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CHAPTER 1


The Port of Leith, August 1561


NORMALLY THE SEA fog seeps in slowly from afar.


Not today.


Today it presses on the Port of Leith like mud pouring from the sky, filling crevices and corners, hiding everyone and everything.


Good.


I won’t be found.


I must not be found.


Master Lamb may be a good master to me yet. I fix my well-worn gauntlet onto my arm and sigh deeply, rehearsing my speech to the trader. My name is Alexander Buchan of Huntly. Merchant Andrew Lamb of Leith sends me. I am to collect a bird from your shipment of hawks from the East. Here is the written agreement you signed with him last night.


I am better with birds than with words. The sound of my steps on the cobbles is muffled – the fog would claim even that. Which way for the ship? A three-masted vessel with a crimson striped flag, the Master said. I sigh – everything is grey today.


Tendrils of fog swirl above me, creeping into my collar and dampening both my skin and my spirit. I sense the sea rather than see it. Salty tang, damp wood, rotten fish, creaking ropes, metal scraping against metal on tall mast hinges. All the ships in port sway like ghostly galleons. The harbour is all but deserted this morning, with the fishing boats securely moored due to the weather. No-one in their right mind would go to sea today. But what do I know? I am no Leither and Edinburgh still feels like a foreign country. Find the ship, Alexander. Go to it!


But then, something catches my eye: a fainter shade of grey, a vessel less defined, but sailing into port. No, there are two: two galleys, and fine ones at that, though their bright paintwork is fog-muted to browns and greys. I can just about make out the people on deck, looking and leaning towards land, both ladies and men. Stop staring, Alexander.After all, it is nothing to do with me. I am about to turn away and search for the trader’s ship once more when two loud cannon shots tear through the morning air, sending me stumbling. Recovering my balance, I watch as, slowly, the two ships edge towards the harbour side.


My throat goes dry. It cannot be! Wait, today’s date is the 19th of August in the year of our Lord 1561. She isn’t supposed to arrive for another week at least, so people say. But I am right: emerging from the mist, I recognise the fluttering fabric of the Royal Standard. The Queen has come much earlier than anyone expected.


I was planning to lie low when she arrived, and now I find myself in the very spot where I will surely be discovered! But before I run, someone should know. I turn to a passer-by and point. ‘See that ship? It’s the Queen, I’m sure of it. Queen Mary is back on Scottish soil.’


Run, Alexander. Hide!


But instead, someone yanks me back from behind. ‘What’s that you say, lad? Is it the Queen? By all that is holy, it’s true! THE QUEEN has arrived! Go tell yer master! THE QUEEN IS HERE,’ he yells one more time, so loudly that, surely, everyone in the kingdom of Scotland will hear it. As if to confirm it, the ship fires its cannon again. The man gives me another shove, and I am running – running towards the house of Mr Andrew Lamb. I only secured employment here a few days ago – servants who know how to handle birds are rare in Leith, and I didn’t ask for much. I bang on the main door.


Betty, the maid, opens. ‘Alexander! I wasn’t expecting you back before noon.’


‘No time to explain,’ I wheeze, loosening the leather jerkin near my neck and wiping my forehead with my sleeve. ‘The Queen is here! Here in the port. Is the Master home?’


The blood drains from her face and she turns and tears up the stairs. Moments later, Master Lamb himself appears, simultaneously buttoning his doublet across his sizeable belly, fixing his ruff, tying his hose and trying to pull his stocking up. In the process, he nearly falls over his cape. ‘Can it really be true?’ he croaks. He blusters into the street without waiting for an answer. ‘Come, boy! Show me!’


‘What about the hawk you told me to collect?’ I shout as I sprint after him.


‘Forget the hawk!’ he puffs, holding his wobbling stomach as he runs. ‘Just come! Take me to the ship!’


We are swept along by a curious crowd and make it back to the harbour just as the young, widowed Queen steps ashore in Scotland, the land of her birth. I know that she has been away in France longer than the twelve years I have been alive, first for her own safety and then to marry the Prince of France. He died, which just shows that death does not distinguish between rich and poor. And now there is no place for her there anymore – and she has returned.


