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PART ONE


I

SIR JAMES DOUGLAS, lately of Aberdour, Stoneypath and Baldwinsgill, and now a landless fugitive, reined in his sturdy, broad-hooved Highland garron on the heather ridge and, shielding his eyes against the mellow October sunlight, gazed southwards over the wide and fair vale of mid-Strathspey, golden, scarlet and olive-green amongst the blue mountains. In a land of colour, with the heather fading from purple to brown, October was the most vivid of all months, the chromatic range and vehemence of the turning leaves almost unbelievable to Lowland eyes.

The Douglas was not on this occasion thinking about all that far-flung brilliance — or at least not Nature’s overwhelming contribution. It was man-made colour that he looked for, and had no difficulty in finding. For a couple of miles at least beside the wide, silver river, moving colour rippled and surged and gleamed, a great host — and by the flicker of sunlight on steel, an armed host, thousands strong, only a small proportion of it mounted. Yet it was moving fast, eastwards, down-river, and with a decided air of purpose about it all. It was further on by some miles than the man had looked for it. Nodding to his two companions, running gillies in ragged tartans, he kicked the barrel-like flanks of his shaggy mount, and set off at a trot, slantwise downhill, his gillies loping long-strided, tireless, at his sides. Parallel with the falling Tulchan Burn, they dropped from the wide heather wilderness of Dava Moor.

It took him some time to reach the head of that long column, passing company after company of kilted clansmen, Mackintoshes, Macphersons, MacGillivrays, Shaws, Cattanachs, MacQueens, MacBains and the like, armed with broadsword, dirk and Lochaber axe, most naked to the waist, leather targes slung over lean, sweating shoulders, the fastest-moving infantry in Christendom, going at the slow-trot which ate up the miles. They were almost opposite Ballindalloch, on the other side of Spey, before he saw the leadership.

Under a single great banner in front, the Stewart fess-chequey impaling the green-and-red of Badenoch, a group of chiefs rode, proud of bearing, eagles’ feathers in their bonnets. Amongst them, more modestly garbed than most, was Sir Alexander Stewart of Badenoch, acting Justiciar of the North, and nephew, although illegitimate, of the King of Scots, Robert the Third.

At sight of the newcomer, this young man pulled up sharply. “Jamie! Jamie Douglas!” he cried. “God be praised — yourself, by all that is blessed!” He reined his horse over, alongside to Douglas’s, and embraced his friend, from the saddle, there before them all. “Back from the dead — or nearly! Jamie — we feared for you.”

The other grinned, embarrassed, his dark and rather sombre good looks lightening up. His was a less forthcoming nature than that of the sunny Stewart’s, but he was no less pleased at the reunion.

“Alex!” he said. “It is good.”

They were so very different, these two, in more than their greetings. Both now in their early thirties, where Jamie Douglas was swarthy, stocky, strong-featured, of medium height, Alex Stewart was fair, slender, tall and of a fineness of feature which was almost beauty, but redeemed from any hint of weakness by the firm line of mouth and jaw. He did not look as though he was the eldest son of the late and notorious Wolf of Badenoch; but then Alexander, Earl of Buchan, himself had looked good, too — the Stewarts having a tendency that way.

“You have come from Lochindorb? How long? How long have you been there, Jamie?”

“Almost two weeks. I near came west, seeking you — but reckoned that Mary and the bairns were entitled to their husband and father for a space. And you with your battles won.”

“To be sure.” The other turned. “You will know most of these my friends — the Mackintosh, Cluny Macpherson, Shaw of Rothiemurchus, MacGillivray Mor, MacBain of Kinchyle, the Cattanach?”

One by one the chiefs bowed from their saddles, or inclined stiff heads towards the Lowlander, and he nodded back. MacGillivray, at whose side he had fought at Glen Arkaig, reached out to grip his hand, and murmured greetings in the Gaelic.

Then Stewart swung on another smaller group, distinguishable from the rest only in that they looked fiercer somehow, and wore winged helmets of an antique aspect.

“And here you see others of whom you have heard and even drawn sword against, but have not met, I think — Alastair Carrach MacDonald of Islay and Lochaber, brother to Donald of the Isles. And sundry of his captains.”

Jamie stared. “Alastair Carrach himself? Here? Your prisoner?”

“Say that I have persuaded him to return with me to the scene of his indiscretions, to the city of Elgin. To express suitable regrets to the representatives of Holy Church there, for having caused fire at the canons’ manses, and other parts of the town — as befits a Highland gentleman! Even from the Isles!”

The Islemen gazed back at the newcomer expressionless, from almost uniformly pale blue eyes, the Scandinavian Viking admixture in their Celtic blood very evident, not so much as a nod amongst them. Yet this Alastair, and of course his brother the Lord of the Isles, were likewise grandsons of the late Robert the Second, their mother the Princess Margaret who had married John of the Isles. The present monarch, Robert the Third, had some strange kinsmen.

“Guidsakes!” Jamie muttered, striving to repress a grin at the audacity and wry humour of this son of a father who had himself burned the same Elgin and its great cathedral almost to the ground, in malice, now imposing penance for a lesser deed on the Lord of the Isles’ brother. “You well won your campaign, then, Alex!”

“Say that we brought matters to a decent conclusion. You, unhappily, were less fortunate I gather, Jamie?”

“I served a fool as commander,” the other said briefly.

“Yes. Archibald Douglas something lacks the style of his proud line. But — tell me as we ride on, Jamie. I am eager to hear what went wrong with the English invasion. You will come with us to Elgin?”

As they resumed the march eastwards, Jamie gave his friend a typically cryptic account of the late abortive Scots campaign in Northumberland ending in the disaster of Homildon Hill five weeks before, under his chief, Archibald, 4th Earl of Douglas.

“Mismanaged from the start,” he said. “Ten thousand men wasted. No discipline. Angus, Moray, Murdoch of Fife, with no experience of war amongst them. They conceived it something between a tourney and a Border cattle-raid, where it was meant to be a vital counter-invasion stroke. Within hours of crossing Tweed, hundreds, possibly thousands, dispersed, looting, driving home beasts. I advised a hanging or two, but the Earl Archie would not. Folly all the way to Newcastle. Besieged that town, hoping Hotspur was inside — as only a fool would have been. I went seeking him. Found him at the head of Derwent, far to the west. Meeting a large force of mounted archers from King Henry’s army on the Welsh March.”

“Ha — archers! And you had none?”

“Aye. I took the word back to Douglas, at speed. He had wearied of sitting round Newcastle, without siege machinery, and was retiring north. Still burning, looting, burdened with cattle — untold thousands.”

“I can guess what happened, friend.”

“Wait you. The Percy got in front of us, in the Vale of Till. Barred the way. A great force. To win round, westwards, we had to ford the Glen Water. I took my father’s Dalkeith men, four hundred, and held the approaches to the fords. When I regained the host it was not where we had arranged, but crowded up on top of a hill. Homildon Hill.”

“Go on, man.”

“Safe from Hotspur’s cavalry, up there, yes. But a higher hill rose just to the east — Housedon Hill. A deal higher. And within arrow-shot.”

“God’s mercy — a death-trap!”

“That is what it was, yes — and thousands died, to prove it. Nor could strike a blow in return. I pleaded for a break-out. Down, in wedge-formation, through the encircling cavalry. Douglas refused. And he fell, at last, leading a foot-attack on the bowmen! The blind folly of it! After that, I led what I could off the field — nine hundred or so. Downhill, in wedges, through the cavalry. To escape. Leaving the rest — Douglas and the others. Two brothers of my own. That was Homildon Hill.”

Stewart considered him. “Folly, yes. We heard that it was a great defeat. But not all this of folly and weakness. Douglas did not die?”

“None of the earls died. Nor my brothers. But all were wounded, and captured. Many brave men did die. Whereas I — I escaped with a whole skin! And pay the price now.”

“You mean . . .? You are blamed? For surviving?”

“Blamed, yes. Damned as a craven and a traitor! The man who fled the field, leaving all to their fate. His chief, even his own kin. Worst of all, leaving Albany’s son and heir, the Earl Murdoch of Fife! I am a hooting and a hissing, in the South. Albany has seen to that. Even my own father miscalls me, for failing to bring home my brothers.”

“But this is crazy! You, of all men!”

Jamie shrugged. “Crazy or no, I am now a landless hunted man. Outlawed. My wife and bairns dependent on others for their bread.”

“Then your misfortune is my good fortune, man! For I need you here in Badenoch, as never before.”

“You mean, because of Drummond’s death?”

“Wha-a-at! Drummond — dead? Sir Malcolm?”

“Save us — did you not know? Have not heard? I would have thought that you must have heard of it. Been sent word . . .?”

“No. When? When was this? When did he die? How?”

