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Trust flattering life no more, redeem time past


And live each day as if it were thy last.
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PRELUDE


The Battlefield of Inverkeithing


SIR LACHLAN’S EYES rose from the coarsely carved skull on the gravestone to the grey firth, and then to the black outline of the city on the horizon. It was over thirty years since he last stood on this hillside; over thirty years since he stood dripping with the blood of other men. Memories of the carnage flashed through his mind – a slaughter beyond all comprehension. On that day he had witnessed the annihilation of his clan and the death of his chief. As always the images coalesced into the cleaved head of his 14-year-old brother. Sir Lachlan had lost two other brothers that day, but it was always Ruaridh he remembered – taken before his time. The memory was agonising despite the passage of so many years.


His thoughts returned to the night before the battle in 1651. The memories of those hours were less painful. For Sir Lachlan they remained a time of great significance: the last moments with his brothers; the end of his youth; the beginning of a dreary labyrinth of survival.


He remembered resting on the ground, surrounded by his clan. They had travelled all day and the army, a motley host of different kindreds, sprawled over the fields above the small burgh of Inverkeithing. The MacLeans ate a light meal, drank some whisky and listened to their bards recite poems: long, elegiac panegyrics about their chief and his ancestors, vivid descriptions of past battles and incitements to fight bravely in the one to come, which would secure the kingdom for King Charles and bestow honour on the MacLeans of Duart. The haunting words still held their place in Sir Lachlan’s memory. Visions of that night came back to him as he stared across the waters of the firth: the scarred face of the old bard; his brothers calmly talking to each other; and then the long silent wait until dawn. Hours later MacLean of Duart and hundreds of his clansmen lay dead on the hillside above the town, their bodies hacked to pieces by Cromwell’s army. Sir Lachlan had fought hard, slashing limbs, cleaving bodies – killing, killing, killing.


The emotions of the night before returned: fear that had gripped his stomach like a vice, but also a strange sense of belonging and an intense joy which had made life for those few hours before the battle seem soaked in meaning. Nothing since had come close to those sleepless hours in the pitch-black Fife night.


He was lost in his memories until the cry of a sea bird pulled him back to the present and his eyes focused again on the outline of the city across the firth; a panorama punctuated by high tenements and kirk spires. His heart sank as he remembered the reason for his journey. Edinburgh was a bleak city of lawyers. It represented all that was wrong with his life. He hated the place and the long journeys there from the Highlands. He despised the self-righteous advocates, the dour merchants, the hypocritical ministers in their cold churches and the foul reek of the streets. How different it had been in his youth, the days of action when he had fought for his king against the regicidal monster Cromwell.


He made his way down from the small graveyard on the hill to join the party waiting for him beside their horses. He was a tall man of around sixty years with a worn, weathered face and a periwig on his head, dressed in black cloak and breeches, a basket sword swinging from his belt. As he climbed onto his horse it was plain that he retained some of the strength of his youth that had made him such a ruthless swordsman. The other three men also mounted their horses and followed Sir Lachlan down the mud track towards the burgh of Inverkeithing.


Two of them – hair blowing in the wind, dark complexions, dressed in tartan plaids – barked at each other in Gaelic. The third, a slimmer version of Sir Lachlan, was, like him, dressed in black and wearing a periwig.




CHAPTER 1


The Apothecary’s Shop


THE APOTHECARY SAT on a tall stool with his back to the door of the shop. He carefully measured a small quantity of liquid in a phial and poured it into a large stone mortar lying before him on a wooden bench at the back wall. Above the bench were shelves lined with bottles of different shapes and sizes, whose multicoloured contents reflected the light from the two candles which lit the room, casting a rainbow over the old man’s hands.


As he lifted his head he was just able to determine the names scrawled on the labels of the bottles, flasks, glasses and boxes: castoreum, antimonium, Peruvian bark, stribrum, orange peel, opium, almond oil, helleboris albus, elaterium, mercury sublimate, arsenic.


