her father, her brother, even her small son, to anyone, for aid.


Her husband saw it, and understood, at least partially. He turned to young Johnnie, hand out, and together they moved up to the woman.


‘My dear,’ he said gently, ‘this young man has already conveyed to me your greetings and welcome. Most worthily. How fine a son you have bred for me. I am grateful – from my heart I am. And here – here is another, on my soul! Another good Graham for Scotland!’


That saved her. ‘Yes. Yes, this is Jamie, my lord.’ She was constrained to stoop, and make a great fuss of picking up the little one in her arms, and so could face her husband with the child as a sort of buffer. ‘Is . . . is he not a fine lad? And like you, a little. Like you . . . you were.’ She gulped. ‘Not now – but were. Your nose. I am sure that he has your nose. So, so long. No, no – not too long. But . . . your nose. And mouth. Yes, your mouth also. Jamie – he is strong. Stronger than Johnnie. Oh, Johnnie is stronger now. But as a bairn. When you left, Johnnie was not strong. You remember that. I . . . I . . .’ She was gabbling. And realising it only too clearly, abruptly stopped and became unutterably silent.


He nodded gravely. ‘Yes, indeed. That I remember well. Which makes it all the better that you have made of Johnnie so much the man.’ He patted his heir on the head, and reached out to take the younger child from her. ‘So this is the second James Graham! We will have to learn to know each other, he and I. But you will teach us.’ He felt down with his other hand, and raised hers to his lips. ‘You have much to teach me, my dear.’


She did not answer, but something of the panic had left her. She was able to slip that kissed hand under his arm, to take her elder son by the elbow, and so face all the chattering throng, after a fashion, Magdalen, Countess of Montrose with her man and bairns. They bowed, left and right, moving towards the keep doorway.


It was long, however, before they could be alone together – nor, indeed, were either of them over-eager for that moment It was Southesk’s house, and as well as much eating and drinking to see to, he had bones to pick with young Montrose, with his son, with his brother Sir John Carnegie, who presently arrived from Ethie Castle to the south. David Carnegie was a great picker of bones – which perhaps partly accounted for his youngest daughter’s chronic distrust of herself. At any rate, he kept his male company at table well into the night, long after the ladies had retired – even after his young wife, new married just before Montrose had left on his travels, reappeared on the minstrels’ gallery above the Great Hall for a few moments, sought to attract her lord’s attention, failed, and raising eloquent eyebrows implying complicity with the watching James Graham, departed.


When at last he managed to escape, and made his way across the courtyard, in the wan northern half-light, to the flanking-tower which his wife and children occupied, he went quietly. But light still gleamed from the window of the first-floor bed-chamber. And when he entered, seeking to keep the door from creaking, it was to find Magdalen lying awake on the great four-poster bed, staring up at the dusty canopy. She did not look at him, after the first quick glance.


‘I believed that you would be asleep,’ he said. ‘I have been long. Your father had much to talk over. I am sorry. I have come home, it seems to a realm seething with unrest like a porridge-pot on a hob!’


‘Yes,’ she said.


‘If you are wearied, Magdalen, would be alone, I will sleep tonight in the boys’ chamber?’


‘No,’ she said.


‘Very well.’ He sat on the edge of the bed, looking down at her. It has been a long time, my dear,’ he said slowly.


‘Yes.’


‘Your letters – I thank you for them. You are good with letters.’


‘Better, better than with . . . other things.’


‘Do not say it. You never thought sufficiently highly of yourself. I think more kindly.’


‘Yet . . . you stayed away. For long.’


‘Yes. There was so much to be done. To be seen. To be learned. And I am scarce likely ever to go back. A different world, Magdalen. A wider, richer world. Of great experiences, of treasures, of thought and learning. Of a quality of living far beyond anything we know here in Scotland. It behoves any who will have rule in this realm to learn of it all they may.’


She did not answer.


‘This custom, to make the Grand Tour, is wise, lass. It broadens a man. Those who are born to lead require such broadening. Without it, those they lead can only suffer . . .’


‘My brother Jamie. He went likewise. On his Tour. And came home in but one year. From Padua.’


‘Did he not come home when Davie died? As new heir. But – what of it? I am not Jamie Carnegie. Moreover, I had a task, a quest, which he had not.’