The other cleared his throat. “See you, Alex — this is a bad business. I had not thought to be the bearer of such ill tidings . . .”

“Scarce so ill as that, Jamie! Sir Malcolm is, was, no friend of mine, as you know. His death will make for . . . changes. But . . .”

“Changes, yes. For you, I fear, Alex.” His friend’s discomfort was not to be hidden. “You see, you are getting the blame for it.”

“Damnation — me? How could that be? I knew naught of it. He was slain, then?”

“Slain, yes — after a fashion. Your lady-mother says that you sent a small force, under your brothers, to keep watch on Drummond when Donald of the Isles struck, and you yourself marched to deal with the Islesmen.”

“Yes. You mean . . . that it was my brothers who slew Sir Malcolm?”

“Who knows? But somebody did. The word is that he was taken unawares, as he rode between Kildrummy and Kindrochit, in Mar, by a band of caterans. Carried to some remote hold in those mountains. And, and there fed neither food nor drink. Until he starved to death.”

“Christ God!” Shocked, appalled, Stewart involuntarily drew rein, to state. “Starved . . .?”

“So it is said. Like the Duke David, your cousin. And you are being blamed. Can you wonder? If your brothers did it — and you sent them. Your fondness for the Countess, his wife, is well known.”

“But, but . . .” He paused, as the implications of it all began to dawn on him. “Saints of mercy — so evil a thing!”

“Evil, yes. I grieve to bring you such tidings. Your brothers have told you nothing of it?”

“I have not seen them since I left Lochindorb with my main force. They do not much find it necessary to inform me of their doings! But if they have done this thing, I, I . . .” He swallowed. “God pity us all, they shall suffer for it! It would be Duncan, of course. Andrew and Walter are hard — but would not do that. And James, new wedded, is still at Garth, in Atholl, not concerned in this fighting. It would be Duncan, if any. He has a devil in him. Like, like . . .” He did not complete that, but Jamie knew that he was thinking of his father, the Wolf.

“See you, Alex — perhaps your brother thought to do you a service?”

“A service! This will damage me as nothing else could. All the Southern Highlands, Atholl, Breadalbane, Angus, Gowrie, as well as Mar itself, will turn against me. Malcolm Drummond, An Drumanach Mor, was a great chief, head of a large clan, connected to other chiefs by marriage and kin. The King’s good-brother. To starve him to death will never be forgiven. Every chief will look askance at me — even those who follow us now. I can no longer remain the King’s Justiciar of the North. A service, you say!”

“Yet he may have considered it so, in ignorance — your brother. To have Drummond dead, for you — caring not how, freeing the Countess of Mar from her loveless marriage. For you . . .”

“Fiend seize you, man — how can you say such a thing! This is beyond all — to murder the husband in order to gain the wife!”

“Others will say it, Alex — nothing more sure. Mar is a great earldom. For you to gain some control of it, your brother may have seen it as worth a murder! When he could name it an act of war, the realm threatened by Donald’s Islesmen, and Drummond in secret league with them.”

“And what, think you, will Isobel say?”

The other did not risk an answer to that, and they rode on together, silent.

When at length Sir Alexander spoke again, he said, “Say naught of this, Jamie, meantime — until I know my own mind in the matter.” He smiled a little, ruefully. “When I said that I needed you as never before, I scarce knew how much it was to be! If you will hold to me, still?”

“Think you I would not? Forby, my need is as great as yours. We are both in trouble. And more like to win out of it better together than apart!”

“So say I, friend . . .”

* * *

Branching off the great Spey valley at Rothes, to head due northwards, they camped for the night in the mouth of Rothes Glen. The Douglas, who did not speak the Gaelic, could not have much converse with the assembled chiefs, but heard from Alex Stewart that evening, by the camp-fire, an account of his campaign against the Islesmen’s invasion — how he had caught up with them at Elgin, defeated them whilst they were in disarray at the sacking of the city, chased them right across the Highlands to Moidart, where they had left their galleys, and defeated them again as they were hastily embarking, capturing most of the leadership. Unlike his father, Alex made a point of maintaining excellent relations with the Church authorities, and he was taking Alastair Carrach back to Elgin to make some sort of reparation.

With their accustomed speed, astonishing for an infantry host, they covered the ten miles between Rothes and Elgin, in the fair Moray plain, in just three hours — having sent faster messengers ahead to warn the Church and burgh authorities. The city, The Lantern of the North, awaited them with evident suspicion and alarm, behind closed gates, Highland armies of any sort being held in grave doubts by the plainsmen, and justifiably. Their cathedral, after all, the finest in the land, was still being rebuilt after the Wolf of Badenoch’s burning of 1390, a dozen years before. But the Church dignitaries, led by the Bishop of Moray himself, William de Spynie, were moderately forthcoming, having had many dealings with Alex Stewart, who had done his best to redeem his father’s offences. They were waiting to greet the Highlanders at the Panns Port, the same southern gateway at which, as the Wolf’s prisoner, Jamie Douglas had waited that day, twelve years before, for sunrise to herald the attack on the city.

“Ha, my lord Bishop,” the Stewart called, dismounting. “A good day to you and your people. The better for being the Eve of the Blessed Saint Kenneth. I have brought you for your forgiveness and absolution, I hope, a sincere penitent, one Alastair Carrach MacDonald of Islay and Lochaber, who, having offended against Holy Church, is now concerned to redeem that offence in due and suitable fashion. With some of his brother’s island chieftains.”

“Indeed! You say so? Then you rejoice us, Sir Alexander,” the Bishop replied, carefully. “We always welcome the penitent — provided he is truly so. And, h’m, prepared to make required and adequate restitution.” The prelate, a heavily-built, square-jowled, florid man, inclining to fat but with eyes shrewd enough for a horse-dealer, sketched the sign of the cross vaguely over all.

“Ah, yes — that is important, my lord. I think our friend Alastair here, will prove sufficiently repentant. And . . . openhanded! You agree, Alastair?”

The Islesman stared blankly, expressionlessly. He had the thin down-turning moustache and tiny beard, which, with the pale glitter of his eyes, effected a sort of smouldering savagery which might send shivers down the impressionable spine. He did not speak.

“I hope that you may be right,” the Bishop replied, a little doubtfully. “You do not intend to bring all these men into the city?”

“No. They will wait out here. A few of my colleagues only. The Mackintosh, Cluny Macpherson, MacGillivray Mor, Shaw of Rothiemurchus . . .” He named the chiefs of the Clan Chattan federation, who offered little more acknowledgement than had the Islesman — and whom the clerics eyed with equal wariness. “And here is my friend Sir James Douglas of Aberdour, of whose fame you will undoubtedly have heard.”

“Ah, to be sure — we have heard of Sir James. And but recently! You have come north quickly, sir. The last we heard of you was in . . . Northumberland!”

“Then I hope that you are well informed, my lord,” Jamie said briefly.

“Holy Church is always that,” Alex observed. “Where, my lord Bishop, do you wish this little, er, celebratory office to take place?”

“Why, in the cathedral, Sir Alexander — where else? Thanks to your generosity, and that of others, it now has a roof again. The Lady Chapel is all but complete. We shall go there.”

Leaving most of the force outside the town-walls, the leaders and prisoners rode inside, with the clerical party, a mob of citizens following on, some jeering once it became known that their oppressor, MacDonald, was present. The Bishop glanced back at Alastair Carrach, and spoke, rich voice carefully lowered.

“Sir Alexander — what do you propose? The word you sent was that you held this MacDonald, had brought him to repentance and would fetch him here to make restitution. What would you have me do?”

“Why, do what the Church does with penitents of substantial offence, my lord. No doubt you will have seen fit to pronounce some suitable anathemas upon him? You will have some form of ceremony for lifting it? I seem to recollect my esteemed father taking part in some such exercise at Perth, once!”

“H’mm.” The Bishop looked away. “Perhaps. And reparation? Restitution?”

“I shall vouch for that. We captured much booty with the Islesmen.”

“Ah. Some may well have been stolen from Holy Church.”

“Then it shall be restored. With a sufficiency of further compensation.”

“Very good. Suitable, commendable, my son.” The other glanced sidelong at Alex. “And, ah, timely. Aye, timely, I think.”

“Why that?”

The prelate cleared his throat. “Later might have been . . . different. Difficult.”

“I do not understand you, my lord. Later?”

“In the matter of the unhappy death of Sir Malcolm Drummond. So very unfortunate. No sure word has reached us yet. But, when it does, Holy Church may be placed in a position of some awkwardness, Sir Alexander.”

“You mean, as regards myself?”

“I fear so, yes.”

The Stewart drew a deep breath. “I had nothing to do with the death of Drummond, my lord Bishop,” he said flatly.

