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Prefatory Note


Friend & Foe follows on from the third book in the series, Time & Tide, where Hew was sent to Ghent by the coroner, Andrew Wood, to find out the source of a Flemish windmill washed up in a shipwreck in St Andrews bay. Hew returns to his position at the college of St Salvator as lecturer in law, a post with no real purpose that brings little satisfaction. Working for Wood when the will takes him, Hew has remained his own man, while the coroner’s motives are not always clear. King James VI meanwhile has lost his grip on both his court and kingdom, following the Ruthven raid of 1582.
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Chapter 1


A Merry Month


Quhair thou was wont full merilye in May


To walk and tak the dew


Henryson, The Testament of Cresseid


St Andrews, Scotland


May 1st, 1583


To those who watched, the house appeared asleep. But though the doctor and his wife had long since gone to bed, both were wide awake. Giles Locke lay still and thoughtful, muffled in his quilt. He heard Meg’s footsteps cross the floor, through curtains she had closed on him against the cold night air, and felt his wife’s departure with a sense of dread. The doctor sighed and shifted, finding out the place that held the scent and shape of her, willing her return. Matthew Locke slept on, his soft lips pale and puckered, plump and moist with milk. Meg blew out the candle flame, and let the darkness close.


In a loft upstairs, the doctor’s servant Paul closed up his folding bed and dressed in bilious green. He listened to his mistress moving through the house, coming to the kitchen, past the sleepy maid. Canny Bett slept upon a sheepskin bolstering the hearth, wrapped up in a blanket blackened by its coals. Canny’s limbs were slack, her mouth half-open still, a quarrel in full flight when sleep had overtaken her, her red cheeks pinched and scorched. She had left an egg to roast in the embers of the fire. Canny did not stir as Meg explored the shelves, collecting things to fill a basket, small glass bottles, cloths and cups.


The house looked out upon the castle on the cliff. In daylight, it looked out upon the grey washed sky, on cliff tops bright with thistle heads and clumps of summer moss and white-flecked seabirds circling, on mellow stone and high arched windows, glancing on the street. The ringing out of hammermen, the hoarse cries of the fisherwives, the grumbling of the baxters and the brewers with their loads, forged a solid thoroughfare between the house and cliff, the castle falling back to bask upon its rock. At night, the forecourt stilled. The castle overlooked, its black hulk rising blankly from the darkened precipice, seabirds curling mute, invisible in crevices. Pinpoint pricks of firelight moved across its walls.


On the corner by the Swallow Port, a yellow lantern burned. Meg ducked beneath its light to turn into the Fisher Gait, and hurried out of sight. There were lanterns, too, outside the cookshops and the taverns on the far side of the Mercat Gait, and in the wynds and closes leading to the South Street, across the southern boundaries of the town. Here the yellow smoke gave way to natural light, the watered-grey, soft glancing of a quarter moon. Meg continued landward, keeping to the narrow path towards her brother’s house. From time to time, she strayed closer to the shore, or through a copse of trees, conscious of a shadow at her back. She came into a barley field, and shook the drops of water from the morning rose, wiping with a cloth each sharp green stalk and leaf, milking the wet linen out into a cup. When the cup was full, Meg passed the water through a funnel drop by drop into a coloured glass – amber for barley, olive for the rose – sealing it with parchment and a plug of wax. She let a drop of barley water settle on her tongue, knowing she was watched. She had felt it at the sea-port to the harbour, and on the landward path that led out to the barley field. The gulls had woken up, and swept towards them, shrieking, through the pink-shot clouds. Meg took pity on the watcher: ‘You may go now, Paul.’




‘On my life, I cannot,’ answered Paul. Paul had spent the last hour hiding in a sheep trough, the evidence of which was plain upon his hat. He gave up all pretence of coming there by chance, to shake the matter off. ‘Doctor Locke insists on it. And he will have my carcass cut up on a slab, he will carve my corpse up as one of his experiments, if I neglect his charge.’


‘He will do no such thing. And when were you inclined to do as you were told?’ Meg brushed aside this argument, as Paul brushed down his hat.


The servant stood his ground. ‘Twould ding his heart to shards, if harm should come to you.’


‘What kind of harm,’ protested Meg, ‘can come to me, upon my brother’s land? Where I have lived and wandered, since I was a child?’


‘I ken that, mistress, yet he fears—’


They both knew what the doctor feared. Paul bit back the words. ‘He telt me to lie low.’


Meg accepted with a sigh, ‘Aye, and so you did. No matter, you shall stay, and help collect the dew. For that may serve you better than to lour among the sheep. Then, when we are done, you shall take some to your lass.’


‘I have no lass,’ he lied.


Together, they filled bottles, kneeling in the grass, until the sun broke tentatively through the clearing sky. The light brought lads and lasses laughing through the trees. Children gathered blossoms, trailing chains of buttercups and armfuls of white flowers. A girl ran through the barley field with petals in her hair, followed by a young man fumbling with his breeks. Paul’s gaze fixed on the couple longer than was decent, and the lass stood still to flounce at him, poking out her tongue. The young man snatched his quarry from behind. He pulled her out of sight, into a clump of trees.


‘There are violets in the wood. She will like those too,’ Meg broke upon Paul’s thoughts.


He spluttered, ‘As I swear to you—’




‘For certain, you must not,’ said Meg. ‘There can be no shame in it, that you should have a lass. Or is there some impediment, prohibiting the match?’


His mistress was a soothsayer, who saw into the heart of things. Paul had no idea how she could read his mind. He blurted out, ‘It is the widow Bannerman, an honest, proper wife. But I must prove my worth to her, and she is brave and delicate, and till I am assured of her, I would not have my love laid bare for a’ the gaping world. I cannot, for the life of me, think how you came to ken of it.’


‘It was not hard to guess. You have trimmed your beard, and cut and combed your hair. And you are wearing your best clothes, my brother’s gooseturd riding coat, and Kendal breeks and hat. And here we are in May, the merry lovers’ month.’


Paul turned a livid purple, clashing with the green. ‘Master Hew was good enough to give me his old coat. But do you think the colour is too keen? I must be bold, yet circumspect, if I would prove my worth to her. In truth, the case is intricate.’


Meg suppressed her smile at the language he had borrowed, like his bright green coat, from her brother Hew. ‘True love often is. But I know Jonet Bannerman, and she will like you better, in your own, true, proper self. And if you wish to please her, take to her this water from the morning rose.’ She offered up the dew, in a phial of coloured glass.


