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‘I can call spirits from the vasty deep.


 



 


Why, so can I, or so can any man;
 But will they come when you do call for them?’

—William Shakespeare


 



 



 



 


An it harm none, do what ye will.

—The Wiccan Rede (or Witches’ Counsel)




PROLOGUE

November, 1606

Hampton Court Palace

 



Wrapped in a gown of blue-green velvet trimmed with gold, a queen’s crown on his head, the boy sat drowsing in the throne near the centre of the Great Hall, just at the edge of the light. Tomorrow, it would be the king who sat there. Not a player king, but the real one, His Majesty King James I of England and VI of Scotland. Tonight, however, someone among the players had been needed to sit there and see just what the king on his throne would see as Mr Shakespeare’s new Scottish play, blood-spattered and witch-haunted, conjured up a rite of nameless evil.

The boy, who was not in this scene, had volunteered. But the rehearsal had been unaccountably delayed, stretching deep into the frigid November night, until it was almost as cold inside the unheated hall as it was in the frost-rimed courtyards below. The heavy gown, though, was warm, and as the hours crawled on, the boy found it hard to keep his eyes open.

Well out of the torchlight illuminating the playing area, a grizzled man-at-arms in a worn leather jerkin, gaunt as a  figure of famine, leaned against the wall at the edge of a tapestry, seeming to drowse as well.

At last, movement stirred in the haze of light. Three figures, cloaked head to toe in black, skimmed in a circle about the cauldron set in the centre of the hall, their voices melding into a single chant somewhere between a moan and a hiss.

‘What is it you do?’ rasped the player king as he entered, eyes wide with horror.

The answer whined through the echoing hall like the nearly human sound of the wind, or maybe the restless dead, seeking entry at the eaves: A deed without a name.

Not long afterwards, a phalanx of children, eerily beautiful, had drifted into the light, gliding one by one past the throne. In the rear, the smallest held up a mirror.

On the throne, the boy-queen sat bolt upright.

Against the wall, barely visible in the outer darkness, the old soldier’s eyes flickered open.

A few moments later, the boy slid from the throne and melted into the darkness at the back of the hall. Behind him, the man followed like an ill-fitting shadow.

 



 



Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury, was wakened by his manservant in the small hours of the morning. Behind him in the darkness, two more faces floated in a double halo of candlelight. One slipping from black hair toward grey age, and the other just rising into the fullness of his prime, but  both Howards, and both smug. The Earl of Northampton and his nephew the Earl of Suffolk.

Salisbury was instantly awake. He did not know what the Howards had to look smug about at such an hour of the morning, but anything that happened in the palace without his knowledge disturbed him. When it involved the Howards, it invariably meant danger.

‘It’s the boy, my lord,’ said his manservant, coughing discreetly.

‘The players’ boy,’ Suffolk specified.

‘He is missing,’ purred Northampton. ‘Along with the mirror.’


Wherever that boy is, Salisbury thought with an inward sigh,  the Howards know about it. Aloud, he said, ‘Rouse Dr Dee,’ and painfully sat up, aware of Northampton’s stare aimed at the hump on his back. ‘And send for the captain on duty.’

To the captain, he simply said, ‘Find him.’

Half an hour later, Salisbury led the way, splay-footed and limping, towards the waiting chamber off the Great Hall, aware at every step of the proud, straight stalking of the tall Howard earls flanking him. He did not like working with either of them, especially Northampton. Generally speaking, Salisbury was fastidious about his person and his apparel, small and misshapen though he was, but not about people, whose talents he assessed with a cold, accurate eye and then used as necessary. But the Howards curdled something within his soul, making him long to step out into the  nearest rose garden, whatever the weather, to rid himself of some not-quite-detectable stench. The king, however, had fallen under Northampton’s spell, and had made the occasional partnership unavoidable. Witness this unsavoury business of the boy. When it came to the kingdom’s safety, Salisbury was not above using anybody, but he did not enjoy baiting traps with children.

Dr Dee was waiting for them, his dark robe and long white beard fairly shaking with indignation. ‘You told me you were keeping them here for their safety,’ he charged. ‘The boy and the mirror both.’

Salisbury sighed. Not for their safety. For the king’s. For the kingdom’s. Why couldn’t men as undoubtedly brilliant as Dr Dee make that distinction?

The earl did not give much credence to such things as magic mirrors and conjuring spirits. But just in case, he kept his finger on the pulse of what was happening among the kingdom’s conjurors, John Dee foremost among them. His brilliance as a mathematician and navigator was, after all, unmatched, and he had done Salisbury’s father and the old queen good service in the field of cryptology. If even a fraction of Dee’s claims about conjuring angels or transmuting base metal into gold turned out to be true, Salisbury wanted a handle on the old man.

So when Dee had come running, spouting a wild tale of blood and fire seen in one of his show-stones, Salisbury had listened with a seriousness that had shaken Dr Dee even as  it gratified him, and then he had interviewed the boy who claimed to have done the actual seeing. For, as Salisbury already knew, but Dr Dee did not, there were indeed plans afoot among some renegade Catholics to blow up Parliament and with it, the king.

To Dr Dee’s chagrin, however, Salisbury had kept the boy who seemed to have foreseen not only the Gunpowder Plot, but also a mysterious woman holding a knife. And he had kept, too, the mirror the boy claimed to have seen it in.

That had been a year ago. The Powder Plot had not come off, as Salisbury had all along known it would not. The plotters had been caught and either killed in the capture or executed with the full ferocity of the law. Only one figure was still at large: the kingmaker that Salisbury was certain had been behind the plot from the beginning, but had never been able to identify. Someone among the great of the kingdom who had meant to take the reins of rule amid the chaos. Someone who was most certainly among those who fawned daily on the king he had plotted to kill.

Salisbury had naturally assumed that this person was a man, but the boy’s vision of a woman with red hair and dark eyes, holding a knife engraved with letters the boy could not read, had brought him up short. If the earl had believed in ghosts, he might almost have said that the boy had seen old Queen Elizabeth. But the enemy he sought was surely still among the living. The old queen’s blood ran in other veins, though - thinly, to be sure, but there. Women  with Tudor and Plantagenet ancestry, and the telltale red-gold colouring to prove it, were not hard to come by at court. The king’s widely scattered family of Stewarts among them.