“Ah, to be sure. Excellent. I would not have expected it of you. Indeed, no. But . . . until that is established, before all men, you will understand, Holy Church cannot be seen to accept gifts and service from one whom men may think of as a murderer. And whom she might be called upon to, h’m, excommunicate! You will perceive our difficulty, my friend?”

“I perceive that you have been listening to idle tales, my lord Bishop. I was in the west, dealing with your unfriends here, in Moidart, when Sir Malcolm Drummond died.”

“How fortunate. But the caterans who took him were your men, were they not? Led by your own brothers? And so, it might be deemed, under your command?”

Tight-lipped, Alex reined up at the great west portal of the cathedral, still smoke-blackened. “I do not myself know what took place,” he said. “I have not seen my brothers. But . . . you said, my lord, that my coming here today was timely? In these circumstances, why?”

“Do you not see, my friend? Because thus far it is only hearsay. Mere reports — which Holy Church need not heed. Meantime we may accept your good offices, this excellent restitution, still deeming all to be well. Later it could be too late.”

“Ah, yes. I see it. I see that the Church is glad to receive what I have to give — so long as it is sufficient — whether I am a murderer or not. So long as she may. Before she excommunicates me! Timely, indeed!”

“That is less than just, sir. The Church must not countenance sin. But she can and should exercise charity towards the alleged sinner, until the sin is proven. Just as she will exercise clemency towards this MacDonald repentant who has so shamefully used her.”

The Stewart, dismounting from his garron, did not have to answer that.

Jamie Douglas had listened to all this with grim interest, a little distracted by the emotions aroused by this his return to Elgin Cathedral, after twelve years. When last he had been here, this great and noble fane was spouting smoke and flame, its stained-glass windows exploding, coughing, choking Highlandmen staggering out clutching its treasures, not to save but to steal. Alex Stewart had been there then, too, at his side, as guard, deploring his father’s savage fury but unable to halt it, almost as much a prisoner as he was himself. Now they were here in almost opposite roles; they were the captors, not the prisoners.

Ordering their captives to dismount, they followed Bishop Spynie within. Scaffolding and workmen’s gear festooned the vast building outside and in; but one of the side-chapels was almost wholly rebuilt, and here they were led.

The clerics disappeared into a vestry, and Alex arranged his party to face the candle-lit altar. The Islesmen were not bound but kept hemmed in by a sufficiency of guards to ensure their security. They remained strangely impassive, almost as though they were the merest onlookers at the proceedings.

The Bishop and his assistants emerged, resplendent in full canonicals, in glittering and jewelled magnificence. For the first time the MacDonalds’ eyes betrayed interest, calculating the worth of all that finery. The prelate took up his position at the altar, and turned to them.

“In the name of Almighty God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,” he intoned impressively, “we are here to receive back into the outspread arms of Mother Church a repentant sinner such as is beloved of our Lord Christ. Although his sins be as scarlet they shall be whiter than snow.” He paused. “Sir Alexander Stewart of Badenoch — you have one such great and penitent sinner here present?”

“I have.”

“Name him.”

“Alexander MacDonald of Islay and Lochaber, known as Alastair Carrach, brother-german to Donald, Lord of the Isles and son of the late John, Lord of the Isles and the Princess Margaret, eldest sister of our Lord King.”

“This is he who entered this city by force with an armed host, slew many, burned many houses including the property of Holy Church, the manses of the canons of this cathedral, and so didst grievously sin against the Holy Ghost?”

“The same.”

“And he does now heartily and sincerely repent him of the said great sins, confesses his grievous fault before Almighty God and all present, and is prepared to make due, ample and fullest recompence and restitution, here before God’s holy altar and in the sight of all men?”

“He is.”

“Bring the said Alexander MacDonald forward.”

Alex, his hand on the Isleman’s shoulder, climbed the three steps nearer to the altar, the other allowing himself to be pushed forward, grinning now.

Noting that grin, the Bishop frowned. “Alastair of Islay and Lochaber,” he said sternly, “do you understand? Do you fully and truly repent you?”

“He says that I do, whatever. And Stewart is an honourable man, is he not? So it must be true!” Alastair Carrach had a most gentle, lilting, West Highland voice, in notable contrast with his reputation and appearance.

The prelate looked uneasily from one to the other, and cleared his throat. “You must say it yourself, man. Another’s word is not sufficient — even Sir Alexander’s.”

“I will be saying whatever he wishes, Clerk. Words cost a deal less than the ransom I am paying.”

“Ransom . . .?”

“He means reparation and sacrifice, my lord,” Alex said evenly. “In good measure.”

“Ah. Yes. Yes, indeed. That is important, to be sure. Deeds rather than words. Yet words are necessary also. Repeat after me these words. ‘I do confess before Almighty God and these present . . .’”

“I do confess before Almighty God and these present . . .”

“‘That I have sinned . . .’”

“That I have sinned — as who has not?”

“Repeat my words only, my son.”

“So long as they are your words, whatever!” That was cheerfully said.

“Be silent, sir!”

“Very well. I am silent.”

“Repeat, ‘I have grievously offended against the laws of God and man.’”

Silence.

“I say, ‘I have grievously offended against the laws of God and man.’”

“No doubt, Clerk.”

Alex Stewart coughed. “My lord — he has come here, and confessed that he has sinned, before God and all present. Moreover he has agreed to make fullest restitution and reparation. I respectfully suggest that this is the heart of the matter, and that the rest is less vital. Would not absolution now serve the case sufficiently — and save us all further delay?”

“H’mm.” The Bishop frowned again, eyed the Isleman’s arrogant amusement, and sighed. “Very well. It may be that you are right.” He raised his beringed hand high. “In the name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost, I absolve you, Alexander, of your grievous sin. And, and . . .” by way of postscript he added, “. . . and may God have mercy on your soul! Amen!” And turning, with the briefest of nods to the altar, he stalked off to the vestry-door, and through. Hurriedly, in some confusion, his subordinates followed him.

Alastair Carrach barked a single hooting laugh, and then relapsed into his accustomed uninterested silence.

A move was made, out into the open air, relief showing on not a few faces.

Before the west portal was now drawn up a train of laden pack-horses. Stewart gestured towards it.

“Alastair Carrach’s booty — or most of it,” he murmured to Jamie. “An offering for the Bishop. He will be round to inspect it in but moments, I swear!”

“Why?” the other demanded, low-voiced. “Why this . . . play-acting? So, so like your own father’s folly at Perth?”

“Good reasons, friend. It is the best way to deal with Alastair. In a day or two it will be all over the Highlands that he has come and made humble abasement before Holy Church at Elgin, and yielded up his booty — a deal more hurt to his name and reputation than sustaining a couple of small defeats. It is sheerest mummery, to be sure — but no matter. I learned that after my father’s case. His repentance was the greatest mockery — yet the word was accepted far and near that he had humbly atoned. Nothing so infuriated him, that I can recollect. Keeping Alastair a prisoner will not serve my cause. I do not need ransom moneys. Better that I should send him back to his brother, unwanted, with this tale of atonement and grovelling, however untrue. And I make the Church my still better friend. I think that I am going to need the Church’s friendship, Jamie!”

Bishop Spynie did indeed put in a prompt appearance at the west front of his cathedral, to set about examining the baggage-train with an expert eye and considerable diligence — an eye that lightened and brightened as he peered and poked into each pannier, package and bundle. There was the spoil of a score of churches, villages, townships and communities there, some undoubtedly from Elgin but most from otherwhere. Holy Church, however, was clearly glad to accept all, with no awkward questions about former ownership.

“Very good, very good!” The prelate beamed on all. “This is most . . . suitable. A worthy atonement. Most commendable. It will be cherished, I assure you — much cherished. And your faithful love of Mother Church not forgotten, Sir Alexander.”

“Then, I pray, remember it, when you hear further slanderous reports about me, my lord Bishop. Which my unfriends will put about, I have little doubt. Now — if you will tell me where you wish this treasure bestowed, we shall take it there and then be on our various ways. My people have marched far and fast to deliver it here, from Moidart. They would return now to their glens . . .”

So, presently, the Highland host turned southwards again from the Panns Port of Elgin, and soon began to break up and disperse, each contingent hiving off to take the shortest route back to its own clan territory amongst the great mountains of the Monadh Ruadh, the Monadh Liath or Braemoray.

Riding by Dunkinty, the now quietly thoughtful commander of it all turned to Jamie Douglas. “My friend,” he said, “I think, before I return to Lochindorb, that I should pay a privy call at Kildrummy in Mar. There is much that I would learn there, if possible. If you can bear to be parted from your Mary a day or two more, I should be glad of your company. How say you?”

“You want me? There, Alex?”

“Yes. Two heads could be better than one. And yours could be cooler than mine, in this.”

“Very well . . .”

Presently Stewart halted the rump of his force. He spoke, in the Gaelic.