The morning light, it seemed, had worked to calm Paul’s fears. He accepted eagerly. ‘This water shall speak worlds to her. I thank you, with my heart. You will not tell the doctor, though?’


‘Will not tell him what?’ Meg teased. ‘That I caught you spying? That you left my side? That you go a-Maying? That you have a lass?’


‘All of those,’ admitted Paul. ‘Especially that one last.’


‘I will not say a word.’


Meg’s smiles gave way to thoughtfulness. She watched Paul set off down the track, the bottle of elixir warming in his hand. Daylight burned the vapour from the early dew. The lusty lads and lasses went about their day, the children brought their blossom homewards from the fields. The world became quite still. Meg took off her shoes. She felt the blades of barley sharp against her feet, and found her cheeks were wet, despite the morning sun.


From the fore tower of the castle on the rock, the sergeant of the garrison looked out. He saw the bridge across the fosse, the stables and the cookshop, and the house of Doctor Locke, its chimney wisping smoke into the white-veined sky. He saw the woman turn the corner from the Fisher Gait, a basket on her arm. Tam Fairlie left his post, running down the stair to rap at Patrick’s door. Patrick lay unbuttoned in a borrowed archer’s coat, on the great bed of estate. His face looked sickly still, and in the morning light a little wan and flushed, pink-white, blotched and mottled like a bulbous flower. He perspired a little, though the air was cool.


The chamber had been dressed in shades of blue and green. That was Patrick’s doing: ‘For what would you have else, the colour of a cardinal?’ and for his present purposes, the colours seemed to suit. The curtains round the bed were of a thick dark damask, green leaves stitched in silk. In places, they had faded to a dirty olive-grey.


‘Olives,’ Patrick said. ‘Ewe’s milk cheese and figs. Ficus is the fig. And fica is the common Latin for a woman’s orifice.’


It pleased him to refer such matters to the Latin tongue, as though the lick of scholarship brought polish to the sin. To Tam’s mind, Patrick talked too much.


‘What you, as a soldier, like to call her scabbart. Her scabbart is so called, because she is the sheath, where I put my sword, and not because of scabs. She may be scabbed, of course.’


‘Olives and suchlike are your steward’s job,’ said Tam.


‘He asks too many questions, and he tells too many lies.’ Patrick closed his eyes and sank back on the bed.


He did not look like a man with the mettle for the task, however bold he boasted of it, dressing up bare appetites in rags of foreign words.




‘Succats, and sweet almond cakes, and flagons of red wine,’ he added to the list.


The sergeant sighed. ‘Aye, I will see to it.’ Though Tam had never tasted olives, and had rarely eaten figs, he knew how to procure them with a minimum of questions – answered with his fists. ‘And make a bonny brothel of the brave bed of estate,’ he muttered to himself.


His master rallied, ‘Say you? What was that?’


‘She is here, my lord, waiting at the gate.’


‘She has come too late. I have not the strength for her.’ Patrick slumped again.


Tam Fairlie was accustomed to his moods. ‘As you will, then,’ he shrugged, ‘I can send her away.’


‘Ah, no, not at all.’ Patrick shook his head, and sat up in the bed, smoothing out his coat. ‘For we must take our remedy, though it may be bitter to us. I shall go up to the chapel now, while you prepare the chamber. After she has left me, I shall want my bath.’


Tam grunted, ‘Aye, my Lord.’


In his latter months of sickness, Patrick had begun to bathe, a witless, witches’ remedy, that he could not effect without calling on the garrison. Six strong men it took to carry in the vat, and fill it up with water, scalded on hot coals, and six men more to empty it, and lug it down again, while Patrick shifted, slippery, huddled in his closet. The closet had a stench and savour that the high draught of the chimney piece did little to disperse. It was like looking into a man’s heart, and Tam felt sickened there, not by the dark stench of the close stool but the dark-filled rancour that was Patrick’s soul.


‘Pray dress the walls with carpets, and the bed with flowers,’ Patrick rumbled on.


‘The bairn has brought the May.’ Tam cursed the words, and God, who had not stopped his tongue, as soon as he had spoken them. The bairn brought in the flowers and sunlight, and the song of birds. If Patrick did not see it, then the man was blind; and Patrick was not blind, he saw the bairn too plainly, and what she meant to Tam. The mention of the child made Patrick stir and frown, like a sleeping leopard, startled from his dreams. ‘Ah, yes, your little lass. The chamberlain has telt me that she is a thief.’


‘Then he is a liar.’ Tam made his protest brief and loud, to drown his beating heart.


Patrick said, ‘Perhaps.’ Like the leopard in the sun, he opened up an eye, lazily considering. ‘But be that as it may, he caught her at the sugarloaf.’


Tam faced him, stiff and proud. ‘She is six years old.’


‘So I said to him.’ Patrick lacked the will to follow to the pounce. ‘And yet it is a fault in her,’ he scratched his back and yawned, ‘that ye must amend. I hear her, sometimes, at her play. And sometimes I am set to think, the castle is no place to keep so small a bairn.’


Tam was in a black mood then, before he reached the gate. The sentinel was Harry Petrie; Tam had seen to that. He did not trust the Richan boy, his long ungainly limbs and pale insipid looks, the queer way that he spoke to them: ‘He’s gaan to blaw agin the nicht,’ when he meant the wind. What sort of fool said that? ‘John Richan is a pestilence,’ Tam had telt to Patrick. Patrick had smiled that smile of his, cunning like a cat. ‘Ye maunna damn the man, Tam, for his Orkney speak. His father is an officer, in service to the earl.’


Patrick in the chapel, fallen to his knees, whispering his prayers up through the coloured glass . . . Patrick’s gross allegiances were troublesome to Tam. He sailed his skift through narrow waters, closely to the wind. Robert, earl of Orkney was uncle to the king, and no one could be certain where his leanings leant, to king or to conspirators, the English or the French. They kent he was a bastard though, and that in every sense. Patrick made the earl his ally at the parliament. He had in mind a marriage for his middle daughter with the bastard’s son.


‘Besides,’ Patrick said, ‘the boy is an expert at shooting the bow.’




‘What use were his arrows in a blockhouse built for guns?’


‘If we had powder, Tam, if we had shot. But powder and shot are for kings. And pistoletts are pepper pots that scatter far and wide. You cannot hope to best a perfect archer’s eye. The arrow at his heart strikes deadly, straight and pure. I will stand you one sound bowman for all your fleet of guns,’ said Patrick, who kenned no more of battle plats than Tam did Latin prayers. ‘He may be of use to us.’


