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Hamlet: The rest is silence.


Horatio: Now cracks a noble heart. Goodnight, sweet


Prince, And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.


Hamlet. Act iv Sc.ii
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Author’s Note





Author’s note. The happenings in the battle of Strathyre are modelled on the contemporary reports of the clashes between the MacGregors of Rannoch Moor and the clans around them. The chieftain was indeed taken prisoner and was treated, and reacted, in the manner described. A truce was made and immediately broken. After the intervention of King James an edict went out to disband the clan, ruling that anyone bearing the name MacGregor could lawfully be killed on sight. A clansman changing his name would be spared. This edict was not repealed until the middle of the eighteenth century. 



















Prologue


Scotland. Winter 1599





Christopher Marlowe, poet, playwright and wretched ex-patriate sat huddled in the chimney corner, still cold in spite of the glowing peats on the hearth. Outside the pele tower, the Scottish haar clung damply to the stones, and a vicious little draught crept under the door, lifting the rushes and rippling the arras that clothed the walls. His mittened fingers were too numb to hold a pen and he was thinking aloud instead of writing, building the images in his fertile mind. He was thinking of the place he had so rashly left behind, the warmth and sparkling light, the colours, comfort and culture of Italy. He had only come back to see his Hamlet performed, goddammit, and here he was in the wilds of Scotland.


The journey here had been hateful, bucking and pitching through the North Sea from Gravesend to the Firth of Forth, marooned in a tiny cabin while his companions struggled outside with the winds and tides. Nicholas Talbot was angry with him, he knew, for making this journey necessary. No, it was not entirely his fault, there had been another threat Marlowe did not yet understand. He had been given another name, Christophe Malheur, his host’s idea of a joke. There had followed a gruelling


journey riding beside the carts in gathering snow, with frequent stops to dig out the wheels and the impacted hooves of the horses. As for what followed…


“Devil take him,” he said aloud. “Was it really worth it – are my plays worth all this? Am I allowed to see them, hear the applause, hear them shout my name? No. The great William Shakespeare takes it all. Damn you, Niccolo, I curse the day you began all this.”



















PART ONE

























Chapter One


Edinburgh. Early Autumn 1599





The day was fine after the storm, the roofs and towers of the Castle standing up granite-grey against the blue. The early morning sun glistened on the tidewrack flung far up the shore, the firth, still running high, was a choppy mass of creaming wavelets. It was crammed full with shipping come in to shelter, fishing boats and wherries, here a French galliasse and there a troop ship flying the lilies of France, riding high in the water. A Dutch barge bobbed and creaked next to a fleet of cockleboats, the smell already beginning to taint the air. A sleek caravel flying a black and gold pennant below the cross of St George nestled up to the quay.


A man stood on the cobbles, hands on hips, tall and bulky in leather jack over quilted doublet, long legs planted apart in thigh-high boots, cropped chestnut hair parted all ways by the wind. Sir Nicholas Talbot, Lord Rokesby, just twenty-four years old, star sign Scorpio, come to seek safe haven and claim the lands ceded to him by the King. He was counting heads.


His party disembarked in good order, the Rokesby trading vessel Snipe had brought them with all convenient speed and in foul weather from Gravesend, and his contingency plans were going forward smoothly. His cousin and squire, Young Colin Melville, came ashore first and doubled off to find Sir Robert Carey. Carey had promised them armed men to escort them on the rest of this precipitate journey. The reason for all this haste? Twofold.


News had come to the new Globe theatre on the south bank where Nicholas was playing in the first performance of Hamlet. Lord Mowbray, Nick’s most ardent enemy, had escaped from the Tower and Christopher Marlowe, supposed dead in Deptford, had turned up, risking his own life and others’ to see his play – double jeopardy. Nicholas had brought his family and Marlowe pell-mell to the safety of his estates in Scotland. He needed his hands free to deal with Mowbray once for all, in his own time and on his own terms.


Nick counted. His wife Rosalyne, composed and darkly beautiful, had their son William by the hand; his other boy Jack, the elder by six months, was trying to help Mistress Melville, their nurse, down the gangplank. Mistress Melville, thin and erect, who needed no help, was allowing it. Kit Marlowe, looking murderous and cold, Tim Trelawney, who was skippering the ship back to Deptford, Betsy, Rosalyne’s woman, still grizzling. Perhaps send her back.