When it came to these royal families, that touch of flame in the hair often came with a Machiavellian ruthlessness that made the Howards, dangerous as they were, seem as innocent as kittens. It was one reason the Plantagenets, Tudors and Stewarts had occupied thrones for centuries, Salisbury reflected sourly, while the Howards had lost the lone dukedom that had been their pinnacle of achievement - unless you counted the two queens whose crowns Henry VIII had cut off, along with their heads. Tudors and Stewarts, though, had produced women of more formidable mettle: Queen Elizabeth and her cousin, the present king’s mother, Mary, Queen of Scots, prime among them. So why not a woman?

Or a woman in concert with a still unknown man.

So Salisbury had set out to discover the identity of the face in the mirror. He’d tried the boy in various positions at court - but there were limited opportunities for a young boy to observe great ladies unnoticed, and the child had never encountered her. In the end, it had been another of Mr Shakespeare’s plays that gave the earl the idea of installing the boy among the King’s Men, giving him both a perfect excuse and a prime vantage point from which to observe the courtiers drawn around the king. He’d had to  use Suffolk, the Lord Chamberlain, whose job it was to organise the king’s palace and all the entertainments within it, for that. But he’d bypassed the Howards when commissioning a play to touch on plots against a king’s life; that he had done himself. It wouldn’t be only the boy, of course, scanning the crowds for reactions. But only the boy could identify the particular face of his dreams.

Except that now, on the eve of the performance, the young idiot had gone missing. If it hadn’t been for the Howards, he’d have concluded that the young rascal was in the kitchen pinching puddings, and gone right back to sleep. As it was, he listened wearily to the tramping feet of soldiers fanning through the palace.

An hour later, the captain skidded back into his presence. ‘We’ve found something, your lordship,’ he panted. But when demanded what, he just shook his head. ‘I think, sir, you had better come and see for yourself.’

And so they had marched through long winding ways back into the oldest part of the palace. The chamber where they stopped was marked as unassigned on the Lord Chamberlain’s list, but the door was locked from the inside. Stranger still, several of the captain’s men swore up and down to have heard an ungodly cry from somewhere in this corridor - though all the other rooms were open and empty. Grown men, all of them, but Salisbury could sense the ooze of fear on their breath.

‘Break it open,’ he said shortly, aware of the Howards clenching in anticipation beside him.

It took axe-work: Hampton Court had been made to last. With a wrenching groan, the door at last split down the centre and the soldiers stood aside, allowing the earls to pass.

Even from the threshold, it could be seen that the room was empty. There were no rushes on the floor, no hangings on the walls, and no furniture cluttering the space. A fire, however, had recently warmed the grate, though it had been allowed to die out. The air still bore faint traces of some stew or broth that had seethed here. In the midst of this emptiness, the only object to stop the eye was a body lying stretched out on the flagged floor in front of the hearth. Draped over it was a heavy gown of peacock blue.

Dr Dee darted forward, plucking a small slice of darkness from a fold in the velvet. With precise fingers, he held up a dark disc of polished stone: his missing mirror. The old conjuror rubbed it with his sleeve, peering into its depths as Suffolk leaned forward with unseemly eagerness. ‘What do you see?’

Dr Dee looked up, the skin below his watery eyes sagging, and shook his head. ‘There is a dark veil drawn across it.’ A shudder passed through his entire body. ‘Whatever this mirror has seen, it is evil.’


A boy is dead, thought Salisbury. We need no magic to tell us that. In a flicker of irritation, he twitched the gown aside.

Beside him, Suffolk and Northampton went preternaturally still. Their surprise was momentary, so quickly  smoothed over that they would have fooled almost any other man, but Salisbury could often tell what a man was thinking before he was aware of the drifts of his own thoughts - to the point that some men muttered that it was he, not Dr Dee, who bent strange spirits to his will. Now, beneath his rigid mask of revulsion, he felt a sly curiosity waken and stretch through every vein and sinew. Whatever the Howards had been expecting, this was not it.

The body at their feet was naked, and strangely bound. But it was not the boy.




BLADE

Is this a dagger which I see before me, The handle toward my hand?
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October, 2009

Scotland

 



It’s the oldest temptation. Not gold or the power it can buy, not love, not even the deep, drumming fires of lust: what we coveted first was knowledge. Not just any knowledge, either, but forbidden, more-than-mortal knowledge, as seductive and treacherous as a will-o’-the-wisp glimmering like unearthly fruit amid dark branches.

At least, that’s the tale that Genesis suggests. Not that I believe everything the Bible says. But it’s a good story, and I love stories. Besides, whether or not knowledge is the oldest temptation, it’s beyond doubt one of the most dangerous. Spellbinding in the full, old sense of the word. That much I can swear to. I’ve felt the pull of it myself, and come closer than I like to admit to being lured into the abyss.

For me, it was a voice, low and musical, that first enthralled me; at least, that’s how I remember it. I can see her still, crossing to a tall window, throwing back curtains of pale blue silk embroidered with Chinese dragons, opening the casement to the chill Scottish night. The sharp scent  of pines swept through the room, stirring the silk, so that the dragons seemed to writhe and coil around her.

Nearing seventy, Lady Nairn’s face was lined with the fine-china crackling of very fair skin in old age. Awash in moonlight, with her hands thrust deep into the pockets of her jacket, a gauzy scarf at her neck, and hair of the palest gold swept up in a graceful French twist, she seemed to be shining with a light of her own.

‘It’s one of the Sidlaws,’ she mused, staring out the window at the hill that dominated the landscape. A strangely shaped hill sitting apart from its fellows, capped with a turret-like top. ‘Law, from Old English hlaew,  meaning hill, mountain, or mound, and also the hollow places inside them, like caves or barrows. And sid, from the Gaelic sidhe’ - which she pronounced like ‘she’. ‘The Good Folk,’ she said without turning. ‘The Fairies . . . It’s a fairy hill.’

She was tall, taller than me, and still imposing - not someone you expected to hear musing about fairies.

She shrugged slightly, as if brushing off my thoughts. ‘People have disappeared from it, from time to time. Caught up by the Good Folk riding out on one of their hunts, and swept off to feast in enchanted halls where time passes differently, and the golden air is laced with laughter and song. Most never return. Those who do come back touched. Fairy-stricken, as it’s said around here. That’s what the old legends say, at any rate.’

She glanced around. ‘Not the gossamer-winged flower-mites the Victorians liked to draw, mind you. The Scottish fairies, I’m talking about. Sometimes confused with the weird sisters or with witches - but not hags, as Shakespeare makes them. In Scotland, the fairies are bright and beautiful and fey. Dangerous.’