Returned to reign over us all.


For a moment I forget about my troubles and allow myself to be dragged to the front of the crowd – Master Lamb will not wait in line. A nobleman in fashionable French clothes leads the royal party, with two more walking on either side of her as Queen Mary descends the ramps ahead of her ladies. She holds her head high, tall and graceful, with a satisfied smile on her face. If you ignore the dress and the jewels, it feels just about possible that she really is only eighteen, with her thick auburn hair and pale face. Suddenly, across the throng of people, her eye catches mine. I quickly lower my gaze, but it is too late.


She points and declares, loudly enough for all to hear: ‘He is the one. That boy.’
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CHAPTER 2


Master Lamb’s Guest


TIME STANDS STILL – and the Queen’s dainty white hand still points at me. ‘He was the first to see us and announce our arrival,’ she says. ‘I saw him with my own eyes.’


Thankfully, galloping hoofbeats echo in the distance and the gathering crowd looks uphill in expectation, while the royal party huddle by the waterside and wait. Of course, a messenger will have been dispatched to the Palace of Holyrood, the place the Queen will call home. What is the word from the Palace?


‘My servant boy spotted her first,’ Master Lamb whispers importantly to a burgess beside him. Andrew Lamb is too nosey for his own good, although he is a kind soul beneath all the bluster. He will relish hearing every word surrounding the Queen’s arrival, and he will equally enjoy repeating it all to his friends over a glass of port later.


The people make way for the rider, who passes through, slides off his horse and bows deeply before the Queen. He speaks in too low a voice for any of us to hear, although he looks apologetic, gesturing and grimacing with regret.


‘Not ready?’ I hear the Queen exclaim as she turns to her four lady friends waiting beside her.


The noblemen discuss the matter in a panicked rumble before the Frenchman calls out loudly: ‘A man of standing and reputation will receive the utmost honour today.’ He scans the crowd and I follow his gaze. All of us look like ordinary people with working hands, wearing nothing but leather and linen and wool. Master Lamb’s bright shirt, yellow doublet and velvet cloak catch the light as the clouds part for a moment and it is settled. ‘You!’ the Frenchman commands in a voice expecting to be obeyed. ‘You shall host your Queen this day.’


All around us, the other bystanders melt cleanly away like beeswax and I bite my lip hard. This was not supposed to happen. I risked everything to avoid this.


‘Lead the way,’ the Queen demands, approaching my employer and me. ‘I will rest in your house until my palace is ready.’


Master Lamb gulps but disguises it by bowing so low that I hear the seams of his doublet creak under the pressure. Thankfully it does not tear. Seconds later, I am racing ahead towards the Master’s house to give Betty the smallest of warnings.


She looks like someone condemned to death.


‘Fear not, Betty, I will help you! Just tell me what to do!’ Casting my falconer’s gear aside, I pull the best covers over the spare bed and light the fire in the grate while the old housekeeper speedily warms some of yesterday’s chicken soup and this morning’s bannocks over the range and the kitchen girl sets out clean bowls. I strike flame to the tallow candles in the hall and sweep the dirt from my boots under the rug – there is simply no time. I can hear the Queen’s horse being led up our street.


‘And… erm, this is it.’ Andrew Lamb sounds wretched – his house is very grand by Leith standards, but it will seem like a hovel to the Queen of Scotland, who has spent all her childhood at the French Court. Her noblemen shake their heads and exchange disapproving glances, but I glare at them, and I don’t even care if they see it. My new Master and his household deserve better – they may have less than these posh folk, but they are willing to share it. They did not choose to host the monarch, and neither did I.


‘Ah, what a delightful home you have, Master Lamb. And is that the scent of soup? It smells delicious!’ The Queen glides off her horse and is steadied by one of her assistants. With sure steps, she enters the hallway and sits at the modest table like someone who is used to being served. Betty’s hands shake as she carries in the tray, but Queen Mary smiles kindly at her, gives thanks to God in French and dips her spoon into the steaming bowl. I retreat to the shadows until the table needs clearing.