So that was how it was.


Tam had trained the boy. He trained him up, by night and by day, for endless drills and exercises woke him from his sleep, until his green limbs bent and buckled at his bow, his sapling arm hung slack. And what use was an archer then, that could not lift his bow? No use at all, the sap.


At sunrise, Tam had sent John Richan out to see the surgeon. ‘Show him your sore shoulder, son.’


The boy had answered warily. ‘Ye telt me to keep watch.’


‘And now I tell ye, go.’


The Richan boy had glanced the question back at Harry Petrie, and Harry Petrie nodded at him, whittling with his knife. Harry was a man that kent when he should speak, and when to turn his head away, and when to haud his tongue, that no amount of buffeting could teach the Richan boy. Harry was a proper man, a soldier born and bred.


Now Harry stood there talking to the porter at the gate, smiling at the lass, who made her way unsteadily across the wooden bridge. For form’s sake, Tam called out, ‘Ho, there, stranger! Stand!’


The silly wench blinked back at him. ‘But surely you maun know me, Tam? I came as I was asked.’


‘Oh aye, I ken you now. It is the physick wife, that brings his lordship’s remedy,’ Tam informed the world. The porter gave a nod, and let the woman pass. Tam took her arm and hissed, ‘What mean you, wench, by coming late? We looked for you at dawn.’




The woman shook him off. ‘I went to gather dew. And I will not have you call me, as I were some whore, that walks about at night.’ She answered him, with spirit. ‘Will Patrick take his physick now, or no?’


She looked, in light of day, a decent sort of wife. She came from a good family, she had told Tam once; scholars, men of learning, who had taught her secrets they had found in books. Though he had not believed her, he approved her plan. She was a subtle lass. ‘What medicines have ye brought?’


‘A pill to purge his stomach. Water for his eyes.’


Though Patrick’s eyes were sharp enough, none sharper bar his tongue.


Tam had kept her talking as they passed the guardhouse, partly to distract her, partly for appearances, to satisfy the crowd. The castle’s inner courtyard was a town within a town, and at this time of morning filling up with traffic, soldiers cleaning weapons in the sunlight on the green, stable boys and scudlars gathered round the well. Tam Fairlie scowled and snarled. ‘Are none of ye at work today, that you must chat and clatter, littering the square? Here comes the physick wife.’


The woman clutched his sleeve. ‘Tam, I am afeart.’


‘What are ye afeart of, lass?’


‘For that he is sick. I cannot make him well.’


‘A lass like you? For sure you can!’ He brought her to the place that Patrick had prepared for her, the cold north-western tower that looked out to the sea.


She whimpered, shrinking back. ‘You never said in there. I will not wait in there. You cannot make me, Tam.’


She was, after all, a silly witless wench, and Tam could well have shown to her the error of her words. Instead, he murmured soft to her, and coaxed her like a bairn. ‘See, lass, tis a play, a wee bit dressing game.’ He opened up the door so she could see inside. A fine fair shift and cloak lay folded on a ledge, together with a girdle and a coronet of flowers.




‘Put on the dress, and Patrick will come for you. You are his queen of the May.’


Tam whistled as he put the final touches to his lordship’s room. He had brought a banquet, balanced on a tray, of sweetmeats, wine and fruits. He bent the boughs of hawthorn that the bairn had fetched and bound them to the bedposts, making up a bower. He lit candles in the passage next to Patrick’s closet, where his lordship wrote his letters, did his easement, took his bath, and knelt on winter nights to say his blackest prayers. A thick curtain on the south side closed it from the draughts. Behind this, came a scuffling sound, which Tam put down to rats. At once, he drew his sword and pulled the curtain back.


‘Mercy, but a poor blind clerk, helpless and unarmed!’ A timid voice cried out. A figure flew up flapping, from the stool of ease, floundering and fummilling, falling on its knees. ‘Murder! Mercy! Oh, my life!’


Tam put up his sword. ‘Master Ninian Scrymgeour,’ he acknowledged pleasantly. Patrick’s privy secretary, stripped of breeks and spectacles, grovelled on the floor. ‘Here ye are, a-scummering,’ Tam said with a smile.


Scrymgeour squinted, whimpering, ‘Mercy, who is there?’


‘It is I, Tam Fairlie, Sergeant of the guard.’ Tam found the missing spectacles, and gave them to the clerk. The clerk received them gratefully. With one damp hand he felt for them, and clasped them to his nose, and with the other pulled and pummelled at his clothes. ‘Dear me, I thought . . . I thought . . . I thought to fetch a letter, that my lord has had me write for him, to take it to the town.’ He gestured to the ink and papers on a little desk.


‘And thought to use his close stool?’ Tam supposed.


‘I have not been well,’ Scrymgeour said, defensively. The closet bore this out. ‘And you yourself are here because . . .?’


‘To mak the place secure for him. The physick wife is coming to advise his regimen. His lordship has instructed that they manna be disturbed.’




‘Quite so, quite so. I see . . . I go . . . I am . . .’ The small clerk turned bright pink, and clutched a sheaf of papers tightly to his chest. He asked no further questions in his haste to leave, but scuttled past the banquet and the flower-decked bed. Indeed, his sight was limited, a pitiful impediment, to plague a privy clerk. He saw the world but dimly, through thick slabs of glass.


‘Have you done your office, now?’ Tam pursued him playfully.


‘Ah, yes, aye, indeed.’


‘Then go about your business, sir. And take the scummer pan.’










Chapter 2


The Physick Wife


The physick wife stood naked in a pleasing coolness, shown to none but God. She felt that God approved of her, stripped and cleansed of sinfulness, His shrewd eye winking kindly on her bare white breasts. The cell had a monastic feel, with solid, whitewashed walls and one long shelf of stone. A man had made his bed on it, for you could see the hollow worn smooth by his head. There was a hole above it where they passed his food, like a little tunnel to the other side. Standing at the window she could see the sea, the blank face of the cliff, leading to the jetty, blackened by the tide. A seagull perched to keek at her, parked up on the sill cut deep into the rock. She darted at it, laughing, ‘Aye, then, keek your fill!’ The bird took fright and flew from her, leaving her bereft. Supposing God abandoned her? She said a prayer, in case. The words became a song, that echoed through the tower, and were soothing in the stillness, like a kind of spell.