It struck me suddenly that standing there silvered with moonlight, she looked like one of them herself.

‘We have one rule in this house. Don’t go up the hill alone.’


 



 



I’d met her for the first time earlier that evening. It was Athenaide who engineered it, of course: who else?

Athenaide Dever Preston was a small, white-haired woman with an outsized personality more in keeping with the expanse of her ranch than with the diminutive scale of her person. The ranch encompassed a wide swathe of south-western New Mexico; she lived there in an improbable palace modelled on Hamlet’s Elsinore, concealed within a ghost-town by the name of Shakespeare. Since the death of her cousin Rosalind Howard, once my mentor at Harvard, Athenaide had decided that I needed a family, and that she was the best candidate for the job.

That morning, the phone had pulled me from a deep blanket of sleep in my flat in London.

‘I have a friend who wants to meet you,’ she said.

‘Athenaide?’ I’d croaked, sitting up. I peered at the clock. ‘It’s five a.m.’

‘I don’t mean at this instant, mija. Tonight. Dinner. Are you busy?’

All week, I’d been looking forward to a rendezvous with Chopin at my piano, a velvety glass of cabernet, and maybe later some mindless TV. But I owed Athenaide more than I could ever count. ‘No,’ I said reluctantly.

‘Not even with the redoubtable Mr Benjamin Pearl?’

I swallowed hard against a pang of irritation. Ben Pearl and I had met two years before, trying to outrun a killer while tracking down one of Shakespeare’s lost plays - an experience that might as well have been a lightning bolt fusing us together. At first, we’d met whenever we could, with a fizz and sparkle that felt like champagne and fireworks. For a week or ten days, we’d be as inseparable as we were insatiable. But then one career or the other would come calling, pulling us down separate paths. In the end, the strain was too great. Six months earlier, we’d parted ways for good, but Athenaide stubbornly refused to absorb that fact.

‘Ah well,’ she clucked. ‘As some bright young thing once said, the course of true love never did run smooth. Now write this down: Boswell’s Court, off Castle Hill.’

I was halfway through scribbling out the address when I stopped. London had no Castle Hill that I knew of. ‘You mean Parliament Hill? Tower Hill?’

‘No, I mean Castle Hill, mija. Edinburgh.’

‘Edinburgh?’ My uncaffeinated voice cracked.

‘How far is that from London - three hundred miles?’ She sniffed. ‘Wouldn’t get you from the ranch up to Santa Fe. A jaunt, not a journey.’

‘But—’

‘Boswell’s Court at eight-thirty,’ she said firmly. ‘There’s a train from King’s Cross at three-thirty. A ticket will be waiting for you. Gets in at quarter past eight, I’m told. Just enough time to get up the hill.’

‘Athenaide—’

‘Bon appétit, Katharine. Lady Nairn is quite possibly the most glamorous person I know. You’ll have fun.’ Laughter burbling through the phone, she hung up.

I stared at the phone in mute disbelief as its blue glow faded to darkness. So much for Chopin and Project Runway. I collapsed back in the bed with a groan that sputtered into laughter. Athenaide, whose parents had been costume designers for the likes of Bette Davis and Grace Kelly, and who had since made herself a billionaire, had spent her life running in glamorous circles. If this woman was at the pinnacle of Athenaide’s league, she was way out of mine.

After a few minutes, I threw back the covers and padded towards the kitchen and coffee. I’d signed up for Athenaide’s ride - or at least failed to throw myself off. I might as well enjoy it. Even without the redoubtable Mr Benjamin Pearl.

[image: 001]

By the time the train pulled into Edinburgh, darkness had long since fallen. Across the wide boulevard of Princes Street, the New Town paraded away in neat, if rainswept, Georgian elegance. On the other side of the station, the medieval town jostled stubbornly up a steep hill, crowding towards the castle perched atop its summit in brooding golden defiance against the night.

Minutes later, I was in the back of a taxi winding up the hill, the street a dark chasm between tall houses of grey stone slick with damp. Just before the buildings fell away into the open space in front of the castle, the taxi drew to a stop. ‘Boswell’s Court,’ the driver said, pointing to an open doorway.

Overhead, a placard like an old-fashioned inn sign glistened in the rain, sporting two rampant goats and a leering devil’s head above gilded letters that spelled out The Witchery.

Beneath this, a low stone archway led through to a little courtyard. At the far end sat a small wooden house dominated by a great black door; just inside, a wide stair led down into an opulent fantasia on a Jacobean palace. Mute courtiers hunted stags across tapestries, heavy furniture swelled with dark carving, and, everywhere, candles flickered in iron stands that looked to have been rifled from either cathedrals or dungeons.

Making my way through the restaurant in the wake of the hostess, I wound towards a back corner. One of the most  glamorous women I know, Athenaide had said, but through some trick of the shadows and flickering light, I did not see her until I was very close. And then I found myself face to face with a legend.

‘L-Lady Nairn?’ I’d stammered in confusion.

‘You must be Kate Stanley,’ she’d said, rising. ‘Yes, I’m Lady Nairn,’ she added, extending her hand. ‘Better known as Janet Douglas,’ she added with a disarming smile. ‘Once upon a very long time ago.’

Janet Douglas had once had beauty to make Helen of Troy burn with envy. In the 1950s, she’d had a meteoric acting career, coming to the world’s attention as Viola, the silver-tongued heroine of Twelfth Night. After that, she’d made five or six films in quick succession, all of them classics. But it was her live performance of Lady Macbeth, Shakespeare’s fiend-like queen, in London’s West End, that had seared her face into the consciousness of a generation. If Lady Macbeth had been her greatest role, it was also her last. In the audience at the premiere, a Scottish lordling had fallen in love with her - nothing unusual in itself. What set his passion apart was that she returned it. A month later, she’d abruptly left stage and screen to marry him. From that day forward, her disappearance from the world’s stage had been more mysterious and complete than any other since Greta Garbo’s.

Yet here she was, shaking my hand with an amused look on her face. ‘I’ve been looking forward to this moment for a  long time,’ she said, her voice just as I remembered it from films and interviews, husky for a woman, with a honeyed golden timbre. ‘I saw your Cardenio. And your Hamlet.’

The plays I’d directed at London’s Globe Theatre.

Disbelief jangled through my bones. Janet Douglas had been in the audience at the Globe, and nobody noticed? In London, tabloid capital of the universe?

But then, nobody seemed to be noticing her here, either. I glanced around. Not a single diner or waiter appeared to have registered her presence, needling our table with side-long glances and surreptitious whispers.