‘You never found her? Katherine? No trace?’


‘No trace,’ he agreed, sombrely.


‘I am sorry for that.’ For the first time, she turned her eyes on him. ‘You were close, I know. Closer to her than to any. It must hurt you sorely.’


‘Yes. I did all that a man could. Searched the length and breadth of Europe. Had enquirers in every land. I wonder if, indeed, she still lives.’


‘Poor Kate . . .’


‘No – not poor Kate! Whatever else she is, or was, not poor! She lived ever richly, rashly, but to the full. Expended herself, never counting the cost. Foolish, often. Headstrong, yes. Unkind at times. But in herself, her life, rich. Not poor Kate.’


The woman turned her head away. ‘Perhaps. And you – you are of the same stamp. As . . . as sure of yourself. And I am . . . otherwise. It is poor Magdalen, I think!’ Her voice choked a little. ‘You would not . . . have spent three years searching for me!’


Shaking his head unhappily, he eyed her. ‘You would never have required such search. Run away with your own sister’s husband. And then abandoned him, likewise. Gone off, heedless of all, God knows where! You would not, could not. But, had Magdalen Carnegie indeed done that, I would have gone seeking for her, likewise.’


‘Would you? I wonder! No – Magdalen Carnegie stays at home. A good wife. Dutiful. Waiting. Always waiting. Her husband’s pleasure. A dutiful wife, mother of his bairns. Dutiful mother. Waiting – since the day we were wed. Bairns ourselves!’


‘Waiting, lass? Waiting – for what? Not, I think, just for this return of mine?’


‘Dear God – I do not know!’ She twisted round to face him again, and a hand came out from beneath the bedclothes to grasp his lace-edged wrist, the nails digging into his flesh. ‘Oh, James, James – I do not know! Sweet Christ have mercy upon me – I do not know!’ she sobbed.


Frowning, the man bent to kiss that flushed brow, to stroke that thick, lustrous hair soothingly. He was not the only one whom the years had changed, it seemed. It was all true. They had been wed as little more than children. At seventeen, with his Mastership of Arts from St Andrews secured, his curators, Archie Napier, Graham of Morphie and David Carnegie, had decided that the Earl of Montrose ought to be married. What better choice than the sixteen-year-old youngest daughter of Carnegie, childhood playmate, neighbour, family friend – a sound match for both. Neither were really consulted – but, at that age, neither would have dreamed of objecting. Next to their sisters and brothers, they knew each other better than they knew anyone else, and had always been good enough friends. So all had been suitably arranged, the marriage settlement drawn up and signed, lands and dowry apportioned. Graham of Morphie had commissioned the famous George Jamesone to paint a portrait of the bridegroom. Exactly a year later, an heir was born, Johnnie – the object of the exercise. It had all been quite notably suitable, satisfactory, successful.


Magdalen, and therefore her young husband, had continued to live at Kinnaird – although he often had to be away visiting his other great estates in the south. The house of Old Montrose, three miles to the east, was old indeed – though that was not what the name meant. It should have been Aid Montrose, from the Gaelic alt moine ross, the burn of the mossy point. But, more than old, it was large, rambling and neglected, indeed part derelict, for the Grahams had other and more favoured castles in south and west, and the town-house in the burgh of Montrose itself, where James Graham had been born, served them adequately as occasional base in these parts. Old Lord Carnegie would not hear of his young daughter departing for far parts, moving into the decayed barracks down the road, or setting up house amongst the burghers of Montrose town. There was plenty of room at Kinnaird where the young couple could live conveniently under the authoritative eye of father and curator. And it was so. Possibly that was a large part of the trouble.


Montrose did not withdraw his arm. With the other hand he continued to stroke her hair. ‘You are overwrought, my dear,’ he said. ‘Tired. Upset. It has been too long a day. But you will feel better. Tomorrow. You will see. We shall talk then. I have much to tell you. Today has been too much for you.’


Her smothered sobs were all his answer.


‘Sleep now, Magdalen lass. That is your need. I will go bed down in the boys’ chamber above. I shall do very well there . . .’


‘No! No – you will not!’ Fiercely she cried it.


‘It would serve best, I think. For tonight . . .’