Nicholas wished Tobias Fletcher had come after all. Toby had been his close companion in every escapade for seven years, and he missed him. It had been thought best for him to stay and safeguard their interests in Richmond. Jock the MacNab, was already back with his kinfolk in Strathyre, an archer like Tobias, and a man to be reckoned with. The luggage now, what little there had been time for, and the horses. Oberon, the grey, Nero the black Friesian, Caesar, the gift of King James. Hotspur, the new-schooled colt. Shadow of the Wind, the Arabian for Rosalyne, stepping daintily down the wooden planks, led by Hugh d’Arblay, Nick’s other friend at court. D’Arblay had pleaded to come; he had squired Nicholas at the tournament and knew Mowbray of old. All safe ashore.


D’Arblay took charge of the horses and Nick rounded up his flock ready to settle them in a nearby inn to await the escort. Rosalyne, his bride of a few crowded months, came to stand straight-backed beside him, her cloak wrapped close about her, the brisk wind blowing strands of black silk across her face. He looked at her, suddenly doubtful. She was bred to court life, fashionable society, fine clothes. How would she fare here, snatched rudely from their elegant house in Richmond? Of course, she would not be languishing in the wilds of Scotland; part of his plan was to present her at the Scottish Court and bring himself once more to the notice of the King. Nicholas did not like what he had heard of the correspondence between Cecil and the Earl of Essex. The question of the succession still seemed balanced on a knife-edge and he had made an independent decision to keep an eye on things. His money was on James: he did not trust Cecil to keep his promises.


He shaded his eyes to gaze up at the Castle. No Royal flag flying. That probably meant the King was on a Progress – James’ word for a hunting-party. He sighed. At least it wasn’t raining. A touch on his arm and he glanced round to see Rosalyne smiling up at him. She had abandoned the stiff forms of court dress for soft woollens and practical boots, and looked nothing like the court lady of Richmond.


“What next, my lord?” It was such a neat parody of Tobias Fletcher that Nick burst out laughing.


“I’m writing the script as I go along, my lady,” he said. “Another uncomfortable journey, I fear, then home of a sort.”


“I am minded of Petruchio in the play, who so shamefully mistreated his bride. Do you seek to tame me, Nicco?”


Relieved, he answered in similar vein. “A little test, Rose. You were in danger of becoming spoilt.” He had half an eye on Young Colin who had been stopped by a figure galloping in along the shore, plaid flying. The man came on, Nick’s cousin running after. Nick went to meet him. The horse slid to a halt in a shower of pebbles and his rider leaned down, panting for breath.


“It’s no’ fit,” he gasped. “The MacGregors are out. Jock MacNab says nae bairns or wummin—”


“The MacGregor—”


“It’s the season. Jock says—”


“A moment. Get your breath, man, it’s not a tale for the dockside. D’Arblay, take my lady and Mistress Melville up to the Castle for shelter. I’ll follow.”


About to protest, Rosalyne caught his eye and inclined her head. By the time the horses were saddled and the small party mounted and riding off up the ginnel that led to the Castle gates, the messenger had collected his wits. Leaning now against his sweating horse he said what he had come to say. Watching his two seven-year-old sons craning round elbows to see, Nicholas listened. The tale was enough to make him wish they had not come, flying from one danger to run headfirst into another. About to bring the exhausted messenger into the nearby tavern, he paused.


“What of the Highland lad I sent to make ready?”


“Harry Munro is deid.”


“Dead!”


“Killed. Aye, and his sweetheart with him. Killed and burned.”


A black rage and grief was building in Nick’s head. Harry Munro, the boy who had risked his life to bring him out of that tunnel at Calais, who had written to thank him for his happiness and his bride in the “most beautiful place I ever did see”, dead. Murdered on Nicholas’ land and in his service.


Presently he said, in a voice grown thick, “I will come. Get yourself rest and food. I must bestow my womenfolk and find men. I will come.”


Young Colin was at his elbow, his face white and furious. “The Palace at Linlithgow is the place, Nick. My father will see them safe and there will be kinfolk wishing to back you.”


“Give me a moment to think. Have this man seen to.” Nicholas walked a few paces away, thinking of Munro’s eager freckled face as he set off for his homeland after five years in captivity. He saw him in the dawn light, coming with a capful of mushrooms and a scarf full of eggs, resourceful, brave and merry. Murdered. After a while Nick mastered himself and began to plan.


Young Colin’s idea was a good one. The Palace of Linlithgow was a Melville stronghold, not more than two days’ ride south. His cousin Charles Melville was there with his uncle – Rosalyne and the children would be safe. He needed men, he did not know what might lie ahead, the escort promised by Carey would not be enough.