And then I saw that I was wrong. From a booth across the room where he sat alone, one man gazed steadily in our direction. I’d noticed him as I walked in; an impression of height and dark hair had made me think, for a fleeting instant, that he was Ben. I’d stopped and glanced back: but his face was thin, with a long, patrician nose and eyes so pale they might have been silver; he was nobody I knew. Now he sat staring in our direction, a half-smile playing on his mouth, but there was no amusement in his eyes - only something feral and hungry that had nothing to do with food.

If Lady Nairn noticed, she gave no inkling of it. ‘Thank you for coming such a long way, on an old woman’s whim.’

I smiled, thinking of Athenaide’s acid tongue: A jaunt, not a journey.


‘I’d like you to meet my granddaughter. Lily MacPhee.  Though perhaps I should say I want her to meet you.’ She spread her hands in mock dismay. ‘Fifteen going on twenty-five. She’s at rehearsal at the moment, but I’m to walk up and collect her after dinner . . . She’s had a hard year of it, as I have. Her mother - my daughter Elizabeth - and father were killed in a car crash six months ago.’

A jagged sorrow ripped through the universe.

I laid my spoon down; it was shaking. ‘I lost my parents at about her age,’ I said carefully. What was wrong with me? That grief was fifteen years old, yet it had washed over me with the raw intensity of newness.


Lady Nairn nodded. ‘Athenaide told me. It’s one reason I pushed for this meeting.’

‘And the other?’

She sighed. ‘It’s been a gloomy year in the Nairn household. Our own annus horribilis, I suppose. I also lost my husband recently.’

It dawned on me that she was wearing her black silk dress as if it were armour. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

Those famous turquoise eyes grew bright, but she did not look away. ‘It’s not well known, but Angus - my husband - spent his life collecting all kinds of flotsam and jetsam to do with - well, with the Scottish Play.’


Macbeth, she meant. In the theatrical world, there was a strong taboo against naming it. The Scottish Play, the Plaid Play, even MacDaddy, and MacBeast, it was called - but somehow it surprised me that forty years after she’d walked  away from the theatre, the worldly woman sitting across from me would indulge in the old superstition.

‘He was fascinated by both the historical king and Shakespeare’s play,’ she went on. ‘Anything to do with the story. Including, I’m afraid, me.’ She glanced down with a self-deprecatory smile. When she raised her eyes again, though, they were dark with worry. ‘I sometimes wonder whether the curse is clinging to me.’

I frowned. In the theatre, the spiralling evil of Shakespeare’s witch-haunted tragedy is held to be so strong that it cannot be contained by the frail walls of the stage, but spills over into reality. By long tradition, it may not be quoted within a theatre beyond what is necessary for rehearsal and performance. Even the play’s title and its lead characters’ names are forbidden. Lady M, she is, while her husband is the Scottish King. Or just the King and the Queen, as if no other royalty, imagined or real, matter. There are elaborate rites to exorcise the ill luck of violating that taboo.

Anthropologically, I found it intriguing. Practically, I found it absurd and even irritating. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t believe that.’

‘No.’ She sighed. ‘Nor do I, most of the time.’ She took a sip of wine. ‘We’d been planning to put his collection on exhibit. I’d like to go ahead with it, as a memorial of sorts. And I’d like your help.’

I shifted uncomfortably. ‘Sounds like you’d be better off  with a historian. Or a curator. Someone from the British Museum, maybe.’

She shook her head. ‘Not that kind of exhibit.’ Her voice slid into the cadence of poetry. ‘How dull it is to pause, to make an end, to rust unburnished, not to shine in use . . . I want Angus’s collection burnished, you might say, in performance. In a production of Macbeth. And I want you to direct.’

In the midst of a sip of wine, I spluttered and set down the glass.

‘I haven’t yet set a date,’ she was saying. ‘But it’s to be a one-off, by invitation only, at Hampton Court. Sybilla Fraser has signed on as Lady M. And Jason Pierce has agreed to play the King.’

I knew Sybilla by sight; everybody did. She was the UK’s latest ‘it’ girl, a rising star - or diva-in-training, said some - with deep golden skin and dark golden hair that cascaded around her in luxurious ringlets. Even her eyes were amber, as aloof and inscrutable as a lioness’s. Jason, though, I knew personally. He cultivated the aura of an Australian bad boy film star, but he was a more serious actor than he liked to admit, with a hankering for proving his dramatic chops on stage, through Shakespeare. I’d directed him as both Hamlet and Cardenio, and both times, he’d often seemed more like my nemesis than my colleague.

I raised an eyebrow, and Lady Nairn sighed. ‘He’s the inveterate philanderer, you know—’

‘Epic,’ I interjected.

‘But as I understand it, she’s the one who’s already got someone new on the line. With luck, they’ll channel their tension into the fire and ice between Macbeth and his Lady.’

‘And without luck?’

‘Free fireworks, I suppose.’

‘So, Jason and Sybilla—’

‘And myself,’ said Lady Nairn. I did a double take. ‘One last time,’ she went on, ‘I mean to take the stage. Not as the Queen, obviously. At least, not the Scottish Queen. Bit past the expiry date for that.’ She set her wine glass down with a small click. ‘I mean to play Hecate, Queen of Witches.’


So withered, and so wild in their attire, Shakespeare had written of his hags, that look not like the inhabitants of the earth, and yet are on it.


‘Hecate doesn’t suit you,’ I said suddenly.

‘A backhanded compliment if ever there was one,’ said Lady Nairn with a smile.

‘Athenaide told me that you’re the most glamorous person she knows.’

‘Did she now?’ She raised one brow. ‘“Glamour” is an old Scots word for magic. In particular, the power to weave webs of illusion. All was delusion, nought was truth, as Sir Walter Scott put it.’

This entire evening was beginning to feel like a delusion. Janet Douglas was returning to the stage in Macbeth? And she wanted me to direct?

‘Why me?’ I blurted out. ‘You could have anyone you ask.’

‘I’m asking you. Or do you know another director with expertise in occult Shakespeare?’


Hell and damnation, I thought. So that’s it. What now seemed like a lifetime ago, I had written a dissertation on that subject, by which I meant the codes and clues that various people believed were hidden in the Bard’s works. The twisting meanings of that small word, occult, it seemed, would haunt me as long as I lived.