His swollen hands reached up to the second shelf and removed a bottle labelled vitriolum romanum. He poured a small amount into the mortar and began to grind slowly. He had repeated this procedure on countless occasions – the sound of the pestle on the mortar had accompanied his adult life and he found the process reassuring.


Easing himself slowly off his stool, he made his way painfully to the shelves where he stored an assortment of books and ledgers. He screwed up his eyes as he read the spines. A number of years had passed since he had last made this concoction and it took a while before he found what he was looking for. He removed a dusty tome and returned with it to the bench. Having consulted one of the recipes, he continued his preparation, grinding the mixture down and inhaling the pungent odour deeply until he judged it just right.As he did so, a knock on the door startled him. He turned his head and screwed up his eyes again, trying to make out who it was through the small glass panes in the door. He would be closing in a few minutes – he shut his shop at five and few customers called at this late hour. But he could not make out who the dark figure was behind the door. Forced to leave his stool again, he moved slowly across to the front of the shop until the person could be identified through the thick glass.


He took a long key from his belt and opened the door, which he usually kept locked – he had in store many valuable ingredients and these were dangerous times – although not as bad as some; 1648 had been the worst – plague, war; the death of his wife and two children. He recalled the appalling stench of putrescent buboes. Isabel Leitch from his village, strangled and burned at the stake for witchcraft on the Castle Hill – the poor misguided creature.


The stranger wore a hooded cloak which obscured the face almost to the bottom of the nose. He entered the shop quickly from the vennel outside.


‘How can I help you?’ asked the apothecary.




CHAPTER 2


A Body is Discovered


THE BODY LAY on a four poster bed. The large head was twisted back, eyes shut. A bloated blue tongue protruded from the mouth. The unnatural position of the arms and legs suggested that the last moments of life had not been peaceful. The man was wearing black breeches and a white linen shirt with a long, yellow stain on the chest. A green and blue tartan plaid lay on the bed beside him.


Nothing moved in the room.


As the sun rose, light entered through a gap at the window where an awning had fallen forward.


The whitewashed bedchamber was furnished in simple fashion: the largest piece of furniture was the bed and there were a couple of cupboards, which were closed. Its beamed ceiling depicted hunting scenes of deer and wolves.


Against one wall was a long table on which rested a few books, a pile of documents, a bottle of wine and one glass. Another solitary book lay on the small cabinet beside the bed.


There was silence in the house of John Smith until the Tron Kirk bell sounded seven times and one of Sir Lachlan’s servants, who had spent the night asleep in a small adjoining room, entered his master’s bedchamber to wake him with the usual words of Gaelic. As he opened the door, his old eyes could not take in the scene before him. He stood, stupefied, staring at the body of the man he had served faithfully for over forty years. Finally he turned, eyes full of tears, and left to wake his new master, Hector, with the news of the chief’s death.




CHAPTER 3


Bad News for John MacKenzie


 


JOHN MACKENZIE HAD slept later than usual after the previous evening’s entertainment. On waking he was annoyed with himself for drinking so much wine and losing five pounds to Sir Lachlan. Then he remembered the songs that had closed the night’s celebrations and felt more content. He always found that after a few glasses of claret, his tongue and soul loosened; he was able to shed the constraints of legal life and could speak unrestrainedly in his first language, Gaelic. Tales and jokes seemed to slip into his mind more easily in his native tongue and it was always more amusing when a few Lowlanders who were completely ignorant of the language were in the company. They had certainly teased Davie Scougall and Mr Primrose, and even Mr Hope, who claimed to understand Gaelic because of a family connection on his mother’s side – but not the Gaelic spoken after a bottle or two of good wine!