Kit Marlowe was standing nearby with Caesar and mounts for himself and Young Colin, listening. He had been told the tale of Calais – an expression of Nick’s had stuck in his mind – “to lie in cold obstruction and to rot…” He knew his Nicholas and was in no doubt what he would do. He was equally certain that he himself was not going to be bundled off with the women and children. After his solitary sojourn on the Snipe, he felt like a good fight. Young Colin came out of the tavern and the three men mounted to ride up to the Castle. They rode in silence, Nicholas still struggling with his anger and grief and wondering how to break the news to his wife.


In the event, he did not have to. News had come already to Walter Abercrombie, Keeper of the Castle in the King’s absence, and Rosalyne came to meet him with a cup of wine.


“You will wish to speak with Sir Walter, my lord. You have lost a friend, I am sorry. I pray you, be easy about us, we will go or stay as you think best. We will talk later – and Nicholas, none of this could have been foreseen. Monsieur Malheur, you will wish to see where we are to lay our heads tonight.” With her usual smooth efficiency, she had taken charge of domestic matters and Marlowe, with an amused grimace, allowed himself to be led away. He would be speaking to Lord Rokesby later.


Abercrombie, a burly man with wiry salt-and-pepper hair cropped close to his skull, an ally from Nick’s last visit to Scotland, sat across from him on the other side of the fire and gave him what other news he had.


“You were not to know, Rokesby, what neighbours have come to Rannoch Moor. The King will be displeased – the MacGregor have long been a trial and a nuisance wherever they go. Driven out of the north, they chose to settle west of Loch Rannoch, and rather than tangle again with the Campbells, they foraged east, where there was least resistance. Wild men, the whole clan of them, and there’s little sustenance to be found on the Moor, a hostile country at the best of times.” He leaned over to fill their cups. “His Majesty would like them contained. A bill to outlaw them is before the Assembly but there is no sitting before the new year. He would wish men to be provided – if you are willing.”


“How many?”


“Aye, well, there may be a wee difficulty there. I expect news from Carey regarding the – um…”


“Border problem?”


“Quite.”


Nicholas sat nursing his cup, letting the silence prolong itself. He was not drinking. His stomach, still in turmoil, was growling with hunger. It seemed he had entered on cue to deal with this marauding clan. It certainly had not been part of his plan. If it were not for Harry Munro he would not entertain the idea for a second. But Munro’s death made it his fight, and he waited for Abercrombie to speak.


The door opened and a steward entered with servants bearing steaming platters of food, followed by Rosalyne, his two sons and their nurse.


“Your pardon, Sir Walter. The boys wish to bid their father goodnight and these matters are best not talked of on an empty stomach.” She smiled cheerfully at Abercrombie and gave the children a little push. “Make your goodnights and then go with Mistress Melville.” The small domesticity broke the developing tension as Nicholas did not doubt she had intended, and he set aside his untasted wine to open his arms.


There was a tramp of booted feet outside and under the doorway stooped a svelte figure in cramoisie velvet, wondrously tailored. Sir Robert Carey, deputy Warden of the Marches, doffed his feathered cap in a sweeping bow.


“My lady, welcome to Scotland. Your servant, Sir Walter.” He turned to Nicholas. “So, my friend, you took my advice, my heartiest congratulations. Sorry to have missed your wedding. And these are your boys – fine lads both. You come in good time, Nicholas, things have quietened for the moment, men can be spared.”


“Delighted to hear it.”


Carey cast a shrewd glance at Abercrombie.


“I see I have interrupted you. My lady, had you not come in such haste, I could perhaps have warned your impetuous husband that his property may not be what he hopes. Now we are graced with your presence, we shall offer you what humble entertainment we may…” The urbane flow lasted while Jack and William were quietly spoken to and reassured and allowed titbits from the table. Having achieved their object, Mistress Melville and Rosalyne made their curtseys and shepherded them out.


The three men eyed each other and Abercrombie suddenly burst into laughter.


“Rokesby, the Lady Rosalyne puts me to shame. You must have a poor idea of our hospitality. Eat, man! You come with your lady and your bairns looking for peaceful welcome to your own lands and we offer you war. I ask pardon. And I am sorry for your friend.”


Carey had sat to the table and was helping himself to the savoury-smelling stew. He looked up.


“What friend is this?”


