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Patrick MacGregor of Balquhidder himself, a hot-eyed man of early middle years, came pushing up to mount the chancel-step. He did not join Alastair and Ewan but moved behind them on their stone-slab, to the altar itself. Thereon was draped a plaid of the clan tartan, part-covering it. This he reached out to twitch off, to a great shouting.

Underneath was a man’s head, a dark-haired, crumpled-featured, twisted-mouthed head, horribly blackened at the neck – Drummond’s, of Drummond-Earnoch.

Balquhidder placed a hand on that bloody trophy. ‘Before God, all here present, and Himself, MacGregor, I, Patrick, swear to defend and avow the deed done, to maintain the honour and repute of Clan Alpin, unto the death! This I do affirm,’ he cried.

To resounding applause there was a concerted surge forward to follow suit, by all present, hands outstretched to touch that ravaged head and swear, Alastair almost overwhelmed in the rush.

When all had made their vows, every eye was turned on their chief. For his part, that young man looked at Ewan. His uncle nodded and shrugged in one; but the nod was towards the altar.

‘Himself! Himself! MacGregor!’ the cry went up.
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Principal Characters in order of appearance

Alastair MacGregor of Glenstrae: MacGregor Himself, Chief of Clan Alpin

Duncan Campbell of Glenorchy: Known as Black Duncan of the Cowl. Chieftain of a Campbell sept.

Robert Ban MacGregor: Illegitimate uncle of the Chief.

Ewan MacGregor of Larachan: Uncle and Tutor of Glenstrae.

John MacGregor of Dochard: Brother to Glenstrae.

Gregor MacGregor of Roro: Chieftain of a sept.

Lady Marie Gray: Wife of the Master of Gray, daughter of the Earl of Orkney.

Mary Gray: Illegitimate daughter of the Master of Gray, and mistress of the Duke of Lennox.

Ludovick, Duke of Lennox: Cousin of the King.

Master of Gray: Patrick, heir to Lord Gray, and renowned in Scottish politics.

King James the Sixth

Sir John Maitland: Chancellor of Scotland.

Sir John Campbell of Cawdor: Chieftain of another Campbell sept.

John Stewart, Earl of Atholl: Great noble.

Drummond of Drummond-Earnoch: Royal forester.

Anne of Denmark: Queen of James the Sixth.

Archibald, Earl of Argyll: MacCailean Mhor, Chief of Clan Campbell.

Alexander Menzies of that Ilk: Chief of Clan Menzies.

Thomas Duncanson: A Dumbarton lawyer.

Aulay MacAulay of Ardencaple: Dunbartonshire laird.

Campbell of Ardkinglas: Chieftain of another Campbell sept.

Sir John Murray of Tullibardine: Powerful Highland laird. Later Earl of Tullibardine.


1

Alastair MacGregor stood staring down Glen Strae from the terrace of the hillside on which stood his modest castle, youthful brows downdrawn. He was a friendly enough young man, and suitably neighbourly normally, but he was going to find it difficult to be neighbourly towards this visitor, he well knew. At least he had had warning; the Campbell had announced his arrival, by means of a panting, sweating gillie, in advance.

Down there, southwards, where the track wound its way through the valley to the gleaming waters of great Loch Awe, Alastair could see the party approaching, still almost a mile off. He could pick out three horsemen amongst what might be two score or so of running gillies. Duncan Campbell would not come alone, to be sure – but need he bring a tail of such proportions with him to make a private call? It seemed almost . . . vulgar.

What could the man be wanting? For wanting something he must be – Black Duncan of the Cowl would’ not make such a call lacking a purpose. None of the Campbells would, from Argyll himself downwards. What, then? He, MacGregor, could provide nothing which would appeal to the creature. Yet here he came.

Alastair rubbed his chin – and wondered whether perhaps he should have shaved it, this morning? As yet he did not have to shave so very often. Yet even a few hairs sprouting could look unsightly, especially red hairs – and like so many of his race, Alastair was a red-head. But, God be good, why should he shave for Black Duncan?