MacKenzie, who was a tall man in his fifties, dressed quickly. He ate his breakfast and was on the point of leaving for the Session when a messenger arrived. He stared down at the short note written by Hector MacLean and the colour drained from his face. ‘Good God! I was with Sir Lachlan last night! Do you know what has happened?’ he asked the young boy who had delivered it.


‘Folk are sayin he killed himsel, sir,’ the boy replied.


MacKenzie handed him a coin and closed the door. Then, like a blind man, he staggered through to the bedchamber, reached the window and threw it open so that he might hear the bustle of life from the city beneath. The familiar feeling of nausea rose within him like a wave of pain – then the awful dread – as if something very bad was about to happen – something he knew about but could not quite remember.


Suddenly he bent over and retched on the floor. It was not the news that had overwhelmed him, but the memory of another death. The events of over twenty years ago came rushing back, as they had on countless occasions. The cry of his newborn daughter was as real and close as the sounds from the street; the forlorn face of the midwife, the words ‘I’m sorry, John.’ Then the grief – terrible grief, and guilt too – guilt that made him want to rip open his chest, pull out his heart and cast it onto a fire.




CHAPTER 4


The Crown Officer


 


ARCHIBALD STIRLING AND Adam Lawtie arrived at Sir Lachlan’s lodgings to find the house in a state of shock. In the living chamber they met Sir Lachlan’s son and daughter. Hector’s face was pale, his eyes slightly bloodshot. Ann MacLean, more composed, shook hands with the two men and politely accepted their condolences, then returned to a chair at the window, where she sat, motionless, staring down at the High Street. Hector showed them to his father’s bedchamber, where they were left to make an examination of the body.


Lawtie spent some minutes poking and prodding the huge corpse. Focusing particular attention on the state of the engorged tongue, he removed a thin metal instrument from his leather bag.


Stirling stood near the door, unable to look at the physician. Lawtie was bent over the corpse, his hunched shoulders presenting an unattractive vision to the Crown Officer, but a preferable one to the image of death that lay sprawled on the bed. Lawtie turned his head towards Stirling, his brow wrinkled.


‘Poison, Mr Stirling!’


Stirling rubbed his forehead with his fingers and sighed deeply. He was a fleshy man but had the height to carry his weight without being seen as fat. He had hoped for a natural death so that he might complete a brief report and return home expeditiously.


‘What brings you to that conclusion, Mr Lawtie?’ he asked, without looking up, his tone betraying that he was annoyed at the physician’s conclusion.


‘Poison, beyond doubt, sir. The state of the tongue, the position of the limbs, the evident suddenness of the death, all point towards poison.’


Stirling sighed again, this time deeper and longer, as he reflected that he might have to work all day. A detailed report would be required for the Lord Advocate. For some unexplained reason he had been asked to intervene at a very early stage in the investigations. Usually the kin of the deceased would have led the enquiries. Something was afoot – he could be sure of that – and the Advocate wanted him out of the way. It was a most disagreeable prospect. He had planned to work on Gordon of Ruthven’s account of the battle of Kilsyth; to recreate in his mind how Montrose had deployed his five thousand foot and six hundred horse.


‘Mr Lawtie,’ he said, after a few moments reflection, ‘would you please prepare an account of your findings and present it to my office tomorrow morning.’


Lawtie nodded, pleased with the prospect of an easy pound or two. He returned his instruments to his small leather bag and left the room.


Stirling forced himself to walk over to the corpse. He had met the deceased many years before when acting as his advocate in a minor case before the Session and had thought him arrogant. He recalled that he had never received any payment. Although the details of the case escaped him, he knew that Sir Lachlan had fought at Inverkeithing on 20 July 1651 – Montrose was dead by then.


He looked at the body of the deceased for a short while; then round the rest of the room, trying to absorb as much detail as he could for his report.


On entering the living chamber, Stirling caught Hector MacLean’s eye and beckoned him over.


‘It seems your father has been poisoned, sir.’


Hector’s lips trembled slightly. ‘Then it is murder, Mr Stirling?’