“Alastair Carrach — here I leave you. From henceforth, you and your friends are free men. The Mackintosh will provide you with an escort to Moidart. Go you back to your Isles, and tell your brother not to trouble us again.”

The Islesman eyed him searchingly. “This is no trick, Stewart? No ransom? No further conditions?”

“None. Save that you and yours spare us your attentions in future. And tell Donald the same.”

“You are a strange man, Cousin. I cannot think that you are a fool. Yet . . .”

“Think me fool if you wish. But for the rest, recollect how many times this fool has fought you, and won! Now — go in peace.”

The other’s strange eyes glittered as he turned away.


II

WITH A TINY escort of only half-a-dozen gillies, all mounted now, the two friends made their unobtrusive way through the empty hills dominated by pointed Ben Rinnes, across Glen Fiddich and over the high desolation of the Cabrach, and so by the Mounth of Clova into the great province of Mar. On the second day they rode down to the upper Don at Lulach’s Stone, and up a side-valley to the ancient earldom’s principal fortalice of Kildrummy.

The castle was set on a neck of high ground between ravines, overlooking a wide prospect of the fair vale of Don, a commanding and splendid site. They were not permitted to approach it unobserved and unchallenged. But the guards knew Sir Alexander well, and sent back word — so that the newly-widowed Countess of Mar herself was waiting for them at the drawbridge end as they rode up.

Alex threw himself from the saddle and all but ran towards her. Then he seemed to recollect himself, and slowed, to halt and bow.

“Isobel!” he said, eyes searching her face.

She nodded, wordless, the faintest smile on her reddened lips.

It was not often that Alex Stewart showed uncertainty. He bit his lip. “I . . . I am sorry, Isobel,” he said. “An evil thing. I grieve for you.”

“Need you?” she asked. “Since I do not grieve for myself!”

Isobel Douglas, Countess of Mar in her own right, was a handsome and splendidly built woman, now in her early forties, her powerful femininity nothing diminished by maturity. She certainly gave no indication of distressed widowhood; but then, she and her husband, the Drummond chief, had gone their separate ways for long.

Alex, who had been in love with her for years, although fifteen years her junior, all but bounded forward again, to take her substantial form in his arms. “My dear!” he cried.

She returned his embraces and kisses heartily, careless of the watchers, although with just a hint of mockery perhaps, mockery of herself as well as of the man. Then over his shoulder her eyes caught Jamie’s, and, fine brows raised, she pushed the other away firmly.

“I see that you have brought my heroic fellow-Douglas with you again, Alex — his heroism now, sadly, a little tarnished, we hear! I am ever a mite wary when you bring him here — for I judge it to mean that you need his help against me!”

“No, no — not so, Isobel! You, you much mistake. Jamie is your good friend, no less than mine, I swear . . .”

“Liar!” she said, but not harshly. She had a deep, husky voice which had its own unsettling effect on susceptible men.

“If I am not welcome, my lady, I shall remove myself,” Jamie said stiffly.

“Tush, man — be not so thin-skinned! We are both Douglases, are we not? And can speak plain. I do not believe the tales of you, running from this battle. You will tell me the truth of it. Come you . . .”

Kildrummy Castle was a mighty and extensive fortress, larger even than Alex’s Lochindorb, perhaps the greatest in all the North-East, the key to the most important of the Mounth passes between the Aberdeen, Mearns and Angus plain, and Moray, the Spey, Findhorn and Ness valleys. It was a strange place for a woman to control, even such a woman as Isobel of Mar. And she did control it and its vast dependencies, and had done all along, never having elevated Sir Malcolm Drummond as Earl of Mar in her right, as she could have done. Very much the Countess, she made a better lord for Mar than it had had for generations.

Alex made one or two attempts to introduce the subject of Sir Malcolm’s death, before the Lady Isobel took it up, as they ate.

“My husband was a strange man, and not one I would ever have chosen to wed,” she observed. “And I cannot in honesty claim that I mourn him greatly. But his was an ill death to die. He deserved better than that.”

“It was devilish!” Stewart agreed. “If it was as Jamie tells me. Locked in a cell, without food or drink, until he died. Is that true?”

“Sufficiently. He starved, that is certain. Locked in the small, remote hold of Badenyon, in the mountains.”

“And . . . who did it?”

“The question comes strangely from you, my dear, does it not? It was a band of your caterans who took him, when he was riding back to Kildrummy from his new-building castle of Kindrochit in Brae-Mar, conveyed him to Badenyon, and held him there.”

“Isobel — I knew nothing of it. Nothing. I tell you! You cannot believe, you cannot think . . .?”

“No, I cannot, Alex. Do not distress yourself. I know well that it was none of your doing. You have your faults, my dear, but you are not a cold-blooded killer! Nevertheless, your brothers led the party, all aver, in your name. There is no question of that, is there?”

“I sent a company under my brothers, yes — to watch your husband, in case he joined forces with Alastair Carrach in Donald’s invasion — as we feared. But this . . .!”

“Why should they do it? Thus? To slay him, I could understand — if they deemed him enemy. But starvation . . .?”

“God alone knows. But if it was my brothers, it would be Duncan. He has a devil in him. He hates, as none of the rest of us can.”

“What reason had he to hate Malcolm?”

“I do not know. None, that I can think on.”

“Could it be that he somehow blamed Sir Malcolm for Prince David’s death?” Jamie put in. “Revenge. It was the same death. Could there be any link? Even in mistake?”

“David was my husband’s nephew, his sister’s son. Why should he wish him dead?”

“Who can tell? But . . . Duncan Stewart must have had some reason for this shameful deed. Does nothing at all come to mind, Alex?”

“I have racked my wits. The only link between them, that I know of, was when Duncan led that great raid into Angus and Gowrie after our father’s excommunication, when he won the victory at Glasclune. Sir Malcolm Drummond was prominent in gathering and leading the host which assembled against my brothers then — his Drummond country, to be sure, was overrun. I was in Uncle Robert’s prison at Falkland at the time, so know not all that happened. But there may have been some incident. And Duncan never forgives. And so took this opportunity for revenge.”

“It scarce sounds sufficient . . .”

The Countess shrugged. “I cannot think that it had aught to do with David Stewart’s starving, at least. There is no least connection. Nor even with Malcolm’s other nephew, the young James . . .”

“James? The new heir to the throne? What of him, Isobel?”

“Only that there was some talk of the King sending him up here to Kildrummy, for safety. From his Uncle Robert of Albany. He is at present in the care of the Bishop of St Andrews — but it seems the King still fears for him, and would find more secure lodging, out of Albany’s reach. No doubt he fears a second death in the family — and then Albany himself is next heir. So there was talk of sending him up here, to bide with his uncle. But . . . I do not see why this should cause your brother anger?”

“No. No — there is nothing there to concern Duncan. Or any of us.”

“Well — it is done now, and cannot be undone,” the woman said. “In time you will learn, no doubt — and take what steps are necessary. But that is not important, meantime. What is important is that we should seek to counter the ill effects. For they will be grievously ill, Alex — as, I vow, you well understand.”

“Yes. It can make shipwreck of my whole state and position. I can no longer remain Justiciar. It gives my Uncle Robert of Albany what he needs against me. I could well be outlawed. Sir Malcolm, being the Queen’s brother, uncle to the heir to the throne, will enable Albany, as Governor, to accuse me almost of treason! And being chief of Clan Drummond, I will have all the Atholl, Gowrie and Stormonth clans against me. Chiefs everywhere outraged. Not to speak of this great earldom of Mar!”

“Leave Mar to me. Malcolm never had much say or sway over my people. What concerns me most are the accursed churchmen. Excommunication. If they excommunicate you, Alex, it could cost us all dear.”

“I think, I hope, that I have the Church my friend. Unlike my father! We have just come from my Diocesan, the Bishop of Moray. Any excommunication would have to be imposed by him. I would say that he is sufficiently . . . sweetened.”

“Good. Then they cannot prevent us marrying, my dear,” she commented, matter-of-factly.

His indrawn breath was audible. Although Jamie Douglas barely heard it, for his own.

“Lord, Isobel — we, we cannot think of that! Not now!”

“Why not? There is now no . . . impediment.”

“But — save us, do you not see? It is impossible. This was one of the first evils of it all that came to me. So long as men blame me for your husband’s death, I cannot wed his widow. It would be said . . .”

“Said that you had had him slain, to wed me? Perhaps. Some might say that is the height of love, indeed! There will be talk, to be sure. But talk there would be, anyway — how Sir Alex Stewart had wed a woman almost old enough to be his mother . . .!”

“Isobel! You are but a dozen years older.”

“Fourteen, my heart. Important years. And I might have had a child at thirteen — I was sufficiently keen! So, talk there will be. What signifies a little more talk?”