Red hair, unshaven or otherwise, Alastair was an adequately built and proportioned young man, presentable, with features strong rather than fine, a firm chin and ready smile – usually that is, if not today – only the intensely blue eyes hinting at something of a hot temper and a degree of determination. None in Glen Strae, and rather further afield than that, was unaware of that temper and determination – for, after all, he was MacGregor, the MacGregor, the only one who could call himself just that, just MacGregor, Chief of the Name and of Clan Alpin, the proudest if scarcely the richest, largest or most powerful of all the Highland clans, the Gregorach, the Children of the Mist, whose motto was ‘My Race is Royal’, descended from Gregor mac Alpin, brother of the great Kenneth mac Alpin who had united Picts and Scots. No Campbell could claim such ancestry.

If Alastair’s attitude towards a neighbour’s visit was something less than heartily welcoming, perhaps he might be forgiven. For besides the general suspicion of all Campbells by the other clans, there was rather a special reason for a reservation about this one. For Duncan Campbell of Glenorchy’s father, Sir Colin of the Seven Castles, Justiciar of Argyll, had personally beheaded Alastair’s father, in the name of justice at Kenmore, before the Lord Justice Clerk of Scotland, the Earl of Atholl, in the year 1570, thereby winning a substantial slice of MacGregor territory. It was not the sort of thing that a warm-blooded youth was apt to forget, even though that was nearly nineteen years ago, when Alastair was almost two.

The approaching company came at a trot up the last quite steep incline to the castle’s terrace – the three horses trotted, that is, while the gillies continued to lope with the typical untiring motion which they could keep up for hours on end. Quickly Alastair counted. Besides the half-dozen of his own men that he had sent down to escort the visitors up, easily distinguished by the ragged reddish tartans they wore, he made it thirty of the green-tartaned Campbells, in a tight formation around their masters. The said masters were differently clad, two in long, leathern, sleeveless waistcoats and silken shirts above their kilts, wearing bonnets, the third wholly in black, doublet, trews and high riding-boots, only the shirt and cravat white, and instead of bonnet a strange black turban-like cap with a long scarf or tail to it, less than any plaid or shawl, which hung over one shoulder, the cowl which earned him his by-name. He might have been a Southron by his garb.

As they came up, the smell of sweat from those running gillies, wafted on the south-west breeze, was throat-catching; after all, the Campbell ones would have been running for miles, whether they had come from Glen Orchy itself, or Kilchurn on Loch Awe or any of the other five castles Duncan had inherited from his acquisitive father. Hospitality being what it was in the Highland way of life, these would expect an ocean of the Glenstrae store of spirits to quench their legitimate thirsts. Campbells!

‘Greetings, MacGregor!’ Black Duncan called, as they drew rein a few yards from the standing youth. ‘Here is pleasure, whatever.’ At least the man’s voice was Highland enough, softly sibilant, kindly on the ear, however at odds with his reputation.

‘Glenorchy!’ Alastair jerked, inclining his bare head stiffly. Too late it occurred to him that perhaps he should have worn his bonnet, with its three eagle’s feathers, to which as a full chief he was entitled, whereas this Campbell was entitled only to two, as chieftain of a sept, however powerful a one – which was perhaps why he wore that cowl in preference to a bonnet. His two mounted companions, duine-wassails, lairds, sported but one each.

They dismounted. ‘The weather is good for the time of the year, and the snow all but gone from Cruachan,’ Duncan observed amiably, although the mention of Ben Cruachan, the greatest mountain of these parts, which soared so dominantly only four miles to the west of Glen Strae, frowning over all, was not calculated to please the younger man, for although it was now the Campbell war-cry, ‘Cruachan! Cruachan!’ it had been a MacGregor mountain once, like all the rest hereabouts.

Alastair nodded, wordless. He was not normally a silent character – far from it. But this visit and visitor set him on his guard.

Black Duncan, a dozen years older, was no fearsome object, however strange his garb. Dark-haired, with a small pointed beard, sallow of complexion but with good features if perhaps an over-prominent nose, he was slenderly built. He did not trouble to introduce his companions.