‘Murder… or suicide.’


Hector gazed through the open door that led into Sir Lachlan’s chamber. There were tears in his eyes.


‘We must begin our investigation, sir,’ said Stirling. ‘I know this is very difficult for you, but I have to prepare a report for the Advocate. I need to talk with everyone within these lodgings. No one is to leave until I have given my permission. Now, tell me, who is in the house?’


‘Only my sister, our landlord John Smith, his wife and child, his servant and my father’s… my two men,’ replied Hector.


‘I must speak to everyone alone. You will arrange this for me and then I must talk with you, sir.’ A vision of Montrose came to the Crown Officer – black armour, tight white collar, dark hair down to his shoulders, faint moustache, fine nose – a perfect face… the great Marquis, hung at the Cross of Edinburgh. Stirling recalled the words of a poem Montrose had written during his imprisonment: ‘Open all my veins, that I may swim to Thee my saviour, in that crimson lake.’ To die with dignity and without fear… to sacrifice oneself for a cause… these were the ideas that inflamed his private passions. He had always been looking for someone to follow. But how could any living man compare with Montrose?


Stirling brought himself back to the present and sat opposite Hector MacLean at the circular oak table in Sir Lachlan’s living quarters. The fire burning in the grate cast shadows onto the decorated ceiling beams, bringing to life brightly painted scenes from antiquity and the Bible. A long oak cabinet, with a large candlestick and candle at each end, was the only other piece of furniture in the room. A number of oil paintings portraying Scottish monarchs hung from the walls.


Stirling dipped his quill into a small container of ink and began to write. As he posed his questions, he did not raise his head to look into the eyes of the young chief, who was in his early twenties, but listened attentively and made notes as Hector spoke, his long thin hands gliding across the parchment that lay in front of him.


‘At what hour did you last see your father?’


‘It must have been after midnight, but before one o’clock, for I heard the bells strike twelve. My father retired to his chamber after our small celebration had ended. He was in unusually good humour following our victory in the Session and had drunk a good deal. We played cards after dining.’


‘Who was in attendance here last night?’


‘Myself, my father, John Smith, our lawyers – that is, the clerk of the Session Mr John MacKenzie and advocate Mr Francis Primrose – the minister Mr John Hope and Robert Campbell of Glenbeg. We were served by Smith’s servant girl and our two men remained in the room throughout the evening. I presume that Smith’s wife and child were also in the house. And of course, I almost forgot, David Scougall, MacKenzie’s new writer, was also present. He did not play cards and barely touched a drop of wine all evening.’


‘And where was your sister, sir?’


Hector cleared his throat.


‘Ann was visiting one of her close friends – the daughter of Sir William Dunbar. She often spends the night at Drumliston House when we are in Edinburgh. My father and Dunbar were in exile together.’


‘Why had your father come to Edinburgh?’


‘As I have already mentioned, Mr Stirling, we had a case before the Session against Menzies of Pitcairn in order to determine title over lands. There has been a long-standing dispute about the rights to Ardintrive. Menzies claimed that since he had tenants in situ, possession was his. We based our claim on a purchase made in 1573 by my ancestor and namesake Hector MacLean of Glenshieldaig. My father wished to wadset the land to raise cash. Mr MacKenzie and Mr Primrose will be able to give you a more detailed account of the legal proceedings over the years and their tortuous history.’


‘Did your father have any contact with Menzies after the case was heard in the Session?’


‘I did not see him do so, nor did he refer to it.’


Stirling fell silent for a few moments and his thoughts gravitated, as they often did, to the execution of Montrose – his beauty defiled by the Covenanters, the gruesome quartering of his body, his head stuck on a spike at the Tolbooth – such butchery in the name of God. He coughed and forced his mind back to the matter in hand.


‘It was common knowledge that your father was not, how shall I put it, sir, a man of happy disposition – he was deep in debt and many creditors were at law against him. Is it possible that he ended his own life?’