The tale was soon told and, beguiled by the smell of hot food, Nicholas presently drew up a stool to eat. Over the stew and dumplings, the men thrashed out a plan. It was agreed that Linlithgow was the safest place for the women and children, and taken as read that Nicholas would ride north and west with as many armed men as he could muster, to deal with the MacGregor. Before they had finished, Abercrombie was called away and Carey got up to fill his pipe and light it with a coal from the fire.


“These pressing matters aside, Nicholas, I come to bring you news of that other little matter. Your real reason for coming here. Mowbray. You were wise to choose your own ground, Nick. I am reliably informed that Essex was indeed behind Mowbray’s escape. And the man Poley – you mind him – is with him. Last I heard they were seen heading north.”


Nick sighed. This was not good news. Poley was the one man who would recognise Kit Marlowe. On the other hand, the man owed Nicholas a life.


“At least Mowbray will not find many friends here to aid him,” he said. “He can have little enough money to buy them – Essex will not help him there.”


“Cannot, rather than will not. My sweet clutch-fisted cousin Elizabeth has threatened to take back the winery that keeps him afloat. He is in dire trouble, Nick. You and I are both better off here.”


“You think so? He and James correspond.”


Carey stared at him. “You know that for a fact? My God, give me honest reivers any day. You know where you are with them.”


Nick laughed at him. “And you a courtier, Robin? Have you lost your hopes of advancement – surely now is the time.”


“My Queen-cousin is sick and the vultures are gathering. I shall wait and see. Now, my friend, I would suggest you leave your womenfolk with me and go on ahead to see what is left of what our generous James has gifted you.”


“My lady may have different ideas. She is a constant blessed surprise to me.”


“I told you so,” said Carey smugly.


Sir Robert Carey, son of Henry Carey, the Lord Hunsdon who had attended Nick’s wedding, had once again been posted north to police the Scottish Borders. Always at loggerheads with his brother John, the Lord Warden of the Marches, he had nonetheless made a name for himself among the warring clans as a fearless fighter and a canny adversary. If things had “quietened for the moment” it was entirely due to him. As good as his word, he had brought armed men, horses, and wagons, and arranged for an assortment of Melvilles and MacNabs to meet them on the way.


“I’ve yet to hear what the Douglasses think of the lands being ceded to you,” he said. “Didn’t you upset someone in France?”


Out of the frying-pan? thought Nick. I should have remembered what it’s like up here. On the whole, he preferred a straightforward band of marauding Scots to the devious plans of Mowbray. He meant to bring the man out of hiding and meet him face to face – he’d had a bellyful of the man using others to do his work.


“I wasn’t looking for this kind of trouble,” he said.


“It seems to find you, my friend. I wish you luck.”


When he went to find their bedchamber at last, sore at heart and suddenly dog-tired, Rosalyne received him with gentle looks and comforting words.


“Come to bed, my lord. No idle questions and vain entreaties, I know what you must do. We shall be safe with our kinfolk.” She was helping his fumbling fingers with points and buttons, and he caught her to him.


“This is hard for you, sweeting, not what I intended—”


“Never mind now. Let us make the most of what time we have.”


They had not shared a bed or been private since the night before the play, in Richmond. On board ship, the women and children had shared a cabin, and Nicholas had been kept busy on deck. Her calm serenity had amazed him and now she took him in her arms with trembling urgency. They made love with a fierce tenderness, and he held her close.


“What is it, sweetheart? What do you fear?”


“I do not want you out of my sight – so many enemies – you are going into God knows what danger.”


“I am forewarned. There will be men enough… Rosalyne, I brought you here to keep you safe from Mowbray and now I must leave you in the care of others. It breaks my heart. I would keep you by my side, but this fight – none of my choosing – is no place for you and the children. Stay strong, Rose, I will send.”


“I am no different from any soldier’s wife, Nicholas. You have good cause to go, and you must go in good heart. Rest easy, my love, your care should be only for what you have taken in hand.”



















Chapter Two


Strathyre, south of Loch Tummel





In a corner of the smoke-stained pele tower, a makeshift bivouac had been set up, and in it a man was working. Bow-legged and squat, with a round bald head and large ears, he had long gone by the name of Hob. A leatherworker by trade, and never in one place for very long, he had learned on his travels to turn his hand to anything. He mended pots and kettles, saddles and fences and gates, and until his dog died he had been a welcome rat-catcher. He had come to Strathyre in the aftermath of the MacGregors’ massacre, and made himself a snug billet in the deserted steading. One or two families had begun to venture back to their crofts and Hob’s various skills were called for. He had dug himself well in, but lately there had been strange comings and goings that unsettled him, men riding fast and alone along the valley and through the hills. Much as he had come to like the place, he was beginning to think of moving on.