‘I say no.’ Suddenly she threw back the bedclothes strongly, and revealed herself as lying naked, a well-made young woman, heavy-breasted but fair, her abundant white flesh warm in the mellow lamp-light. ‘See – I am a dutiful wife. I told you so. Told you that I waited for you!’ Her voice broke again.


He moistened his lips, and took some time to reply. ‘Is this . . . what you waited for, then?’ he got out. ‘I think not, my dear.’


‘Yes. Yes, I say.’ She spread herself on the bed, in a sort of defiant invitation, but with her flushed face and tear-dewed eyes turned away from him. She spread her body in deliberate invitation – yet her abhorrence was in every inch of her flaunting yet shrinking person.


The man, who was no monk, was deeply moved. And as deeply perplexed, his body at odds with his mind and heart.


But whatever of repugnance he sensed in her, he could by no means reject that offer and demand. To do so was unthinkable. He rose, and commenced to remove his clothing. She had covered herself again by the time that he was naked and had extinguished the lamp and turned back to her.


As he moved in beside her on the warm bed, she remained still, almost breathless, but with her head turned away from him. He sought gently to caress her, to soothe the tension from her. But before long he desisted, achieving nothing and but taxing himself. He took her then, but even so seeking to waken her passion, to rouse response, until his own need overwhelmed him. She did not answer a word, a whisper, or murmur of his, throughout.


Afterwards, for long, they both lay gazing up at the shadowy canopy, wordless, listening while the curlews called wearily, endlessly, from the Montrose marshes to the east. More than once the man almost spoke, and then drew back from fruitless words.


It was she who at length broke the silence. ‘You must bear with me, James,’ she said slowly, carefully. ‘I am no wife for such as you, I know well. But I try – God knows how I try! You are right, no doubt. Tomorrow will be better, I promise you.’


‘Aye – all the tomorrows, lassie. They will be better. Now that I am home again, we shall start afresh, you and I. Who knows, the years may prove well spent, for us. Who knows, in them I may have learned more than just statecraft, the arts of rule and war, and the ways of a wider world. Give me a chance to prove it, my dear.’


‘But what have I learned? Only that you have grown the further from me, James.’


‘Then – help me to grow back, Magdalen,’ he urged. ‘Your help I need. Need, girl.’


He felt her shake her head on the pillow. But also, presently, he felt her relaxing a little, then more noticeably. In time, he slept, with an arm around her soft, still body.


It was hours later before Magdalen Carnegie closed her eyes.




4


THINGS WERE INDEED BETTER IN THE MORNING, AND ALL THE mornings – since these two were determined that they should be. They learned to live with each other again, to accept, to compromise, to withhold judgment, to help, strengthen, even comfort. The two boys were their greatest aid in this, as well as their prime inducement. With them as link they drew almost close. Marriage, even successful marriage, has been built on less than this.


That neither aimed quite so high as that was at once their safeguard and their tragedy.


The fact that Magdalen was largely free, at last, of Kinnaird and her family, undoubtedly greatly helped. Montrose had castles and estates over the length and breadth of the land; more than that, branches of his house and clan still more widely dispersed. After so long an absence, it was necessary to visit all, make innumerable decisions on the spot, put much to rights, show himself to his people. Almost everywhere he went he took his Countess and his sons, to introduce and display them, as was expected of him. Consequently they were not much at Kinnaird, or at the town-house in Montrose either, during that summer and autumn of 1636 – to the marked advantage of their union.


But if matters personal and private were thus lightened somewhat in these months, matters national and public were not. Everywhere James Graham went the talk was the same, resentment, murmurings, the stirrings of revolt. By and large, the people of Scotland, of all ranks and degrees, were angry. They were loyal enough. Indeed, it was remarkable how loyal they remained, considering that their king, James the Sixth and his son Charles, had deserted them for London, so clearly preferring everything English, and considering their old realm scarcely worth even visiting. But to the Scot, religion was highly personal and precious, not any mere formality, or separate compartment of life which could be accepted or more or less shrugged off for the sake of peace. The metaphysical implications of his faith were part and parcel of his being. New forms of worship or theology were not to be imposed on him from without, by king, parliament or hierarchy – more especially from England. For that very reason the Reformation had come later to Scotland than to almost any other nation in Christendom; but when it did come it had, been more basic, comprehensive, drastic. Now their religion was not only being interfered with, but actually changed, by dictate from London, made to conform with that of England. It was not to be borne.