My mind is foggier than the harbourside below us. I fled to Leith to escape the Palace. Now, the Palace has come to me, and I must try to bear it. It’ll all be over in an hour or two when the Queen and her people will ride to Holyrood Palace at the foot of Arthur’s Seat. As for me, I will go back to living a quiet life, tending Master Lamb’s birds like I had planned.


It is the Queen’s own gentle voice which startles me out of my musings. ‘Boy. What is your name?’


I can’t speak.


‘Answer her, Alexander!’ urges my mortified Master.


I clear my throat. ‘Alexander Buchan, Your Majesty.’ I bow so that I won’t have to look her in the eye.


‘I saw you wearing a gauntlet today. Report to the Palace tomorrow morning. I wish to show you favour. By your leave, Master Lamb, of course.’


The Master cannot fall over himself quickly enough to agree – after all, I have only been in his employ for a few days, and it is the Queen herself who is asking. Betty elbows me. I strain a smile and manage to whisper a tense ‘thank you, yes,’ but my throat is dry, and my knees threaten to give way.


Not the Palace.


Anywhere but the Palace.
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CHAPTER 3


The Command, Two Weeks Earlier


THE RIVERS MEET in a swirling embrace behind the Palace of Strathbogie, the Earl’s home, and mine.


‘Alexander,’ rumbles Uncle Seton as I return from the green hill motte with the Earl of Huntly’s favourite falcon. I wear a satisfied smile. The bird is learning, and I hang up the lure and tuck my whistle back into my belt pouch. The falcon flutters onto its perch and I groan, stretch out my arm and prize off the thick leather glove. Giving the gauntlet a wipe with the damp cloth, I oil it and hang it up in its place. Only then do I realise that the old man has not completed his sentence.


‘Uncle Seton – what is it? Is it the pain in your back again?’


My uncle, falconer to the Earl, stops examining the floor and raises his head, his mouth in a tight line. ‘Alexander, the Earl wants to speak with you.’


The words hang suspended in the air for a moment.


‘With me?’ I ask weakly.


It is my uncle, William Seton, who accompanies the Earl on his hunts, not me. The Earl may perhaps remember that my parents lived and died in the cottage on the edge of the estate, and that I have been working with my uncle ever since the fever took them two years ago. However, I try to keep out of the great man’s way – a nobleman’s favour is easily lost, and with no-one else to rely on, I will not risk it. Thankfully, he is often away from home on government business.


‘Clean yourself up and go.’ Uncle Seton is a man of few words. He has said what he had to say. He winces, turns and rubs his lower back as he walks away.


I return to the small chamber beside the brewhouse where I keep my few belongings, chiefly falconer’s clothing. What can I wear to the Earl’s grand house? I walk around it daily, but I have never been inside – I doubt that Uncle Seton has either. What does the Earl want with me?


Fetching a bowl of water from the well, I scrub my forearms and hands until the skin is red-raw before washing my face and my near-black hair. I do not own a looking glass, so my reflection in the bowl has to suffice. One clean shirt hangs over the chair, reserved for Sunday mass, but I have nothing else that looks respectable. I pull it on, fix my jerkin and cloak over it and wipe my boots on the mat before pulling them on. With every movement, I self-consciously run my fingers over the scratches and gashes that come with handling birds of prey. The mark of a falconer. At least the bonesoap and pinesap make me smell clean.


The sun is dipping. Why have I been summoned? The servants’ mutterings about the Earl’s wife steal into my mind, and a sharp shiver shakes my spine. Witchcraft, they say. She consults with dark powers, they whisper. I set off with long strides. The sooner I enter, the sooner I will be sent home again and the whole thing will be forgotten. Have I offended the Earl? No, it isn’t possible. Have I been remiss in my duties? No, I have worked hard, even seeing to the training of the two young merlins which arrived in the spring – they are good hunters now and respond well to my whistle. No, he surely cannot be displeased with my work. However hard I think, the answer will not come to me.


Passing the large cannon in the courtyard, I knock on the front door of the Palace of Strathbogie, which the Earl likes to call Huntly Castle. I am told that it is the most impressive house in the north, fit to rival the great French palaces, but as someone who will never see another palace, I have got used to it, I suppose. I do remember the refurbishment work when I was little.