He stopped hammering and set aside the mended kettle. In the sudden quiet he caught the jingle of a bridle and the sound of hoof on stone. There had not been a horse in the valley since the MacGregor came. He hastily tipped the bucket of water over his fire and sidled round to the blanket he had hung across the broken door. He listened through the ringing in his ears. No sound, he had imagined it, the place must be full of ghosts. He shook his head, pulled aside the blanket and stepped out into a silent semi-circle of bowmen, their arrows implacably centred on his chest.


In their midst a tall individual with a proud high-bridged nose and blowing russet hair sat astride the largest horse Hob had ever seen. The man spoke. The voice was resonant and controlled, with music in it, the tone amused.


“Alone here?”


Hob nodded, showing the whites of his eyes. Two of the bowmen circled the tower, others went into what was left of the longhouse. They came out shaking their heads and the rider dismounted. Hob noticed that his leather jack and breeches were well-worn and cared for. A recent three-cornered tear needed attention, the steel plate showed through. Steel, not iron, thought Hob, in spite of his terror. A fighting man, with money. He pulled off his cap and louted.


“Welcome to Strathyre, sir,” he said.


“And who are you to welcome me to my own house?” said the rider. Hob was relieved to hear the laughter in his voice.


“Hob, sir, at your service.” He noticed that the bowmen had put away their arrows but kept their bows strung in their hands.


“No call to keep ’em strung, sir,” he said. “No-one here but me. Nearest folk is down by the bridge that was.”


“You survived the raid?”


“No, sir. I came after.”


The man lifted his voice and called. Like the ghosts Hob had imagined, men rose from the heather and gorse, and more rode out from between the trees.


“As you see, Hob, you have guests. More will come to put the place to rights. And the fear of God up the MacGregor.”


Hob beamed. “Count me in, sir. I seen what they done.”


“You work metal?”


“I make harness, sir. Turn my hand to most things. Your gear could do with a mend.”


The strong-boned face split in a grin. A sandy-haired youth in half-armour rode up, a sloe-eyed man with black ringlets brushing stirrup-leathers beside him.


“All clear, Nick. Do we make camp? Who’s this?”


“Our Jack-of-all-trades, it seems. Hob by name. Leave him be. Set up our quarters in the longhouse, the men camp to the west. Kit, take MacNab and set a guard, if you please.”


Hob quietly lost himself in the bustle of a sizeable body of men settling in. Latrines were dug, a cook-house set up, tents, shelters and horse lines mushroomed in the fields to the west of the tower, and stabling was found in the outbuildings for the officers’ horses. When Nicholas came in the last of the light to inspect the damage to the tower, he found it swept and garnished, all trace of Hob’s habitation gone. Lanterns were lit; a fire burned in the huge chimney breast, his pallet and campaign chest lay along one wall with his gear neatly arranged. Hob was bringing in his folding table and chairs. Mistress Melville and Rosalyne had overseen the provisioning of the wagons, they had sent hangings and a carpet, decent platters and jugs and flagons, blankets and furs. The men had been equally well provided for; Nick had seen them warm, dry and fed.


“If you will sit, my lord, I’ll bring in your supper presently,” said Hob. “The other gentlemen have eaten.” He set up a chair by the fire, dusted off the seat with a flourish, and turned to pour from a jug warming on the blackened hearth. He set a stool beside the chair and stood back. At any moment, Nick thought, he would perform a jig.


It had been a long hard day after a gruelling ride, and Nicholas had been saddened by what he had seen, but for the first time in a long while, he wanted to laugh. It was a moment he would have liked to share with Rose. He sat down and took the mug of hot spiced wine and allowed his self-appointed batman to pull off his boots and bear them away. He unbuttoned his doublet and stretched out his legs to the blaze, warming his toes, thankful to sit for a while and do nothing. He thought over all that had been done and presently got up to rummage in his chest for paper to write tomorrow’s orders for the day. Finished, he sat with them on his knee and paused, thinking. How many times has my father done this? How often have I seen him in just this situation, taking thought for men under his command. He never meant this for me – he sent me away to be turned into a gentleman. Nick snorted aloud. A little short-sighted for once, father. Money and position bring their own tasks. Noblesse oblige – hah! We shall see how well you taught me. He put aside his notes and sat nursing the wine and gazing into the flames. How had Jack Talbot felt about taking men into battle, he wondered. All my battles have been my own; I’ve risked my own skin, no-one else’s. Who cared if I got it wrong? This was going to be very different.