‘Lady Nairn, don’t get me wrong, I don’t mean to disappoint, but by “occult” I mean—’

She waved me off. ‘You mean the old sense of the word: hidden, obscured, secret. Not magical. Yes, I know. I’ve listened to your interviews. But it’s not magic I want you for.’ She leaned forward. ‘I told you that my husband collected anything and everything to do with Macbeth. Well, a week or ten days before we lost him, he grew tense and excited in a way that meant one thing. He was closing in on a find.’

Somewhere within, a small seed of misgiving sprouted warily into life. ‘What kind of find?’

She sat back, eyeing me in silence. Then she rose from her chair with an elusive smile. For a moment, her hand rested lightly on my shoulder. ‘Come to Dunsinnan.’

I didn’t recognise the word.

‘Better known as Dunsinane. Macbeth’s castle of evil.

Surely you remember that,’ she said with a smile. ‘I live there.’ Turning abruptly, she headed for the stairs.


Knowledge, the oldest temptation. Caught in the tug of curiosity, I rose and followed her out.




2

 



 



 



Outside, the rain had stopped, but the air was still damp, thick with the sharp bracken scent of autumn, even up here in the high stone heart of the old city. We turned left, up the hill towards the castle.

Lady Nairn had invited the entire prospective cast up to her house for a weekend of ‘atmospheric research’, as she put it, with the intention of carting them back down here, two nights hence, for the Fire Festival of Samhuinn, the old Celtic holy night that Christianity had co-opted and turned into Halloween. Pronounced ‘Sow-en’, more or less, by English speakers, Samhuinn means ‘summer’s end’ in Scottish Gaelic, she explained. It was the turning of the year, when the door between the living and the dead was said to thin to a transparent veil. The Edinburgh festival was a winter carnival, a street pageant in which masked players mimed a modern version of the ancient pagan myth of the Summer King meeting the Winter King in battle.

Her granddaughter Lily had a part in it. ‘As a torchbearer, ’ she said. ‘More or less the Shakespearean equivalent  of a spear-carrier. Necessary, but nearly invisible. Someday, though, I expect she’d like to be the kayak.’

That’s what I thought I heard, at any rate.

Lady Nairn laughed at my confusion. ‘Cailleach,’ she explained. ‘Not kayak. Another Gaelic word. Sounds to English ears like an Eskimo canoe, but it means “old woman”. The old woman of winter, who comes into her power as summer wanes and dies.’ She wrapped her coat closer around herself. ‘The Queen of Darkness and Death,’ she went on quietly, ‘but also of renewal. Most people forget about that part. But there is no life without death, and no spring without the great die-off of winter . . .’

For a moment we walked in silence, our footsteps ringing against the pavement. ‘The old myths personify that conundrum,’ she said. ‘And the festival dramatises the myths. The Cailleach chooses the Winter King as her champion and eggs him on into battle against the old King of Summer. All in mime. So archetypal, really, that words are superfluous.’

The image of a terrible queen urging a warrior in his prime to kill an old king and take his place skimmed through my head. ‘But that’s the story of Macbeth,’ I said slowly.

‘It’s the myth behind it,’ she specified.

‘But Macbeth is based on history,’ I protested. ‘Scottish history.’

She sniffed. ‘History rearranged - cut and pasted - to fit myth. Scholars have forgotten that part, if they ever knew it.  But myth is not so easily cornered and tamed into neat academic fact.’

In all the years I’d spent in the ivory tower, working towards being a professor of Shakespeare before falling in love with the Bard on stage and running off to the theatre, I’d never heard any version of Lady Nairn’s theory. But it fitted. It fitted with the simplicity of truth. ‘You think Shakespeare knew?’ I asked quietly.

She looked straight ahead, a mischievous smile upending the corners of her mouth. ‘I think he knew a great deal more than we credit him with.’

 



 



The buildings fell away as we came to the dark emptiness of the Esplanade. At the far end, the castle reared into the night. In the centre of the parade ground, a crowd roiled and milled. Under a loose netting of laughter, torches flickered here and there, and somewhere in the middle, someone in a stag’s mask was tossing their head so that antlers reared into the night. Now and again, unearthly howls rose in waves of loneliness towards the moon.

The crowd shifted and for an instant I saw the dark-haired man from the restaurant. His eyes met mine, and then the crowd shifted again, and he disappeared. A girl detached herself from the outer fringes, loping over to us with adolescent gangliness.

Lily MacPhee had her grandmother’s wide-set eyes and high cheekbones, though her colouring was entirely different.  Flame-red hair spilled in waves past her shoulders. Her milk-white skin was scattered with freckles like stars, and her eyes were a pale sea-green. A small jewel winked in her nose. The Pre-Raphaelites, I thought, would have fought bitter duels among themselves for the right to paint her as Guinevere or the Lady of the Lake.

‘You said yes!’ she said with girlish pleasure.

‘She said maybe,’ said her grandmother. ‘More or less.’

 



 



Dunsinnan Hill, Lady Nairn told me as we drove, lay fifty miles ahead, just north of the Tay. It had been fortified since the Iron Age, but a thousand years ago, the old histories said, the historical King Macbeth had rebuilt it.

For a generation, he’d ruled Scotland from its heights, until his young cousin Malcolm had come north in the year 1054, at the head of an army of the hated Sassenach - Anglo-Saxons from northern England, along with a fair few Vikings. Charging up the hill, Malcolm’s Saxons had clashed with Macbeth’s Scots in a pitched battle that raged from sunrise to sunset, leaving the slopes scattered with crow’s bait. It was not the end - though Macbeth lost both the battle and the hill, he lived to lead his battered men in retreat - but it was the beginning of the end. Two years later, Malcolm finally caught up with him, and this time the knife went home. Malcolm had mounted Macbeth’s head on a pole and claimed the kingship of Scotland for himself.

Macbeth had been a good king, famed for both generosity  and bravery - by some reckonings, the last truly Celtic king of Scotland, ruling in the old ways. But among the most lasting spoils of victory is the right to write history, and Macbeth’s legacy had quickly darkened. It was Shakespeare, though, who’d made him a byword for evil.

It was a tragic arc, I thought as Lady Nairn’s voice faded away: to fall, after death, from hero-king to reviled tyrant. At least Shakespeare’s fictionalised Macbeth made the plunge during his life, of his own accord.

 



 



‘There,’ said Lady Nairn presently. She pointed to a rounded hilltop with a small turreted summit, set a little apart from the others. We’d left the main roads and were hurtling south on a narrow lane across fields and through hedgerows. The road led straight for the hill, veering at the last minute around the western slope, plunging into a pine wood and past a quarry, and then left along the south side of the hill. Soon after that, we turned off the lane, away from the hill, and into a gravel drive.