It was too cold to stand still for long, whatever God might think. The sea tower facing northwards seldom felt the sun. The woman bundled up her clothes and put them in her basket, taking up the costume laid out on the shelf. The first thing was a shift of fine white linen lawn, with little whitework flowers. A dark green band of velvet clinched it at the waist, and shaped the full white softness of her breasts and hips. The best part was the long green cloak, which swept down to the ground, and she felt warm and safer gathered in its folds.


She had unpinned her hair, taking off her cap and shaking loose the curls, just as Patrick liked it, but she would not wear the crown. The tight-lipped buds and blossoms brought the stench of death, carrion scent of darkness, dank and sweet decay. No one but a witch brought hawthorn in a house. The very sight and stink of it might make a person sick. She thrust it in the channel where the thick walls met, hidden out of sight, and settled on the ledge, hugging close her secret through the thin white shift.


It was Tam she thought of when she closed her eyes. Tam Fairlie smelled of leather, sweet earth, sweat and smoke. Tam was Patrick’s man. He had found her at the market, where she sold her flowers. Nettles, garlic, violets, sweet herbs, who will buy? And she had not supposed that he would stop to look at her, but she had caught his eye. ‘What is it that you want, sir?’


‘What have you to sell?’


Her basket wares were roots and posies, seaweeds, flowers and ferns. But for those that wanted, she had other charms. She learnt them long ago, when she was a lass. She had suffered as a bairn from a fearful kind of palsy; they had sent her for a cure to a man called William Simpson. William was a cousin, on her mother’s side. Some said he was carried off by gipsies as a bairn, some that he had gone to sea, and trained to be a doctor in the foreign schools, some that he had learnt his magic from the faerie queen. However he had learned them, he taught his charms to her. The first time it had happened, he had given her a potion, sending her to sleep. After it wore off, she found herself full stiff and raw, and sorely black and bruised. There were blood spots too.


‘The guid neighbours took you,’ William had explained, ‘off to elfin-land. If ye stayed too long there, you wad go to Hell. I risked my life for you, to take you back again.’ He had added, oddly, ‘Dinna tell your dad.’


The next time William came to her, he took her hard and cold. But while he had his way with her, and she closed her eyes, she could see quite plainly there the elfin folk and court; the faerie queen had shown her terrors and delights.


In all the years she had been coming to the town, the physick wife had met with many sorts of men, but none of them had proved so hard to please as Patrick was, so fond of make-believe. He had something in him that reminded her of William. It made her sore afraid, for how the play might end.


She had not sat for long before the key was turned, and Patrick came to find her. He was wearing yellow hose, with a feather in his cap and a Kendal archer’s coat, a longbow in his hand and a quiver at his belt, too heavy and too broad for him, so that he buckled slightly underneath the weight. His limbs were weak and withered while his belly hung distended, like a sack upon a stalk. She should not have giggled, but she could not help herself. She disguised it, quickly, with a little gasp. ‘Are you come to save me, sir?’


He took her hand in his. ‘I am Robin Hood.’


He teased her with the arrow shaft. The flint began to burrow, deep inside her dress. The physick wife shrank back.


‘I liked the other play,’ she protested, weakly. ‘When you dressed up as the bishop and you blessed me, on my knees.’ They had gone up to the chapel. He had worn his bishop’s cloak, and he had knelt behind her, on the quiet stone. And since he was God’s servant, it could not be wrong. There were three sorts of bishop, he had told her once; one that was a lord, and one that served a lord, and one that served the Lord. Which of them was he? He had laughed at that. He was laughing at her now.


‘Did I say something daft?’


Patrick shook his head. ‘I liked that play too. But this is a May game. A Robin Hood play.’


They were lying on the bed in the bishop’s private chamber, and around them lay the remnants of their May Day feast. The walls were hung with tapestries, blue and green and grey, and she could not dismiss the thought that somehow they were peeking at her, through the flowers and leaves. ‘Tam Fairlie keeps the watch,’ Patrick reassured her. She closed her eyes, and thought of Tam, standing watchful, somewhere near. She thought she would not mind it if he took her for himself.




She felt sleepy now, gorged on Patrick’s wine, the jewel bright cups of claret he had made her drink. She had not wanted to. The wine was on a flowery carpet, like a faerie feast. There were sweetmeats too, quince and honeyed figs. It did no good to Patrick to consume such richness; she had tried to tell him: ‘You must take your physick for to make you well.’


Patrick had refused. ‘I have drank your physick, both the foul and fair. It does me no good. I am dying, no doubt.’


‘Do not say that.’ She did not know a cure. Sometimes, he made water, and it came out black. She told him, ‘That’s a good sign, the badness pissing out.’ But she shuddered at the thought of that black polluting her.


He fed her fruits and jellies, teasing on her tongue. She was empty, always, hungry for a herring or a bit of bread. She wished she had them now. She did not eat or drink enough. ‘You are skin and bone.’ His words made her afraid. For both things could be broken, could they not?


‘There is food enough here to last for a year,’ she tried to distract him. ‘Here in the castle, I mean.’


If the town was like a world, then the castle was a town, and Patrick’s bed of state was like a private stronghold high up in its walls. To climb it there were steps, yet Patrick struggled still to mount it, as he struggled to mount her. He caught her at the waist and held her close and hard, that she could feel his hot breath on her neck, his wheezing dry and labouring. He was laughing at her. ‘We would not last long.’


She did not see why not. The castle had a well, in the centre of the yard, though Patrick would not drink the ale brewed from the water there; he drank from vaulted cellars that were stocked with wine, and when the stocks ran dry, more were brought in boats.


‘The walls are not so strong as you suppose. And many times afore they have been built and blasted, and they will not stand a siege.’ The worst threat, Patrick told her, was the sea. And how could that be? A narrow metal ladder ran down from the cliff top, sheer onto the rocks and the jetty down below. From there they brought provisions when the gates were closed. And no man could have scaled it with a blade between his teeth, before his hopes and bones were driven down and dashed; the coast was closely watched.


Patrick shook his head. The constant, slow artillery of water, he explained, the patient revolution of the waves, would wear the walls away. What was sand but stone? What was man but dust?


‘Not in a year, Patrick,’ she protested stubbornly. ‘The walls will not be worn out in a year.’


‘Aye, mebbe not.’ He had closed his eyes. ‘Long before that, I shall be dead.’


Long ago, he said, archbishops lived like kings, and they had many palaces, and kept many whores. They drank their wine from cups of gold. A cardinal was murdered here, taken at his prayers. And those who drew him out had all met dreadful deaths. One falling from his horse; the horse had kicked his face, and shat into his mouth, as it bubbled, bright with blood. ‘That was God’s revenge on him.’