Alastair had to say something. He would have to invite the man into his house, of course, although he doubted whether ever before a Campbell would have been inside Glenstrae Castle. But he was not going to seem too eager.

‘Have you come far?’ he asked.

‘This morning, only from Kilchurn,’ he was told. ‘Yesterday, a long day. From Balloch. And I go on to Barcaldine.’

That reply was itself telling, however factual it might sound. For Balloch, at Kenmore, at the foot of Loch Tay, was the furthest east of Duncan’s castles, fully fifty miles away, on the other side of what was known as Braid Alban, the central Highland watershed; and Barcaldine was the most westerly, in Lorn, almost as far in the other direction. That he could be travelling on Campbell land all that way, save for this brief incursion into Glen Strae of the MacGregors, was as significant as it was deplorable. It was to be wondered at that the man had not managed to introduce the names of the other castles he had inherited from that wretched father of his – Achallader, Loch Dochart, Edinample and Finlarig.

Alastair strove to keep his voice level, civil. ‘Then your gillies will need their drams. And yourself and friends some small refreshment. If you will honour my humble roof . . .?’ His tone and manner were less humble than his words.

The other, however, waved a dismissive hand. ‘Not to trouble you, whatever, MacGregor,’ he said. ‘This is but a brief call, in passing, you understand. On a small matter. We shall not detain you.’

If that was meant to reassure, it missed its mark. For it was almost unheard of, in the aforementioned Highland code of hospitality, to appear at a man’s door and refuse to enter, if the call was well intentioned; and of course, once hospitality was provided and accepted, the salt eaten as it were, the code required friendly behaviour thereafter. So this refusal, however civilly put, could well imply that this unlooked-for visit meant trouble.

But Alastair MacGregor was concerned to play the gentleman, even if Black Duncan was not. He turned, to glance back at the archway under the little gatehouse which gave access to the courtyard of his castle, where stood a man of middle years, watching. This was Robert Ban – he had been very fair once, although now greying – the steward, actually an illegitimate uncle.

‘Rob,’ he called, ‘drams for all the Campbells, if you please.’ That would demand a little producing, to be sure – but Rob would cope, he always did.

‘No need . . .’ the Campbell began, with a quick frown. Then shrugged. But he still made no move towards that gateway. ‘See you, if you have a moment to spare me, MacGregor, we can deal with our business here and now.’

‘Business?’ That came out on a jerk.

‘Yes, a small matter. Concerning Glen Lyon.’

‘Glen Lyon? What business could I have with Glen Lyon, sir?’

‘You are chief of the name of MacGregor, are you not? And therefore concerned with MacGregor lands.’

Alastair stared, those so blue eyes narrowing, as some faint inkling of what might be coming dawned. Glen Lyon, a dramatic long valley which lay well to the east over a score of miles, over the watershed of Braid Alban, indeed into the shire of Perth – where Pontius Pilate of all people had been born, son to the Roman governor who had tried to subdue the Picts there, and failed – was just north of Loch Tay and the Lawers range. It had been MacGregor land once also, but they had lost it to the Campbells long ago, over a century past. But not all of it. Midway along its twenty-mile length lay the small property of Roro; and the lairds of Roro, one of the minor septs of the Gregorach, had been tough indeed and somehow managed to hang on to their lands. MacGregor of Roro was still there.

‘What concern have you with MacGregor lands in Glen Lyon?’ he demanded.

‘No little concern, my friend. Roro sits in the middle of my glen. And moreover astride the main drove-road from my people’s shielings and summer grazings on the high ground of Lawers and Cairn Mairg.’

‘It always has done. Before ever a Campbell came to Glen Lyon!’

‘Perhaps. But it is not . . . convenient. Especially when Roro charges toll on the herds passing through. As the herds must do, to reach the lower pastures. And the markets.’

‘That is one of the privileges of such baronies and lairdships. As here in Glen Strae. And on a score of Campbell lands, I swear!’

‘No doubt. But it remains inconvenient. And expensive. I have sought to better the situation, and generously. I have offered a good price for Roro, and had it refused –’

‘The Gregorach do not sell their land!’ Alastair interrupted. And then added, ‘Save with their blood!’ since they had in fact had to part with so much.

