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PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

In order of appearance

(Fictional characters printed in italics)

Mary Gray: supposed daughter of David Gray, but actually of his half-brother, Patrick, Master of Gray.

David Gray: illegitimate eldest son of 5th Lord Gray; land steward and schoolmaster.

PATRICK, 5TH LORD GRAY: Sheriff of Forfar. Strong in the Kirk party.

Mariota Gray: wife of David, daughter of the Bishop of St. Boswell’s; mother of Mary.

KING JAMES, THE SIXTH OF SCOTS: son of Mary Queen of Scots; became first monarch of the United Kingdom.

LUDOVICK, 2ND DUKE OF LENNOX: second cousin of King James; near heir to the throne, son of Esmé Stuart of D’Aubigny, former Chancellor.

JOHN, EARL OF MAR: Keeper of Stirling Castle; boyhood companion of King.

The LADY MARIE STEWART, MISTRESS OF GRAY: daughter of Earl of Orkney, wife to Patrick.

SIR JOHN MAITLAND OF THIRLESTANE: Chancellor of Scotland.

PATRICK, MASTER OF GRAY: son and heir of 5th Lord Gray; former Master of Wardrobe, and former Acting Chancellor; condemned for treason and banished, 1587.

The LADY JEAN STEWART: younger sister of Marie.

PATRICK LESLIE: Commendator of Lindores Abbey; later 1st Lord Lindores; married the Lady Jean.

Mr. ROBERT BOWES: Queen Elizabeth’s resident envoy at Scottish Court. Later knighted.

MASTER ANDREW MELVILLE: Principal of St. Andrews University and Kirk leader.

LORD ROBERT STEWART, EARL OF ORKNEY: one of King James Fifth’s many bastard sons. Former Bishop of Orkney; uncle of King; father of Lady Marie, Mistress of Gray.

GEORGE, 6TH EARL OF HUNTLY: Chief of Clan Gordon; principal Catholic nobleman.

JAMES STEWART, EARL OF MORAY: known as the Bonnie Earl. Son of another of James Fifth’s bastards. Nephew of the Regent Moray.

THE LADY ELIZABETH, COUNTESS OF MORAY: wife of above; daughter of Regent Moray.

SIR WALTER RALEIGH: courtier, diplomat and explorer.

QUEEN ELIZABETH OF ENGLAND.

FRANCIS HEPBURN STEWART, EARL OF BOTHWELL: son of one more of James Fifth’s many bastards, and nephew of Mary Queen of Scots’ third husband, Bothwell.

ANNE, PRINCESS OF DENMARK: wife of King James the Sixth.

MASTER DAVID LINDSAY: the King’s chaplain.

Peter Hay: page to the Duke of Lennox.

GORDON OF BUCKIE: a laird of Huntly’s, who struck down the Earl of Moray.

The COUNTESS OF ATHOLL: Lady-in-waiting, daughter of 1st Earl of Gowrie, wife of Earl of Atholl.

The LADY BEATRIX RUTHVEN: Lady of the Bedchamber; sister of above.


Chapter One

THE girl picked up the much creased and battered looking letter, smoothed out the folds, and began to read the dashing, sprawling handwriting. She knew that she ought not to be reading it; but equally she had known that she was going to do so from the moment that she caught sight of the broken-sealed paper lying there on the table. She had seen the ship-master from Dundee handing it to her father in the castle courtyard that morning – and had cried out then, was it from her Uncle Patrick? David Gray had turned away abruptly, thrusting the letter deep into an inner pocket of his doublet, jerking a rough negative. And few people ever found it in themselves to be either rough or negative with Mary Gray.

Her slightly pouting red lips silently formed the carelessly vigorous letters into words as she read – such different writing from her father’s own neat and painstaking hand, so much more difficult to read. Yet how vividly it spoke to her of her Uncle Patrick himself; all the gallant, mercurial, laughing brilliance of him, casually masterful, shatteringly handsome – beautiful indeed, the only man that she had ever seen who could be so called and yet remain indubitably and essentially masculine. If there had been a mirror in that purely functional modest chamber in the north-west flanking tower of Castle Huntly – which of course was unthinkable in a room solely her father’s – Mary Gray would have had little need to conjure up any mind-picture of the writer of that letter, as she spelled out the words, for what she would have seen therein would have served better than any such year-old memory, better than any painted portrait however expertly limned.

The girl knew that she was quite fantastically like the absent Master of Gray, and in more than mere features, colouring and expression – embarrassingly so to a great many who saw her, though never to herself. Mary Gray was not readily embarrassed, any more than was her Uncle Patrick. Slightly but gracefully built, at fifteen she was nevertheless already showing more than the promise of a lovely and challenging young womanhood – for women as well as men ripened early in the vehement, forcing days of James Stewart the Sixth, and of Elizabeth Tudor. Dark, of a delicate elfin beauty, she was exquisitely made alike in face as in figure, great-eyed, lustrous, with that highly attractive indeed magnetic expression, unusual as it is apparently contradictory, which seems to combine essential, quiet gravity with a more superficial gaiety, even roguery. Mary Gray left none unmoved who saw her; that would be her burden as well as her guerdon all her days. Only some few women are born with that fatal stamp upon them – including that lovely and unhappy royal Mary after whom she had been named.

The girl read with a sort of still absorption.


‘My good and respected D.,

Will you hear a sinner’s plea? I write in all humility, not to say trepidation – for you did not answer my last. It is important that you heed me now, I assure you. Important for your upright self, for both dear M.’s, for whom – dare I say it? – you will not deny me some mede of devotion if not responsibility? Even for our noble progenitor – whom, however, God may rot if so He wills!

Heed then, good D. The glorious and utterly accursed lady whose price was above a ruby will, within a three-month, meet her deserts. This beyond a peradventure. The two most catholic have decided it at last, and all is in train. Your humble debtor has the ear of H.C.M., if not of H.H., and is satisfied that this time justice will be done. These eyes have indeed looked on the ready-forged sword of that justice, and are content. Here is no plot, no conspiracy, but invincible persuasion sufficient to the task. More than sufficient, craft replacing craft, nota bene. You have doubted my word times a-many, D. Doubt it now at your peril. You are a deal less dull than you seem, and it will not have escaped you, I vow, that H.C.M. is testatory heir to that other unfortunate lady, against whom the fates waged such unrelenting war. Now, great as must be our gratitude to this paladin, I judge that you will agree with me that an overdose of good things is seldom a kindness. Moreover we have our errant young friend J. to consider. Accordingly certain precautions will be advisable.

Here they are. Inform our blustering northern cousin H. of all this forthwith. Urge that he brace himself, and swiftly. Likewise S. and the C. and others of that kidney. A month must suffice them. Then, only when they are ready, inform young J. But not his tutor and servitors, lest the lad be unduly distracted. J. to write to H.C.M. offering a mutual arrangement, satisfactory to both – pointing out, needless to say, that short of some such convenient understanding, it might be necessary for him to go to the thrice-damned woman aforementioned. He will take the point, I have no doubt.

This should serve, I think. See to it, D – and swiftly. Not for my sake but for all you hold dear – lest the office be set up on Castle-hill! Do not doubt the choice before you.

My own M. would send you all too much of love, I fear, if she knew that I wrote. She is well, as am I.

Do not withhold my worship and devotion from those whom I also hold so dear and on whom I pray God to smile – though your stem Reformed God never smiles, does He? Who knows, I may see them, and your own sober visage, sooner than you think. Salutations.

P.’



Mary Gray had worked her way once through this peculiar epistle, and, wide brows wrinkled slightly, was part-way through a second reading, when a sound from the open doorway drew her glance from the paper. David Gray stood there, frowning, lips tight, a more formidable figure than he knew.

The girl did not start guiltily, nor drop the letter. She did not even look discomposed. That had ever been the problem with her from earliest childhood – how to assert parental authority and suitable sway over one so strangely and basically assured, so extraordinarily yet quietly judicial, so patently quite unassertively master of herself and her immediate situation. Even my Lord Gray himself did not attempt to impose his imperious will on her; indeed, he had always spoiled her shockingly.

‘What do you mean by reading that letter, girl?’ David Gray demanded, jerkily. ‘It is not for such eyes as yours. Is nothing private to me, even in my own chamber? Can I not leave my table for two minutes, but you must come prying, spying? I did but go to speak to the foresters . . .’ He stopped. Not for him to explain to this chit of a girl. ‘Put it down, child! Think you that all my affairs must be business of yours? I will have you know otherwise, ’fore God! I lock my door from such as you?’

He went on too long, of course – and knew it. Too much school-mastering, too much the petty tyrant as my lord’s steward. At the clear and unwinking regard of those deep dark eyes, he cleared his throat loudly and rubbed his clean-shaven chin.

She ignored all that he had said – or perhaps not so much ignored as listened to it, considered it, and dismissed it as irrelevant.

‘What does Uncle Patrick mean, Father, by the lady whose price was above a ruby? He calls her accursed. And the ready-forged sword of justice? I think that I understood some of his letter – but not that. Nor this, where he writes of craft replacing craft? What means that? And who is H.C.M. and H.H.? And all those others? “Both dear M.’s”, of course, means Mother and myself. But these others? Tell me, if you please.’

There it was, the almost imperious demand, none the less infuriating for being quite unconscious, quite devoid of any undutiful intent, any impertinence, yet ridiculous, insufferable in a girl still in her teens. So might a born queen speak and look – not the bastard daughter of a bastard, however lofty the standing of three of her grandparents. Davy Gray’s problem, self-assumed, for fifteen years. Or one of them.

