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Introductory Note



The Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) was sparked by the acceptance of the Bohemian crown by Frederick V, the Calvinist Elector Palatine, in the face of counter-claims by the Catholic Habsburgs. The war devastated the mainly German lands of the Holy Roman Empire throughout which it was fought, and embroiled virtually all other European nations in a brutal and increasingly complex territorial and religious struggle.


The armies of both sides in this struggle depended to varying degrees on the recruitment of foreign troops. While Scots fought on both sides, they joined the anti-Habsburg forces in quite astonishing numbers. It can be estimated, for instance, that of 62,700 men raised in the British Isles by foreign powers between 1618 and 1648 to fight the Habsburg armies, 52,400 were Scots.*


The reasons they followed the recruiters were many: they went in defence of Frederick’s Stuart queen, Elizabeth, daughter of James VI, or in defence of their Calvinist faith; they went because of lack of opportunity for social or economic progress at home, they went because they were running from something. They went, at times, because they were given no choice.


Some returned to Scotland to answer the call of the Covenanting Wars. Some never returned at all.





PROLOGUE



Aberdeen, 8 October, 1635


The young woman’s hair lay in perfect waves on her bare shoulders. A carefully chosen pearl, a gift from her mother, adorned her neck. She wore her best dress, although one not well suited to the weather, but that was of little relevance, and she really did not feel the cold. One or two townsfolk might have seen her hurry along Schoolhill to the Blackfriars’ gate by which he had told her to enter the garden, but none had seemed really to notice her. There was plenty else afoot in the town to take their interest tonight. She knew the way to the meeting place very well, although she had been puzzled as to why he had chosen it. There was little chance of course, particularly at that hour, that they would be disturbed: indeed, he must have chosen it for that very purpose for they were not disturbed, and that was a pity because, by the time – many hours later – that another came along the path to the frozen pond, it was too late to cut her down from where she hung, ice frosting her lashes and her dead lips already blue.


Aberdeen, one week earlier


The ship lay behind him, a silent hulk of black against the greying sky. Darkness would fall and he would go out into the streets, down the alleyways, enter the inns and the alehouses and find those who had something to run from. They would listen, eyes brightening, as others offered them tales of something different, a dream of something better, the adventure of being a man. They would marvel at the possibility of wealth, titles, land in places they had never seen. He, on the other hand, could promise them a nightmare beyond their imagining: brutality, starvation, disease, the corrosion of anything good they might once have been, the certainty of death. But they would not listen to him – they did not look at him. Often, they did not even see him.


Unlike the lieutenant, his senior officer, the recruiting sergeant rarely left the ship unless it were under cover of darkness, and it wanted a little time yet for that. And yet he was drawn, in spite of all he knew to be wise, away from the hidden places of the quayside and up the well-remembered lanes and vennels behind Ship Row and into the heart of the town.


The college roofs rose up ahead of him, behind the houses that fronted the Broadgate. The scholars who had their lodgings in the town were hastening home, showing little sign of being tempted astray to an inn or alehouse and away from their hearth and their landlady’s table – however mean it might be. Gowns were pulled tight, caps held to heads and oaths against the elements uttered. Few remarked upon him. One or two children, late already for their supper, darted across the street and down narrow pends and closes, laughing in strange relief as they disappeared from sight. Women on their own quickened their step. Those in twos or threes cast him swift glances and murmured in low voices to their companions as they hurried on.


He stopped in the shadow of a forestair jutting out into the street. ‘Changed days,’ he thought, ‘that I should stand here unnoticed.’ But the observation was a reassurance to one who sought obscurity. Gradually, the bustle at the college gates faded to nothing, and the doleful ringing of the bell above St Nicholas Kirk told the porter that it was time they were closed against the darkness that had now fallen. Three nights he had waited thus; three nights he had been disappointed. He was on the point of giving the thing up as lost, a lesson from fate, a message from the God from whom he had so long ago parted company, when the billowing form of a solitary man in the gown of a regent of the Marischal College emerged on to the street. The figure called something to someone behind him, and the gates were hastily drawn to against the growing turbulence of the night.


The recruiting sergeant held his breath, scared almost to move. The voice. It was the voice, he knew it, and by a trick of the years it called to something in him that he had thought long dead. At this distance he could discern no grey in the hair, no line on the brow, and as the other crossed the Broadgate and disappeared down the side of the Guest Row, he knew it was the very walk. Even after all these years, there could be no doubt: it was Alexander Seaton.


The stranger pulled his cloak tighter round him and turned back in the direction of the quayside and the ship. It was growing colder, and it had been enough. There was time yet, and he had other business to attend to tonight.





1
Downie’s Inn



Aberdeen, 1 October 1635


Downie’s Inn was as full as I had seen it in a long while, and worse lit than was its wont, the poor light from cheap tallow candles doing more to mask the dirt ingrained in every bench, every corner, than the landlady’s cleaning rag had ever done. A sudden, noxious warmth hit me, of steam rising from damp clothing mingled with the usual odours of long-spilt ale and burnt mutton. I shouldered my way through a knot of packmen and chandlers to the hatch from which Jessie Downie dispensed only bad ale or sour wine. Just before I reached it, there was a small commotion to my left as four of Peter Williamson’s scholars bolted from a bench in the corner and out of the back door of the inn.