‘I have offered Roro other land. In Glen Dochart or in Strathearn, or Lomondside. But, arrogant, he will not heed me. I could not have done more.’

‘You could have left him in peace! Do these tolls he charges mean so much to you? One beast in fifty, is it? That is usual. What we charge here. Although I have heard of Campbells who charge more! Is that too much for Glenorchy’s purse?’

‘It is more than the tolls, just. There is their behaviour, their prideful arrogance. There, in the midst of my glen. They net salmon in my river. They dam burns, to form lochans, depriving my lower ground of water. They have mills, grinding corn which should be ground in mine. They hunt the deer on my hills, beyond their own. It is not to be borne.’

‘It has been borne, has it not, since Campbells entered Glen Lyon?’

‘No longer! I . . .’ Duncan restrained himself with an obvious effort. ‘This of Roro is unsuitable and, and inappropriate. I have put up with it for overlong. So – I wish you to speak with Roro. Advise him for his good, for his people’s good. He will heed you, I think.’

Alastair drew a long, quivering breath, not trusting himself to speech.

‘Tell him that he can have good land in the south. Below Tay. Better land than Roro. And some payment of moneys. He would be near to other MacGregor lands at either Dochart or Earn or Loch Lomond. I am not ungenerous . . .’

There was a pause, as the two men’s eyes met in a long stare. The younger’s features worked as though in preparation for a major statement; but when it came it was brevity indeed.

‘No!’ he said.

The other fingered his pointed beard. ‘You would be wise to think again, MacGregor,’ he said thinly. ‘To consider well.’

‘There is nothing to consider, I tell you.’

‘Oh, but there is, I assure you. Much. For yourself and for Roro both. Indeed, yes.’

‘You are not threatening me, Campbell?’

‘Threaten, no. I but warn. In all goodwill. I am not prepared to thole this inconvenience longer. I have been patient for sufficiently long. And I think that I have means at my disposal to amend matters to my satisfaction . . . if Roro continues obdurate and will not respond to my generous offers.’

‘Means? Other than your Campbell money?’

‘Means, yes. Which I do not wish to have to use. But will, if need be.’ The visitor shook his cowled head. ‘But this is folly,’ he said, in an evident effort to lessen the tension which had built up. ‘No cause for ill feelings between us, MacGregor. All over a small extent of rough territory in the midst of a twenty-mile glen. What matters it if Roro and his people move to another property? Better land and in lower ground, finer pasture and more fertile to till. They should thank me, I say . . .’

At this juncture Rob Ban and assistants emerged from the castle with jugs and flagons and beakers of uisge-beatha, or whisky, water of life. Courteously they brought the liquor over to Black Duncan and his companions first, but that man waved it away dismissively. When offered to his gillies, however, the reception was quite otherwise. There was much appreciation expressed.

‘So I ask you to consider well,’ Glenorchy went on. ‘There are other MacGregor lands south of Tay. Balquhidder and Glen Gyle and on Lomondside. Thereabouts Roro and his people would be better placed. Near to their own folk. Not in the midst of Campbell land . . .’

‘But in the midst of Colquhoun and Buchanan land!’

‘Campbell could reach agreement with these small clans, I have no doubt. They will heed us.’

‘As MacGregor will not! We have held Roro since time was. And will continue to do so, if I have aught to do with it. Because you wish to extend your Campbell sway over every foot of land in Mamlorn and Braid Alban, to make a Campbell kingdom! Think you we shall bow to that? Save us – it occurs to me that if you got Roro, the next you would want is this Glen Strae itself! It lies between the lands you have won from us in Cruachan and Glen Orchy. And with a pass, the Fionn Lairig, over to your Achallader and Loch Tulla. Will Glen Strae be the next for you, Campbell?’

The other eyed him hard for long moments on end. Then, wordless, he turned to mount his horse, with a peremptory wave towards his waiting gillies. Hastily his two lairds clambered into their own saddles, not having so much as opened their mouths. Black Duncan reined his beast around and, without a backward glance, kicked heels to flanks and set off down the glen.