Dunsinnan House stood in a high saddle, looking north across the road to the hill for which it was named and south to the glimmering waters of the Firth of Tay. At its heart, the tall rectangle of an old Scottish castle could still be seen, though in ensuing centuries it had sprouted several new wings, not to mention towers and cupolas, balconies and bay windows seemingly at random, giving it the air of an aged grande dame proudly squeezed into a gown from her  youth, now haphazardly adorned with gewgaws and baubles collected from every period of her life.

Lady Nairn led me swiftly up four flights of stairs to a bedroom in a high corner. Its walls were covered in watered blue silk; along the northern wall marched three tall windows curtained in more blue silk embroidered with Chinese dragons. ‘I thought you might like a view,’ she’d said, crossing the room to throw open the middle window, so that both the sound and the scent of pines blew through the room. Beyond, the hill was visible mostly as an absence of stars.

 



 




Don’t go up the hill alone. The sentence hung on the air between us.

‘I told you I lost my husband,’ she said. ‘I meant it more literally than you perhaps realised.’ She looked back towards the hill. ‘He disappeared up there one night three months ago. We went to the police, of course. They poked around a bit, but didn’t find anything. Suggested, in a roundabout way, that maybe he’d gone off for a bit of something on the side. He was not that sort of man.

‘Auld Callie - a woman from the village, someone he’d known from childhood - found him the following week, sitting on the hilltop, dangling his legs like a child’s over the ramparts. He was rocking back and forth, muttering one phrase over and over: Dunsinnan must go to Birnam Wood.’

‘Macbeth’s riddle,’ I said quietly.

‘No,’ she said with a slight shake of the head. ‘The witches’ riddle.’ She launched into the Shakespeare:
 



Macbeth shall never vanquished be, until

Great Birnam Wood to high Dunsinnan Hill Shall come against him.





 



In the play, King Macbeth assumes the riddle is a metaphor for ‘never’, only to learn, when confronted by a forest on the move, that the witches meant it literally. ‘The equivocation of the fiend that lies like truth,’ I murmured.

She gave me a sad smile. ‘I’m not sure it counts as equivocation if there’s no clear answer at all, rather than too many. And in any case, Angus reversed it . . . Dunsinnan must go to Birnam Wood. His title, you know, was Nairn of Dunsinnan, so I thought he was referring to himself. And you can see the Wood, or what’s left of it, from the hilltop, so it seemed to me that he was saying that he must go to Birnam. I took him there . . . he’d known the place since childhood, but he didn’t recognise it. Stood there turning round and round beneath the great oak, looking bewildered.’

Her voice dipped into bitterness. ‘He died a fortnight after that. A month ago, that was. Blessing, really. His mind was gone, or mostly so. Just enough left to understand that he wasn’t right. Made him desperate, near the end.’

Her voice had begun to waver, and she paused to steady it, turning to the window and brushing damp cheeks with  the back of one hand. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, giving herself a little shake and going on. ‘The doctors said he had a stroke. No doubt they’re right. But that it isn’t the whole story. When we found him, he’d been missing for a week, but he was clean-shaven, and his clothes were immaculate.’ Her chin went up. ‘As if he’d just left.’

She pinned me with her gaze. ‘Do you know Aleister Crowley’s definition of magic? It’s “the science and art of causing change to occur in conformity with will”.’

I frowned. It was a famous - and famously baggy - definition. By its lights, just about everything was magic. Crowley himself had included potato-growing and banking in the list, along with ritual magic and spells. Where was this going?

She leaned forward. ‘There were those who wished Angus ill,’ she said with quiet intensity. ‘Mostly, I’m afraid, for my sake.’

‘Wishing doesn’t make it so.’

‘Perhaps not.’

Beyond her, through the window, I saw something - a weasel or a stoat, maybe - undulating across the corner of the lawn, a furtive shadow in darkness. Almost in rhythm with it, a prickle of foreboding crept across my skin. What was she suggesting? That someone had murdered Sir Angus by magic?


‘Lady Nairn, if you suspect foul play in Sir Angus’s death, you should go to the police.’

‘I think it must be dealt with by other means.’ She cocked her head. ‘How much do you know about the writing of  Macbeth? Not the story. The writing of it.’

I frowned. ‘There’s not much to know. It’s Shakespeare’s shortest tragedy. Published posthumously, in the First Folio.’

‘The first collected edition of his works,’ she said, nodding. ‘Dated 1623, seven years after Shakespeare’s death. But that’s about its printing. Not its writing.’

‘We don’t know anything about the writing of any of his plays.’

‘There was an earlier version.’ She said it defiantly, a gauntlet thrown down.

‘Many scholars think so,’ I said carefully. That much was true, mostly because of the witches. Eerie and terrifying at one moment, they are, and broad comedy at the next - not to mention Hecate, Queen of Witches, who seems to have been pulled wholesale from another, later play by Thomas Middleton, and slapped down haphazardly into Shakespeare’s play, for all that her brand of gleefully cackling evil would be more at home in a Disney film. ‘But there’s no real evidence one way or an—’

She cut me off. ‘As a child, my husband’s grandfather met an old woman on the hill. She told him that long ago, Shakespeare had come here with a company of English players, and met a dark fairy - a witch - who lived in a boiling lake. She taught him all her dark arts; in return, he stole her soul and fled.

‘She searched high and low, but he had hidden it well. It was not in a stone or an egg, a ring or a crown: not in any of the places one normally hides such a thing. She found it at last, though, written into a play, mixed into the very ink scrawled across the pages of a book. Snatching up the book, she cursed his words to scatter misery rather than joy, and then she vanished back to her lake.

‘Some time earlier, the boy’s grandfather had vanished on the hill, so when the old woman told him her tale and made him repeat it back to her, he decided she was the dark fairy of her own story, and the book, if he could find it, was her payment for his grandfather . . . in later years, he - Angus’s grandfather - came to believe she had been talking about Macbeth.’

I gazed at her in silence. How could I put what I had to say tactfully? ‘Lady Nairn - with all due respect to your husband’s grandfather: as wonderful as his story is, it’s a child’s half-remembered tale, a hundred years old. It hardly counts as evidence for an earlier version of the play.’

‘Not by itself. But it fits with this.’ She went to the desk and opened an archival folder, handing me a photocopied page. ‘From the old Dunsinnan House account book,’ she said. ‘Half ledger, half diary.’