The man stepped over to the table, and took the letter out of her hands. He was a stocky plain-faced youngish man – extraordinarily young-seeming to play the father to this burgeoning beauty. At thirty-two, indeed, he showed no single grey hair, no sign of thickening about the belly, no physical corroboration of the staid man of affairs, the schoolmaster, steward of a great estate, father of three, the man who had shortly rejected King Jamie’s proffered accolade of knighthood but a year previously. Somewhat blunt-faced, heavy-browed, strong-jawed, grey-eyed, his hair worn short, and dressed in simple and well-worn homespun doublet and breeches and tall riding-boots, he looked perhaps a harder man than he was. Swordless despite his position of steward to the fifth Lord Gray, his father – and despite all the notable swording that was credited to him in days not so long past – he looked like a man who might be seeking the sober, the settled and the respectable rather before his time, and by no means always finding it.

‘I shall tell you no such thing,’ he said. ‘On my soul, did you not hear me? I said that it was not for your eyes. It is naught to do with you.’

‘It is from him. From my Uncle Patrick.’

‘Aye.’ For some reason his glance dropped before hers. ‘Aye, more’s the pity! But what he speaks is of no concern of yours, child. Nor . . .’ David Gray sighed heavily, ‘nor of mine either, indeed. Nor of mine!’

‘Surely it is, Father? For I think that it concerns the King. ‘Young J.’ – that is King Jamie, is it not? Who else would he name our errant young friend J.? He is to be informed after these others. It is what he is to be informed that I do not understand.’

‘God be good, Mary – I . . . I . . .!’ Her father swallowed. ‘Have done, girl, I tell you. Will you never heed what I say? You are too young. Fifteen years – a mere child . . .’

‘At fifteen years you married my mother, did you not? Carrying me within her.’ That was calmly, factually said.

David Gray drew a deep quivering breath, blinking grey eyes quickly, but found no words.

She went on, as calmly. ‘I am not a child any more, Father. I am a woman now. You should know that.’

‘I know that you are an upstart, saucy malapert, a hussy, a baggage! And that my letters are no concern of yours, d’you hear?’

‘This letter greatly concerns my Uncle Patrick.’ She paused on the name, and then repeated it carefully. ‘My Uncle Patrick. Therefore it concerns me, does it not?’

David Gray opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it again. He turned away from her, and took a few paces across the bare wooden flooring to the window, to stare, not down into the cobbled courtyard of the great castle, but out over the wide, grassy, cattle-dotted levels of the Carse of Gowrie and the blue estuary of Tay beyond, gleaming in the brittle fitful sunlight of a February noon stolen from spring. South and south he gazed, as though he would look far beyond Scotland, beyond England even, to sunny France or Spain or wherever his damnable, disgraced and yet beloved half-brother presently spent his banishment. And however hard he frowned, his grey eyes were not hard, at all.

In three light running paces, Mary was at his side, her hand on his arm, her lovely face upturned to his wistfully, all winsome tenderness now. And in such mood no man whom she had yet encountered could resist her.

‘Forgive me, Father,’ she said softly. ‘You are my true father, my only father. And always will be. You have my devotion always. You know it. But . . . I must know of him. I cannot help myself, you see. What concerns him, I must know. Do you not understand?’

‘Aye.’ Licking his lips, David Gray turned to her, and his arm slipped up around her slender shoulders. His voice shook a little. ‘Aye, lass. He is . . . what I can never be. Well I know it. And you are so like him. So . . . so devilish like him, child. Sometimes I am frightened . . .’

‘I know,’ she whispered: ‘I know it. But never be frightened, Father. Never – for me. There is no need, I think.’

He considered her, all the quality of her that made him feel like a plough-horse beside a Barbary, a bludgeon beside a rapier; that made her unassuming country wear of scarlet homespun waisted gown, aproned and embroidered underskirt and white linen sark or blouse, in fact as simple as his own attire, apear as apt and as strikingly delectable as any court confection. He sighed.

‘Aye, Mary – you are a woman now, in truth. Folly to shut my eyes to it. Yet, all the more you need guidance, counsel, protection, my dear.’

She nodded her dark-curled head, accepting that. ‘But not from Uncle Patrick, I think?’

He hesitated a little before answering her slowly. ‘I would that I could be sure of that.’

She searched his face intently. ‘Mother says that you always have been less than fair to Uncle Patrick,’ she observed. ‘Do you think that is true?’

‘Your mother knows him less well than I do, girl.’

‘And yet . . . you love him, do you not?’

‘Aye.’ Sombrely he said it. ‘Although it might be better – better for us all, I think – if I did not.’

‘No.’ She shook her head decidedly, rejecting that. ‘No.’ Then she smiled again, in her most winning fashion. ‘You love me, and you say that you love him, Father. Yet you will not explain his letter. To me. When he says not to deny me and Mother his worship and devotion. And responsibility also, does he not say?’

David Gray ran a hand over brow and hair. ‘Och, Mary, Mary – the letter is an ill one, a dangerous one. Better that you should know naught of it . . .’

‘But I do know some of it. Much of it, I think. I know that it concerns King Jamie, and therefore that it must concern us all, all Scotland. And if young J. is indeed the King, then will not the accursed woman be the Queen of England? Elizabeth? And will not that make the other unfortunate lady, on whom the fates waged war, our own good Mary the Queen, whom Elizabeth murdered? If I know all this, is it not better that I should know the rest? And I know that it is dangerous, for does he not say to doubt it all at your peril?’

‘That is not the danger that I meant,’ the man said. ‘But let it be.’ He shook his head over her again. ‘I’ sooth, you are shrewd, child. Quick. Sharp as a needle. Your . . . your father’s daughter, indeed!’ He shrugged. ‘I suppose, yes, having gleaned so much you may as well learn all. Mayhap it will teach you something . . . something about the Master of Gray. That you ought to know.’ He spread out the letter. ‘But . . . this is for your ears alone, mark you. You understand, Mary? No one else must know of it. Do not discuss it, even with your mother. She knows of the letter, but not all that it portends. She has ever misliked secrets. Nor would she understand much of it, besides. She frets. Some things it is better that she should not know.’

“I do not mislike secrets,’ the girl said simply. ‘And can keep them.’

He glanced at her sidelong, almost wonderingly. ‘That I believe. Else I would not tell you this.’ He tapped the much-travelled paper, soiled by the tarry paws of seamen and heaven knew what furtive secret hands in France or Spain or Italy. The missive bore no address.

‘Patrick – your uncle – has not changed in a year,’ he said heavily. ‘Nor ever will, I believe. Ever he must dabble in affairs of state. It might have been thought, to be condemned to death for treason and only to have escaped with his life by the breadth of a hair, that he might have been cured of such folly. But, no. A few brief months after his banishment for life – eight months, no more – and he is back at it. I suppose that to have ruled Scotland in all but name is too much for him to forget, to renounce . . . although he said that never did he wish to bear the rule. And that I think he meant, in truth. And yet . . . I do not know. I cannot understand him, what makes him what he is . . .’

Gently she brought him back to the letter. ‘He says that the accursed lady will meet her deserts within three months, does he not? What is this of a ruby? A price above a ruby?’

‘That is Elizabeth Tudor, yes. The ruby was one that he sought to buy her with. A great gem. Elizabeth had ever a passion for such things. It was Mary’s of course – our own Queen’s. Sent her by the Pope, years before. First he used it to discredit Arran, when he was Chancellor, and then he took it to Elizabeth. She accepted it . . . but she did not keep her side of the bargain.’

‘He bargained it – this jewel – for Queen Mary’s life?’

David Gray looked out of the window again. ‘No. That is not what Patrick bargained for, I fear. Something . . . other! But that is an old story. He mentions it here only that I should know for whom he speaks. This letter – I know not where he writes from. The last was from Rome . . .’

‘And you did not answer him.’

‘No. I . . . it was better that I should not. Better for all – himself also, I think.’

‘You mean that it is dangerous? To deal with one who is convicted of treason? If the letter should come into the wrong hands? The King’s hands? That then you would be endangered?’

‘No, it is not that . . .’

‘But that is why Uncle Patrick writes as he does, is it not? In this strange concealed fashion. So that you shall not be implicated . . .?’

‘It is not for fear of implicating me that Patrick writes so! Indeed, he means that I shall be implicated – very much so. He would avoid evidence – written evidence he fears. He has tasted of its dangers, already! Written evidence can condemn, where nimble wits and a honeyed tongue would otherwise save. It is himself that he seeks to spare – not me!’

‘But he is safe. In France. Banished . . .’

‘Aye – so it might be thought. So Scotland thinks. But . . . does he not say that we may see him sooner than we think? Where he may be, even now, the good Lord knows! I know not where he writes from – notably, he does not say. The last letter was from Rome – but clearly he has been in Spain but recently. And what he has seen and heard in Spain convinces him that Queen Elizabeth’s days are numbered.’

‘Spain? Not France? Always it was France, was it not, Uncle Patrick dealt with. The Duke of Guise and the Cardinal of Lorraine? Our Queen Mary’s cousins. I thought that it would be these, perhaps, whom he meant by the two most catholic . . .?’

‘No. The two most catholic are just what he says – H.C.M., that is His Most Catholic Majesty, the King of Spain; and H.H., that is His Holiness the Pope of Rome. It is of these he speaks. They have decided it, he says – decided that justice, as he calls it, will be done, and that Elizabeth of England will meet her deserts.’

‘For killing our Queen?’