In distinct disarray his company hurried after him.

Alastair stared after them, deliberately not turning to face Rob Ban and the others until he had mastered the all but trembling anger and emotion which had built up in him. It took him a little time. When he did turn, he was all too well aware of the eyes of them all, watching him. He was aware that here was testing, men weighing, assessing, however loyal and even fond of him they might be. Here, perhaps, was the first real challenge to him as chief of his name, MacGregor challenged before them all. Apart from the ominous threat and problem of it all, there was this other – how had he acquitted himself? At barely twenty years that was important. Being MacGregor Himself was no light responsibility.

He discerned no scorn, nor disappointment, nor pity, at least, only concern and anger to match his own.

‘Campbells – they do not change, do they?’ he got out, with a smile which was more of a grimace. ‘Their hearts even wryer than their mouths!’ He was rather proud of dredging that up, despite the quiver in his voice. That was what the name was derived from, cam meaning crooked or wry and beul meaning mouth.

Rob Ban spat. ‘Scum!’ he said simply.

There was a growl of hearty agreement from the gillies.

‘Aye, but potent scum! Dangerous. They can match their words with deeds, as MacGregor has cause to know.’

‘I know it, whatever!’ That was grim. After all, Rob Ban had seen his half-brother Gregor actually beheaded by Black Duncan’s father, and others of the clan with him, something Alastair had not seen; not a sight a man would forget. ‘Here, Alastair, a dram. You could do with it.’ And he proffered a beaker of the strong spirit.

‘You have some left then? Despite all the Campbells!’ That too he was pleased to be able to produce, in the circumstances.

They moved within, under the gatehouse archway and through the small courtyard to the square keep, thick-walled and stocky, no great fortalice like Kilchurn down at the lochside but sturdy enough, so long as cannon were not brought against it – and cannon would be difficult indeed to get up here within range. Plump, comfortable and comforting, Janet, Rob’s wife, who had all but mothered Alastair these last many years and who no doubt would have been watching all from one of the upper windows, although not hearing what was said, came to him questioningly. But reaching out, he patted her arm and brushed past her, to mount the twisting, narrow turnpike stairway. He wanted to be alone for a little. In his own chamber, Alastair sat on his bed and gazed at the floor. What, now? What to do? For something would have to be done. Nothing surer, with Black Duncan making the running. Mere waiting on events would not serve, with that one. The Chief of MacGregor must act . . .

Alastair would have ridden his garron, but decided to walk. It was not all that far. And walking was good for the soul and the wits, or so his Uncle Ewan said. And he had a lot of respect and faith in Uncle Ewan. Hence this walk up Strae.

Larachan was only about three miles further up the valley but on the other side of the river, so that Alastair had to cross the ford. Fortunately, with this May weather, the water was not high and the stepping-stones uncovered and less slippery than sometimes. The young man leapt across easily.

He could see the house of Larachan now, round a bend in the glen, no large establishment for the Tutor of Glenstrae, on its shelf well above where the floodwaters could reach it. Evidently his approach likewise had been observed, for two figures were coming down to meet him, one thick-set, of middle years, the other slender, of Alastair’s own age, father and son.

‘What brings Himself to Fearnan’s door this fine day?’ the elder called. ‘Whatever, it is a pleasure for an old done man!’

That greeting was less than accurate in more ways than one, for the old done man was of but forty-five years, and sufficiently hale; and to call his door Fearnan’s was what might be termed an anachronism. For although he had been MacGregor of Fearnan once, and still so called himself as a reminder of injustice done in the name of law, he was no longer owner thereof, Fearnan being in fact far off on the north shore of Loch Tay, beneath towering Ben Lawers, and now part of that Campbell barony, part of the price paid, along with his brother’s head, as sentence by the Justiciar of Argyll, in the King’s name. But at least Ewan MacGregor was still Tutor of Glenstrae, tutor being the style and title of the guardian and principal adviser of a young chief until he came of age, a sort of regent.