Jessie avoided my eye as she passed a jug of beer out through the hatch. ‘There are none of yours in here tonight, Mr Seaton.’


‘Are there not,’ said Peter, having spotted Seoras MacKay, a Highland boy from my senior class. ‘You’ve been told before you’re not to serve them.’ He jerked a thumb in the direction of the bench where Jessie’s daughter was giggling and making only a half-hearted resistance to MacKay’s advances. He was very drunk. Of his habitual and more generally sober companion, Hugh Gunn, there was no sign.


‘Ach, you, Peter Williamson. You were never out of this place yourself not so many years past. It did you no harm,’ Jessie responded.


‘I would hardly say that, but I was never here when the recruiting ships were at anchor in the harbour. Have they been in here tonight?’


She pursed her mouth and nodded very briefly towards a darkened neuk in the shadow of the stairs. ‘Over there. And watch yourselves with that fellow; he’s a charmer, but he has a look about him I do not like.’


‘His money’s good, though, eh, Jessie?’


‘A damned sight better than yours,’ she muttered, before shouting at her daughter to see to her work or find it out on the street instead.


I had almost reached Seoras MacKay, slumped now on his bench, when he finally noticed me. I saw a look spread over his face that I had seen before and that did not bode well for our encounter. He roused himself, holding his beaker up in the air. ‘The good Irishman! Bring us whisky, Jessie, that Mr Seaton and I might toast our ancestors together!’


‘You’ll have no more to drink tonight, Seoras.’


‘Ach, Mr Seaton, come now, there are some stories I would tell you – and I’ve heard it’s not so long ago you liked a dram yourself.’


Peter Williamson was there before me. ‘On your feet, MacKay. You’ll be in front of the principal tomorrow morning and see what stories he has for you.’


Seoras MacKay stood up, stumbling slightly and righting himself on the window ledge as he did so. ‘Do you speak to the heir of MacKay like that, Williamson? You who owe your allegiance to my father?’


It was not the first time that Seoras in his drink had thrown his father’s chieftainship over the Williamsons in Peter’s face; the dark-eyed charm of the Highlander was lost on my young colleague, and I thought I would have to hold him back as his fists clenched and his jaw twitched in real anger.


‘I’ve never set foot in your midge-ridden boglands, MacKay, and I owe your father nothing. Now find Hugh Gunn and get back to the college before I have you thrown another night in the tolbooth.’


The student surveyed Peter Williamson with contempt, before slumping against the wall. ‘I believe you’ll find Uisdean over there,’ he said, using Hugh’s Gaelic name.


I could see nothing at first, through the fug of steam and tobacco made worse by the sooty smoke from the poorly swept chimney. ‘It’s a wonder this place has not gone up in flames,’ I muttered as we pushed through protesting bodies in the direction Seoras MacKay had indicated. The dregs of the town were here. I noticed as we passed that the bench vacated by Peter’s students had been taken by a large, genial-looking man and his smaller, less friendly-seeming companion. I caught some words I thought to be French between them. If I had known the tongue better I would have told them of places in the town where a stranger might find better entertainment than this.


And then I saw Hugh Gunn. He was in earnest conversation with someone out of my vision across the table, and was sitting with his back to us. He had a quill pen in his hand and appeared to be preparing to sign the paper in front of him. The man opposite him leaned towards him a little as if in encouragement, and in doing so moved into the light. I caught his features just a moment before he registered mine. He was slim, and appeared to be of good height. His hair reached below his shoulders in long ebony rings that glinted when caught in the candlelight. He wore no beard or moustache, and a fine silver scar travelled across his lip to the edge of his left cheek. When his grey eyes met mine I instantly understood Jessie Cameron’s apprehension. They took only a moment to form themselves into a smile and he rose and offered me a gauntleted hand.


‘Mr Alexander Seaton, if I am not mistaken? I had hoped we might meet before now.’


I did not take his hand. ‘You have the advantage of me.’


Letting his hand drop, he inclined his head very slightly, his eyes still set on me.


‘Lieutenant William Ormiston of the Scots Brigade in the service of Her Royal Majesty, Queen Christina of Sweden.’


‘Recruiting for the wars,’ I said coldly.


He raised an eyebrow. ‘I hold a licence from the Privy Council, sanctioned by the king himself. I do nothing illegal here.’


‘The boys who signed up with you from the colleges of Edinburgh and St Andrews were not free to do so – they were matriculated students in those places. The parents of the students of Marischal College have placed them in our care. You can have no legitimate business here.’ I plucked the quill pen out of Hugh Gunn’s hand and scored a line through the contract in front of him.


‘Get back to the college, Hugh, and take Seoras MacKay with you – I doubt if he is fit to find his way anywhere by himself tonight. You will present yourselves to the principal in the morning, and if there is any repeat of this incident you’ll scarcely have time to pack your bag before he sends you back up to Strathnaver with nothing more than a flea in your ear and a report of your disgrace to take back to Seoras’s father.’