David Gray’s heavy brows lowered in a band across his face. ‘I would not swear, child, that such is what he means by justice – whatever Spain and Rome may mean. Would that it was. Rather, I think, it is because Elizabeth betrayed him, broke their wicked compact over Queen Mary, and denounced his part in that vile execution to Chancellor Maitland and the Council of Scotland. For that, I think, he will never forgive her. Elizabeth, I vow, made a dangerous enemy the day she wrote that letter betraying the Master of Gray.’

The girl drew a long breath. ‘You do not sound . . . as though you loved him,’ she said.

‘You do not understand, Mary. Indeed, how could you? Himself I love. Patrick, my brother.’ His lips tightened. ‘My half-brother. The noble brother of my lord’s bastard! I cannot help myself. We have been very close, always. Strangely, for we could scarce be more different. Himself I love, then. But what he is, and what he does, I hate! Hate and fear, do you hear me? Hate and fear.’ The paper was trembling a little in those strong hands. It seemed as though almost with relief he came back to it, back to the letter. ‘In Spain, then, Patrick saw sufficient to convince him that Elizabeth’s days are numbered. It can only have been the ships, the great armament, that King Philip is long said to have been preparing. Armada is the word that they use for it – a great fleet of galleons, and great armies of men, to invade and subdue England. There has long been word of it, rumours – but Patrick must have seen it with his owns eyes, and have been satisfied that it is great enough, powerful enough, to serve its purpose. The downfall of Elizabeth’s England. Beyond a peradventure, he says. For him to be sure, the armament must indeed be vast and very terrible. And nigh ready to sail, since he says within a three-month. Unless . . .’

‘Invasion of England – before the summer!’ Mary said, with slight difficulty. ‘So soon. Yet a year too late!’

‘Eh . . .?’

‘To save Mary the Queen.’

‘Aye. That is the truth. One short year. Or, perhaps . . . I do not know . . . but perhaps there is a reason for that. It may be that Philip of Spain prefers to invade England with Mary safely dead rather than invade to save her life. In her testament she named him, not her son James, as heir to her two kingdoms of England and Scotland, you will mind. She did it, I think, more as a threat to make Elizabeth keep her alive, than as her true desire – for when we saw her at Wingfield Manor only a year before her death, she spoke most warmly of young Jamie – warmer than he deserved, ’fore God! Still, she died leaving Philip of Spain her heir, by this testament – and now he is prepared to claim his inheritance!’

‘And Scotland? Surely that could never be? Not here . . .?’ The girl’s great eyes widened. ‘Is that what Uncle Patrick means when he says that . . .? Here it is . . . He says “you will agree that an overdose of good things is seldom a kindness. Moreover, we have our young friend J. to consider”. He means, then, that Scotland must be saved. Saved from King Philip and his invasion. That is it?’

David Gray nodded. ‘Something of the sort, he suggests. Although not all would say, I think, that it was for the saving of Scotland! He would have me inform the Early of Huntly of all this – that is “our blustering northern cousin H.” of course. With the Earl of Erroll, the High Constable, and the Lord Seton, and others of the like kidney. In other words, the Catholic lords. These to brace themselves – to muster their forces, to arm. Then, and only then, when they are ready and assembled, to inform King Jamie.’

‘Why that? Should not he be the first to be told?’

Her father smiled, but not mirthfully. ‘We are dealing here with the Master of Gray, child – not some mere common mortal! The King then to write to Philip of Spain – or to send an ambassador, belike – offering a treaty of alliance, to aid in the invasion of England. On the condition, need I say, that Scotland is left free. Assuring him that a Scottish army is assembled and waiting. And, of course, to add that if Philip refuses to agree, he, James, will be compelled to inform Elizabeth of all – even to join forces with her. Which assuredly would much distress His Most Catholic Majesty.’

The girl swallowed. ‘I . . . I see.’

‘That is your Uncle Patrick! That is what the letter means. Scarcely apt intelligence for a chit of a girl?’

‘Perhaps not.’ She took the letter and gazed down at its curiously untidy yet vital, forceful handwriting. ‘But I do not see, Father, why you say that it is no concern of yours, either? Is it not of the greatest importance?’

‘He would have me esteem it so, I agree.’

‘But is it not, indeed? For us all? For all Scotland?’

‘I do not know.’ David Gray moved away from the window, to pace up and down the little bare room. ‘It could be – indeed, probably it is – but one more of his many conspiracies. A plot for the furtherance of his own affairs. Like so many.’

‘But . . . the invasion of England! That is no private plot!’

‘No. But what he would have transpire here in Scotland might well be, girl. He would have this done now – this of Huntly and the rest. Philip of Spain’s armament, this Armada, may not be so near to sailing as he says. There have been rumours of it for long. He could be using the threat of it for his own purposes. To stir up trouble again in Scotland. He knows that Huntly is a firebrand, ever ready to rouse the north . . .’

‘Yet he writes this not to my lord of Huntly, but to you, Father.’

‘Aye. Huntly, the great turkey-cock, would not make head nor tail of such a letter! Patrick would use me – use me as he has done before, times without number. I had thought that we had done with such. I have done with such, by God! I’ll no’ do it – I will not!’ The man thumped clenched fist on his table as he passed it.

Thoughtfully, gravely, the girl looked at him. ‘How can you say that?’ she asked. ‘He declares roundly that this is no mere conspiracy. Not to doubt him. The King, and the whole realm, must be endangered if the Spaniards invade England. None can question that, surely? Uncle Patrick has pointed a way of escape, has he not? For Scotland. How can you refuse your aid? If not for his sake, as he says, for the King’s sake. For all our sakes.’

‘I can – and do! You hear?’ Almost he shouted at her – which was markedly unlike David Gray: ‘I will be entangled in no more of Patrick’s plots and deviltries. I swore it – and I will hold to it. I have seen too much hurt and evil, too much treachery and death, come of them. No – I will not do it.’

She shook her dark head slowly, and turned back to the paper in her hand once more. ‘What is this about an office?’ she enquired. ‘An office to be set up on Castle-hill? Here, does he mean? This castle . . .?’

‘No. He means the Holy Office, so called. The Spanish Inquisition. Set up on the Castle-hill of Edinburgh. He would chill my blood . . .’

‘The Inquisition!’ Mary Gray stared at him now, wide-eyed, something of the terror of that dread name quivering in her voice. ‘Here? In Scotland? No – oh, no! That could never be! Not . . . that!’

Her father did not answer her.

She came over to him almost at a run. ‘Father! Father – if that could happen, the Inquisition here . . . then . . . then . . .’ She faltered, gripping his arm. He had never seen her so moved. ‘You would never stand by and see that happen? Anything would be better than that, surely? You – a true Protestant? You cannot stay your hand from what he would have you do – from what this letter says, if that could be the outcome? You cannot!’

‘Mary – can you not understand, child?’ he cried. ‘Cannot you see? What Patrick here proposes could well bring that very evil about! Bring the devilish Inquisition to Scotland, to Edinburgh. You talk about saving Scotland – about Patrick saving Scotland, thus. Do you not perceive, lass, that this is in fact most like a conspiracy to overthrow the Reformed religion in Scotland? The Catholic lords are to muster and arm. Secretly. Not until they are assembled is the King to be told. Not even then the Chancellor and the Council – that is what he means by James’s tutors and servitors. The Protestants around the King are not to know of it. Until too late. Think you that this Catholic army will do the young Protestant King’s biding? He will become its prisoner. Then James is to make a secret alliance with Catholic Spain. Against Protestant England. Do you believe that the Kirk could ever agree to that? So the Kirk will have to be put down – by Catholic arms. What will remain, then, of Protestant Scotland? Would the Catholic lords keep out Philip’s Inquisition? Could they? Do you not see what it means?’

She stood still, silent.

‘It is not easy, straightforward,’ he went on, sighing. ‘Nothing about Patrick Gray is ever easy or straightforward.’

‘Yet you cannot leave it thus, Father,’ she said. ‘You cannot just do nothing.’

‘What can I do? Other than act as he demands? Which I will not do.’

‘You could tell the King, could you not? Without telling the Catholic lords. He used to rely on Uncle Patrick’s advice in matters of state. Is the plan itself not a good one? Apart from putting Scotland in the power of the Catholic lords. If it was the Protestant lords who armed and assembled instead? The King could still treat with Spain, with an army at his back. It is a sound policy, is it not? The only way to preserve the realm in this evil pass? Uncle Patrick has the cleverest head in Scotland – often you have said it. Use it then, for Scotland’s weal, Father. But . . . use your own likewise. Let it be the Protestant lords who arm – but otherwise the same.’

It was the man’s turn to stare. Almost his jaw dropped as he considered what was proposed – and who proposed it. Was this the infant that he had petted and played with? The child that they had brought up? What had they nurtured, Mariota and himself?

‘You . . . you do no discredit to your sire, I think,’ he said, a little unsteadily.

‘It is best, is it not? That you should go to the King?’

‘It is not, i’ faith! I cannot go to the King, girl. His last words to me, yon day at Holyroodhouse, were that he wished never to see my face again. Nor Patrick’s either. An ill and graceless breed, he named us . . .’

‘The same day that he would have made you knight?’

‘Aye. But that was before I had abused him. I spoke him hard that day – as no subject should bespeak his prince. No base-born subject in especial . . . like Davy Gray the Bastard! I threatened him sorely. The King. For Patrick’s sake. He will never forget it, will James Stewart. I have cut myself off from the King.’