Hector inhaled deeply.


‘I do not believe so. He was indeed troubled by financial misfortune, but my father was not the kind of man to run away from a fight. He thrived upon legal disputation.’


‘Can you think of anyone who might want to kill your father, or who might have benefited from his death?’


‘It’s true that my father has made many enemies through the years and debt has been his undoing. The lands of Glenshieldaig were devastated during the Great Rebellion. Rents collapsed to practically nothing. The huge debts accumulated by the family in the early part of the century could not be serviced. Despite attempts by my father to reduce the burden of debt by boosting the income of his lands from the cattle trade, the total continued to swell, like a tumour on the House. Many of his creditors have not been repaid. I regret this very much, for it leaves our family on a weak footing.’


‘Was Menzies of Pitcairn such an enemy?’


‘The case still stands in law and so he would have gained nothing. I think it very unlikely.’


‘Were you and your father on good terms?’


Hector slowly drew the fingers of his right hand into a fist. For some reason the small pamphlet which his father had penned for him when he came of age appeared in his mind. Advice to My Son, intended to provide him with some pointers in life, was full of pithy nuggets such as: ‘I can recommend no more useful and dignified recreation than the golf’; ‘Spend time at Court – a man with no interest at Court is like a bee without a sting’; ‘Refrain from gambling, drinking and lechery.’ If only his father had followed his own maxims.


The young chief opened his hand again.


‘We had our differences. What father and son do not? My father was a man of strong opinions, a great man for tradition, for wine, the table and trips to Court in London. He was not well disposed towards change or towards my suggestions for increasing the produce of his land so that debts might be redeemed. He opposed cutting the cost of the household at Glenshieldaig and stood firm against the policies being pursued by many other chiefs, some of them our neighbours, who have increased rents.’


‘Can you provide me with an inventory of his debts? That might prove useful.’


‘I will see that one of our lawyers attends to it.’


Stirling rested his quill for a moment and threw a piercing look at Hector.


‘Robert Campbell of Glenbeg. Why did Sir Lachlan keep such company?’


‘Glenbeg has always been close to my father.’


‘Is that not most unusual, sir, for your father to be on such friendly terms with a Campbell laird?’


‘True, my father did not count many Campbells amongst his friends. The MacLeans have a profound loathing for the Clan Campbell and Highland feuds burn deep. But Glenbeg was a strange fish. He had fought against his own clan in the Wars of the Covenant; he’d been with my father at the Battle of Inverkeithing and spent many years in exile with him. He too is prone to melancholia and has sought oblivion in drink and the table, although I believe Glenbeg pursued his vices much deeper than my father. His debts became insurmountable and he was forced to relinquish his own lands to a commission of clansmen and neighbours. I was surprised to see him here last night, for I knew he could not afford to make further losses at the table. But the love of cards is a disease from which men are not easily cured.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ said Stirling, noting the expression in the tired eyes of the young chief. ‘That will be all for now. Please find your sister and tell her that I wish to talk with her.’


Ann MacLean entered the chamber and sat at the table. Stirling could see that she had been crying and at once felt sympathy for her. Ann’s beauty did not escape him. She wore a simple dark gown which drew the eye to her graceful white neck. Her hair was tied back and there was a black gauze pinner upon her head.


‘My lady,’ he began, ‘I will not detain you long, but the nature of your father’s death makes it necessary.’


Ann MacLean’s face paled. ‘My father was a difficult man but I loved him,’ she said.


‘I am sorry that I must ask you this. Can you think of any reason why your father would take his own life?’


‘Never! He would never have destroyed himself!’


There was silence for a few moments, broken at last by the Tron Kirk bell. Stirling waited until it had sounded ten times.


‘Can you tell me where you were last night?’