The boy stood to face me, sullen, his eyes level with my own. ‘Seoras’s father will have me in the wars soon enough anyway, cleaning his son’s boots and paying off his whores. I’ll sign with the lieutenant here and make my own way. You don’t need Latin to wield a pike or raise a musket.’ He bent to put his name to the spoilt paper, but to my surprise, Ormiston stayed his hand.


‘And yet, from the classical authors there is much to be learned about the commanding of armies and the leading of men,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you should wait a year or two after all – the wars will still be there, I can assure you.’


The boy stared at him a moment in almost furious disbelief, then uttered an oath in Gaelic as he pushed past me. I was tempted to return the compliment. He strode across the room in impotent fury to take his friend roughly by the arm that was not occupied by the serving girl, whom Seoras had accosted again as she was setting bowls of a rancid-looking stew down before the two Frenchmen. ‘Come on, before you take a dose of the pox.’


‘Ach, Uisdean.’


Being appealed to by his Gaelic name had no effect on the more sober of the two Highlanders, and, taller and more strongly built, he had the other up on his feet with another determined haul. ‘Never mind “Uisdean”. Get up that road, and if you vomit this time I’ll leave you where you lie.’


As he was pulled out of the door, Seoras MacKay turned to throw one more jibe at Peter Williamson. ‘You see, Mister Williamson, the Gunns know their place. There is much you could learn from your scholars.’ Another threat from Hugh and he was hauled beyond the doorway and into the night.


Peter, now white with rage, said, ‘If I find Seoras MacKay in a place like this again I will sign him up for the Swede myself. There is little wrong with him that a bullet from a Spaniard’s musket would not put right.’


The soldiers at Ormiston’s back moved slightly towards us. This was not the place for that kind of talk. I put a hand on my young colleague’s arm.


‘That’s us finished for tonight, Peter. Get away to your own bed now and get some rest, and for the goodness’ sake, dry yourself off.’ I reached in my pouch and handed him a few pennies. ‘Here, give that to the porter and he’ll bring you something for your fire – I cannot spend another day listening to those squelching boots.’


Peter took a moment to regain his control, managing a ‘thank you’ below his breath. He nodded towards the recruiting officer and his men, and asked me, ‘Will you be all right?’


I looked at Ormiston as I spoke. ‘I doubt I have anything to fear from a law-abiding subject of the king,’ I said.


‘Nothing at all,’ said the lieutenant. ‘I can assure you.’


Peter was unconvinced. ‘Well, mind you don’t sign yourself up – I’m not taking that class of yours as well.’


After he had gone, Ormiston signalled to the two men who lurked about the table, clearly not officers, and they took themselves to the serving hatch where Jessie had tankards and a jug of ale waiting for them. They recommenced their trawl of the inn.


‘So this is your method?’ I said. ‘You get the men so drunk they don’t know what they’re putting their mark to until it’s too late?’


He motioned for me to sit down. ‘A drunk is of no use to me. I need men of discipline, not a soak who will dance after the last man to set a jug of beer in front of him.’


I laughed. ‘Then I have to tell you, your intelligence has failed you tonight. This is the lowest drinking hole in Aberdeen. You will not find men here whose greatest wish is to defend their distressed brethren overseas against the Papist Habsburgs. There are no men here who dream of dying for the Queen of Bohemia.’ I declined the glass of wine he had pushed towards me. He shrugged and put it to the side.


‘I have those men a-plenty. Younger sons of younger sons, bred as gentlemen, bred to adventure, but scarcely a penny or a scrap of land to their name. They serve foreign kings for their standing and their dignity, and to make their name and their fortune. Their faith, their loyalty to the House of Stuart, have been bred into them since their first breath. Those men, and I am one of them, Mr Seaton, are the finest officers in all of Sweden’s armies.’


‘You will not find them in places like this.’


‘No, but I have come here for something else.’ He pointed to a bench to the left of us, where one of his men was in earnest and, it seemed, sympathetic conversation with a gloomy-looking cooper. ‘I need foot soldiers as well as officers. You see that cooper there? He has been twice before the kirk session over a promise to marry his master’s daughter. The girl is no great enticement, it would seem, and her father and the kirk are running out of humour with his delaying. But the session will allow him out of his promise if he will sign with me to fight the Papists.’


‘I see.’ I knew what he said to be true.


‘And you see that one there?’


‘The man who scratches at his arm?’


‘Scabs, left by manacles,’ said Ormiston. ‘He has been out of the tolbooth three days – a minor offence, but he has lost his employment and the roof over his head. What should he do? Throw himself, able-bodied as he is, upon the charity of the good burgesses of this town? You know how that would end. They will both be aboard my ship by the end of the week.’ He refilled his own glass. ‘I offer a life to those who would run from what they have, or who have nothing at all.’


‘Hugh Gunn is only seventeen years old; his life is hardly behind him.’


‘That is the student we both so offended?’


‘Yes.’


‘You are right, I had not expected to find one like him in here. He is in the other category, a younger son of a younger son, beholden to the good graces of his chieftain. That’s why I wanted him rather than his drink-sodden, whore-mongering friend. He will make a fine soldier, a good officer, one day.’