‘If you told him that the safety of his realm depended on hearing you? The safety of his person – for it is said that he is heedful for himself? Surely he would see you.’

‘You do not understand, Mary. Kings are not to be approached thus. I cannot see him, or speak with him, without he summons me . . .’

‘But, Father – even I used to speak with the King. He said that I was a bonny lass, and that he liked me well. He thanked me for being kind to Vicky – to the Duke of Lennox.’

‘That was different, lass. Then your Uncle Patrick was a power in the land. Acting Chancellor of Scotland, and Master of the King’s Wardrobe. I was his secretary. We were part of the royal Court. Ever about the King. Now . . .’ He spread his hands. ‘I cannot speak with James without he summons me. And that he will never do.’

‘The King, it is said, is not one whose mind cannot be changed . . .!’ she began when her quiet voice was drowned.

There was a great clattering of hooves, clangour of armour, and the shouting of commands, from close outside. Man and girl moved back to the window. Through the arched doorway under the gatehouse streamed into the inner courtyard of Castle Huntly a troop of heavily-armed riders mounted on the rough garrons of the country, shaggy and short-legged but sturdy horses whose hooves struck sparks from the cobble-stones of the enclosed square and echoed back and forth from the tall, frowning walls of great soaring keep and flanking-towers. Amongst them all, conspicuous because of the height of his handsome Flanders roan, rode a heavy florid man of middle years, dressed in richly embossed half-armour, black and gold, dark doublet and trunks, and long riding-boots. On his massive greying head was clapped a flat old-fashioned velvet bonnet instead of the more fashionable high hat and plume – the only man there not wearing a steel morion helmet.

Throwing himself down off his horse, this paunchy bull-like man started to shout as soon as his boots touched the cobbles – and at his bellowing, all other voices soever fell discreetly silent.

‘Davy! Davy Gray – to me, man!’ he roared. ‘A pox on you – where are you? Where in hell are you skulking, i’ God’s name? Poring over dusty books and papers, I’ll be bound . . .’ He glanced up at the round north-west flanking-tower, and perceived the figures at the window. ‘There you are, damn you! Down with you, man. Would you ha’ me stand waiting your pleasure like some carle frae the stables? Me – Gray! Did you no’ hear my horn? Are you deaf, man – as well as heedless o’ my affairs and well-being . . .?’

‘My lord sounds as though restored,’ David Gray said to the girl, drily. ‘His gout is improved, undoubtedly – and therefore he must needs burst a blood-vessel with his shouting!’ But he raised a hand to the window in acknowledgment of the summons, and folding the letter, tucked it away carefully in his doublet, and turned to the stairway – but not in any urgent haste.

The fifth Lord Gray’s voice neither awaited his arrival, nor lessened its volume. ‘And where is my moppet? Where a pest’s Mary – my ain Mary? God’s mercy – is this a house o’ the dead, or what? Must Gray come to his ain, and naught but doos and jackdaws greet him? Mary!’ he bawled. ‘Mary Gray – haste you, lass. Would you hide frae me? Bairnie – where are you?’ Although the noise of him had nowise diminished, the tone and tenor had altered significantly; almost there was a chuckling, wheedling note in the vociferation now, if that can be imagined, distinctly ridiculous in so notable a tyrant.

Smiling gently, the girl turned to follow her father down the narrow winding turnpike stair. And for all her curious calm and serenity of manner, she tripped lightly as might any child.

When she emerged, my lord was hectoring her father in front of all the fifty and more grinning men-at-arms. ‘. . . trees down all along the Inchture road, dykes broken and beasts straying! But two nights gone, and I come back to this, Davy Gray! I make you steward o’ half the Carse, the more fool me, and here’s you roosting in your tower moping over papers . . .’

‘Last night’s storm was notably strong, my lord . . .’

‘What of it, man? Must trees lie where they fall because o’ a skelp o’ wind? And my beasts stray, because you canna keep your nose out of books and parchments?’

‘I have men clearing the trees and mending the dykes,’ David declared, his voice flat, nor noticeably apologetic. ‘I set them to the home parks first, believing that you would have it so.’ His glance flickered over the ranks of armed retainers. ‘If your lordship would travel with a wheen less of escort, more men there would be for clearing your trees!’

‘Insolent, on my soul! You to speak me thus! You – a chance by-blow!’

‘Exactly, sir. But yours! And with my uses – where secrets are to be kept!’

Father and son eyed each other directly, choleric yet shrewd pig-like eyes in that sagging, dissipated face, meeting level grey ones. This was an old battle, almost a formality indeed, something of a game to be played out.

‘The godly business of the Kirk prospered at Perth, I hope, my lord?’ the younger man went on, as evenly. ‘Knowing its import, we scarce expected to see you home for a day or two yet. Or, should I say, a night or two?’

The other frowned, black as thunder, but before he could speak, a trill of laughter came from the small tower doorway where Mary stood watching.

‘Was the Lady Murray unkind, Granlord . . . or just unwell?’ she called, dark eyes dancing. ‘Or perchance did her husband come home oversoon from the Court?’

‘God be good – Mary, you . . . you ill-tongued hussy! You shameless baggage!’ my lord spluttered, but with the frown vanished from his heavy brows like snow before the sun. He went limping forward, all jingling spurs and clanking steel, arms wide, ridiculous. Into them the girl came, not running, indeed with a sort of diffident hesitancy of pace, so at variance with her dimpling, smiling assurance as to be laughable, and was enfolded, swept up off her feet, and chuckled and crooned over. ‘Och, lassie, lassie!’

She gurgled something into his neck above the steel gorget.

‘Lord – it’s good to have a grip o’ you! You’re the bonniest sight these eyes have seen in a score years!’ he told her, nuzzling his gross empurpled features in her hair.

Her laughter pealed out. ‘Bonnier than the Lady Murray? Bonnier than the Provost’s wife at Dundee? Or Mistress Moncur? I have not her great paps, Granlord!’ And she kissed him full on the lips.

‘Och, wheesht you, wheesht you, wench! The randy wicked tongue o’ you!’ her grandfather gasped. ‘Damme, you’re a handful! Aye, God – an armful is nearer it, eh? An armful getting, I swear!’ And he squeezed her comprehensively.

She bit his ear, quite sharply, so that he yelped. David Gray looked at his father and his daughter from under puckered, downdrawn brows. Always this was the way of it – always it had been. The child, conceived in shame, born in disgrace, fathered on himself, could do what she would with this bellowing bull of a man, one of the proudest, most arrogant and powerful lords of all the arrogant strutting nobles of poor Scotland, where none other could do anything. She alone, of all within his wide orbit, not only seemed to have no fear of him, no revulsion, but actually seemed to love him, taking outrageous liberties with him, as he with her. Sometimes he feared for her in this also – for David Gray cherished no illusions as to his potent sire’s character and appetites, pillar of God’s Reformed Kirk as he was. The great stot, drooling over her, pawing her . . . aye, and letting her call him Granlord, that silly childhood name she had given him. Why did she never act so with himself, Davy Gray – who would give his right hand for her, his life indeed, any day? Who had cherished her and brought her up, and loved her as that sodden, whoring wind-bag of a lord could never conceive? Himself, her father – at least, in all but blood – she seldom hugged and laughed with and rained kisses upon.

Abruptly, the stern, sober, soft-hearted Davy Gray swung on the watching leering ranks of my lord’s unmannerly and uncouth men-at-arms, and waved a peremptory hand at them.

‘Off with you! Away with you!’ he commanded. ‘Gawping idle gowks! There are trees to be cleared. Dykes to mend. Cattle to herd. And see you look to those beasts, your horses. That they are rubbed down and baited. No watering till they are cooled, d’you hear? The brutes are lathered wickedly. Ridden over hard, and for no need. Horseflesh is scant and dear . . .’

‘Hark at him!’ my lord hooted. ‘The right duteous steward . . . now!’

‘He looks to your affairs very well, Granlord,’ Mary Gray said, gravely, shaking the older man’s arm. ‘Well do you know it, too. Better than ever did old Rob Powrie.’

‘As well he might! Did I no’ pour out my siller to put him through yon college at St. Andrew’s? Him, and that . . . that graceless, prinking jackanapes, that simpering Popish coxcomb who . . .’

‘Hush, my lord!’ The girl’s voice went cool, aloof, and she sought to withdraw herself from her grandfather’s embrace. ‘That is an ill way to speak of one who . . .’

‘Who has brought shame on my head and hurt on my house, girl!’

‘Who is your son and your heir. And could a coxcomb and a jackanapes have raised himself above all others to be the King’s right hand in Scotland?’

‘Eh . . .?’ Lord Gray looked at her askance. ‘What way is this to talk to me, child? I . . . I . . .’

‘Your Uncle Patrick was never highly regarded in this his own home, Mary,’ another voice said, tightly, from behind them. ‘Save . . . save perhaps by me! You know that.’

Unnoticed by the others, a woman had come across the courtyard to them from the main keep, a very lovely woman, and still young. Tall, auburn-haired, high-coloured, a satisfying, well-made, deep-bosomed creature, she had fine hazel eyes that were wide and eloquent and anxious. Those eyes, ever wary, questioning, prepared to be startled, like the eyes of a deer, told their own story, despite the determined resolution of an appealingly dimpled soft round chin. Even yet they could turn David Gray’s heart over within him, in an access of protective affection, however hard he might seek to disguise the fact. Compared with the inherent calm and composure of her daughter, Mariota Gray was essentially the child, the uncertain one. Lovely as they both were, indeed, mother and daughter resembled each other in little or nothing.