Under an entry dated 1 November, 1589, someone had written The English players departit hence. But it mentioned no names.

‘Read the next sentence,’ said Lady Nairn.

The same day, the Lady Arran reportit a mirror and a book stolen, and charged that the players had taken them. But they could not be found.


I looked up quickly. I knew of Lady Arran. Elizabeth Stewart, Lady Arran, her contemporaries had sneered, was a greedy, avaricious, and ambitious woman. A Lady Jezebel who consorted with witches. For a time, young King James had been besotted with her and her husband both; there had been whispers in some corners that she was the reason the king would not take a wife. Other whispers charged that she’d kill him if she could: that she desired, above all else, to be queen. She was, said some, the historical figure standing in the shadows behind the character of Lady Macbeth.

Lady Nairn smiled. ‘I thought you might recognise that name. So you see, we do have evidence.’

‘Of what?’ It was all I could do to stay calm. ‘That Lady Arran was here, yes. That Shakespeare was, no. He knew of  her, almost surely - almost twenty years later. But we don’t know that he ever knew her in person. We don’t know anything at all about him in 1589, actually, beyond the fact that he was alive. That’s right in the middle of what’s called his lost years. No record of his whereabouts whatsoever.’

‘Unless he was here. You might at least be gracious enough to admit it’s suggestive,’ she said reproachfully. ‘As it happens, it also dovetails with my family legends.’ She looked out at the night. ‘I am descended, in a direct  mother-to-daughter line, from Elizabeth Stewart. From Lady Macbeth.’

I must have been gaping in disbelief, because she shot me a wry smile. ‘My husband found my heritage quite alluring. Lily, on the other hand, doesn’t know, and I’d like to keep it that way. It’s not information that’s necessarily . . . useful . . . to a fifteen-year-old.’

‘You have family legends about her?’ I asked, feeling a little faint.

‘Elizabeth Stewart didn’t consort with witches. She was  one. Not a cackling devil-worshipping crone, but a serious student of magic. As my mother and grandmother would have it, the Bard once saw her at work and later put his recollections - quite accurately - in a play. It was not easy to dissuade him from performing it, but it was done. And the manuscript made to disappear.’

My mind was reeling.

‘You can make of the witchcraft whatever you like, Kate. It’s not the magic I’m trying to interest you in,’ she said patiently. ‘It’s the manuscript.’ She drew the archival folder off the desk, holding it out to me. ‘Three days ago, shuffled among Angus’s papers, I found this.’

I opened the folder. Inside was a postcard, and a single sheet of heavy ivory notepaper. The postcard was a copy of one of my favourite paintings in Britain, John Singer Sargent’s portrait of Ellen Terry as Lady Macbeth. Terry had been one of the three or four all-time great Lady  Macbeths. The last, before Janet Douglas. Sargent had somehow made her gown shimmer between blue and green. With her long red braids, a gleam of gold low on her waist, and the blue-green gown accentuating the curve of her hips and then narrowing as it cascaded towards the floor, I’d always thought she looked more like a mermaid than a queen.

Behind the card, the notepaper was covered with writing in a large looping hand of confidence and passion, and something stubbornly childlike, too. I glanced at the signature. Nell, it read, with a long tail like a comet.

The pet name used among family and friends by Ellen Terry. I glanced up.

‘As much as can be discerned from a fax, both signature and letter are genuine,’ said Lady Nairn. She turned to look out the window. ‘Read it. Take your time.’

It was dated 1911. ‘My dear Monsieur Superbe Homme,’ it began. My dear Superb Man. My dear Superman.



My dear Monsieur Superbe Homme,

I am forwarding to you a curious letter I have recently received from a fellow denizen of the drama whose personal tale is as tragic as any role she might encharacter on the stage. Indeed, I am not at all certain that her long woes have not in the end loosened her hold upon sanity. As you will see, she believes, poor soul, not only that Mr Shakespeare first circulated a version of Macbeth  substantially different from the one that has come down to us, but that this earlier version has survived (!) - and that she is the guardian of its whereabouts.



‘Surely you don’t bel—’

‘I think my husband believed that his grandfather’s mysterious old lady and Ellen’s “poor soul” were one and the same.’

Our eyes locked in silence. ‘Go on,’ she said presently. I looked back down.

I would conclude out of hand that she is lunatic, were it not for the enclosure which she gave to me along with her tale, and which I now send on to you. I think the book queer enough, but it is the letter inside that you will find most curious. Unfortunately, all it conveys about the nature of this supposed earlier version is that its differences lie chiefly with the witches, especially Hecate, who is said to be ‘both there and not there’.


I glanced up. ‘Thus Hecate?’

‘I’m an actress,’ she said with a small shrug. ‘I learn characters by playing them. Finish it.’


There wasn’t much more:
 



A riddling sentiment of an appropriately Shakespearean fashion, I suppose, but exasperating all the same. I cannot make head or tail of it.

As it is, I am hoping that you can glimpse the Forest through the Trees.

Nell





I lifted the letter, but there was nothing else in the folder. ‘The enclosure?’

‘Missing.’ She sighed. ‘And no indication where, when, or how he acquired the letter, either. So you see, I don’t know what Angus found.’ She cocked her head. ‘But I know what he was looking for.’

For a moment, I sat in stunned silence. Someone - a real woman, not a witch or a fairy - had believed not only that an earlier version of Macbeth had existed, but that it had survived to the dawn of the twentieth century. And while Ellen Terry had been sceptical, she had not been able to dismiss the woman’s tale out of hand, either. On top of that, it was the witches - the magic - that was said to be different: the very aspect of the surviving play that bothered scholars most.

A tremor of excitement, or maybe it was dread, went through me. What if it were true? The Cardenio manuscript I’d helped to find had had caché as a lost play . . . but this . . . we were talking about one of the great plays. One of the most profound explorations of evil in all human history. A play most people could quote, even people who’d never seen it - or any Shakespeare at all, for that matter. Double, double toil and trouble, fire burn and cauldron bubble . . .

Lady Nairn cut into my reverie. ‘What do you suppose it would be worth?’ she asked.


Cardenio had gone at auction for many millions; a lost version of Macbeth would very possibly fetch more. A  Macbeth that linked Shakespeare to magic actually practised, not just cackled on a stage . . . I shook my head, running my tongue around dry lips. ‘I have no idea.’

‘Surely it would reach to a sum worth frightening an old man to death, at least in some quarters.’

I looked up sharply. ‘You think . . .?’