I suspected he would be proved right, if the boy could learn to master his temper better. ‘And yet you let him go.’


He sat back and smiled and I realised this was what he had been waiting for. ‘I did it as a favour to you, Mr Seaton.’


‘You don’t even know me.’


He watched me a long moment. ‘Do not be so certain about what I know.’ Some movement at the top of the stair seemed to catch his eye. I looked up but could see nothing in the gloom. The lieutenant shifted slightly in his seat.


‘My past is old news in this burgh, lieutenant,’ I told him. ‘You’ll find there is little capital to be made of it now.’


‘Oh, I very much doubt that, Mr Seaton, but it is late already and I daresay you and I will meet again, and so further our acquaintance. For the meantime, I hope you will rest easy on the matter of Hugh Gunn – I will not be enticing him aboard my ship.’


If he expected my thanks, he was disappointed. I gave him no answer at all, and was glad to get out of the place whose foul air was filling up my throat. The Frenchmen, I noticed, had already abandoned their bowls of inedible stew, and left the place before me.


*

The inn was on the edges of town, beyond Blackfriars where it met the Woolmanhill. It was a fitting night-time haunt for vagrants, criminals, those who did not want to be seen or found. My shortest route home would take me past the back of the fleshers’ yard, and I knew that the gutters there would be overflowing after the torrents of recent days. I had no wish to bring the smell of the charnel house with me to where my family slept, so I elected to take a longer route, one that would bring me past the near end of the loch and up by the old public garden that backed on to George Jamesone’s house.


George had fulminated often against the dilapidation of the walls that allowed all sorts of the burgh’s displaced humanity to live out their debauches there in the night within hearing, and sometimes sight, of the back windows of his own fine residence. The garden where once plays profane and godly, music and dancing, trysts of love and childhood games had had their moments was now abandoned to tangles of thorns, feral creatures, and those who could find their pleasures in no lawful place. It was not somewhere any God-fearing person would wish to find themselves alone under cover of darkness. A happy Eden once, turned by the fears and prohibition of our Calvinist kirk into a den of ungovernable vice and iniquity.


I had just passed the rusted gate that led from the overgrown gardens out on to the long vennel to Schoolhill when the sounds of a disturbance came to my ears. It was evidently coming from somewhere in the gardens – there were muffled shouts and cries, the sound of blows being exchanged. My first thought was of Hugh Gunn and Seoras MacKay – the place was a favoured short cut for scholars making their way back to the college in the hope of not being seen. I doubted that Peter Williamson, even in his haste to get to the warmth of his bed, would have taken the chance of cutting through here alone. Nevertheless, unsheathing my knife, I doubled back and entered the garden.


I could have wished for a light for the moon was clouded over, and I had to trust to my senses and my memory. Rather than go right out to the middle of the gardens, I judged it safer to keep to the walls surrounding it until I came upon the old middle path that led to what had once been a stage. Formerly used by mummers and actors in the Mystery plays, the amphitheatre was now the favoured haunt of the sturdy beggars and masterless men who roamed this place by night. I strained to listen for noises that would give me better direction, but the sounds of the scuffle were becoming less frequent, and after two long, low cries they ceased completely. I should have turned for home then, but I was already regretting allowing Hugh to take Seoras back to the college alone – the boy in the state he had been in would be handful enough for two men, let alone one. And so I pressed on. The further into the garden I went, the deeper the darkness became, to the point that I knew to continue would be folly. I began to turn, thinking somehow to retrace my steps, when my foot struck the unseen root of a tree and I found myself tilting headlong towards the ground. I put out a hand to stop myself and felt my flesh tear on a low branch of hawthorn. Before I could wrestle my way out of it, a figure had launched itself at me from above and pressed me to the ground. I attempted to raise my head as surprisingly strong hands bound my wrists behind my back. My head was instantly thrust back towards the ground and I tasted dirt, then blood, from my own lower lip. My assailant told me in no uncertain terms that another such attempt would cost me an ear. For all the shock and discomfort of the moment, my overriding sensation was of incomprehension, for the voice was one I knew very well.





2
Tales of the Missing



The principal regarded me with utter disbelief. ‘George Jamesone? George Jamesone did this to you?’ he said, circling me closely to inspect the swollen eye and cut lip to which my artist friend had treated me late the previous night. My head ached already, not much helped by a sleepless night occasioned by the discomfort of my injuries and the outraged amusement of my wife. Her words had prefigured Dr Dun’s almost exactly.


‘George Jamesone did this to you? I do not believe it. Why would George ever do this to you?’


‘Because,’ I had said, wincing as she helped me remove my torn and filthy coat, ‘he thought I was one of the ruffians who has been running rampage in his gardens recently, and the constables’ response being unsatisfactory he had decided to take the defence of his property into his own hands.’


Even in her sleep, I could have sworn Sarah’s mouth twitched occasionally in amusement. This morning, however, I was anxious to get beyond the matter of my own misadventures because what I had to report to the principal made me very ill-at-ease.


It was not the first time I had had to tell him that a student had failed to turn up for the morning lecture, or that on further enquiry it had been found that he had not been seen in the breakfasting hall, nor his bed slept in either. That on this occasion it should be two students rather than one made me less alarmed for their well-being, and yet Dr Dun took the news very badly.