‘Woman – hold your tongue!’ my lord barked. ‘How should you ken aught o’ the matter? Who are you to judge – save, belike, between your legs!’ He snorted coarsely. ‘And there, nae doubt, Patrick’s regard is high, high!’

Flushing hotly, and biting a quivering lip, Mariota turned to her husband, instinctively, those gentle eyes quickly filmed with tears. David Gray spoke harshly, set-faced.

‘My lord – I’d urge you to mind that you speak to my wife!’

‘D’you think I forget it, man? Waesucks, yon’s no’ a thing any o’ us could forget, I swear!’

‘Then I’d have her spoken to with the respect that is her due. And mine. Or . . .’

‘Aye, then . . . or? Or what?’

‘Or you can seek a new steward, my lord.’

‘Ho, ho! So that’s it, by God? Hoity-toity, eh? I can, can I?’

‘You can, yes. Nor find one so cheap, who will save your precious siller as I do. Nor write your letters to certain proscribed and banished lords!’

His father’s swiftly indrawn breath all but choked him.

Both women turned to him, as quickly – Mary keen-eyed in speculation, her mother unhappy, alarmed.

‘No, no, Davy!’ Mariota cried. ‘Not that. Pay no heed to it . . .’

‘I heard him. Not for the first time. And paid heed. As I urge my lord to do now!’

Mary spoke. ‘Granlord – you are tired. From your journey. And hungry. I can hear your belly rumbling, I vow! Come you. Mother and I will have your table served before you have your harness off. Come.’

Lord Gray looked from her, past her mother, to his son, and meeting David’s eye directly, swallowed audibly.

‘Och, be no’ so thin-skinned, Davy!’ he said huskily. ‘You’re devilish touchy, man, for a . . . a . . . Houts, Davy – let it be, let it be.’ The older man flung his arm around the girl’s slender shoulders. ‘Aye, lassie – you have the rights o’ it. As usual. Come, then – and aid me off with this gear. Aye, and feed me some victuals. Thank the good Lord there’s one with some wits in her head . . .!’ And muttering, the Lord Gray stalked off limping towards the guarded doorway of the great keep, Mary seeking to match her pace at his side.

David Gray muttered also – more to himself than to his bonny agitated wife. ‘Patrick! Patrick Gray!’ he whispered. ‘Still you can do it. Set us all by the ears. Every one of us. Wherever you are. Still you pull the strings, be it from France or Spain – and we dance! Damn you – are we never to be quit of you?’

But that last was breathed on a sigh.

It was evening before Mary Gray saw her father alone again, with my lord safely carried to his bed in a drunken stupor, and the girl on her way to her own little garret chamber high within the keep’s dizzy battlements. On the corkscrew stone staircase they met.

‘I know how we must gain the King’s ear, Father,’ she said, without preamble. ‘With Uncle Patrick’s tidings. I had thought that my lord would be able to speak with the King. He is great with the Kirk and the Protestant lords. But he is so bitter against Uncle Patrick . . .’ She took David’s arm. ‘You have not told him, I think? Of the letter?’

‘I have not. Nor shall. But what of it, girl? It is no concern of yours.’

She ignored that. ‘Moreover if Granlord has been writing letters to banished lords – that is what you said, is it not? To banished and proscribed lords? Or, since he writes but ill, you wrote them for him? That could be treasonable, could it not? So my lord may not stand over well with the King, after all. Any more than do you, Father. So . . .’

‘Lord!’ the man gasped. What has come into you, child? All this of statecraft and affairs of the realm! Grown men’s work, lords’ work – not lassies’. Put it from you, Mary. Forget that you ever saw yon letter. Off to your bed, now . . .’

‘Somebody must do something, Father,’ she insisted. ‘And I know what to do.’

Uncertainly he stared at her, by the smoky light of the dip that he carried, flickering in the draughty stairway and casting crazy shadows on the bare red stone walls.

‘We must tell Vicky,’ she said. ‘And he will tell the King. Vicky Stuart, the Duke of Lennox.’

David Gray blinked rapidly, and moistened his lips. He did not speak.

‘Is it not the best way, and the surest?’ she went on. ‘Vicky liked me well. And King Jamie likes Vicky. He is closer to the King than is anyone else, he says – even the Chancellor. And he sides with the Protestants – though he knows not the difference in one belief from another, I vow! And he was brought up a Catholic, was he not?’ She smiled.

The man pinched his chin. ‘All this may be true, girl. But . . . the Duke is ever at the King’s side. To reach him will be as difficult, belike, as to come to the King himself. And he is young, little more than a laddie – young even for his years . . .’

‘Is that not all the better, Father? He will do as I say.’

‘As you say! You flatter yourself, child, do you not? Lennox likes you well enough, in a way, I dare say. You are bonny, and you played together as bairns, yes. Although, then I mind, you thought him dull . . .’

‘He still is dull,’ she agreed, frankly. ‘But he is kind and honest.’ Mary Gray’s dark eyes gleamed amusedly. ‘And he says that he would die for me!’

Her father gulped. ‘Die! For you? Lennox? What . . . what nonsense is this, mercy on us?’

‘It is not nonsense, Father. At least, he swore it on his heart and the cross of his sword!’

David Gray sought for words. ‘I . . . I . . . you . . . Dear God – he must be clean daft! Duller even than we knew! But this would be but child’s talk – when he was a laddie indeed? Bairns playing together.’

‘Not so. It was not long since. And does he not write it anew, in each letter?’

‘Letter . . .? Lennox? The Duke writes letters . . .?’

‘Indeed, yes. He is a better writer than a talker is Vicky! He writes very well.’ She laughed. ‘As do I, of course, likewise.’

The man shook his head, completely at a loss. ‘You? How can this be? Letters! You . . . you are cozening me, child. How can you write to the Duke? ’Tis more bairns’ make-believe . . .’

Almost pityingly she regarded him. ‘It is the truth.’

‘But . . . how could you send letters? Have you a messenger, a courier? You?’

‘No. But Vicky has. Indeed, he uses the King’s couriers, and so do I.’

‘On my soul, Mary . . . you . . .’ Her father had difficulty with his respiration. ‘You use the King’s couriers? For your exchange of letters? You – Mary Gray – and young Ludovick of Lennox! Lord – this is beyond all belief!’

‘Why should it be? It is very simple, Father. The King, or the Council, are ever sending couriers to the Master of Glamis, that is Lord Treasurer, at Aldbar. Or to the Sheriff of Forfar. Or to my Lord Ogilvie at Airlie. These must needs pass here. Vicky, who is on the Council likewise, gives the man a letter for me, also. He leaves it at the mill at Inchture. Cousin Tom there brings it to me. I leave mine at the mill for the courier to take up, on his way back. Could aught be more simple?’

The other’s head wagged helplessly. ‘I’ faith, it is beyond me! Beyond all. Tom Affleck in it, too – and therefore his father. Whom I shall speak with, ’fore God!’ David Gray’s own mother had been Nance Affleck, the winsome daughter of the miller of Inchture. ‘And does it . . . does it stop at writing letters, girl?’ he got out.

‘Oh, no. We meet. But only now and again. Not so oft as Vicky would have it, I assure you.’

‘You . . . meet!’ Easy simple words to make such a croaking over. ‘He was here – Lennox was here – three months past, yes. On his way to my Lord Innermeath at Redcastle . . .’

‘He was here last week,’ the girl amended demurely. ‘We have an arrangement. The King is often at Falkland, hunting. Vicky can ride to Newburgh in little more than an hour, he says, from Falkland, cross the ferry to Erroll, and be here in another hour. He rides fast horses – the King’s own. It takes him but little longer from his own castle of Methven, the other side of Saint John’s town of Perth . . .’

‘Damnation – will you be quiet, girl! I care not how long it takes him, how he comes hither to you! Do you know what this makes you, child? You – our daughter? Meeting secretly with the second man in the realm, the King’s cousin? You, a common clerk’s daughter – at least, in the eyes of men. A bastard’s daughter. It makes you a . . . a . . .’ He stopped, regaining partial control of himself somehow – and it was seldom indeed that David Gray required to do that. ‘You have not . . .? He has not . . .? Och, Mary lass – he hasna . . .?’

Calmly, almost sadly, she met his urgent demanding gaze. ‘He has not had me, no – if that is what you mean.’

‘Thank God for that! But, the danger of it, the folly . . .’

‘There is no danger, Father. He is gentle, simple almost. When we meet, I am master – not Vicky. Always it was so.’

His mouth opened, and then closed, as he considered her. She had David Gray silenced.

‘So, you see – it will not be difficult. Whether the King is at Falkland or Stirling or even Edinburgh, I shall have a letter to Vicky in but a few days. We shall meet, and he shall bring me before the King. He will do as I ask, never fear. And so Uncle Patrick’s warning shall not be lost. Nor the Protestant cause either. It is the best way, the only way – is it not?’

‘God save us all . . .!’ her father prayed.

‘Yes. But we must do our own part also – so good Master Graham says, at the kirk. We cannot just leave Uncle Patrick’s letter to God, can we?’

‘Would that I knew, girl.’

‘But we do know. You said yourself, did you not, that in Spain Uncle Patrick must have seen sufficient to be sure that Queen Elizabeth’s days are numbered? Seen with his own eyes. Therefore Scotland is endangered also. And must act if this realm likewise is not to fall to the Spaniards. So that we must act. And quickly.’

‘I vowed . . .’ he began, but wearily.

‘Yes, Father – I know. But I did not. Is it not most fortunate?’