Not that Alastair did not consider himself to be of age already, at just twenty, and acted accordingly. Some stupid law said twenty-one, so his uncle, this legitimate one, could remain tutor.

‘Pleasure, old done man!’ Himself called back. ‘Wait you until you hear why I have come!’

His cousin Patrick grinned. ‘Bearer of ill tidings, are you? They must be ill indeed to have MacGregor walk to Larachan!’

‘Sufficiently so, yes. And the walking has not cleared my mind for me, despite what your father says of it.’

‘What, Alastair?’ the older man asked, in a different tone, noting his nephew’s expression.

‘It is the Campbell. Glenorchy. Black Duncan . . .’ The whole story came pouring out.

They listened, without interruption, although once or twice the tutor gripped his son’s arm to still urgent question or interjection.

When Alastair was finished his uncle was looking grave indeed. ‘This is . . . beyond all,’ he said. ‘Roro will never do it. Nor can you urge him to.’

‘I know it. But something I must do to aid him. If I can.’

‘Rally the clan,’ Patrick declared strongly. ‘Fire and sword! Rally. Show that the Gregorach are not to be mistreated. Make the Campbell think again . . .’

‘Quiet, you!’ his father ordered. ‘Wits we require in this, not loud belly belching! We are not facing some other clan, out for booty or flourish – MacLarens, Buchanans, Colquhouns, MacNabs, MacNaughtons and the like. We are facing the whole power of Campbell. And that is great. God knows! The power, not of broadswords and cold steel, although they can raise sworders in their thousands. But the power of the realm itself. For they have the law in their pockets, these Campbells. Always they have contrived to have that, proving parchment in the end stronger than any steel, ink more effective than blood. King Jamie they sway and use like any puppet, poor lad. With Argyll, young as he is, Lord Justice General, and Black Duncan wed to the daughter of Atholl, Lord High Chancellor. And himself Justiciar, as was his accursed father before him. We are not dealing with broadswords here.’

‘What, then? We cannot call on friends in high places,’ Alastair said. ‘We have none. But we cannot just bow to the Campbell’s will – MacGregors.’

‘No-o-o. But this requires much thought, Alastair . . .’

‘Surely the Campbell could not seek to use all this, the Chancellor, the Justice General and the rest, just to gain a few acres of Roro?’ Patrick said. ‘Use a great hammer to crack an egg! Roro cannot mean so much to him as all that?’

‘Do not be so sure, boy. Pride will come into this. Having made his demand to MacGregor, Black Duncan will not be thwarted and accept it. He will play every card he can to win his game, not only for Roro but for his pride’s sake. Of that you may be sure.’

‘If I did muster the clan, it might at least give him pause . . .?’

‘Give him excuse, rather. To declare MacGregor in arms against the King’s law-abiding subjects! My guess is that he will seek to use first the law the Campbells are so clever at, on some pretext, against Roro. He will find something. Then, when Roro resists such move, he will claim him to be in rebellion against the law of the land, even have him declared outlaw. So that his lands could be forfeited. The Campbells have done that before. And if the clan is mustered to support Roro, then the Gregorach themselves could be outlawed . . .’

‘And should we care?’ Patrick exclaimed. ‘Let them call us outlaw if they like. What difference would that make to us, here in Glen Strae? Or in Glen Gyle. Or in Kilmanan and the rest. Is the Southron law so important to us? With a thousand broadswords to assert our law!’

‘Spoken like a fool!’ his father asserted. ‘Outlaws cannot sell or buy in a market. So who would buy our cattle at the autumn trysts? No paper they sign is lawful. Any dealing with them in any way, assisting them or trading with them, is guilty before the law also. Outlawry is no mere empty threat, boy.’

Up at the house now, they stared at each other.

‘I must do something!’ Alastair repeated, banging fist down on fist. ‘Should I go and see Roro?’

‘Yes. That would be wise. Tell him to do nothing which Glenorchy could claim was against the law – his law! Not that that will save him. But make it less easy for the Campbell to gain his ends.’ His uncle took a turn or two up and down. ‘I think, yes, I think that you will have to go higher, lad. Higher.’