Hob reappeared with a platter of steaming food balanced on a flat loaf of soda bread. He put it on the table and drew it to Nick’s side.


“One of the gentlemen would like a word, my lord?” It was a question – Hob was obviously determined to defend his moment of peace. Nicholas nodded, and Hob drew aside the blanket with a comical look of resignation.


Kit Marlowe ducked under his arm, black eyes sparkling with mischief. He lifted his hands to Hob. “A minute only, I promise you.” And as Hob withdrew, “You have acquired a good guard dog. Excellent. Go on as you have begun. Like it or not, Niccolo, you are our leader. A captain must behave like one.” He pulled up a stool and poured himself wine. “I have been talking with MacNab. He wants to know—”


Nicholas thrust his sheaf of notes at him and went on eating. He was ravenous; all he had had all day was a hunk of bread and cheese pushed into his hand by Young Colin. Marlowe read, looked up and smiled.


“I beg your pardon, my lord Rokesby. I should have known better. After all, her Majesty’s erstwhile Ambassador to Venice must know his onions. You need an aide-de-camp. With your permission, that will be me. I see you have appointed your lieutenants and all is in train.” He reached across to refill Nick’s cup. “If anything daunts you, sweeting, remember this. These men are not pressed men nor are they mercenaries. They are Scots, here of their free will to right a wrong. They set an example to the clansmen hereabouts who might otherwise hang back. You know this, Niccolo, and I know you. I could not let you go to your rest with this charge heavy on you.”


Nicholas should not have been surprised at the insight. He should have remembered that Marlowe was a man with long experience in the field, a fighter quick to quarrel, not a soldier but a poet with a poet’s understanding of humankind. Of all the men here, he was the only one to have been brought willy-nilly, embroiled in something no concern of his. And his life was the one Nicholas had sworn to protect. He met Marlowe’s eye and the man laughed.


“What does my Hamlet say? I need not remind you, it is your motto, after all. Like you, I am ready. This is meat and drink to me, Niccolo. Give me a sword and paper and ink and I am content.”


He has a lifetime’s experience in taking care of himself in difficult circumstances, thought Nick – Marlowe had not been Walsingham’s spy for nothing.


Hob came back with meaningful looks and Kit got up with a laugh, took the sheaf of orders, clapped Nick on the shoulder and was gone.




 





Next day began early, with Hob bringing in porridge and bread and ale. Nicholas found his fighting jack had been neatly repaired, and smiling, he shrugged it on and went out into the cold predawn light. His orders were being carried out, patrols and guard duties allocated, the horse lines busy and men clearing an area for weapon practice. Nicholas meant to weld this dysfunctional crew of independent Scots into a disciplined – and surviving – fighting unit. He wanted the neighbouring chieftains, when they came, to see his clear intention. Following orders, MacNab had ridden off with others of his clan to invite the Menzies, Murrays and Robertsons to a meeting. Nicholas took Young Colin with him to explore the terrain.


As Harry Munro had said, it was a beautiful place. The sun was up now, rising over the horseshoe of hills to the east, dispelling the eddies of mist over the water. Loch Tummel lay as far as Nick could see, a widening stretch of gunmetal slowly turning pink, dividing a green and purple valley bordered by dark forest. Above and beyond the trees rose the hills, grey and green and lilac, the tops catching the growing light. Streams and white falls fed the river and lake, an island tufted with trees was reflected in the still water. The black scars of the burned homesteads were an abomination.


They rode in silence along the shore, to where the Tummel narrowed into a small torrent to flow into Loch Rannoch. A bridge had been built here, the stone piers now supporting a skeleton of burned and broken planks. Nicholas had his book out, mapping and making notes.


“Get this mended?” offered Young Colin.


“Afterwards,” came the grim answer. “I want the devils contained.”


They rode on along the wider reaches of Loch Rannoch towards the mountains towering to the west beyond the furzy brown of the Moor with its rocks and green bogs. Here Nicholas called a halt and they dismounted to let the horses drink. Bodiless larks sang and curlews called, a fish plopped in widening rings that rippled the reflection of the hills, the trees in their crimson and gold livery dipped and whispered in a wandering breeze. A deer came out of the forest and looked at them. Nick fell under the spell; he felt he had come home. He could bring up his sons here – teach them to fish and handle a horse, fly a hawk and hunt. He would teach them the names of plants and birds and beasts and show them the poetry of the landscape. They would grow straight and strong…


Young Colin was watching him. “Aye, well, you should see it in winter,” he said in matter-of-fact tone. “Pretty, I grant ye, but hard living.”