“No. But this is different. It cannot be, my dear. Not until my name is cleared. Our good repute would be gone — both. You must see it. I will not be named as the man who murdered to gain a bride! We could have no true marriage that way.”

“For how long must I wait, then? My time is shorter than yours! I cannot delay for years, whilst you establish your innocence to your fullest satisfaction.”

Jamie Douglas coughed. “It may be that I should leave you . . .?” he suggested.

“Do not be a fool, man!” the Countess jerked.

“No, Jamie — do not go,” Alex urged. “We need cool wits to try unravel this tangle. You can see the problems. Can you aid us towards an answer?”

“Me? No.” He did not know whether this of marriage was his friend’s wish, or only the Countess’s. Alex had never mentioned the word marriage to him. He was careful. “Save to agree that it would be folly to wed, in such case. Even those who accept you as innocent would doubt it then.”

“I would not have guessed that Sir James Douglas would have been so concerned for what folk thought!” the lady said.

“Since what folk may think determines how they may act and speak, it could be important, lady. I know that, to my cost! And Alex’s position is delicate.”

“Why so delicate?”

That man had difficulty, with the features he had, in ever looking really apologetic; but he did glance at his friend uneasily. “He is less than securely based, Countess. Albany, the Governor, hates him. He was his uncle’s prisoner once, who was forced to free him, against his will. The Duke never forgives nor forgets. This matter will be a joy to him — if he ever wins joy from anything! Then, his son Murdoch, Earl of Fife, now prisoner in England, has long been Justiciar and Lieutenant of the North — in name. He dared not come north to take up his appointment — nor greatly wanted to. So Alex has been acting Justiciar since his father died, for both the Prince David of Rothesay and this Murdoch. But only acting. Now, with Murdoch Stewart captive, Albany is bound to appoint someone else — and it will be someone more strong, you may be sure.” That was a long statement for Jamie Douglas.

“That matters not, Jamie,” Alex put in. “Since I shall resign the office anyway.”

“No doubt. But have you considered what a strong man, sent up here as Lieutenant and Justiciar, could do? To you! If you have lost the support of the clans through this slaying of Sir Malcolm?”

“M’mm. You think that I could be endangered? My own self?”

“It is the first thing that your successor would attempt, I’d say. Seek to be rid of you. And you are not strong in manpower, Alex. So long as you had the clans behind you, you were strong. But you have few men of your own. This is not Stewart country. Up here you are incomers. Lochindorb is a strong castle — but it can raise no large forces. You are Lord of Badenoch, yes — but only de facto, not de jure. For, like me, you are a bastard. The Crown has never confirmed you in your lordship. You have never been summoned to parliament as Lord of Badenoch. Which means, I fear, that Badenoch will remain yours only for so long as you are strong enough to hold it!”

There was silence at the table for a few moments.

“You are a damnably gloomy counsellor, Sir James!” Isobel of Mar exclaimed.

“No — let him continue,” Alex said. “He has the sort of sober head we much require. And he is right in what he says. It is all true. Go on, my friend.”

“As I see it, until you clear your name of this murder, with fullest certainty, you are in dire danger. Not yet, perhaps, but in a short while. Even though not excommunicated, you will be outlawed — as I am. Albany will see to it. That means any man may attack you, with impunity. And be rewarded for doing so. My father made it mightily clear to me, I assure you. So, either you clear your name swiftly, gain strong forces to your side, in some fashion — or go into hiding. That, or leave this your country meantime.”

“You make matters accursedly stark, Jamie!” the other commented grimly. “What, then, is your advice?”

“Clear your name. And quickly.”

“But how, man — how?”

“How much do you love your brother, Alex?”

“Eh? You mean . . .?”

“I mean, find him. Hold an open trial. Whilst you are still Justiciar. As is your duty, indeed. And hang him, if proven guilty.”

“Lord God!” Stewart breathed.

“There speaks Douglas!” the Countess nodded. “And I am a Douglas, too! This time, I agree with him.”

“No,” Alex got out. “Not that. Not hang.”

“Yet, as Justiciar, you have had to hang many, have you not? And if he was other than your brother you would hang him?”

“I cannot, I will not, hang my own brother.” That was flat, final.

“I feared as much. Then the choice must be other. Which?”

“I do not know. What can I say? Where can I gain forces to my support, whilst this hangs over me?”

“That, at least, is easy of answer,” Isobel of Mar said. “Marry me, and I will make you Earl of Mar, in my right. None can gainsay my right to do so. Then you will have all Mar at your back. And little lack men to your support.”

Both men looked at her, and then at each other. Alex swallowed.

“You would do that for me, Isobel? After . . . this? What you would never do for Sir Malcolm?”

“I never loved Malcolm Drummond,” she said simply. “My father chose my husband, not I.”

“But . . . but . . . I thank you, my dear, with all my heart. But I could not do it — accept the earldom. The thing is not possible.”

“Tell me why not?”

“Isobel — the same objection as to our early marriage. Men would accept it as all but proof of guilt. It would be believed that you yourself were party to it — to Malcolm’s death. That must not be — such calumny.”

“If I am prepared to risk such calumny, why should you balk at it? Were you Earl of Mar you might snap your fingers at Albany, Alex.”

“I fear it is less simple than that,” Jamie put in, “so long as Albany controls parliament. Earldoms require to be confirmed by the King in parliament. King Robert is but a cypher. A saint perhaps, but weak, a recluse, leaving all to his brother Albany. To think that he is the great-grandson of the Bruce! Albany, the Governor, is strong, ruthless, cunning. I know, who have been fighting against him, suffering his ill-will, for years, ever since he had the Earl James Douglas, my master, murdered at the Battle of Otterburn. I vowed . . .” Jamie Douglas cut himself short. On the subject of Robert Stewart, Duke of Albany and Earl of Fife and Menteith, he was perhaps, preoccupied, prejudiced — and knew it. “I say Albany would counter Alex’s confirmation in the earldom,” he ended.

“I fear that is true, my dear . . .”

“That would only affect your right to vote in parliament, sit on the Privy Council and the like. In the North you would still be Earl of Mar, in all that matters.”

“No, Isobel — my thanks, but no. We must work this thing out otherwise. Somehow. Perhaps another time we shall see more clearly. When we are less weary and our wits are sharper . . .”

They left it there.

Later, Jamie discreetly declared himself ready for his couch and retired sufficiently early to leave the other two to each other’s company.

* * *

Although the Countess Isobel tried very hard to make them stay longer, Alex Stewart pointed out that matters for his urgent attention were piling up, and after their second night at Kildrummy insisted that they must be gone. He wanted to interview his brother Duncan before either of them was very much older, for one thing. The lady accompanied them for some way on their journey westwards.

Some sixteen miles on their way, at the summit of the Glenfenzie pass over the Gairn Mounth, she drew rein, on the watershed between Don and Dee.

“Far enough, Alex,” she said. “I think that you are being foolish. But men are often that, to be sure. You will come back to me, I prophesy, before long — no longer so proud as to refuse what only I can give you. Until then, God go with you.”

“It is not pride, Isobel — or not merely so. Our reputations are at stake in this — both of them. And your good name, as well as mine, is important to me. But . . . I thank you, my dear.”

“Thanks I do not ask for. But — remember that I am forty-two years of age. I see time something differently from you. You can be Earl of Mar whenever you wish. But . . . you could leave it too late! And there will be others on that hunt, I think!”

He frowned at that, despite himself.

“I expect to hear from Robert of Albany, any day!” she went on. “He can scarce marry me himself — although I suppose he could dispose of that poor creature of a wife, as he has disposed of others! But he has another son — other than Murdoch, prisoner in England — unmarried. Or other nominees for my earldom — that you may be sure. Do not give him too long.”

As she turned back, they rode on very thoughtfully.

“I had not thought of that,” Jamie admitted. “Of Albany.”

His friend did not reply.

Long and hard riding brought them to the upper Dee, and into the mighty mountains of the Monadh Ruadh, where that great river rose. Beyond Linn o’Dee they left the river, to follow up a lesser stream, the Geldie, south of the main massif of the mountains. By its birchwood side they camped, and next morning rode up, westwards now, to the bare moorland and peat-hags of its watershed, and so down the infant Feshie beyond, with all the spread and colour of upper Strathspey opening before them, back into Badenoch again.

The Feshie’s lovely dozen-mile valley brought them at last to the pine forests of Rothiemurchus and the tree-girt Loch-an-Eilean with its island-castle. With Ruthven, at Kingussie, Castle Roy in Strathnethy, Drumin in Strathavon, and others, it was one of a series of strategically placed strongholds set up by the late Wolf to control the huge province of Badenoch, each under the captaincy of one of his bastard sons. Jamie had been brought here twelve years before, as captive, when its captain had been Rob Stewart, a half-brother of Sir Alexander’s. Now, apparently, it was the seat of Sir Duncan.