‘Higher? What mean you? Who is higher than the Campbells, with their chancellors and justiciars and earldoms?’

‘One is. The King’s Grace.’

‘The King! Jamie? Me, go to the King? How could I do that? How could I get near to him? He would never see me. And even if he did, would he heed me against the powerful Campbells?’

‘He might, just. I have heard it said that he does not greatly love his Campbells. He is a strange one, is James Stewart, and scarcely a strong King. But he can sometimes play the monarch.’

‘But . . . how could I win into his presence? And if I could, would he heed me?’

‘He is Ard Righ, as well as King of Scots. His proud boast is that he comes of a long line of one hundred kings. None other in Christendom can boast such a thing. And most of that hundred were not just kings, but Ard Righ nan Albannach, High Kings of Alba, of the Picts. And it was, and is, the privilege of every chief of a clan to enter the presence of the Ard Righ, on request. Even this sixth James should know that, oddity as he is. You must claim it.’

‘If I get that far! To his palace in Edinburgh. Or Stirling Castle. Or – where is it he is ever at his hunting? Aye, Falkland, in Fife. These Lowland places where I have never been.’

‘I have – and I will come with you, Alastair. But . . . I have a notion, lad. How to win close to King Jamie. His cousin, Lennox. I have heard much good of Ludovick Stewart, Duke of Lennox, the late Esmé’s son. James has innumerable kinsfolk, but all illegitimate, James the Fifth’s bastard progeny. But only the one lawful close kin, this Ludovick of Lennox. And he is fond of him, all say. And Lennox your own age, just, as is James. All speak well of him. Forbye, his house is none so far off – Methven Castle in Strathearn, on the verge of our Highlands. If you could see Lennox he would, I think, bring you before the King.’

‘Would he? Why should he?’

‘He would listen to you, at the least. And the Campbells, for all their power, are not loved. Because of their power, it may be, and how they use it. Strathearn verges on Campbell land. Much of Strathearn is indeed Black Duncan’s, or his kin’s – Aberuchill, Monzie, Edinample and the rest. The Campbells’ neighbours seldom love them – as we have cause to know! Lennox may well lend you his sympathy. It is worth the trying, anyway. But, Roro first.’

‘Aye. So be it. Bless you, Uncle Ewan! Where would I be without you? Tell me that.’

‘Doing none so ill, I think – so long as you were not taking this Patrick’s advice! Now, come away in, and see what your aunt can find to refresh a man . . .’
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So, two days later, Alastair was again heading up Glen Strae, but this time not alone and not on foot. He would have to ride through a deal of Campbell land to reach Roro, so it was wise to go sufficiently well escorted. He would go by quiet ways and empty valleys, as far as possible, and not be provocative, as was equally wise in the circumstances. No use preaching circumspection to Roro and being challenging himself; although in fact, the route he was taking happened to be the most direct, if by no means the easiest.

He picked up Uncle Ewan at Larachan, to make a second horseman in the midst of a dozen running gillies. They could have brought along ten times that number, but why overdo it?

Glen Strae was a long and twisting valley rising high as they progressed northwards, becoming barren between lofty and rugged mountains. The lower reaches were quite populous, with many small farmeries and crofts, and two mills, the higher parts given over to summer grazings and shielings. But there was a major drove-road through it, for this was the way the herds came from all the Black Mount, Moor of Rannoch and Glen Coe area on their way to the markets of Taynuilt and the Oban, this a source of revenue for MacGregor, at one beast in fifty toll. The Highland glens and pastures would not support much more than the basic breeding-stock in the snowy winters, and so the surplus cattle had to be sold off at the autumn trysts and markets, beasts by the thousand, to fill Lowland bellies, such wealth as the Highlands produced.

Some eight miles up, the glen suddenly narrowed and changed character, the Strae becoming almost a continuous cataract, the incoming burns reaching it as waterfalls, the drove-road beginning to climb steeply between all but sheer craggy mountainsides. This would continue right up to the watershed, at nearly fifteen hundred feet, to the Fionn Lairig, the White Pass, so called because it was so frequently snow-filled.