‘I don’t know what to think. But I would like to know what happened to my husband. And if he did find what Ellen Terry was talking about - I want it.’ She drew about herself all the hauteur of a queen. ‘I want you to find it. And then I want you to stage it.’

She straightened, erect as a queen heading for execution. ‘I loved Angus, Kate. I left the stage for him. The adulation of the world . . . And he was enough. He was worth it. You, of all people, might understand the measure of that. I am not asking you to find his killer. I am asking you to find the manuscript. Will you help me?’

Something about her strange mix of pride and fragility tugged at the heart. And however disturbing her charge of murder might be, the manuscript had just enough plausibility to pluck at my curiosity.

‘Dunsinnan must go to Birnam Wood,’ I said quietly. ‘You took him there?’

She nodded.

‘I had no idea it was a real place - at least, not one that still existed . . . I suppose we should start there.’

She let out a long, slow breath, bowing her head with relief. ‘Thank you.’ Straightening, she rose to leave. ‘I’ll take you there first thing in the morning.’ At the door, she turned back, her eyes gleaming, though whether with tears or with triumph it was hard to say. ‘Meanwhile, don’t go up the hill alone.’

 



 



My head still spinning, I changed into a pair of striped silk pyjamas laid out for me, and climbed into bed. On the bedside table was a copy of Macbeth.

I sat for a moment with my arms wrapped around my knees. My agreement to help Lady Nairn was already beginning to look like folly. Her charge of murder, for one, was a dark return to superstition, the sort of stuff that had spawned witch hunts. Even the more rational parts of her story were dubious. For all I knew, Terry’s letter was a forgery. Nobody could authenticate something like that by looking at a fax; I doubted that reputable experts would even consent to try.

How had the grandfather’s story gone? That a dark fairy had told him that Shakespeare had learned magic here, from a witch who lived in a boiling lake?


I want you to find it. And then I want you to stage it. Out of her presence, Lady Nairn’s demand seemed little less lunatic  than the old fairy’s geography. A task, set by an angry and sorrowing goddess: find what her husband had found. Or hadn’t. More likely, she’d set me to catch a dead man’s dream.

And she wasn’t a goddess. She was Lady Macbeth, in a deeper way than anyone imagined. What would it be like, to have that past running through your veins?

I sighed and opened the play. It took a scene or two for the rush of adrenalin to clear from my head. A scene or two after that, I was nodding. Before I reached the end of the first act, I was asleep.

 



 



Aware that I was walking through a dream, I picked my way up a steep hill that levelled off into a wide field. In the distance rose a castle. High on its battlements, a woman with red hair stood staring into the night, ignoring a jeering crowd below, her gown whipping about in the wind as if she were riding out a storm on the prow of some immense ship. Around her, I sensed malice closing in so thickly that it became hard to breathe.

 



 



I woke in darkness, gasping for air, and for a moment I had no idea where I was. Then I remembered Lady Nairn’s voice: ‘Dunsinnan. Dunsinane. Macbeth’s castle of evil.’

I rose and filled a glass of water from the bathroom tap. On the way back to bed, I passed the dressing table, its mirror reflecting the three tall windows, the middle curtain  still drawn open to the sky. I stood there a moment, watching the reflection of the night. I could still see a faint glow from the moon in the west, though the moon itself had set. As I watched, though, a yellow star winked into being. I whirled to the window. Not a star. Across the road, high up, flames kindled and caught, blossoming into what must have been a great bonfire atop the hill.

I stood there rapt, staring at it for I don’t know how long. All around that point of light, the night was dark and still. Then I glimpsed movement closer in. Peering down, I saw a shadow striding across the grass. A woman in a short coat and trousers, a pale scarf fluttering at her neck. Twisted into a neat knot, her hair was paler still.

Lady Nairn crossed the lawn and disappeared into the shadows of the drive. Going where at this time of night - alone?

Maybe half an hour later, I saw movement again, but this time it was high and farther away. Perhaps it was the wind and some odd trick of the damp Scottish air. Perhaps I was dreaming. But I could have sworn that silhouetted against the fire I saw the shadowy form of someone dancing with arms outstretched to the moonless night.
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I watched as long as I could, but sleep eventually dragged at me and I stumbled back to bed. I curled up facing the window, propping myself up with pillows, watching the hill until I could stay awake no longer.

When I woke again, much later, the fire on the hill had gone out. Suddenly, both mirror and window seemed ominous staring eyes. Rising, I drew the curtains and cast my robe over the mirror. Then I lay back down and slept till morning.

I woke late but did not feel rested. It had been a fitful sleep at best. I dressed in a hurry, eager to be off to Birnam Wood. Downstairs, I had the dining room all to myself. Breakfast - though by rights it was closer to lunch - was served by the cook. I poked at oatmeal and an egg, and tried to finish reading the play, but both my mind and my stomach were jumping around like excited rabbits. On the subject of the whereabouts of either the lady of the house or her granddaughter, however, the cook was polite but noncommittal, and I saw no one else about.

I had no choice but to wait; I might as well make use of  the time. Leaving my breakfast half-eaten, I took an apple and let myself out into the garden. The morning was unseasonably warm; surely there would be a bench somewhere where I could tackle Macbeth, which I hadn’t read all the way through in a long time.

On either side of the drive that swooped up from the road to the house lay thick lawns bordered by tall conifer woods. On the left a Renaissance knot garden had been laid out, its gravel paths and low hedges marking out beds shaped as lozenges and triangles and filled with lavender, rosemary, thyme, and many more herbs I couldn’t name. I wandered for a while, not seeing a soul, and eventually I found a bench at the bottom of the slope. Once again, I sat down to read the play from the beginning.


When shall we three meet again,  
In thunder, lightning, or in rain?



On the other side of the road, Dunsinnan Hill loomed over the words. It was thrilling to read the play in its shadow, but surely it would be even more stirring to read it at the summit where Macbeth had battled all those years ago.

Suddenly, I remembered Lady Nairn saying You can see Birnam Wood, or what’s left of it, from the top. As if the hill itself had pulled me up, I rose and took two steps toward it, and then stopped. Don’t go up the hill alone, she’d also said.  People disappear from it, from time to time. Her husband,  among them. I shuddered, thinking of the fire I’d seen in the night. But that had been well past midnight, I told myself firmly. Probably a dream from beginning to end, for that matter. Surely on a bright warm day, more like late August than late October, there couldn’t be any harm in a short hike - if one could even call it a hike. More like a walk. I rose and made my way down to the bottom of the garden.
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