She sensed that he was sporting with her. ‘The cardinal was bad, though, was he not?’ Patrick merely smiled at that, showing yellow teeth.


The bed was decked with hawthorn flowers. ‘I dinna like the May,’ the physick wife complained. ‘It smells like rotting flesh.’


Patrick snatched a clutch of petals from the bough and crushed them in his fingertips, breathing in the scent. ‘It smells,’ he concluded, ‘like a woman’s placket.’


He meant a women’s sex; her placket was her apron, a pocket in her dress. She wriggled from his grasp. ‘You will not hurt me, Patrick?’


‘Why would I do that?’ He took out another arrow from the quiver at his side, and began to stroke her with the feathered end. ‘You are my quiver-case.’


‘I am all a-quiver,’ she replied, obligingly. ‘Will you close the drapes?’


The curtains round about were heavy, thick and worn. They did not look as though they had been often drawn. She imagined they were laced with moths, creased into the faded cloth, feasting on the flowers.


‘What is the matter? Are you cold?’


Tam would stand outside the door, a little upwind of her cry, frowning as the sun rose higher, polishing his sword. Perhaps it was Tam Fairlie’s bairn, the feylike, faerie child, whose eyes she felt still at her back. The child had brought the May, a harbinger of death. She swallowed thickly, fearful. Surely, it was God, who looked down on her nakedness, saw her bared and brazen, brought to Patrick’s bed.


‘Patrick—’


‘No more words.’


Once Patrick was asleep, the woman crept out from the sheets. She folded up the white lawn shift and left it by his side. Her clothes were in the basket – kirtle, cap and shoes. She sought, but could not find, the partner to her sock, a sky-blue scrap of silk. Patrick frowned on nether hose. He liked to nuzzle bold and bare her warm soft placket through her skirts, to find her muff and burrow there. The sock was not in her basket, nor beneath the bed; she dared not lift the quilt. The drowsy dullness of the wine was turning to a throb. Her foot would rub and blister on the long walk home. She felt a wave of sickness as she met the sunshine, dizzily descending, feeling for the steps.


Tam Fairlie stood on guard at the entrance to the stair. He would take her to the gate, and set her on the bridge. By the time she turned the corner, he would already have forgotten her.


‘Patrick is asleep. I left his medicines at his side. He did not want to take them,’ she confided.


Tam Fairlie did not care. He had taken out a purse and was counting out the coins. ‘I know where I can find you, if he asks for you again.’


‘I dinna ken . . .’ The physick wife whimpered.


He glanced at her then. ‘Why is that?’


‘Tis that . . . he hurts me sometimes. And I do not like it. I think he does not mean to, that he is not well.’




She knew it was not Tam who had listened at the lock. She saw how he considered her, neither cruel nor kind. ‘How am I to cure him, Tam?’


‘How should I know? Use your charms.’ He brought out an extra shilling. ‘Or, if you will not, I can find some other lass.’


‘I did not say that.’ She took the money quickly, hid it in her basket. It was business, after all. ‘I have lost a sock.’


Tam had turned his back.


‘A short footsock of sky-blue silk. Mebbe I dropped it back there in the tower?’ She knew that she had not. ‘Or mebbe in the square.’


Tam went on ignoring her.


‘Perhaps it has been picked up by your little lass.’


This produced an answer, for he turned on her and scowled. Dismayed, she trailed off lamely. ‘I should like to have it, if she has.’ They had come down to the gate, where the sentinels kept watch. She felt hot and shamed, discarded like a cloth. She clutched the sergeant’s sleeve. ‘That man is staring, Tam.’


‘Is that so?’ Tam took off a glove, and struck the soldier full force in the face, with his open hand. The young man staggered back. Within a moment, he stood full upright again, staring straight ahead. He made no start or cry, nor raised his fingers up to touch the place, already turning purple on his cheek. The woman felt a thrill, a sudden flush of pride, that she had the power to work the sergeant’s fist. Tam Fairlie pushed his red face close into the boy’s. The soldier did not flinch.


‘What was it you were thinking, son? Thinking you could go with her?’


‘I wasnae thinking that.’


‘What is your name, again, son?’


‘John Richan, sir.’


The sport was cheap enough, yet it did not grow stale. ‘Reekie, is it?’ Tam inquired.


‘Richan, sir. Fae Orkney.’


‘Oh aye, I forgot that. Mind me, what it means?’




The soldier answered, ‘It means bruck.’


‘An’ wit wad that mean now, in a proper tongue?’


‘Bruck is a word that means . . . trash.’


‘Do you mean shite, son?’


The soldier shook his head.


‘Trash? Then it reeks, does it no? Trash reeks? In guid plain Scots, ye are a piece of shite.’


Harry Petrie, hearing this, had come out from the guardroom on the western side; there were chambers built on both sides of the gate, and Harry kept the left one, closest to the bridge. He stood quiet, watching, resting on his sword, while the sergeant poked. ‘How is your sore arm?’


John Richan dropped his gaze. ‘The surgeon couldna help it, sir. He couldna find a lesion on the place where it was hurt.’


‘Imagine that! All cured!’ The sergeant marvelled cheerfully, and clapped him on the back. ‘Awa ye go and practise then. Shoot arrows at the butts.’


‘Aw, sarge.’ Harry Petrie murmured, quiet, at Tam’s back. For only Harry Petrie ever spoke up for the Richan boy, and dared, or cared enough, to come to his defence. Tam Fairlie let it pass. He jabbed the Richan boy, hard in his sore shoulder. ‘See you gang an’ practise, son. Else you will spend your rest hours sleeping in the pit.’


He let his quarry drop, and winked across at Harry. ‘Show this guidwife out, and send her safely home.’


The physick wife was pleased. For it was fit and proper she should have a convoy, and a bonny one, at that. She let the soldier take her arm and help her cross the bridge, careful at the middle, where the planks were loose, and she almost slipped. He saw her safe, and smiled at her. ‘What is it that they call you, then?’


The physick wifie preened. ‘Alison. It’s Alison.’


‘Now that’s a bonny name.’