All this was bad enough. But there was another aspect of the situation which was worrying – especially for one placed in Montrose’s position, straddling as it were the Highland Line, both in the location of his estates and the background of his blood and race. The Reformation had never really penetrated to the true Highlands effectively, certainly not to the remoter areas – except for the Campbells’ Argyll. Therefore, these London edicts were of little or no interest in the Highlands. But, unfortunately, the Gordon chief, the Marquis of Huntly, not actually a Highlander himself but a strong Catholic and having great influence in all the North, was declaring himself wholly and vigorously in favour of the King in all this – and seeing that others did likewise. So that there was a serious division forming in Scotland, to the country’s hurt, Highland versus Lowland, North versus the rest, Catholic versus Protestant. It was ominous and dangerous as it was grievously disappointing for all who had the unity of the realm at heart.


With the days shortening, Montrose took his little family and entourage to settle down at Kincardine Castle, on the southern verges of Strathearn. Magdalen was uneasy about this, still under her father’s spell and afraid that it would cause offence. Moreover, all her life she had never lived anywhere else but at Kinnaird. But James Graham was determined on it, that they were not going back to Kinnaird, declaring that it was not suitable that the Earl of Montrose should roost always in another’s house as though he had no place of his own. Kincardine was his favourite property, as it had been his father’s before him.


So the old grey castle, on the rocky bluff above the wooded ravine of the Ruthven Water, was opened up and refurbished, and again young voices rang within its ancient walls, to challenge the singing of tree-top birds and the rush of falling water. The headlong Ruthven came boiling out of Glen Eagles, in the Ochils foothills of south Perthshire, to swing eastwards in its deep sylvan hanging glen above the Strathearn head-town of Auchterarder, before falling into the Earn at Aberuthven. In this winding sheltered valley, with the magnificent prospects of the Highland mountains across the wide strath, the Graham castle soared high on a rocky promontory, an eagle’s nest of a hold, of lofty, mellow stone walls, crowstepped gables, steep roofs and pepper-pot turrets. Small compared with Kinnaird, or even Montrose’s own Mugdock, Dundaff or Fintry, towering upwards instead of sideways, within its cramped and oddly shaped courtyard, it was a modest seat for so great a lord; but it was strong enough, and most pleasing in character as in surroundings. And it was central, not only for the various Graham lands, but for Stirling, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Perth and St Andrews, places where things were apt to happen in Scotland.


It was one golden day of belated autumn, in mid-November, with all Strathearn aglow with colour, that Montrose, returning to Kincardine with the sinking sun from hunting hinds in the Ochils, found company awaiting him. He rode over the drawbridge into the little courtyard above the dizzy drop, with Kilpont, whose home at Airth was only a score of miles to the south, and Black Pate Graham, Younger of Inchbrakie near by, who had taken over from Young Morphie as personal esquire, to find the place crowded with a dozen and more horses, their grooms and armed attendants hanging around them, indicating that it was no unimportant company.


In his hall, James Graham found Magdalen entertaining, in some evident embarrassment, two very oddly paired visitors, who in their different ways seemed to discompose her almost equally. One was burly, almost gross, of late middle years, untidy, dressed in shabby finery, a coarse-featured, red-faced, noisy man with little pig-like eyes that were very shrewd – John Leslie, sixth Earl of Rothes, and strangely enough, the most popular man in Scotland. The other was tall, thin, dark and soberly dignified, with sternly ascetic features, fine eyes and an expression of harshly restrained intensity, clad all in black.


Montrose had met Rothes only once before, when he was still a student at St Andrews; but the older man greeted him like a friend, a crony, of long standing, punching his shoulder, belabouring his back, and spluttering couthy assertions of admiration, esteem, affection. James Graham, a fastidious man, sought not to allow his distaste to show.


‘Laddie, laddie – you’re braw, right braw! Fair magnificent, indeed! Guidsakes – you’ve come on! Here’s John Leslie’s hand. A right swack man’s come back to your bed, lassie! You’ll ken the differ, I’ll be bound? Hey?’ Rothes almost always affected the broadest Doric.
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