‘You are certain of this, Alexander?’


‘The porter confirms that no one came in by the gate after Peter Williamson returned.’


‘And why, in God’s name, did Peter not check that they were back in their chamber before he retired to his own for the night?’


There was little I could say to defend my colleague, only the truth. ‘Because I do not think he trusted himself to deal with Seoras MacKay as a regent should with a scholar. Peter wears his heart on his sleeve and that has made it too easy for Seoras to bait him. He mocks him for his lack of means – for Peter let slip one day that he would be away to study medicine if only the money could be got to support him. Seoras makes great play of the Williamsons’ supposed subservience to the MacKays.’


‘I did not know of this. Peter Williamson should not have to put up with such treatment from a student.’


‘No,’ I agreed. ‘Seoras shows his contempt for him at the best of times, but in drink he is thoroughly obnoxious, and he was last night. Had it not been for Hugh Gunn there would have been trouble in that inn, real trouble. I had planned to have them both up in front of you this morning.’ Though I knew I could speak freely with the principal, I hesitated. ‘To be honest, Patrick, I will not be sorry to see the back of Seoras; the deeper the trouble the better he likes it, and somehow, when all is laid bare, nothing redounds to him.’


Dr Dun sighed. ‘Well, it is about to redound to us.’ He pushed towards me an opened letter which had been lying at his elbow when I first came in. The red wax of the seal attached showed a short sword clenched in a right hand, the words manu forti just legible beneath. It was not a crest I recognized. ‘What is this?’ I asked, picking it up, but unwilling to unfold so impressive-looking a document.


‘A communication that arrived yesterday afternoon, from Sir Donald MacKay of Strathnaver, Lord Reay.’


‘Seoras’s father?’


‘The same. He is good enough to inform me that he’ll be passing this way – his very words – with forty of his best Highlanders, en route for Dundee, at the end of this week. Not only will the town be obliged to entertain his Lordship and his men, but I strongly suspect he will be expecting us to produce his younger son.’


Lord Reay’s name was known not only from here to his clan’s Highland heartland in Sutherland, but throughout the battlefields of Europe, where the regiment he had raised in defence of Protestantism against the depredations of the Papist Habsburgs had fought first for the Crown of Denmark, and then of Sweden. Thousands had followed his call to the defence of Elizabeth Stuart of Bohemia, sister of our own king, and all that she stood for. He was not a man who would take kindly to the mislaying of a son.


‘Not just a son, but a foster son also,’ the principal reminded me. I had forgotten that Hugh Gunn was more than just a servant to Seoras MacKay. ‘I have heard it from more than one quarter that MacKay has more affection for his foster son than for his own. If those boys haven’t turned up by the time he gets here, all Hell will be unleashed on the streets of this town.’


*

Hell seemed a place far distant when, little over half an hour later, I pushed open the rusting gate in the east wall of the old burgh gardens behind George Jamesone’s house. It was a cold, bright October day that showed the town at its best. In the garden, fallen leaves formed a soft carpet under my feet as I picked my way over old pathways between overgrown bushes, where much of the light was obscured by the dark branches of beech and chestnut overhead. Blackbirds and sparrows squabbled over treasures in the rowans and among the last of the brambles.


I stifled an oath as I caught the sleeve of my coat on the thorny outcrop of an old rose. George had told me last night of his plans for the garden. The council, a few months since, alarmed by the outrages reported to have been committed in this place around the forbidden Midsummer bonfires, had allowed George’s petition that the gardens be granted to him for his personal use during his lifetime, to be gifted back to the burgh on his death. In the meantime, he would remake its walls, secure its gates and put right the drainage that saw the spa well of Woolmanhill turn the bottom corner of the field into a bog. He would also, though this formed no part of the magistrates’ stipulation, restore it to its former beauty. In the wake of many apologies on his part, I had promised him last night, after we had dusted ourselves down and parted, still laughing, at his street door, that I would call on him soon to see his plans. The disappearance of Seoras MacKay and Hugh Gunn had led me back to the garden earlier than I had intended, to search for signs of them there.


In the cold brightness of the late morning it was a place quite different to the black tangle of thicket and broken wall that I had stumbled through last night. And yet, it retained the sense of a place not quite at peace with itself, a place that was not quite safe. After a few minutes and not a few more scratches, I was glad to come to a clearing in a hollow which I thought must be the arena of last night’s scuffle. And it was an arena: the grassy slope that descended from the Woolmanhill came to rest in a row of moss-covered stone benches that fringed what had once been a stage. I sat down for a moment, and tried to imagine the scenes that had been played out here, decades before I was born.


Staring at the past would not help me find Seoras MacKay or Hugh Gunn. I got up from my stony seat and began to examine the ground of the stage area. It had been raining hard for two hours by the time Peter Williamson and I had made the final check of our rounds last night, at Downie’s Inn. By the time I had left, the rain had stopped, and as the night wore on, a hard frost gradually set in. It had never lifted, and sculpted into the mud were what looked to me to be the signs of a recent struggle: footprints at crazed angles to one another, an indentation where perhaps someone had fallen, a furrow in the hardened ground, as broad as a man’s back.