The Steward opens the door, but instead of declaring it all an error and sending me away, he directs me to the Earl’s great hall. Portraits of the Earl’s nine sons and his lady wife line the walls. I stand nearest the one of young John Gordon, long gone from here now. He spends his time down in Edinburgh and is said to be very wild indeed – tales of his brawls keep the tongues of Huntly wives wagging.


The Earl is sitting by candlelight, a platter of food before him, though he is so near finished that I cannot tell what it was. My stomach rumbles.


‘Alexander Buchan, I think?’ he mumbles, not looking up from his rapidly disappearing meal and chewing loudly. His lady wife is not here. His velvet waistcoat is near bursting and his receding hair is tied at the nape of his neck. He wipes his greasy mouth with a silk napkin.


I have never felt more out of place in my life.


‘Yes, sir,’ I answer with a nod.


He signals to the footman and the young man leaves, shutting the doors behind him. We are alone.


‘Alexander, I am sending you to Edinburgh,’ the Earl announces quietly, looking at me for the first time. He scrapes his spoon across his plate for the remaining stew, a sound that makes the skin on my head prickle.


Edinburgh? I have never travelled further than Aberdeen, to register the death of my parents. My mother’s brother, Uncle Seton, took me in then. Strathbogie is my home.


‘Alexander, are you listening to me?’ The Earl has stood up with a little difficulty, on account of his years and bulging stomach, but his pointed chin and sharp eyes could be those of a youth. ‘Alexander, understand this: I do not mean for you to return home. I mean for you to stay, and to serve at the Palace at Holyrood.’


He clears his throat, his eyes flitting to the door, before finishing in a whisper. ‘You will spy on the Queen for me.’
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CHAPTER 4


A Matter of the Conscience


MY HEART IS numb. What choice do I have? I have nowhere else to go, and no-one else in the world. The Earl’s task is a command, not a request, and my opinion does not matter. My future at Strathbogie is dead.


I travel south to Edinburgh with a messenger I do not know. It takes five days on horseback, and my shoulders hurt from balancing the two hooded merlins on my padded travel-cadge. We stop at inns along the way, but while my taciturn companion becomes talkative in the taverns, I withdraw.


Just me and the birds – it’s how I like it best. However, my secret tags along wherever I go, and my conscience is tangle of shame. In the darkness, I whisper my worries to Jack and Merry. ‘Would it be wicked to spy on the Queen? And isn’t it treason, punishable by death? But then, my Earl took me in and gave me work – don’t I owe him allegiance? Oh, I wish I had a father and mother to guide me now.’ Merry flutters on her perch and I absent-mindedly feed her a scrap. My voice soothes them both, and I am glad of it. If only my troubled heart was so easily pacified.


From the Queen’s ferry across the River Forth, I see the hill I heard about, towering over the burgh with its crags edging it like a beard. At night, the messenger plays at dice and our horses are glad of the rest, but the closer we get, the more agitated I feel, and the birds sense it.


The sunrise heralds our last day on the road and even the sulky messenger brightens up. He has another long journey ahead of him, as he will deliver the Earl’s messages, wait for the responses and ride straight back up to the north on a fresh horse.


I envy him heartily. His task is simple and honest. Mine is the opposite. With every passing minute I am surer that I am ill-suited to my mission.


We enter the burgh and ride down the cobbled street towards the Cowgate and the Palace of Holyroodhouse. I am so relieved the Queen is not to arrive for some weeks – I should be all tongue-tied if it wasn’t for that. The messenger leads me straight to the main gate and argues with the two guards posted there. ‘I am telling you: the Earl of Huntly sent us with gifts for the Queen’s arrival. Here is his letter, can you not see the seal? Do I have to call on your superior?’


Eventually, the two guards make way.


‘Wait here!’ my travelling companion snaps and disappears in the direction of a servants’ entrance across the courtyard. Then he reappears with a man in royal livery who says: ‘Wait here. The Head Falconer will see you soon.’