‘I went to the house of my friend, Isabella Dunbar, the daughter of Sir William Dunbar. I arrived in the late afternoon, after spending some time here watching Henryson paint my father’s portrait. Isabella and I had our supper when it got dark, and then we played on the virginal. After some conversation we retired to our bedchamber.’


‘Was it common for you to remain overnight at the house of Sir William?’


‘Yes – I have no time for dull evenings with my father’s friends. I find the company of his lawmen tiresome and his soirées always finish with ridiculous poems and tales of battles, and then Gregor McIan is ordered to take out his fiddle.’


‘You are not a speaker of the Gaelic tongue?’


‘It is my first language but it belongs to the past, Mr Stirling – a past of clan battles and of bitter poetry celebrating slaughter. I choose not to speak it. English is the tongue of the future,’ she said defiantly.


‘You did, I trust, leave on good terms with your father yesterday afternoon?’


‘As good as ever. My father and I had our disagreements, especially about my marriage. He wanted me to have a local laird as a husband for the good of our kindred and the future standing of the House of Glenshieldaig. Mr Stirling, when I was growing up I spent much time at Court in London. My father made many journeys there in the vain hope of receiving favours from the late King Charles and his father for loyal service during the Great Rebellion. Have you ever tasted the life of London? If so, you might understand why I find this cold city not to my liking. The damp castles of the Highlands hold even less appeal. My father felt I was being disloyal. My mother had to intervene between us many times.’


‘And you will now marry whom you please?’


‘That will depend on my brother.’


‘I must ask, my lady – have you noticed anything that might shed some light upon the sudden death of your father?’


‘Nothing.’


Stirling lapsed into thought for a few moments. Montrose’s mother Margaret Ruthven died when he was in his sixth year. He had perhaps not thought deeply enough about her influence on him.


‘Has Lady MacLean been informed of this terrible event?’


‘Yes, word has already been sent north.’


‘If I may ask but one further question. How were relations between your mother and father?’


‘As you might expect there were disagreements but they have been together for almost thirty years and have great fondness for each other. I fear my mother will be devastated.’


‘Will you see her soon?’


‘I will travel north with our kinsmen when they come for my father’s body.’


‘Those are all my questions for now.’


Stirling allowed his eyes to drift up to the painted ceiling, which was of a most impressive standard. He must ask John Smith who was responsible for it – his own chamber would certainly benefit from the attention of such an artist.


His gaze rested on a voluptuous female figure in a scene from antiquity. His wife would certainly appreciate their chamber ceiling being painted in such a manner – and he would be rewarded in the way he liked. But this dreadful affair had to be concluded first.




CHAPTER 5


Memories of the Night Before


MACKENZIE PUT HIS head out of the window into the cold morning air and took long, deep breaths. The powerful memories began to fade and with them the sickness and sense of panic. All that remained was the residue of sadness, which he knew would always be there. He could not shake off the sense that he was being punished for his sins, despite his own rational arguments.


As he sat down in a chair, a vision of Sir Lachlan came back to him – his large head swaying, cheeks bright red, singing a beautiful Gaelic song about a young woman lamenting the death of her husband. Everyone present had been moved, even the Lowlanders. MacKenzie had been especially touched, for his wife had often sung this song when they sat together in the evening.


A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. Davie Scougall stood before him.


‘Have you heard the news sir? Sir Lachlan MacLean is dead!’ Scougall announced, in considerable agitation.


‘Indeed, Davie, I have. I was just on the point of departing for his lodgings. Come, let us walk there together.’


The two men made their way down the winding stone stairs. Scougall was considerably shorter than MacKenzie, by perhaps a foot. There was a darkness round his mouth and on his cheeks and neck, suggesting a razor had to be applied twice a day to contain the growth of his facial hair. They emerged onto the bustling High Street. Stone tenements, some up to six storeys in height, enclosed the wide road on both sides. The fine weather of the early morning had given way to dark clouds and as they walked downhill in the direction of the Canongate it began to drizzle.
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