As I bent down to examine the marks more closely, voices reached me from the path off to my left. I straightened myself and a moment later was greeted by Louis Rolland, the young master of the town’s French school, and two men it took me a moment to recognize as the Frenchmen who had been in Downie’s Inn the night before.


As ever, Rolland was dressed in a blue coat of good quality, though worn now in places and starting to fray, and a frilled shirt which, while clean, was of similar vintage and a worsening state of repair. Like all the town’s schoolmasters, it was expected that he should maintain the appearance of a certain standard of living without having any adequate means of sustaining it. Unlike most of his fellow schoolmasters, Louis seldom grumbled at his lot, although I knew he had harboured hopes of something better. He had been a student of mine not so long ago, before leaving with his young sister to spend a year in his Huguenot mother’s homeland. The sight of me in the clearing surprised him.


‘Mr Seaton, do not tell me George Jamesone has you working in here too?’


‘No doubt he would have, had Sarah not made plain to him my ineptitude with a hoe.’


‘Ah,’ he smiled. ‘I see.’


I glanced at the two men behind him, and Louis apologized. ‘Oh, yes – I should introduce to you George’s new gardeners: Guillaume Charpentier and Jean St Clair.’ Charpentier, a well-built, handsome man with fair hair and warm hazel eyes, smiled and nodded towards me. St Clair, small, dark, restless-looking, did not. ‘Guillaume here has a little English and a very little Scots; Jean none at all. For which you may be thankful,’ Louis added, under his breath.


I raised an enquiring eyebrow, but he did not elaborate.


‘You are here to put right the garden, then?’ I asked the more genial of the two.


He pushed out a bottom lip, considered my question. ‘We begin, only. But we begin.’


‘It will be no small task,’ said Louis. He waved an arm around us. ‘You can see the state of the place, but Jamesone would have it an arcadia by next spring, or summer at the very latest. How they will even break the ground with a shovel today is beyond me.’


‘We cut. Today we cut,’ said Charpentier, golden eyes crinkling in the sunshine as he brandished a lethal-looking axe.


‘Then I will not keep you any longer,’ I said.


He dipped his head to me and to Rolland, before following after St Clair who, evidently bored by our encounter, was already striding away, axe twitching in his hand, towards an impenetrable-looking thicket by the north wall.


‘You study their conversation?’ I said to Rolland once the two men had disappeared from view.


‘Not quite that. George Jamesone’s own French is passable enough, but does not extend to matters horticultural, and so I, and sometimes Christiane, am called upon to translate. To tell the truth, I suspect much of our work will involve explaining to George, as diplomatically as we can, why much of what he wants done cannot be done. Why other ideas would be better.’


I laughed. ‘I do not envy you the task. I hope he is paying you, Louis.’


‘Very well. And we have Guillaume and Jean lodged with us too. It is more comfortable for them, I think, and Guillaume’s conversation has enlivened our evenings. I suspect, in fact, that Christiane may be a little smitten with him.’


‘A strong arm, a ready smile and a twinkling eye – it would be a wonder if a young girl like your sister was not. And I doubt he finds his companion any great rival for her affections.’


‘Nor mine, either. I have seldom come across such a taciturn, sullen fellow. There’s scarcely a word to be had out of him. But Guillaume says he is a worker, and knows his plants, so if George Jamesone is prepared to pay for him I must be prepared to put up with him.’


A thought struck me. ‘Have you been all round the garden with them today?’


Louis sighed and indicated his muddied shoes and spattered stockings. ‘A great deal more of it than I could have wished. Guillaume has been making notes of what will need to be cut down, or back, and what can be kept. Why do you ask?’


‘Because I am here in search of two students of mine who have not been seen since they left Downie’s Inn last night. I think they might have cut through here on their way back to the college and fallen to fighting among themselves, or been set upon. I had been half-hoping they would be discovered, insensible, in the bushes.’


Rolland shook his head apologetically. ‘I have seen no one, I am afraid. Who are they?’


When I told him it was Seoras MacKay and Hugh Gunn who were missing his expression changed from interest to real concern. ‘Seoras and Hugh? No.’


‘You know them?’


‘They are both private pupils of mine, have been these past months. It was only yesterday afternoon that I had a lesson …’ The bell of St Nicholas began to toll the hour and Louis muttered something in French. ‘I am sorry, Mr Seaton, I have some pupils due at twelve and it looks like I am already late. But we must talk of this further. Will you send word when they are found?’


I assured him that I would and he went quickly up the slope towards the Blackfriars’ gate, as the bell of St Nicholas finished striking the hour.


It was evident that there was little point in me continuing my search of the garden, and so I decided to call on George to see whether he had recovered from our midnight encounter.


*

As George’s wife, Isobel, pointed the way up the turnpike towards his studio, her words were harsh but her eyes danced in amusement. ‘You should have your hides tanned, the pair of you, rolling in the mud like two schoolboys at that time of night. And you to be a minister of the kirk? We are in the Last Days, surely.’ She went down the corridor, laughing quietly to herself.