And before that, some hard dying, thought Nick, brought back to earth. He turned back, leading his young horse for a while, coming at his chosen battlefield from the MacGregor territory. Presently he remounted and trotted on, stopping where the floor of the valley narrowed to get out his notebook and draw. Young Colin stayed quiet. Him and that crazy Malheur – two of a kind, he thought.


MacNab was back when they rode into the fast-growing camp.


“They’ll come,” he said.



















Chapter Three


The Parley





Nicholas surveyed the men gathered in the big square room at the foot of the pele tower. Above them hung the charred rafters of what had been the upper floors, above that the high stone roof, blackened with fire. The three chieftains sat with hands on spread knees, each with two liegemen standing behind with their hands on the hilts of their great swords, point down on the stone. They were all eyeing this newcomer warily. On their way in, they had seen the orderly camp, men at their arms practice, working parties busy about the buildings and cleaning out the great well in the courtyard. Others were shooting at targets set up in the field and a group of men were at work sharpening long stakes. They waited.


Marlowe, sitting to one side with a notepad on his knee, suddenly saw Nicholas afresh, through their eyes. The image so long held in his heart of a thin fresh-faced youth, cheeks downy with a proud new beard, green eyes eager and sparkling, was overlaid by the changes seven years had brought. He saw, as they saw, a tall long-legged man standing before them, not much older than their sons, with the wide-shouldered build of an athlete, in workmanlike gear showing signs of long service. The clean-shaven strong-boned face was marred by a white scar from eye to mouth, and the high-bridged nose lent a touch of arrogance until you noticed the wide sensuous mouth bracketed with laughter lines. The eyes were as he remembered, long and green, put in with a sooty finger, the crescents beneath ready to crease with amusement.


Nicholas was not amused at the moment. These powerful men had been made welcome, food and drink had been brought and left untouched, and now he stood before them, thane of Strathyre, and realised he had forgotten to ask MacNab the correct form of address for a Scottish chieftain. He fell back on his father’s way of speaking to his captains.


“Gentlemen, neighbours. You know why I am here. We are met in a common purpose to avenge our dead and drive out this threat to our peace. I am the incomer, gifted these lands by the King, but I am prepared and ready to take arms against the MacGregor. To that end I have brought armed men and horses, some sent by the King who is eager, as we are, to see this nuisance abated.” He paused, looking each man one by one, in the eye.


“I have one thing more to say. This action will be undertaken with you or without you. If it be with you we shall undoubtedly prevail, but there can be only one leader. The plan is mine and the responsibility and vengeance is mine. I claim that right. Those of you who mislike fighting under my command, may leave now with our thanks. No-one will think the less.”


There was a long silence. Marlowe silently applauded. Well-spoken, my sweet boy. My Hotspur without the stammer.


Murray was thoughtfully combing his beard with his fingers. “What is this plan?”


Marlowe picked up the chart lying on the table and flattened it against the wall. Nicholas drew his poniard to point. His exposition was lucid and concise, delivered in a manner calculated to draw them in. He laid down his poniard and turned back to them.


“As you see, gentlemen, I wish to take the initiative and bring the enemy to where we want them. Time is pressing, winter will be upon us; we want a short sharp fight and an end to it. Give me men and two weeks and we shall be ready.”


“How will you stop them coming at you from the other side of the loch?” asked Murray.


“You saw the stakes being sharpened. There will be archers behind them at the broken bridge.” Marlowe had brought the chart to the table, and the three men gathered round. They began to ask questions, Nicholas poured wine and it was accepted. He caught Marlowe’s eye and Kit winked. Presently, the eldest of the three, Murray, straightened and lifted his cup.


“The odds are great. You need more men than I saw outside. The Murray will come.”


“And the Menzies.” They turned to look at Big Tom Robertson, the largest landowner present, in both senses of the word, who nodded his ginger head.


“Archers?” said Nick. Big Tom expanded his chest.


“My boy is the best.”


Longnose Wattie wins the papingay every year, thought Nick with a fleeting memory. They got down to it then – numbers and time and place – the question of leadership was not discussed.