Chapter 3


First Light


Four miles south at Kenly Green the servants brought the May to cheer Hew Cullan’s house. The lass threw back the shutters to admit the sun, stippling grey stone windowsills in pink and yellow stripes. She set her master’s breakfast table out in the great hall: manchet bread and butter, coddled eggs and milk. A little pot of primroses to welcome in the spring fetched warmth and freshness to the dark green cloth. The tower house wanted light. It had seen more cheer when Matthew was alive, though he had lived secluded with his daughter Meg, while Hew was off in France. Meg had made its beating heart, had kept the cold months warm with cinnamon and gingiber, and cooled the summer haze with lavender and rose. Once Meg had left to marry, and the old man died, the heartbeat had been stilled. Meg had not returned there since her bairn was born. The kitchen shelves were crammed with jars from her distillery, the gardens overblown; the apple racks were filled, the sweet plums spiced and bottled, left to gather dust.


A wife was wanted, plainly, to restore the place to life. Now that Hew was master, living at the tower, he barely made a home of it, extending to the house the same reserved politeness he had shown its servants, speaking to his tenants there as if they were his guests. For all that, he turned out to be a canny host, for he did not neglect the business of the land. He made the luckless miller’s son a present of a pig, that left the miller’s widow squealing in dismay, and the miller’s children squealing in delight. When winter came in hard, he saw that no one starved.




The house was quiet now, for strangers seldom called, and those who did were unco, sinister or serious. Once, it was the crownar came, the sheriff Andrew Wood, crafty as the rabbit they had served up in a pie. The crownar had a look about him shook you to the bones, and left behind a taste so sour that you would not be hurrying to ask him back for more. The shakebuckler he brought wi’ him was left to stand on watch, and ne’er a scrap nor drop of drink allowed to pass his lips, that made a body thankful not to work for him. After, Hew had gone abroad, through far-flung fields and foreign wars, to a town called Ghent. He fetched hame wi’ a soldier laddie – Robert Lachlan was his name – bonny, braw and bold and full of brag and crack, that livened up the place. The lassies sulked for weeks when Robert Lachlan left.


Only one such came by now, and that was Master James, the nephew of the grand reformer at the Haly Trinity, who breathed his gloom and hell smoke thick upon the town. Hew asked him here for Nicholas, he said, ‘to cheer him up.’ The three men talked for hours on things they read in books, though precious little comfort to be found in them. So she had telt the cook; the cook had said, more exercised and expert in such things, that yon was brought to Nicholas to mak him ripe for death, and doubtless, he prepared for it, for he was frail enough. Three husbands she had buried, so she ought to ken. Nicholas Colp was Hew’s old friend, librarian and secretar. He laboured under strain of a sair afflicting sickness, though ye couldna fault him for it; he did not complain. He rarely came below, but lived up in the library, wrapped up in his paper mantle, wanner than a ghost. He was dying, then. Even Doctor Locke, who never spoke a straight word where a wrangled one would do, had telt them plain and simply, ‘It will not be long.’


‘He is waiting, you see,’ the cook prophesied gloomily. ‘Once Nicholas lies cold, the maister will away. He will not bide here, at the house.’ And Master Hew grew so remote, so quiet and subdued, there was a steady rumour he was turning to the kirk. His father, had he kent of it, would start up from his sepulture, for that was not the purpose he intended for his son; his father was no founder or supporter of reform. Yet when they dared to ask him for a feast at Yule, with carol songs and dances set to fiddles in the barn, Hew readily agreed to it, and answered with a smile, and that would set the Melvilles spinning in their turn. Hew kept his counsel close. He had sent them down a hogshead, but he had not come himself.


The serving lass returned with collops of cold beef, to find the hall abandoned and the table bare. Her master had gone up to breakfast in the library, dropping crumbs and smearing butter over his best books. Kittill as a bairn, the weary lassie sighed. However long she schooled him, he would never learn.


‘The world is light and lunatic.’ Hew broke the loaf in two, and gave one half to Nicholas, who was perched upon a high stool at his writing desk, adding annotations to the margin of his page. Nicholas was making a vernacular translation of George Buchanan’s dialogue on the law of kingship, De Iure Regnis apud Scotos Dialogus, at his friend’s request. Hew had sought to occupy him through those dark wracked hours from which he found no rest; he had no personal interest in the finished text, which he could read as easily and well in the original. And though Buchanan’s warnings were offensive to the king, who had never taken kindly to the censure of his tutor, it could scarcely matter here. If Giles Locke’s last predictions were correct – and it was rare enough for the doctor to commit himself – Nicholas would not live out the year. By giving him a purpose, Hew hoped to prove Giles wrong.


‘Hmm? How so?’ Nicholas was used to such incursions. He fished out a crumb of bread, which had fallen in his ink pot, with the blunt end of his pen and a mild air of reproof.


‘All of them, a-Maying,’ grumbled Hew. ‘Frivolous and furious with love. The lasses, up at dawn, and out into the fields, have come home giddy-headed, and with muddy feet. I ask them to fetch butter, and they bring me buttercups, or whatever they may cry them, those curdle-coloured flowers. Even James Melville – our ain honest James – is marrying today, and his uncle has resolved to treat us to a homily, upon the marriage state, as soon as they are come home from the grand Assembly. The world whirls mad with love, and skips a frantic jig, and none but you and I stay scathless and untuned to it.’


The laughter in his tone drowned out a darker note, for Hew had been reflective and withdrawn these last five months. He had taken up a room in St Salvator’s College, where he now spent half the week, an arrangement to which he had once been bitterly opposed. He gave lectures on the law, spoke the Latin grace, and took supper on a Thursday of mutton, sops and prunes, with the phlegmatic mathematician Bartie Groat.


In his spare hours, he resorted to St Mary’s on the South Street, where he had embarked upon a course of ancient languages – Sanskrit, Chaldee, Hebrew, Greek – under the instruction of James and Andrew Melville, from which he brought home copious reams of script for Nicholas to copy out, in a careful hand. And therein, he told Nicholas, of these contorted languages, were mysteries enough to last him for the while.


Nicholas was not deceived. He had known the world for long enough and suffered too acutely there to fail to know a man who had a troubled conscience, or to suppose that with such work Hew’s spirit might be quelled. He sensed that Hew had lost both head and heart, and sent his quiet sympathies, to one who like himself loved recklessly and hopelessly and who, through no grave fault, found blood upon his hands.


Hew wiped butter from his knife, and tucked it in his belt. ‘Now, I must be gone. Today there is a contest at the butts, in honour of the May, between our college archers and the students from St Leonard’s. I am called to judge.’


‘You might look in on Meg’s physick garden as you make your way,’ Nicholas suggested.


‘Aye, and why is that?’




‘No reason, but for solace of an early summer’s day, to see the sweet herbs flower.’