Nevertheless, it was Rob Stewart himself who rowed over for them, when they shouted across the still waters for attention, the echo resounding from the close-thronging hillsides. The Earl of Buchan had knighted only his five sons by Mariota de Athyn, to constitute the ruling family of Badenoch, illegitimate as they all were.

“Duncan is not here,” Rob Stewart informed. “Has not been, for long.”

“No? Where is he then, Rob?”

“I do not know. Somewhere in the South.” This was a stolid and somewhat surly individual, no typical Stewart.

“The South! Duncan? Surely not?”

The other shrugged. “That is where I was told he had gone.”

“But . . . why? Where? Duncan hates the South, the Lowlands. He has no friends there. This is crazy! When did you last see him?”

“Three weeks past. More. After, after . . .”

“After the Drummond business? You were there?”

“I had naught to do with it, Alex. It was none of my doing.”

“Perhaps not. But it was somebody’s doing. And you did not stop it.”

“No. See you, Alex — I was at the capture of Drummond, yes. We all were, Duncan, Andrew, Walter, Tom. Duncan was the leader — he always is. We took Drummond to a small tower called Badenyon in Brae-Mar. But we left him captive, under guard. We went eastwards then, deeper into Mar, to Kildrummy country. Then south towards Atholl, looking for any muster of fighting men, as you had ordered . . .”

“And Duncan with you?”

“He came with us at first. Then he left us, saying that he had other business.”

“But, if he was in command . . .?’

“He handed over to Andrew. Saying that he had private business. And went back.”

“Back? You mean . . .? What business?”

“He did not say. You know Duncan. He keeps all close, gives little away. I have not seen him since that day.”

“You believe that he it was who killed Drummond? Or ordered him to be starved to death?”

His brother looked distinctly alarmed, glancing at Douglas. “I did not say that, Alex. I know no more than I have told you. When we left Drummond, locked in that hold, he was well enough. An old man getting, mind . . .”

“And being fed?”

“I know not. I tell you, I had naught to do with him.”

“And you think that Duncan went south, afterwards? When Drummond was dead?”

“Yes.”

“Who told you?”

“Gillies here said it, Seumas and Colin.”

“Alone?”

“He took two gillies only.”

“Then he was going secretly. Why? Why kill Drummond? And why go to the South? Duncan, of all men?”

“The one because of the other, belike?” Jamie suggested. “Flight. He fled from your wrath.”

“But . . . that would mean . . .? No — Duncan has no friends in the South. He has never crossed the Highland Line — save with a drawn sword. He knows none . . .”

“You are wrong, Alex. Duncan does know someone,” his brother said. “A man was here, some months back, two months, more. Here at Loch-an-Eilean. A Lowlander. He stayed for three days. Lindsay by name.”

“Lindsay? You mean, from Glen Esk, in Angus?”

“No. Not that airt. I thought at first that he came from the North, some place — for his style was Lindsay of Ross. But no, it was from the South . . .”

“Ross — not Rossie?” That was Jamie, almost with a bark. “Lindsay of Rossie? Sir William?”

“He was a knight, yes. William Lindsay . . .”

“Dear God!” the Douglas exclaimed. “Lindsay of Rossie is one of Albany’s jackals! He and Sir John de Ramorgnie were mainly responsible for Prince David’s death at Falkland. By starvation!”

His friend stared at him. “Albany!” he whispered. “Mary-Mother — not that! Not my uncle Robert!”

“If Lindsay was here? What brought him all this way? A Fife laird.”

“What was he doing here, Rob?” Alex demanded.

“I do not know. He was here when I came, one day. Duncan told me nothing. Said that he was a friend, that is all.”

“Why have I not heard of this Lowland visitor?”

“Duncan said . . . better not say anything.”

“A plague on you, Rob! I am Lord of Badenoch, not Duncan! You know that I require to be told of every stranger who crosses into my territories. Saints give me patience! A Lowland knight, a creature of the Governor’s — and I knew naught of it!”

His half-brother scowled. “Duncan is a hard man to counter.”

“And so am I, by God! As you, and others, will learn!” With an obvious effort Alex controlled himself. “Forgive me, Jamie. I am sorry.” He turned back to his brother. “Duncan captained this castle. For me. Yet he has left it, without my authority. And put you in command? Of this, at least, I ought to have been informed.”

“You were in the West,” Rob said heavily. “Busy.”

“You could have sent a messenger.”

Silence.

“I see that I shall have to put my own house in order!” Alex said grimly. “You will hear more of this, Rob. Is Andrew at Ruthven? And Walter?”

“They are both at Drumin, with Tom. Or were.”

“Indeed. What do they there?”

“I know not.”

“No? Then, if you have nothing else to tell me, we shall leave you, meantime. I shall send for you to come to Lochindorb, in due course.”

As they rode on, northwards now through the great forest, minds busy, Alex said, “I shall have to take my brothers in hand, it is clear. If I may no longer control the North, as Justiciar, I can at least control my own family. We are going to require a united house, I think!”

“Can you?” Jamie asked bluntly. “As I remember them, they are all hard, strong men.”

“Ha, my friend — but perhaps you have not seen me at my hardest and strongest! Moreover, I have a hold over all of them. Our father, in his wisdom, left all the lordship to me, its castles, lands and privileges — did not break it up. He knew them, you see!”

“And knew you! But, Alex — this of Albany? How think you? Could he have had anything to do with Drummond’s death?”

“The good God knows! The thought had not so much as come into my mind, before this. Why should he?”

“Why should any? Save you! But — they were unfriends. Drummond had a grudge against Albany, over the unentailed lands of Douglas, which were prevented from coming to his wife. And this is the same death which he caused his other unfriend to die! And you also are an unfriend — and this strikes at you! This link with Lindsay of Rossie must mean something. Why should one of Albany’s men come all this way into the Highlands to see your brother?”

The other shook his head.

“I wonder . . .? You remember what the Countess Isobel said? About the King considering to send the young Prince James into his uncle’s care at Kildrummy, for safety? Safety from Albany, to be sure, who slew his brother. Could that have to do with it?”

“You mean . . .?”

“I mean that only young James now stands between Albany and the throne, should the King die. And he is a sick man. The King greatly fears for the boy’s safety, that is evident — and has him put in the care of Bishop Wardlaw at St. Andrews. He appears to feel that insufficiently secure, if he thought to send him north. Albany could be proving that his arm can stretch as far as that! To teach others not to interfere, to offer sanctuary to the prince. And to dispose of Drummond, the King’s last remaining close friend. And embroil you whom he hates and fears.”

“Save us — you would make Robert Stewart the Fiend Incarnate, Jamie! Even he could scarce be so devilishly clever as that.”

“Why not? Think how he had the Earl James Douglas slain — and the slayer’s mouth closed. And the mouth-closer slain likewise! All by others’ hands. Your Aunt Gelis at least, believed that he had her husband, Will Douglas of Nithsdale, assassinated equally cunningly, in Danzig. He had his nephew David starved to death at Falkland — and parliament to absolve him afterwards. Think you this would be too much for him?”

“I do not know. If Albany is in this, then all is changed, and we require to look a deal more closely at many things.”

“Yes. It may not be so. But, I say, we would be fools to overlook that it is possible . . .”


III

LOCHINDORB WAS AN extraordinary place by any standards. Deep, remote within the high heather and rounded hills of Braemoray, almost ten miles from any real village or community, a wide green amphitheatre opened in the prevailing brownness. In the floor of this lay a loch two miles long by half-a-mile wide, with only a scattering of trees around; and towards its centre a single island. Following the irregular contours of this, the walls of a major castle arose in stark masonry, the massive and lofty curtains enclosing a sizeable area, with heavy squat drum-towers at the angles and what amounted to a township of subsidiary buildings within — greater and lesser halls, dormitories, kitchens, armouries, barracks, stables, storerooms and a chapel. There was even a garden, ladies’ pleasance and orchard within the perimeter walling, little to be looked for in this wilderness. A cluster of thatch-roofed cot-houses, cabins, byres and the like formed a castleton on the east shore opposite the island, where there was a stone jetty — with the ferry-scow always berthed at the castle side. Cattle grazed the enclosing braesides up to the heather-line.