Chapter Two

THE four riders sat their fidgeting, steaming mounts within the cover of a thicket of scrub birch and holly, and waited. The cover was to shield them from view, not from the rain, for the shiny holly leaves sent down a cascade of heavy drops upon them with each gust of the chill wind. It was no better a day for hanging about in wet woodland than it was for hunting – but King Jamie cared nothing for the weather so long as there were deer to chase. In season and out of season – as now – day after day, storm or heat or snow, he must hunt the heavy woodland stags, in what had become little less than a mania with him – to the sorrow and discomfort of most of his Court, who would have preferred more seasonable and less active entertainment.

The riders looked out, across a broad grassy ride, to the reed-fringed border of Lindores Loch. Their stance was a strategic one, and had been as carefully chosen, at short notice, as the difficult circumstances would allow. All day they had been moving across trying and broken country, hill and bog and forest, seeking to keep in touch with the royal hunt, without being seen or scented thereby – no easy task, for James, with some reason, had a great fear of being ambushed or attacked on such occasions, by some coalition of his ambitious and arrogant nobles, and always sought to maintain a screen of armed guards in attendance. The watchers were now, wet and weary, on the skirts of rocky Dunbog Hill, in north Fife, fully seven miles from the King’s palace of Falkland. The hunt had killed for the third time near Inchrye, and as the light was already beginning to fail, James would be satisfied. He did not like to be out in the dark, being much aware of the forces of darkness, human and otherwise. Almost certainly the royal party would return to Falkland this way. The steep hillside and Lindores Loch would confine the cavalcade to this woodland track before them. So declared the groom, sent by the Duke of Lennox. The man had been ferrying back and forth between his master and the little party of three all day, to keep them informed and to have them in readiness and available when and wherever the energetic monarch should make his final kill. It had been a testing time for all – and not least, undoubtedly, for Ludovick, Duke of Lennox.

David Gray glanced at his daughter. Tired she must be, inevitably, but she at least showed no signs of it. Upright, alert within her enveloping cloak, she sat her stocky mud-spattered garron, even humming a little song to herself, eyes gleaming like the raindrops that glistened on the dark curls escaping from her coif, eager and watchful still despite all the similar waits and false alarms of the day. Almost, she might be enjoying herself. Which was more than her father was doing – or either of the Duke’s men, by the look of them.

The situation did not fail to bring to David’s mind that other occasion, six years earlier and distinctly similar to this, when he had waited, hidden likewise, for another of James’s hunts, near Ruthven in Perthshire, waiting to effect a rescue of his youthful monarch from his cynical captors of the Raid of Ruthven. The Master of Gray had been behind that venture also – had indeed planned it all from far-away France. He himself had been merely the fool, the poor puppet, who carried it out, with thanks from none! Nor did he anticipate either gratitude or satisfaction from this day’s work – save perhaps in the mind of this strange girl whom he called his daughter and whom he now wondered whether he knew at all. David Gray waited by Lindores Loch, not only against his inclinations but really against his better judgment.

‘Vicky said that the men-at-arms will come first, as they ride back to Falkland,’ Mary declared. ‘We are to let them past, before coming out – else they might attack us and the King be alarmed. I hope that he and Vicky are not too close behind the soldiers. It may be difficult, a little . . .’

Her father nodded grimly. He had never seen this entire project as anything else but difficult. At their early morning secret rendezvous with the young Duke, he had impressed upon them the need for quite elaborate care and planning. James was as nervous as an unbroken colt, and sensed treason and violence in every unusual circumstance – as indeed he had reason to do. So many attempts had been made on his person, in his twenty-one years, as on his executed mother and assassinated father before him, that such wariness was only to be expected, and precautions highly necessary. The wonder was that he should persist with this incessant hunting, which provided opportunities for the very attacks that he dreaded.

‘Let us hope that the Duke keeps his wits – and uses them,’ David said. ‘As well that he is less excitable than his royal cousin!’ He turned to the other of the two attendants, Lennox’s tranter or under-falconer. ‘Your master is to have his hands bare, is he not, if all is well? As signal for you to ride out. If he is gloved, you are to remain in hiding?’

The grizzled servitor nodded. ‘Aye. We dinna move if he is wearing his gloves.’ These two men were known to the King, and dressed in the Duke’s livery, bearing his colours of red and white. It was hoped that they would not alarm the apprehensive monarch as they issued suddenly from cover.

‘I hope that we shall be able to see him clearly – and he us,’ Mary said. ‘That there is not a throng round the King, so that we cannot see . . .’

‘Och, never fear, lassie,’ the tranter assured. ‘My lord Duke kens fine what’s needed. He decided it, did he no’?’

‘It is not what the Duke does, nor yet the King, that so much concerns me,’ David Gray observed. ‘It is the men-at-arms, in front. And people about the King. If the guards hear you, and turn back. Or if the others rush out from behind, fearing an ambush . . .? I do not want the lass here embroiled in any clash or tulzie . . .’

‘Na, na, master – dinna fret, man. They all ken the Duke’s colours. Ken us, too. Dand, here, has been riding back and fore to the Duke all day, has he no’? They’ll no’ be feart at him and me and a lassie, just. Eh, Dand?’

The short dark groom appeared to be otherwise preoccupied. ‘Och, quiet you!’ he jerked. ‘I heard them, I think . . .’ He was gazing away to the right, through the tracery of the dripping branches.

They all strained their ears.

Sure enough, the faint beat of hooves, and even the slight jingle of arms and accoutrements could just be distinguished above the sigh of the trees in the wind. Waiting was over, at last.

Riders appeared on the track to the right, northwards. They came at a jog-trot, two by two, for the track was not broad. Although dressed proudly enough in the red-and-gold of the royal livery, they looked jaded, weary, spume-flecked from the mouths of tired and hard-ridden horses. A score of them, perhaps, they rode loosely, slouched in their saddles, witness to the exhausting service of their restless and anxious master. None appeared to be examining the track before them with any great vigilance, much less scanning the flanking woodland.

In a few moments, they jingled past the hidden watchers without a glance in their direction.

The latter need not have worried about the King coming too close on the heels of his escort. There was a distinct interval before the next group of riders appeared – and then it was three huntsmen, leading each a garron on which was tied the carcass of a stag, their burdens jouncing about with the uncomfortable trotting pace.

‘The kill coming before the King!’ David exclaimed. ‘Here is a strange sight! I hope that he comes. That he has not delayed. Or gone some other way, perhaps.’

The tranter pointed. ‘Yonder’s the reason, master. See yon last beast? The head o’ him! Fourteen points if he has a one, I warrant! A notable kill. His Grace will be right pleased. He’ll no’ be able to keep his eyes off yon stag, will Jamie. Aye – there he is now. I’ve seen him do the like before, mind. He’ll be proud as Auld Hornie! Aye – he’ll be in good fettle this day, will His Grace.’

‘Good!’ Mary commented. ‘See – Vicky rides beside him. And his hands are bare.’

Two horsemen came trotting no great distance behind the third and most heavily-laden garron, with, at their backs, the beginning of a lengthy and motley cavalcade emerging into view round a bend of the woodland track. They made a markedly different impression from that of the previous riders, this pair – or indeed from those who followed them. They looked very young, for one thing, little more than boys, beardless, slight, and with nothing jaded about their appearance. Richly dressed, though less than tidy, and superbly mounted on identical lathered black Barbary horses, they rode side by side, with nothing of the aspect of weariness that afflicted the men-at-arms in front or the generality of the straggling if colourful company behind, even though they were inevitably travel-stained, mud-spattered, with clothing disarranged, like all the others. Yet there was but little of similarity about themselves – indeed they contrasted with each other in most respects. Where one was trim and and slimly upright, sitting his mount almost as though part of it, the other sprawled loosely, in an ungainly, slouching posture that was as unusual as it was undignified. Neither youth was handsome, nor even conventionally good-looking; but the upright one was at least pleasantly plain, whereas the other’s features were almost grotesquely unprepossessing, lop-sided and ill-favoured generally, only the great expressive, almost woman-like eyes saving the effect from being positively repellent. James, by the grace of God, King, was singularly ill-endowed with most other graces.

His companion, while paying respectful attention to the other’s seemingly excited talk, was looking about him keenly, watchful. His glance kept coming back to the projecting clump of evergreens and birches ahead.

As the huntsmen and the laden ponies swayed and ambled past, the grizzled falconer raised his hand. The groom nodded. Together they urged their horses forward. Between them, Mary Gray was only half a length behind. As she went, her father muttered a brief God-be-with-you. He himself remained where he was.

James was not so deep in chatter as to fail to notice the trio the moment that they emerged into view. He jerked his spirited black in a hasty dancing half-circle, as quick as thought, sawing at the reins, his words dying away in immediate alarm. ‘Vicky! Vicky!’ he got out, gasping.

Lennox was almost as prompt in his reactions. ‘My own lads it is, Sire,’ he called loudly, reassuringly. ‘Never fear, Cousin. It is but Patey and Dand, see you. And they have found a lady for us, by the Mass!’ Ludovick Stuart seldom remembered to adhere to only Reformed oaths.