I blessed God that had sent me last night to that foolish scuffle with George, just for being able to hear her laugh again. It had been almost a year – ten months – since my friend and his wife had been plunged into almost unsupportable grief by the death of their third child, a beautiful boy carried off by the smallpox that had pillaged the cradles and schoolrooms of this town. Somehow, as if by some Passover blessing, my own home had escaped, the plague had swept past without extending its tentacles beneath our door to where our children slept. But George and Isobel’s baby son now lay with his two older brothers in the cold earth of St Nicholas’ kirkyard. For weeks, I could hardly face her, and the pain I had often seen in those eyes that today danced still tore my heart.


George, bent over a large table in the middle of his studio, was delighted to see me. ‘I thought Isobel would have banned you from the house. She tells me she doesn’t know how Sarah puts up with you. I was constrained to agree with her, for the sake of a night’s sleep.’


‘I am glad you managed it,’ I said, ‘for I am black and blue and did not get a wink.’ I glanced at the work he had laid out before him. ‘A landscape?’ I said, surprised, for George was a painter of portraits, and had garnered great wealth and fame, far beyond our town, for his skill.


‘No, come, see here,’ he said, waving his Dutch clay pipe as he spoke.


He had four large folio sheets, side by side on to which he had sketched what I now saw was a detailed plan of a garden. Only by one or two names and landmarks did I recognize it as the place of last night’s combat and of my recent visit.


‘What do you think, then?’ he asked, gesturing again with the unlit pipe.


I bent closer to look. It was magnificent, a magnificent folly, and regardless of any objection of gardener, kirk or council, I knew George would bring it into being. From the north window of his studio, which looked out over his own present back garden to that burgh wilderness and finally the loch, George would in future years see a knot garden, intricate box-framing beds of roses, the central path between them leading the eye to a summerhouse, and an avenue of fruit trees at the northern end of which, in its hollow, was the theatre.


‘And we shall have some plays there again, Alexander, I am determined upon it.’ George had often reminisced on the time in his childhood when a troupe of players favoured by King James had come to Aberdeen, and for their royal favour been royally entertained. Five nights of plays there had been – comedies and tragedies and histories of gore. The kirk session had been in near apoplexy, but could do little in the face of the council’s letter from the king. George’s eyes still glowed when he talked of it. My heart sank within me, for I knew that by the time his playfield was ready, I would be a minister before my session, and could not sanction any return to such public profanities.


To one side of the auditorium, there was to be a maze of privet and holly. I could not make out what was on the other side, where the garden wall met the spa well of the Woolmanhill.


‘That is an old pond. A rancid bog in the summer months and a danger to public health. In the winter it fills with water from the loch source and freezes; it is treacherous to any who come upon it unawares. I have a fancy to put a fountain in it, in the Italian manner. The Italians have many ideas that we might happily adopt. Look here.’ He heaved open a large book – Francesco Colonna, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili – at a marked page and indicated one of the woodcuts there. He looked at me expectantly, but I was at a loss.


‘It’s a temple,’ I said.


I could see my answer disappointed him.


‘It is not. It’s a pavilion.’


‘My apologies. But what is the difference?’


He had been waiting for this question, and triumphantly opened the other tome at his left hand. De Re Aedificatoria. ‘Alberti says here, you see, “Let there be porticoes where the old men may chat together in the kindly warmth of the sun in winter, and where the family may divert themselves in the shade in summer.”’


He was evidently waiting for a response that I was illequipped to give. Unperturbed, he continued. ‘What I plan, you see, is a diaeta such as Raphael planned for Cardinal Medici,’ – here I thought I might choke – ‘a pleasant place in winter for civilised discussions.’


I did not wish to dent his enthusiasms, but I felt someone should open his eyes to the reality of the thing.


‘But George,’ I said, ‘these gentlemen are, or were, Italians.’


‘Indeed,’ he agreed.


‘Had they been Scotsmen, they would certainly not have spoken so blithely about sitting out in winter. Look around you, man, for pity’s sake.’


George did, and gradually the incomprehension on his face was replaced by a broad grin, then outright laughter.


‘Alexander, my friend, I was trying to explain the purpose of these structures, not suggesting that we should sit out there in the wind and snow. But all the same, the sun even shines occasionally on this benighted corner of God’s creation, and would it not be pleasant if you and I and other friends could sit out of a summer’s evening and discuss the wonders of philosophy and the beauty God has laid at our door? What think you?’


I smiled at my friend. ‘I think you are the wisest fool in Christendom, and the kindest.’


He looked a little abashed, then slapped me on the shoulder. ‘And come tell me what you think to this, and what your kirk session might say to it.’


He led me to a workbench where there was laid out a diagram describing a machine of some complexity.


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘It is an idea I have adapted from the French. I had thought to put a fountain in the middle of the pond, near the spring, have a statue in the middle, perhaps Diana, the Huntress.’


‘Not bathing,’ I interrupted.


‘No, no, of course not, but perhaps pulling back her bow, and releasing jets of water as she does so.’


‘It would certainly be a … curiosity,’ I said.


‘But not objected to?’