To the uninformed it might seem a strange, indeed a pointless place to site a powerful castle. But, in fact, it was a highly strategic situation, in a position to command almost every important route from the fertile and populous Laigh of Moray to upper Strathspey, Moy, Strathdearn, Strathnairn, the Great Glen and the Highland West. Edward the First of England had recognised this, during the Wars of Independence, and here, in then Comyn territory, had built up a small clan-chief’s fortalice into this great stronghold. And Alexander Stewart, Earl of Buchan, had perceived its potentialities and made it his headquarters for the domination and control of the North-East, transferring here from Ruthven or upper Speyside the principal seat of his vast Lordship of Badenoch. Here he had installed Mariota de Athyn, his famous concubine and chief mistress, daughter of the chiefly house of Mackay of Strathnaver; and here were reared their five sons and one daughter. At Lochindorb Alex Stewart now reigned in his stead, the Wolf eight years dead. Illegitimate, he could not inherit the earldom of Buchan, or even be de jure Lord of Badenoch; but de facto, he ruled a huge territory as lord, and governed all the North-East as acting Justiciar and Lieutenant for the late heir to the throne, David, Duke of Rothesay, so far not effectively replaced save by the absentee Murdoch of Fife.

That castle could never be approached unwarned, and well before they reached the landing-stage, a boat had put out to come for the travellers. In it, with the rowers, was a young woman and her children, a boy and girl, aged eleven and nine. Their shouted welcome echoed from all the enclosing hillsides.

It was Alex who called back, waving his bonnet, laughing, Jamie Douglas not at his best in scenes and occasions — unless drastic action was called for. He grinned affectionately at his wife and youngsters, however, and at his friend’s demonstrative greetings.

“Mary!” the other cried. “Had I wife as comely and excellent as you, I swear that I would never leave home! As for these two, Lochindorb would be a poor place without them.”

“Let us hope that you continue to think so, Alex,” Mary returned. “For it seems that you are burdened with us for no little time yet.”

“Would that my other burdens were of such sort! That, at least, is good news. We will make Highlanders of you all, to be sure, in time!”

“You are kind . . .”

Jamie, although less forthcoming verbally, was nowise backward in embracing his wife appreciatively. And she was of the sort a man much appreciates within his arms, warm, eager, shapely, big-breasted and all woman. The Stewarts had a tendency towards beauty of feature and person, and this illegitimate daughter of the late King, sister of the present monarch, and aunt, after a fashion, of Sir Alexander himself, had the family excellences in full measure, without some of the more notable failings. Less actually beautiful than one or two of the princesses, her half-sisters, she had a lively attractiveness none of them could rival. Her children had to tug and squeeze their father with some vigour to gain their due share of attention.

The Lady Mariota welcomed them at the castle landing-stage, another attractive woman although now in her fifties, handsome, large, forthright, of a natural and far from unpleasing lustiness of character and bearing, which reminded Jamie at least of the Countess of Mar, in some measure. Indeed, it might well be that something of this was in part responsible for Alex’s preoccupation with so much older a woman — for he greatly admired his mother. Not that there was anything the least motherly about Isobel of Mar.

Although Mariota de Athyn, or Mackay, was known throughout the kingdom as a notorious courtesan, and concubine of one of the most spectacularly wicked men that even Scotland had ever produced, king’s son though he was, she gave little impression of that role; but rather of an assured and effective chatelaine, respectable as any in the land. She had, indeed, been as good as wife — and a good wife — to the Wolf, who had never lived with his wedded spouse, the Countess of Buchan and Ross in her own right. Undoubtedly Mariota had been the best influence in that wild man’s life, had given him a fair home amongst his innumerable dens, and brought up their family in as normal, domestic and stable a fashion as had been possible in the extraordinary and testing circumstances. If some of her sons behaved like their father on occasion, that was not altogether her fault.

She was demonstrably happy to see her favourite son safely back from the wars, whilst greeting Jamie with almost equal affection, and an added womanly appreciation wasted on a son. The two young men might have their problems, but they had priceless assets in their womenfolk.

That evening, round the fire in Mariota’s own private chamber, the real heart of that great fortalice, what amounted to a council-of-war developed. Alex told them what he had learned at Kildrummy and Loch-an-Eilean, and explained Jamie’s theory of Governor Albany’s possible involvement. The women expressed their inevitable doubts, if not actual disbelief, and even when these were in some part countered, remained by no means convinced.

“Jamie is prepared to believe anything of Robert,” Mary Stewart declared. “He will attribute every evil to him. He is a hard and twisted man, and has done much ill in his day, but I cannot conceive him as black as Jamie thinks, nor possessed of so long an arm.”

“Myself, I cannot see that Drummond’s death and Alex’s downfall could be so important for him. To go to these lengths,” Mariota said. “It all would have taken a great deal of planning and working out, beforehand.”

“As did the murder of Earl Douglas. As did your . . . as did my lord Earl of Buchan’s excommunication plot. That is the kind of mind Albany has,” Jamie asserted. “How he works. You cannot deny it, Mary.”

“No. Not his devious, malicious mind. It is his purpose and need, in this, that I doubt.”

“Let us leave the matter open, then,” Alex put in. “Accept only that Robert Stewart may be concerned. But if he is, then we must tread a deal more warily. Possibly be prepared for further blows.”

“No doubt,” his mother said. “But — first things first. What is most important, Alex, is to establish your innocence in the eyes of men.”

“Agreed, yes. But none so easy, is it? With Duncan gone, who is going to believe my denials?”

“You cannot perhaps prove who did it, in law. But you can perhaps make it clear that you did not. Knew naught of it. You are still Justiciar. Before you think of standing down, Alex, hold a trial. Before a great company . . .”

“I agree,” Jamie said. “I have said as much.”

“How can I, when there is none to stand accused?”

“You have other brothers, besides Duncan, my dear, who also led that company. My own sons, yes, but they have served you ill, done nothing to aid you in this. You must use them to clear your name.”

“You mean . . .?”

“I mean take Andrew and Walter into custody. As Justiciar. Charge them with the murder of Drummond. In your Court. They will, pray God, be shown to be innocent. But they must be made also to establish your innocence, before all. Then they can be set free. Mary and I have talked much of this. We believe this is what is required.”

Alex frowned. “A sore, hard business that. To arraign my own brothers. They will not love me for it!”

“They will understand,” Mary said. “Besides, they owe you this, at least. You must do it, Alex — for their sakes, as well as your own. If you go down, to be a mere outlaw and Highland freebooter, their state and security is also endangered. All our safety.”

“But . . . who will take heed of the findings of such Court? In my own Court, absolving myself and my brothers! All will scorn it, as a merest device.”

“No,” Jamie intervened. “There is much point to this, I think. It has to be your Court, as Justiciar. The highest Court in the North, dispensing the King’s justice. No other would serve — the sheriff’s or other. The King’s good-brother has been slain. It is the King’s Justiciar’s duty to seek out and try the guilty — none other’s. So you must remain Justiciar until then, at least. Although some may scoff, none can controvert such trial. You will not seem to be on trial, moreover . . .”

“It will be assumed to be but covering my own fault, nevertheless. As Robert Stewart did after David’s murder, at the Holyrood trial.”

“Then sit with others in judgement. Say, two others. A triumvirate. Men of repute. Your Bishop? He would serve in this. And would show that you had the power of the Church behind you — a considerable matter. And some other. It would be a duly lawful trial. And whatever Albany might say, or do, its decision could not be questioned in law. Any more than his could, at Holyrood. So he could not use parliament against you, at least. That would prevent outlawry, meantime. A sound move, Alex.”

The other nodded. “Perhaps you are right. Who could I ask to sit with me? The Mackintosh? Chief of Clan Chattan . . .?”

“A pity that Thomas, Earl of Moray is prisoner in England,” Mary said. “Another nephew of the King, he would be of the right stature.”

“I can think of what would carry more weight still,” Jamie said. “A representative from Mar! The Countess Isobel could find you one, I swear. That would look notably well.”

At this mention of the Countess, Mariota stiffened. Her son went on hurriedly.

“I will think on that. But — after? What then? We find Andrew and Walter not guilty. And myself, by implication, more so. If we have established Duncan’s probable guilt — what to do? He has disappeared.”

“You will have to order his apprehension and arrest, in the King’s name,” his mother declared steadily. “You can do no less, as Justiciar. Since, it seems, he has left your jurisdiction for the South, you will not be able to enforce it. He will stay away. But, better that than hanging, God knows!”

“And Robert of Albany? What will he do?”

“Who knows? But you will be on the watch for him.”

“Albany will surprise, nothing is more sure,” Jamie asserted. “But . . . I fear for your Duncan. If he deserves it! When Albany has finished with one of his tools, he does not usually live to tell who paid him!”

“We do not know that Robert paid him, Jamie,” his wife pointed out. “We do not even know that Duncan did this thing.”

The men had to admit that this was so, and that they had only suppositions to work on.

They could plan no further meantime.

* * *

It was nearly two weeks later, of a fine autumn early afternoon, that Jamie Douglas fished assiduously for salmon in the swift run of amber water where the quite major Dorback Burn issued from the foot of Lochindorb. He had been at it for almost three hours, without so much as a nibble, and had been telling himself and all the watching hills that it was a hopeless waste of time, that it was too bright a day, that the water was too clear, that it was the wrong hour, that his lures were quite useless, and that he should give it all up and row back to the castle while still he retained his sanity — this for over an hour, when his young son David came paddling across the loch in a basket-and-hide coracle, to announce breathlessly that his father was required forthwith, that there were visitors arrived and he must come.