‘Eh . . .? Oh, aye. Aye. So it is. Patey, aye – Patey and you Dand. A . . . a p’plague on them – jumping out on me, like yon!’ the King gabbled, slobbering from one corner of a slack mouth. He had been born with a tongue just too large for his mouth, and had the greatest difficulty in controlling it, especially when perturbed. He was peering; James was not actually short-sighted – indeed he saw a deal more than many either desired him to see or knew that he saw – but he was apt to peer nevertheless. ‘It’s no’ a lady, Vicky – it’s just a lassie,’ he declared. ‘A lassie, aye – wi’ your Patey and Dand.’ That came out on a spluttering sigh of relief. Majesty drew up his thin, skimped and twisted body in the saddle. ‘What . . . what is the meaning o’ this, eh? They’re no’ to do it. I’ll no’ have it, I tell you. I . . . we’ll no’ abide it. Jumping out in our royal path like, like coneys! Who is she, man?’ That last was quick.

‘A friend of mine, Sire – and of yours. An old friend of yours,’ the Duke assured, waving Mary forward. ‘I crave your permission to present . . .’

‘I ken her fine,’ the King interrupted. ‘She’s no friend o’ mine. She’s the lassie o’ yon ill man Gray!’ He sniggered. ‘I didna say his daughter, mind – just his lassie! No friends o’ mine, any o’ that breed o’ Gray.’

‘You are wrong, Sire.’ Clearly, unflurried, the girl’s young voice came to them, as she rode up, her attendants having dropped back discreetly. ‘It is only because I am your Grace’s friend, your true friend, that I am here.’

‘Na, na. I ken the sort o’ you – fine I do. Ill plotters. Treasonable schemers. Both your fathers!’

‘Sire – what she says is true,’ Lennox asserted urgently. ‘It is to do your good service that she is here. I would not have countenanced it, else.’

‘Aye – so you’ve countenanced it! This is your work, Vicky? I’m no’ pleased . . . we are much displeased wi’ you, my lord Duke. We are so. We had thought better o’ you . . .’

‘Do not blame Vicky, Highness. Do not blame the Duke,’ Mary pleaded. ‘I greatly besought his help. For your Grace’s weal. For the weal of your realm. It is very important . . .’

‘Does this young woman annoy your Grace? Shall I have her removed?’ a deeper voice intervened. Behind them the long cavalcade was in process of coming up and halting, not so close as to seem to throng the King but not so far off that the front ranks should miss anything that was to be seen or heard. The speaker, a big, red-faced, youngish man, too elaborately dressed for hunting, searched the girl’s lovely elfin features boldly, calculatingly. ‘You may safely leave her to me, Sire . . .’

‘Not so, my lord of Mar!’ Lennox said, his open freckled face flushing. ‘The lady is a friend of mine. She has private business with His Highness.’

‘That is for His Highness to say, sir.’ The Earl of Mar looked slightingly at the younger man. Ludovick Stuart was just sixteen, and by no means old for his years, a snub-nosed, blunt-featured youth, not nearly so sure of himself as he would like to have been, and an unlikely son of his late brilliant and talented father, the former Esmé, Seigneur D’Aubigny and first Duke, Chancellor of Scotland. Mar, nearly ten years his senior, did not attempt to hide his disrespect.

James plucked his loose lower lip, and darted covert shrewd glances from one to the other. ‘Oooh, aye. I’ph’mmm. Just so,’ he said, non-committally. At twenty-one he was already an expert at playing his nobles off one against another, at waiting upon events, at temporising so that others should seem to make decisions for him – for which they could be held responsible afterwards, should the need arise. His survival, indeed, had depended on just such abilities. With the ineffable Master of Gray out of the country, Queen Elizabeth of England’s astute and well-informed advisers, Burleigh and Walsingham, believed this extraordinary, oafish and tremulous young man, so often considered to be little more than a half-wit, to possess in fact the sharpest wits in his kingdom.

Mary Gray spoke up again. ‘His Grace’s safety is in no danger from such as me, I think, my lord,’ she said. ‘Could a girl drag her King to Ruthven Castle – even if she would?’

King James’s suddenly indrawn breath was quite audible – as indeed might have been Mar’s own. She took a risk in naming Ruthven Castle in such company and in such a place. But a calculated risk. It had been when out hunting, as now, from Falkland Palace six years before, that the King had been attacked, forcibly abducted to Ruthven and there held prisoner by a group of power-hungry Protestant lords. And John, Earl of Mar, had been one of those lords. The Ruthven Raid was not a thing that had been mentioned at Court for quite some time, James preferring not to be reminded of those days of humiliation – and others equally wishing them forgotten.

‘M’mmm. Ah . . . umm.’ The King peered at her from under down-drawn brows, gnawing his lip. His head was apt to loll at curious angles, seeming to be too big for his ill-made body, too heavy for the frail neck that had to support it. Now it drooped forward, and served His Majesty fairly well to hide those great tell-tale eyes of his. ‘Ruthven, eh? Aye . . . Ruthven. Yon was an ill place. Aye.’ He swung round in his saddle abruptly. ‘Eh, Johnnie?’

‘Er . . . yes, Your Highness. Indeed it was. Certainly – most certainly . . .’ The red-faced earl was assuredly redder.

‘Aye. I mind it so – mind it well.’

‘It was my father who gained Your Grace’s freedom from that toil, was it not?’ the girl went on, gently pressing her advantage. ‘He was none so ill a friend then. And would be again . . . from another danger.’

‘Eh? Danger?’ The King’s voice squeaked. ‘What danger? Fiend seize me – tell me, lassie! What danger?’ That word could ever be guaranted to arouse James Stewart.

‘I would prefer to tell Your Grace in private.’

‘Private. Aye, private. My lord of Mar – leave us. Leave us.’ James waved a suddenly imperative hand.

Mar cast a narrow-eyed vicious look at Mary, curled his lip at Lennox, and bowing stiffly to the King, swung his horse’s head around savagely and trotted back to the waiting throng.

‘Ride on a little, Cousin,’ Lennox advised.

‘Now, girl – this danger. Speak me plain,’ the King commanded.

‘Yes. It is danger for your person, your throne, for your whole realm,’ she told him earnestly. ‘From Spain.’

‘Spain, you say? Tcha, lassie – what nonsense is this?’

‘No nonsense, Sire. It is the King of Spain’s invasion. His Armada . . .’

‘That for the King of Spain’s Armada!’ James snapped long, strangely delicate fingers. ‘A bogeyman he is, no more! Yon Philip has talked ower long o’ his Armada. Forby, his invasion is no’ for me.’ He leered. ‘It is for my good sister and cousin, Elizabeth – God preserve her!’

‘Yes, Sire. Elizabeth first. But who thereafter? When King Philip has England? Mary the Queen, in yon testament, left him heir to Scotland likewise, did she not?’

James all but choked. ‘That . . . that . . . God’s curse upon it! Foul fall you – it’s no’ true! It’s lies – all lies. A forgery it was, I tell you! A forgery.’ Gabbling, he banged his clenched fist on the pommel of his saddle. ‘Never say yon thing in my hearing – d’you hear me? I’ll no’ have it! She . . . my mother . . . she never wrote it, I swear. A plot, it was – a plot o’ yon glowing fiend out o’ hell Walsingham, Elizabeth’s jackal! I ken it – fine I ken it!’ The last of that was scarcely coherent or intelligible, as the King lost control of his tongue, and the saliva flowed down unchecked in a bubbling stream.

Wide-eyed, startled by this passionate outburst, even sickened a little by what she saw, Mary instinctively drew back in her saddle, glancing quickly at Lennox. That young man stared distinctly owlishly at his cousin, and produced neither mediation nor guidance.

The girl, small chin firming, did not further flinch. ‘That may be true, Sire – but King Philip holds otherwise. We have word, sure word, that he intends to have Scotland as well as England.’

‘Then the Devil burn him! Roast and seethe him everlastingly! Precious soul o’ God, I . . . I . . .’ With an obvious effort James controlled himself, if not his twitching mouth and flooding spittle. ‘Folly!’ he got out. ‘This is folly! D’you hear, girl? All folly. For Philip willna win England – much less Scotland.’ He rounded on Lennox. ‘You, Vicky – you ken it’s folly! He shouts loud, does yon Philip – but he’ll never reach London. Na, na – he’s been shouting ower long, the man. His Armada’s all but boggarts and belly-wind! For years he’s been threatening it . . .’

‘A great fleet of ships, Sire, takes long to build, does it not?’ Lennox pointed out.

‘Tcha! These ships are but spectres, I warrant. And didna the man Drake burn a wheen o’ them no’ that long past . . .?’

‘Drake could not burn spectres,’ his cousin pointed out reasonably.

‘Houts, man! Forby, doesna Elizabeth build ships, too? She is a hard woman yon – but she kens how to hold her ain. Soul o’ God, she does! She builds fine ships, too – bonny ships . . .’

‘Will they be ready in three months, Your Grace?’

‘Eh . . .?’ James goggled, as much at the calm factual way that the girl asked it, as at the question itself. ‘Three . . . three months?’

‘Yes. For that is when they will be needed. So says my Uncle Patrick. The Master of Gray.’

‘A-a-ah!’ The King’s breath came out part-sigh, part-snort. ‘So that’s it! Yon limb o’ Satan! Yon apostate knave! Yon . . . yon arch-traitor!’ His eyes darted and rolled with seemingly enhanced urgency, as though their owner looked to see the Master of Gray materialise there and then from behind some tree, from the very ground at his feet. ‘So he is in it, eh? Where? Where is he? Here’s a plot, then – a black plot, if yon one’s in it. You’ll no tell me otherwise . . .’ The royal gabble faltered and died in a harsh croak, as James abruptly raised a padded arm, and jabbed a pointing, trembling finger. ‘Who’s yon?’ he demanded, out of his incoherences. ‘Guidsakes – who’s yon? There’s a man in there – a black man in yon bushes. Watching me! Hiding! It’s . . . it’s a plot. Treason! God be good – treason, I say!’