Hew sensed a deeper purpose lay behind the words. But Nicholas had closed his eyes, and he would not be drawn. Since he had seen his friend fall headlong into danger there, he no longer shared the substance of his dreams.


‘Go, you will be late. Your archers will be waiting for you. I am done with kings,’ he referred to the Buchanan, ‘and by your leave and grace, I intend to rest a while, before I turn to tyranny. You will find me wrestling with it, when you next return.’


‘As I hope.’ Hew hesitated, ‘You will still be here?’


‘Where else would I be?’


There were two paths from the walkway built around the house; one passing by the stable block up to the beaten track, the other to the gardens, through a walk of trees. To the west of Kenly Water both paths crossed and merged, and followed by the burn in its steady slow meanderings, until it reached the dam. On a morning such as this, when the haar had lifted and the rose began to bloom, it was no hardship, Hew decided, to take the garden path. He wandered through the boughs of yew and holly trees, the rowan and the ash, watching over all with ancient powers restorative, their histories extended long into the past. From the orchards on the south side came the hum of bees, sipping at the cups of the cherry and the plum, and the scent of apple blossom, faintly on the breeze. Beyond the kitchen gardens, with salad greens and roots, and rows of beans and cabbages, strawberries and leeks, the physick garden slept in the shelter of high walls, the cool house and distillery, where Meg had made her remedies from summer herbs and flowers. Hew opened up the doorway through the garden wall, and found his sister, barefoot, in a bed of leaves.


She looked as she had looked when he returned from France, expecting a bit lass, to find a grave grown woman, wild and dark and strange. Hew stopped short and shy of her, a shadow forged of mist and sunlight, dancing in the grass. Only when she spoke to him did she seem flesh and blood.


‘Hew. What brings you here?’ The question he should put to her.


‘Nicholas,’ he said. ‘I know not how, he knew that you would come today. He must have second sight.’


Meg took his answer seriously. ‘He has. For he knows me better, than I know myself. I had not meant to come.’ Already, she was pulling on her shoes, twisting up her hair to tuck into her cap. Hew felt he had disturbed her, stolen something from her, in her natural state.


‘He sees beyond this world, since he is balanced in his frailty so close to the brink of it.’


This simple explanation made no sense to Hew. Nicholas had premonitions, which his friend dismissed as bodily afflictions crept upon the mind, to mortify the spirit, as they bound the flesh. Nor would he allow that Nicholas was close enough to parting from this life, when he himself was not prepared or willing yet to part with him. But Nicholas possessed a subtle power of sympathy, an imaginative force, which allowed him to transcend and see into the heart of things. It was Nicholas who gave instruction how Meg’s garden should be kept, to give a perfect harmony of wildness and intent. Nicholas had kept the garden, as he knew Meg wanted it; his heart had felt the moment when she would return to it. As Nicholas grew more detached, more distant from the physical, the more he came to know, and understand the world.


Meg said, ‘I have come too far and I have stayed too long.’


‘Have you come alone?’


The question was a delicate one, and Hew pursued it cautiously. Meg suffered from the falling sickness. It was unthinkable that Giles would let her out alone, to tramp through morning dew, at dawn, to catch her death, and equally unthinkable that he would hold her back.


‘Giles sent Paul,’ confided Meg. ‘We parted at the barley field, once the sun was up. I came out for the morning dew, and felt my heart was grening then to come back to the garden here, and see how it was kept.’




‘Nicholas has kept it for you. Has he kept it well?’ Her brother smiled at her.


‘He has kept it perfectly. There is a careful order to it, patiently disposed and gentle in its touch, that nature does not feel the hand by which she has been led, and is content to settle under its restraint. But at this time of year, there is so much to be done. The broom buds to be bottled, waters to be stilled; seeds and winter plantings brought out from their glass, all this month and next to gather in the herbs. It is too much for Nicholas.’


‘Then you must come and see to it.’


‘I cannot bring my child with me,’ Meg said, with a sigh, ‘nor leave him long behind.’


‘For certain, he must come,’ pressed Hew. ‘Wherefore should he not?’


‘The road is rough and steep for him. It is too far to come. Besides which, things are different now. There is no turning back.’


Meg seemed so pale and sad, her brother was perplexed. ‘How does the child?’ he asked.


To his relief she broke into a smile, warming her wan face.


‘Matthew is quite perfect. We have loosed his swaddling, for the summer months. His sapling limbs spin furiously, wild as any plant. He is the bright flower of my heart, and the very apple of his father’s eye. By now, he will be breakfasting. He will have an egg. He will wriggle in a napkin, on his father’s lap, striving with a small fat fist to snatch at Giles’ spectacles, while his father reads to him, in Latin and in Greek, and fails to notice milk sops in his hair and beard, and Canny Bett looks in on them, to tut and roll her eyes. He will not want his Minnie for a while.’


Hew laughed at this. ‘Does Giles truly read to him in Latin and in Greek?’


‘In equal measure, both, to see to which he is more naturally inclined. I sometimes think he looks upon us both as an experiment. Is it so wrong to feel . . .’


‘Wrong to feel what?’




‘It is no matter,’ Meg retracted. ‘I have been confined and wintered far too long. I had forgotten quite how much I miss the garden here. Now the hours move on, and I must go back.’


‘I will take you,’ promised Hew. He let discretion veil her tears, and went back to the house, to see about a horse.


To Meg, Hew lent a fine red roan, while he rode on Dun Scottis, who had spent the morning slumbering in peace, and showed no sign of waking to the summer day. At best, the horse was sluggish, and at worst, recalcitrant.


‘I don’t know why you suffer him,’ said Meg.


‘Because he is a friend. And he wants the exercise, whatever he may think.’


‘He is a thankless friend.’


‘The most persistent kind.’


They rode on at a gentle pace, where the track was broad enough to travel side by side, coming past the corn mill, decked with summer flowers. The children were at play, tying ribbons to a pole.


‘I never saw so many people celebrate the May, since I was a bairn. Perhaps it is the sun,’ Hew smiled. The morning mists had broken on a cloudless summer’s day.


His sister shook her head. ‘It is not the sunshine, but the absence of the Melvilles, at the Kirk Assembly, lifts a heavy cloud. Their sermons are a shackle that have kept us all subdued.’


Hew protested, ‘Ah, but that is harsh! For they are good men, Meg, and ardent in reform, Andrew, in particular, the scourge of all hypocrisy, of which you should approve. He brings fame and honour to the university, and a sense of order to the town.’