Jamie produced the required grumbles about being disturbed at his well-earned recreation, but packed up his willow-wand and line the while, ignoring his son’s interested queries as to how many fish he had caught, and gingerly embarking in his own frail craft for the paddle back to the island. Alex Stewart was away at Elgin, making arrangements for the great trial to be held there. Jamie’s son, splashing alongside, insisted that his father was to go to the castle, not to the landing-stage on the shore opposite, where a fair-sized company could be seen to be waiting.

Mariota and Mary met him just within the castle gateway, out of sight of the waiting visitors, and for once the former displayed unwonted agitation.

“Jamie,” she said, “you must deal with this, whatever. I will not have that woman in my house! She ought not to have come here. Send her away, Jamie. She is not to come here.”

Bewildered, he looked from one woman to the other.

“It is the Countess of Mar,” Mary said. “No doubt to see Alex. She will have to be told . . . not to come out here. And you know her, Jamie.”

Her husband moistened his lips. “You say I have to turn her away? From this door? Having come all this way from Kildrummy? A great lady, like Isobel of Mar. Alex will not like this, I think!”

“Alex is not here. And I would not have her in my house if he was here. You may tell her so!” the normally generous and imperturbable Mariota de Athyn said.

“But . . . but this is going to be most difficult, trying,” the man protested. “I have partaken of her hospitality, more than once. As has Alex.”

“I have not! And would not! Send her away.” And their hostess turned and swept off, back across the courtyard.

The man stared at his wife.

“I am sorry, Jamie — but I can prevail nothing with her,” Mary told him. “I have tried. She hates the Countess, and her influence on Alex.”

“No doubt. But to turn her away from the door! One of the greatest in the land. And new widowed . . .”

“What has either to do with it?”

“Sakes — if you do not see it!” He shook his head. “Women!” he exclaimed. “This countess could throw the whole of Mar behind Alex. One of the most powerful earldoms in the realm. Or . . .”

“By the sound of her she will do that anyway! She has her claws in Alex, for her own designs. Now — go across, Jamie, and tell her that the Lady Mariota is indisposed and unable to see her. But that Alex is at Elgin, and if she goes there she. will see him. She will understand very well.”

“That she will! Alex loves this woman, Mary. Has done for long.”

“Then he will see her the sooner — at Elgin! Go you, Jamie.”

“If I go, you come with me.”

“That is foolish. I can do nothing . . .”

“You can do as much as I can. You can speak to her as a woman. And this is woman’s work! Come.”

So they both were rowed across the four hundred yards of water to the main landing-stage.

The sizeable party, perhaps fifty strong, was dismounted and waiting there. The Countess was easily distinguished, the only woman present, seated on a log with every appearance of patience for so proud and forthright a character. She was dressed in a travelling cloak and man-style tartan trews, cut on the cross to cling to a substantial but shapely leg, and wore a feathered bonnet with an air. Standing beside her was a young gallant, also with an air to him, features vaguely familiar.

“Who is that? A Stewart, I swear!” Mary Stewart said.

“I do not know him. Yet I should know that face, I think.”

As they landed, the Countess exclaimed, “On my soul — I wondered whether all had died a death in yonder hold! And now it is Jamie Douglas and Mary Stewart! Has Alex taken to his bed, or what?”

“I am sorry, my lady, that you have been kept waiting,” Jamie said, bowing stiffly. “Sir Alexander is not here. He is presently at Elgin.”

“Elgin? A plague on it!”

“He has been gone two days. And we do not expect him back before two more.”

“Ah. Unfortunate.”

“Yes. The Lady Mariota, I fear, is indisposed and cannot receive you at the castle.”

“Indeed? You mean . . .?”

“It is a pity that you have been thus delayed, Countess — when you could have been on your road to Elgin,” Mary put in. “Still a long road, I fear.”

“Ah. I see. Yes, I see.” Isobel of Mar smiled. “That makes the position entirely clear! Alex should have been more . . . explicit, in his letter.”

“Letter . . .?”

“Why, yes. Alex sent a messenger, with a letter, asking me to find someone, some representative of the earldom of Mar, to sit with him as judge, in the trial anent my husband’s death. I have bettered his suggestion — eh, John?” And she turned to her lounging companion.

“As to that, who knows?” he said. He was a tall, well-built and good-looking young man in his early twenties, with fair hair, long features and fine eyes. He laughed — and clearly he laughed easily. “Sir Alexander may find me young, for justiciaring.”

“Alex is none so old himself, boy,” she said. “Unlike my aged self!”

“You have the secret of endless youth and delight, Isobel,” he said — and this time he did not smile, strangely enough. Indeed his fine eyes smouldered.

“Flatterer!” she returned. “And you so young. Who taught you, I wonder? Not your father. Nor yet your brother Murdoch, I vow!” She looked at the others. “Perhaps you do not know each other? Although you, Mary Stewart, should know, one would think. This is the Lord John Stewart of Coull and Onele, in Cro-Mar. Known in Mar as Brave John o’ Coull. And whether he is notably brave or not, he is sufficiently bold — that I can vouch for! Second son to the Governor of us all, the Duke of Albany!”

To say that Jamie and Mary caught their breaths would be an understatement. Utterly taken aback, they stared, at a loss for words.

The young man bowed elaborately, smiling again — but at Mary rather than at the Douglas. “I believe that I may be privileged to name you Aunt!’ he said. “Like all too many another, I fear!”

“Johnnie Stewart!” she gasped. “Can it be true? I have not seen you since you were a child-in-arms.”

“No. I was reared far from Court. My mother, daughter to the Marischal, enjoys the barony of Coull and Onele, in the valley of Dee, in Cro-Mar. It has become my home and inheritance. My mother was never greatly enamoured of Court life, and retired there.”

“So that is where your mother took . . . refuge!”

“Exactly, Aunt!”

The Countess Isobel laughed. “The Stewart family never ceases to surprise! Sir Jamie — does it not surprise you? But . . . how think you this one will serve the Justiciar as second judge?”

That man took moments to answer. To have Albany’s own son as co-judge in this case was so improbable-seeming as to be almost inconceivable. If he could be relied upon to co-operate and assist in the project of establishing Alex’s innocence, his adherence would be invaluable — for Albany’s hands would thereby be much tied, since he was hardly likely to denigrate the judicial findings of his own son, or not publicly. It would give vastly greater validity to the entire exercise. On the other hand, he would be in a position to wreck all, should he so elect, if he sought to play his father’s game. He would well recognise this — for he looked to be no fool. Yet the Countess Isobel was no fool either, and she had chosen him. So she must believe that he would be good for Alex’s cause, rather than Albany’s. He, it seemed, had been reared much apart from his father — indeed, Jamie had scarcely ever heard him referred to, or indeed the Lady Muriella Keith’s other, younger children; only Murdoch, the son by the Governor’s first wife, the Countess of Menteith in her own right, was seen much about the father. Albany was neither a man with much use for women, save for what they could bring him, nor yet for family life. So the Duchess Muriella had to make her own life. And this John of Coull might possibly make a useful ally.

As all this flashed through Jamie’s mind, he nodded. “I think notably well,” he said. “Provided that his intentions are . . . kindly disposed.”

“I think that my lord’s intentions are kindly — towards myself, at any rate!” The Countess’s tone and glance were significant, archly so.

“H’r’mm. Yes. To be sure,” Jamie muttered. If Alex ever eventually married this one, he was not likely to lack problems.

The younger man grinned cheerfully.

Mary spoke. “Nephew John, how think you your father will see this?”

“He can scarce object to me assisting the King’s Justiciar, Aunt.”

“You think not? Acting Justiciar, only!” Mary amended.

“To be sure. But then, if my brother Murdoch is in truth Justiciar — as I believe he was appointed? — then, since Murdoch is a captive in England, is it not the more my duty to assist his . . . deputy?”

“Your father may see it otherwise, perhaps.”

“Then my father will have to communicate his pleasure, or displeasure, to me — which he does but seldom, God be thanked!”

Mary’s faint smile at that held a hint of admiration; and Jamie decided that this Stewart was certainly no fool or simple innocent — which made him consider the Countess the more thoughtfully.

“So now you would have us ride to Elgin? Without further . . . delay?” the lady asked.

Jamie coughed. “Yes. That is best. Alex should hear of this at the earliest. I will ride some way with you. Put you on the best road. By Glen Erney, Dallas and the Lossie, to Kellas and Pittendreich. It is near thirty miles. But there is the Valliscaulian Hospice of St. Michael at Dallas, where you could pass the night.”
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