Without as much as a farewell, my travelling companion turns and disappears in the direction of Blackfriars, my horse in tow. Of course, the Earl of Huntly will have it stabled here in Edinburgh until he returns to the city. The summer sun burns on the cobbles, casting pretty shadows through the trees. I slide on my gauntlet and guide the birds onto my gloved hand. Finally, I take their hoods off, and they sit side by side, looking around. I check their leather jesses – yes, all is in order. From time to time, they shriek nervously, but I know what sounds will calm them.


‘They are beauties,’ rasps a low, gruff voice behind me and I jump.


‘They are that, sir.’


The man has approached like an owl, silently. All the tools of the falconer’s trade dangle from his leather cloak and I breathe a little easier. Here is a man of birds, and I will know how to talk to him.


‘Your name?’


‘Alexander Buchan, sir.’


‘And you’ve been sent with these as a welcome gift for Queen Mary?’


‘Yes, sir.’


He approaches the birds. ‘They respond to your call?’


‘I have had the fortune to train them from their capture as fledglings, sir. Yes, they do.’


‘Well, Alexander, I hear that the Earl of Huntly has generously volunteered your services to the Queen and that he will continue to pay your wages. But you answer to me, is that clear? I am the Head Falconer unless the Queen sees fit to appoint someone else in my place. I cared for her mother’s birds before her, and the mews at Holyrood are the envy of the world. I want to keep it that way, is that clear? I have never had such a young assistant before.’ He strokes his bristly brown beard framed by reddish brown wisps around his ears. I cannot be sure, but I think he must be balding on top of his head.


My heart begins to beat harder in my chest. I wish I was as wily with words as the Earl of Huntly is. I cannot do it! I cannot do the Earl’s bidding. I have to run. Oh Lord…


‘They call me Master Kerr. Now, come, boy – and I’ll show you where to put your things.’ He glances down at my small knapsack – probably wondering how it can be possible for a boy to own so little. I feel the blood rise to my face and look just past his eyes.


‘With respect, Master Kerr, you are mistaken. I was instructed to deliver the birds, and I have done it. Now I must depart.’ It is a half-truth. I have delivered the birds. I am simply not up to the second task. Run, Alexander!


For a moment, his wiry eyebrows shoot up. I begin to walk away but turn once more: ‘They are brother and sister, the birds – the male with the greyer plumage has a temper and answers to Jack, and the female is of a cheerful nature, so I have called her Merry. If you feed them together, see that Merry gets her fair share – she is the swifter of the two. Jack hates his hood, so I have stitched it wider to allow more room for his eyes. They hunt together splendidly.’ My voice drops and catches at the back of my throat. ‘I hope the Queen values them, and I pray that you will love them as I have loved them. God keep you, sir.’


Away. Away from treason and double dealing!


‘Wait,’ he shouts as I pelt away, back into the hustle of the Royal Mile. I do not want him to see my tears, for I have no-one and nothing now. But at least I have my conscience, and it is clear.


Now – I must find somewhere to make confession, and I must find employment, and I must find somewhere to live, and I must not be found. So many musts.


At the Netherbow, I pass a house with an inscription all around and it intrigues me so much that I stop without realising it. I am not a very good reader, but I attempt it in any case. Love God…I wrinkle my forehead in concentration.


‘That’s John Knox’s House. The preacher and reformer,’ a passing maid carrying a basket of fabric explains without prompting, and I am a little offended.


‘I can read!’ I bristle.


‘Forgive me. I thought I’d help, just in case you needed it,’ she mumbles pointedly before hurrying down the road again.


John Knox? I have heard that name. The Reformation has not reached us Catholics in the north, but of course Edinburgh is full of this new thinking.


After a moment’s pause, I turn right on a whim and make for the Port of Leith outside the city. Where better to hide than a harbour? Where better to work than among merchants and traders? I clutch my gauntlet and whistle, brushing the travelling dirt off my leather jerkin. The afternoon sun warms both my skin and my soul – there is peace in walking away from sin and lies. The Earl is welcome to them both. I have my wits and my skills, and I will survive.


Or die trying.


Hunger stabs at my stomach as I strike out for Leith.
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