‘Oh, you may be sure it would be objected to, but if you were able to show that the movement was the result of means mechanical and not diabolical, it would be allowed.’


He nodded, and I saw that this was only half the story. Emboldened, he added casually, ‘And around the pond I thought, perhaps, a nymphaeum.’


I looked at him. ‘George, you are in jest.’


‘No, I am not. It would be perfectly respectable, a series of modestly clad nymphs in …’


I could not help but laugh. ‘Modestly clad nymphs? Carvings of young women scarcely covered by a film of gauze, you mean. No, that would not be permitted in this burgh. All your time in the homes of the great has loosened your morals, and your memory, I think. There are to be no nymphs, George. Perhaps something such as is to be found at Edzell would be permitted.’ The gardens of Lord Lindsay’s castle in the Mearns, laid out in the last century, were a horticultural and astrological wonder, marrying a vision of planting with panelled stone walls depicting the Virtues, the Muses, and the mythology of the heavens.


‘I am already ahead of you there. I have poached two of Lindsay’s gardeners, you know.’


‘I met your gardeners today,’ I said.


He seemed surprised. ‘I cannot think they were in the college. Or do not tell me Dr Dun has a mind to ape my schemes?’


I laughed. ‘Would that the college could afford it.’


‘Ach, it will not be as expensive as it looks. The main thing is to get the well fixed, and then the walls built up, and then I will not perhaps be beset with marauding college regents in the dead of night.’


‘Nor their students,’ I said, and told him of the disappearance of Seoras MacKay and Hugh Gunn.


He was thoughtful, looking out over the dark mass where his dream of a garden lay. ‘If they are lying there injured, which I doubt from the silence that descended on the place after our own little scrap, Charpentier and St Clair will find them: they are determined on knowing every inch of the place.’


‘Well,’ I said, straightening myself and stretching my arms, ‘I would not like to wake up to the sight of the little wiry one brandishing an axe over me.’


‘No, nor I,’ agreed Jamesone. ‘He is a sullen devil. Yet Charpentier says he is the best plantsman he has ever worked with, and knows the Netherlandish bulb fields as no other. They met at the palace gardens in Brussels, and moved northwards together, until they happily chanced at Edzell, where I found them. Lady Lindsay is not best pleased that I have purloined them, as she puts it, and I doubt I shall have my commission from her now.’


‘You are a rogue, George, and will lose half your patrons if you steal from them their most prized workmen.’


‘Ach. So be it,’ he said dismissively. ‘Edzell is a wonder indeed, but it was designed long ago and its labour is one of maintenance, not creation as here. Guillaume found my proposal a challenge he could not refuse.’


‘And St Clair?’


Jamesone made a gesture of indifference. ‘Who can tell? His face is as sour here as it was at Edzell. But I am not constrained to spend my time with him, and if Louis and Christiane Rolland can thole him, then so will I.’


I peered at George’s sketch of a herb garden, and wondered how Louis Rolland would manage to explain to him, on Charpentier’s behalf, that the designing of a garden cannot be carried out on the same principles as the planning of a painting. Even I knew that no gardener would set delicate herbs against a north-east facing wall, not half a mile from the North Sea.


Just then, voices that were Aberdonian to their core burst in on Jamesone’s Elysian fantasy. He strode over to pull close the shutters which he had opened for better light and air. ‘God in Heaven! Have I to buy the street too, to find some peace in my own home?’


I went with him to the window and what I saw drove all thoughts of gardens from my mind. I ran down the turnpike stairs more quickly than was safe to do, and was out on the street in less than half a minute. Being hauled down Schoolhill from the direction of Back Wynd, was Hugh Gunn, on either side of him one of the burgh’s burliest constables. The boy looked to be utterly drenched, though it had not rained since he had left the inn, and almost unable to walk by himself. He was shivering in the sharp October air, his face and hands were bruised and cut, and his long fair hair darkened and matted by water and weeds.


I ran after the trio, who were attracting loud and uncomplimentary attention from those townsfolk out on the streets. At the foot of the Upperkirkgate I caught one of the constables by the shoulder. The fellow was about to swing a fist around at me, but saw at the last minute who I was.


‘We’ve found one of the devils at least, Mr Seaton. We’ll have to march the wretch to the magistrate before we can turn him over to you.’ He snapped round to the scholar on his arm, whose knees were buckling beneath him as if they could hold him no longer. ‘Stand straight, you devil, or by God, you’ll never see the Broadgate, never mind the college gates.’


I could scarcely believe the boy I was looking at was the same young man who had been determined to sign up for a soldier only the previous night.


‘Hugh, what happened to you?


No answer but a half-swallowed mumble and another buckling of the knees. I turned again to the constable. ‘Where was he found?’


‘Passed out in a cooper’s yard near the Green.’


‘Like this? Soaked?’


‘That is the way I came upon him. They had maybe thrown water over him, to rouse him.’


‘It must have been a bucket straight from the Putachie Burn by the look of him. Was there anyone with him?’


‘Not a soul. Whoever he was with is no doubt dead to this world in someone else’s yard or midden. Now, I’ll have to get this fellow up to the Castlegate; as if the town hadn’t delinquents enough to deal with.’
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