The chieftains left, feasted and rather flown with wine, and Nicholas took a deep breath. The thing was now possible. Marlowe came to him with the notes he had taken, and set his arm round Nick’s shoulders.


“Go and take Nero for a gallop,” he said. “It will fadge.”



















Chapter Four





Time was pressing indeed. It was already autumn; they had met with flurries of snow on the way here that had given way to an Indian summer. It could not last. Nick wanted this battle to be conclusive, no dreary skirmishing lasting the winter long. He had given himself two weeks to turn a mob of excitable Scots into a disciplined force that would obey his orders.


Over the days that followed Marlowe watched emerge that strange charisma that binds men to their leader. No-one questioned Nick’s authority: he was thane of Strathyre and knew what he was doing. His orders were crisp and clear and delivered in a voice that would have charmed an asp.


His discipline was not charming however. The first man caught thieving was publicly flogged and afterwards tended by Nicholas himself. A rapist was hanged and cut down just alive. The next would not be spared. Any malcontent was given the choice to get down to it or leave. No-one left, and with competent aides like Young Colin and MacNab, the motley assortment of king’s men and bloody-minded Scots was slowly brought into a fighting corps. The difficulty facing Nicholas now was how to bring the enemy out of Rannoch Moor.


He had come in from training one blowy morning and was at his desk with a lump of bread in his hand, grappling with the problem, when a shadow darkened the threshold of the new-made door. He looked up to see a white-faced d’Arblay framed in the doorway, supporting himself on the post. A slender lad ducked under his arm, and came to stand in the centre of the room, a gallant stripling with his hand on his sword. Nicholas, gazing into his eyes, saw only his beloved wife, a Rosalind, a Beatrice, and fell in love with her all over again. He stood and spread his arms and, with a sob of relief, she ran into them. A servant coming in with food dropped the tray and backed hastily out.


Nick was laughing. “Put off these lendings, sweet, as soon as you may. The whole camp will know me a lover of boys!”


“Did I not fool you, Nicholas?”


“Not for a moment, my sweet warrior. My heart could not mistake you. What in God’s name…”


“Don’t blame Hugh. I made him bring me, the boys are safe with our kinsfolk – I had nothing to do but fret. I can be of more use to you here, Nicholas, I promise you.”


“A rose in a field of thistles. We shall see…”




 





The arrival of the thane’s wife brought a number of changes. Marlowe saw some of the strain go out of Nicholas. Standards of behaviour and cleanliness went up; the evening meal taken with his officers began to resemble the dining table in Richmond. She relieved Nicholas of many of the small domestic concerns and the food improved. Careful not to encroach on Hob’s jealously guarded preserves, she conferred with him to tempt an appetite grown fickle. She seemed to enjoy what she called “Hobnobbing” and between them he found his position and wellbeing firmly established. It amused him mightily. He kept his fears for her safety to himself; he could not be angry.


Word came from the Campbells to the south of the Moor, who were staying strictly non-combatant – until they saw who was winning – that the MacGregor was massing. It was the time – the spring sowings had been trampled but not destroyed and now the harvest was in, fruit gathered and the fertile valleys ripe once more for plunder. That same night, Nicholas sent out a scouting party to find out for himself. Born and bred in the Border country, the blood of cattle-rustlers flowed in Young Colin’s veins, and he brought back report more important in his eyes than the alarming numbers gathering to MacGregor’s banner. He knew where the stolen cattle were.


“Not much pasture on the Moor,” he said. “They’re in the valley at the furthest tip of the Rannoch.”


Nicholas leaned back in his chair and grinned at him.


“And I suppose you want to go and steal them back,” he said. He thought for a moment. It would be the spur he needed to galvanise the enemy. “It would roust ’em out,” he said. “Give ’em a taste of their own physic.”


Young Colin was almost dancing with eagerness. “Let me go, sir,” he begged. “A few picked men and it’s a done thing.”


“If t’were done, it were well done quickly,” murmured Marlowe, scribbling in his corner.


“Very well,” said Nicholas. “Get your rest, pick your men and go as soon as it’s dark. I’ll follow with the staking party.”




 





Scouts went out during the day; Nicholas wanted no hint to reach the MacGregor. The sharpened stakes were loaded into carts, and a band of archers warned to be ready. MacNab would be in charge of these – Marlowe had managed to convince Nicholas that his place was here at the head of his men if things went wrong. The raiding party left in the dark of the moon, vanishing into the night with hardly a sound.
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