‘He is the scourge of all,’ corrected Meg. ‘I have heard him preaching in the kirk of Holy Trinity, and nothing you can say of him will make me doubt him less. His language is vindictive, wrackful, and intemperate. I cannot help my feelings, Hew. I wish you were not friends with them. It makes you sad and serious.’


‘What poffle,’ muttered Hew.




‘It is not poffle. Look at you!’ Hew wore a summer suit, of dark grey satin silk, without lace or ornament. ‘You look like a lawyer, or a scholar at the kirk.’


He laughed at that. ‘I am a scholar, Meg, and a lawyer too.’


Meg swept this aside. ‘And you have given Paul your gooseturd hat and hawking cloak. He wears them as his courting clothes.’


‘Then I wish him more luck with them, than they brought to me. I am a professor, Meg. Would you have me come to college dressed in salmon slops? What would the students think of me?’


‘Stuff! They think the world of you. Clare Buchanan telt me that her brother is devoted to you.’ She stole a sideways glance at him, to see how well disposed he was to mention of the name, but Hew shrugged off the barb.


‘George is a bairn, and a straw in the wind, too easily blawn. I maun dress according to my place. And I cannot imagine why you would find fault with it,’ he countered, reasonably.


Still she was not convinced. ‘Here dawns a cloudless play day. Giles, to mark the May, puts on a yellow coat – a sensible precaution, for judging at the butts. Yet you are dark and drab.’


‘Tis prophylactic gainst the May. For fear that I should fall, and be carried off to elfin land, like the fair Tam Lin:


‘When we were frae the hunting came


‘That frae my horse I fell


‘The quene o’ faeries she caught me


‘In yon green hill to dwell,’ sang Hew.


Meg sighed. ‘I wish you would be serious.’


‘You wish I would be serious. And yet just now you railed at me, for seeming dull and sad—Hola! Whoa, there! What is that?’ Hew cut their quarrel short, reining in his horse. For on the track in front of them a woman sat full squarely, skirts hoiked round her knees, peering at her toes. ‘Aaeeie,’ she wailed at them. She tried and failed to stand. Dun Scottis gave a snort.


‘The queen of the May. Fair fou and drunken,’ grinned Hew.


‘Ah, do not be unkind,’ his sister scolded him, ‘I know her, I doubt. She is Alison Peirson, a tenant of yours.’ She slipped down from her horse, handing Hew the reins, and hurried on ahead. ‘Mistress, are you well?’


‘Quite well, I thank you, lass. What spectacle are you?’


Alison scrubbed at her eyes, pink and dim with dust. She peered at Meg distrustfully, through the clearing mist. ‘Aye, I ken you noo, Matthew Cullan’s lassie, wabbit wee bit blunderer, they ca’ed ye loupy loup. For that ye had the falland ill. They cured it wi’ a spell.’ Whatever harm had fallen to her did not curb her tongue.


Meg glanced back at Hew, who was out of earshot, looking for a place to tether up his horse. Dun Scottis, put to pasture, would be hard to shift. ‘The falling sickness has no cure. It is controlled with physick,’ she replied.


‘Aye, ye would say that.’ Alison lurched forward, standing up unsteadily. ‘You can help me, lassie. Learn to me a charm.’


Meg could smell the liquor, curdled sour and sweaty, sickly on her breath. ‘I can give you physick, if you are not well.’


‘Physick will not help it, lassie. Oh, but he is ill with it! Afflicted sore and sick.’ Alison began to wail with great sair rending sobbing, clinging to Meg’s sleeve.


‘Tell me, who is sick?’ Meg fell back a step.


‘Bless you, lassie, no one,’ Alison corrected. ‘I can gie ye money, see?’ She reached into her serkinet, fishing out a purse. ‘Teach to me a spell.’


‘I cannot help you, then. I do not deal in charms.’


‘What is the matter here?’ Hew had left the horses tethered in a field. He saw a whey-faced woman in her early thirties mouthing at his sister, clutching at her sleeve. Hearing his approach, she startled and shrank back. ‘What nether soul is that?’


‘It is my brother Hew,’ said Meg. ‘ We are on his land.’


‘His land?’ Alison looked up Hew, with dark grey doubting eyes. ‘Nay, tis not his land. For it was once the bishops’ land, and will be once again. There are, ye see, three kinds of laird . . .’ she recollected hazily, ‘and he is nought but one of them. He is not the master here, nor yet the laird of me. Inchmurdo . . . Inchmurtah.’




The words had a strange resonance, as though they were a prophecy. Hew urged, ‘Madam, you are ill. I will take you home.’


Alison composed herself. ‘Tis only a bit blister. I have lost a sock.’ She lifted up her skirts, showing her bare foot. ‘A braw wee sock of blue. Mind, now, if ye come across it. I would like it back.’


The wine draught had worn off; she felt the dark hurt spreading, deep inside her shirt, and knew she must be gone. She had not known what possessed her, spilling out the prattle Patrick once had telt to her, about the bishops’ land. She hobbled down the path. Not far now, she saw smoke, the safety of Boarhills.


As Hew prepared to follow her, his sister called him back. ‘She does not want us, Hew. You must let her go. She is not far from home.’


‘I saw beneath her kirtle, Meg, her flanks flayed black and blue.’


‘I know,’ his sister sighed. ‘But we cannot help her, if she will not make complaint. She has fallen to the May, as several others do. She is a strange soul, Hew. She came with her father, to live at Boarhills, when I was no more than a lass. The father is dead now. And Alison grows herbs to sell to the apothecaries. When their backs are turned, she makes them into remedies.’


Not so different then, from any other woman who grew flowers for simples, including Meg herself. But something in her tone provoked Hew into asking, ‘Aye? What sort of remedies?’


‘Mostly, harmless ones.’


‘Then she is a witch?’


His sister shook her head. ‘That is not a charge that you should throw out lightly. Poor Alison. She has been sorely used, and yet she does not help herself. Those words she spoke to you were almost like a curse.’


Hew reflected, ‘Aye? Inchmurtah is a place. It is the ancient mansion house upon our father’s land, long before he had it, fallen into ruin. It belonged to the archbishops once, and at the Reformation came into his hands. What Alison referred made a kind of sense, which leads me to suppose . . . But you are pale and cold! And you are trembling, Meg.’ He had forgotten, for the moment, that she was not strong, that she had been walking since the early hours. ‘The sky begins to darken; I must take you home.’


They rode together on the track, where neither of them spoke. The physick wife had cast a cloud upon the first of May.
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