He was pointing straight at David Gray in the thicket, as his voice rose towards panic. His questing glance was proved none so short-sighted: their move forwards, away from the throng of courtiers, had in fact brought the trio into a position that partly invalidated the cover of that thicket.

‘No treason,’ Mary said quickly, but quietly still. ‘That is but my father. Davy Gray, whom you know well.’

‘Davy Gray! Davy Gray! A rogue, then! A base-born limmer! A knave . . . watching me . . .!’

‘Not so, Sire. But the same man who saved you from Ruthven!’

‘He means no ill, Cousin,’ Lennox put in. ‘He but brought his daughter. That she might warn you of all this . . .’

‘What does he hide for, then? Yonder. Peeking out at me? Spying on me?’

‘He but waits for Mary, here. You have forbidden him your royal presence, he says. So he could not come before you himself . . .’

‘Have him out, then. Here wi’ him. I’ll no’ be spied on, I tell you . . .’

At the Duke’s wave, David Gray rode out from his bushes, slowly, reluctantly, set-faced. Doffing his humble blue bonnet, he came up to them, inclined his bare head stiffly to his monarch, and so sat. But not humbly. That was Lord Gray’s constant complaint against this by-blow of his; he was never suitably humble, in any circumstance. Sometimes indeed he seemed to have more unseemly pride than even the nobly-born Grays, soberly stern as he was. He did not speak, now.

James seemed to find it difficult to look at him directly. ‘Well, man – well?’ he said impatiently. ‘What’s the meaning o’ it? Hiding in there like a tod in a cairn?’

‘Twelve months back, Your Grace – less – you said that you never wished to set eyes on me again.’ David answered evenly. ‘I would not seek to oppose your wishes – in that, or in any other matter.’

‘Haughty-paughty yet, man! Aye, you were right ill-mouthed yon time – rude and unbecoming in a subject,’ the King declared, plucking at lip and chin. ‘You were aye a hard uncourtly man, Davy Gray – dour and frowning.’

‘No doubt, Sire. But at least I was honest in your service. More than others who were . . . more courtly. And you used to trust me.’

‘More fool me, maybe! When it came to the bit, Davy Gray – who did you serve? Your king or yon traitorous knave, Patrick Gray?’

‘It was for my brother’s life, Highness. In the end, a man must do his all to save his brother.’ He paused briefly. ‘Or . . . his mother! Must he not?’ Directly his level grey eyes sought to meet and hold the other’s liquid flickering gaze.

James however looked away, anywhere but at his questioner, his sallow features flushed. ‘You . . . you presume, by God! Greatly you presume!’ he stammered. ‘As you did yon time. I could have had your head for yon, man. You threatened your king. Yon is . . . is lèse-majestié, I tell you. Aye, and it was misprision o’ treason too, man!’

David swallowed. ‘No doubt, Sire. Perhaps I misjudged my duty.’ He managed to make his voice no less stiff than heretofore. ‘Others have done that likewise – in the matter of Your Grace’s royal mother in especial! But I am seeking to redress it now. Redeem my loyal duty. As is the Master of Gray . . .’

‘Yes, yes – what o’ this? Come to your point, man.’ Hastily, the King interrupted him. ‘What is this folly? The lassie prating o’ His Majesty o’ Spain and his ships. Some talk of three months . . .?’

‘That is the time that my brother says, Your Grace. I have just received a letter. From Spain, I take it. He says that within a three-month England will indeed be invaded. He says that with his own eyes he has seen King Philip’s preparations, now all but ready, that they are enough. Beyond a peradventure, he says. Invincible, he calls this Armada. And all is in train. Within three months he assures, Elizabeth will be under attack.’

‘Houts, man! We have heard that sort o’ talk before. In plenty.’

‘Not from the Master of Gray, Sire. Say what you will of him – did you ever know Patrick to make a mistake anent matters of fact? Was his information ever wrong – whatever his policies?’

James explored his nostrils with nervous fingers. ‘Maybe no’, maybe no’. You say he has been in Spain himsel’, the ill limmer?’

‘Yes. He has seen it all with his own eyes, he says. Satisfied himself. Spoken with the King of Spain, indeed, it seems . . .’

‘Treasons, no doubt, then – treasons, for a surety!’

‘At least he would have me warn Your Majesty.’

‘Aye – but why, man? Why?’ Shrewdly the King peered. ‘He doesna love me, does Patrick Gray! He loves nane but himsel’, I swear. If he’s that close with Philip? And he’s a Papist, as all men ken. And banished my realm for his treason. Eh? Why warn me?’

David hesitated, moistening his lips. ‘I do not search his reasons, Sire – only the facts. That this invasion endangers Scotland as well as England.’

Mary Gray spoke. ‘Is that not your answer, Your Grace? That he can still love Scotland?’ she asked simply.

‘Eh . . .?’ James frowned, wriggling in his saddle. ‘I am Scotland,’ he said.

No one spoke.

Into the pause the beat of hooves sounded, as the escort of men-at-arms belatedly came pounding back along the track, to discover what had happened to their royal charge. James waved them away again, peremptorily. At the other side, the clustered seething company of his lords and ladies and courtiers kept up an unceasing hum of talk and conjecture as they gazed inquisitively, suspiciously, resentfully, at the little group beside the monarch. The Earl of Mar in especial looked and sounded angry, not minding who perceived it apparently. Undoubtedly he had not forgotten Davy Gray and his part in the rescue of Ruthven.

James grimaced at the colourful noisy throng and turned his puffed and padded shoulder on them. ‘Forby,’ he said, returning, with one of his lightning changes, to his former querulous, weasel-like probing. ‘Why did he no’ write these tidings to me, mysel’, man? Tell me that. He’s aye writing me letters, is Maister Patrick.’

David stared, at a loss. ‘He is . . .? Patrick? He writes to you? To the King? Still, Sire . . .?’ Incredulity was evident in every word of him.

‘Aye, he does.’

‘But what . . .?’ He bit his lip, pausing. A subject could scarcely demand of his King what even his half-brother might write to the monarch – though the brother had been condemned to death by the same monarch less than a year before, and only had his sentence reduced to banishment for life by a hair’s-breadth, through certain unseemly pressure on the part of the present questioner. David wagged his head helplessly. ‘Patrick . . . is a law unto himself, Your Highness,’ he said.

‘Aye. The last letter was from Rome. Wi’ a message from the Pope himsel’. Ooh, aye – your Patrick rides a high horse, for a felon! Vaunty as ever! He sends me advices, whispers, intelligences, from a’ the Courts o’ Europe. Aye – and in return would have Dunfermline back! Guidsakes – he has the insolence, the shameless audacity, to demand the revenues o’ Dunfermline Abbey be returned to him! For his decent upkeep and reasonable dignity, as he names it! God in Heaven – was there ever sic a man?’

Involuntarily, David Gray exchanged glances with his daughter – though whether she recognised the enormity, as well as the vital significance of this revelation, he could not know. The Commendatorship of the Abbey of Dunfermline, once the richest church lands in all Scotland, the prize plum for all the hungry Scots lords after the Reformation, had eventually and most skilfully been acquired by Patrick, Master of Gray at the downfall of Arran the Chancellor. At his own downfall, in turn, they had been the main price that had had to be paid for the necessary intervention of the powerful Earl of Huntly on his behalf, David acting as go-between. Huntly was now Commendator of Dunfermline, and held its rich revenues. That Patrick should be working to get them back, though a forfeited exile, and so soon, not only indicated an extraordinary impertinence and double-dealing, but showed that he was seeking to conduct a campaign against Huntly, his own relative, with the King. Yet, this letter that had brought them here to the Wood of Lindores, had as its ostensible purpose the saving of Scotland by means of Huntly and his Catholic colleagues. Or at least the implication of Huntly in a Catholic rising, to control the King, dominate the land, and engineer a strategic alliance with the Catholic King of Spain. Could it be . . . could it be, after all, only a conspiracy? A deep-laid and subtle device to discredit and bring down Huntly, and so win back the riches of Dunfermline? Good God, it was possible – so possible, with Patrick! David Gray, frowning blacker than he knew, sought an answer, racking his wits. He needed time – time to think this thing out, to winnow down through the dust and chaff to the secret inner core of his brother’s intention. Heaven save him – he had to think . . .!

His daughter gave him a moment or two, at least. ‘If Uncle Patrick wrote to you from Rome, Sire,’ she said, ‘then that would be before he went to Spain. Before he saw the Spanish ships. Therefore he could not tell you of it.’

‘Houts, lassie – why write to you to warn me, then? Why no’ send the letter to me, the King? There’s an ill stink in this somewhere, I swear. I smell it . . .’

The girl looked from her father to Lennox, and received no help from either. ‘Would your Grace have believed it?’ she asked.

‘A pox! If I believe not him, why should I believe you, with his tale, woman?’

‘Because the Master of Gray knows that you will esteem my father honest. Whatever he said to you yon time. All men know David Gray as honest, do they not?’

So artlessly, apparently innocently, entirely naturally and yet authoritatively did she come out with that, that she left her hearers, somehow, with no option but to accept it. They stared at her – her father longest.

‘So it is true,’ she added, with a sort of finality. ‘And there is little time. But three months.’

‘Aye – three months. This three months . . .?’ Majesty nibbled his fingernail. ‘Little time – if it is true. What can I do eh? What can I do in three months?’
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