At the summit of this, Alastair drew rein, not only to give the gillies a breather – which they would have pantingly denied was necessary, being MacGregors – but because always he did so here. For the vista in both directions, north and south, was stupendous, even though nothing was to be seen east and west but bare rock and heather close at hand. Ahead opened a vast prospect beyond the jaws of the approach glen: first the lovely wooded trough which embosomed Loch Tulla and behind that the almost limitless spread of the Moor of Rannoch’s waterlogged immensity, backed, far off indeed, by the blue mountains of Mamore. Directly in front were the grandly savage peaks of Glen Coe, and half left the ranged, dark summits of the Black Mount; all in all one of the most magnificent scenes in a land where magnificence was next to normal.

Downhill now, as steeply, presently they came to a junction of valleys and waters, not far from the foot of Loch Tulla, on the right. Although that way lay their route, Alastair turned leftwards, up a narrow glen, this leading to a smaller loch, Dochard – not to be confused with the greater Loch Dochart near Strathfillan many miles to the south-east. Only a short way up this a few cot-houses clustered round a larger one, no castle this but strongly sited. Here, cutting scrub-birch to build extra fencing for cattle-enclosures, they found Alastair’s brother, John MacGregor of Dochard, lain Dhu in Gaelic, and his men. He held this northern entrance to the Fionn Lairig, and his was the duty of collecting the tolls from the drovers on their way to markets.

The brothers were not alike. John, although a year younger, was more burly, a little shorter and with heavier features, and dark-haired. But he had the same intense blue eyes, and an even hotter temper.

That temper, when he heard of the Roro threat and Alastair’s present mission, was evidenced sufficiently strongly in an outburst of indignation, fury and demands for action, unmistakable MacGregor action. Alastair found himself aiding Uncle Ewan in playing down this urgency, however much he understood and all but shared it. This was a challenge to be met with wits rather than fists or swords, he emphasised.

They had to persuade John not to accompany them also, his place meantime being here at Glen Strae, with chief and tutor away. He accepted that with ill grace.

They left Dochard and turned back eastwards to the foot of Loch Tulla, that fair three miles of water flanked on both sides by ancient pine forest. They took the north side, advisedly, but little populated as it was. They were in Campbell country now, although most of the inhabitants would be of MacGregor blood, whatever they called themselves, for this too had been the clan’s land once. Discretion was today’s unlikely watchword for MacGregor.

Beyond the loch they had to be careful indeed. For not far from its head reared the new castle of Achallader, built by Glenorchy’s father. It was unlikely that Black Duncan would be there – he had said that he was going on to Barcaldine, far to the west; but the place would have a keeper and strong garrison, no doubt, and was to be avoided. So they kept well to the north of it, on the other side of the Water of Tulla, heading for the high hills behind. Fortunately no would-be interceptors appeared.

Soon they were climbing again, this time up over long heather slopes, different terrain however high, no roads now, only deer-tracks. It was a long haul to reach the ridge of a shoulder of Meall Buidhe. But once thereon, they were rewarded. For immediately below them now opened a major, long, wide valley, so long that they could not see to the end of it, two lochs nestling only a mile or two beneath but fully fifteen hundred feet lower, Lochs Daimh and Lyon. For this was indeed Glen Lyon, a strange dead-end valley, twenty-five miles of it, ending thus abruptly against the wall of Meall Buidhe, one of the fairest and most secluded of all the Central Highland glens. Down they went into it. Thus far they had come some twenty miles. Another ten to go.

Although Glen Lyon was now one of the proudest jewels in the Campbell crown, the MacGregors were not troubled about traversing this west end of it, for the same reasons as at Loch Tulla. The folk herein were of Gregorach blood. When one clan took over another’s land they must take over the inhabitants with it – or else either exterminate them or resettle them elsewhere, a costly and difficult procedure. Much simpler, unless the people were rebellious or persistently hostile, just to leave them there and call them by the new clan’s name. So a great many who were now ostensibly Campbells were in fact MacGregors, MacNabs, Menzies, MacNaughtons and the like, whose chiefs and tacksmen had been dispossessed.

Down this pleasant glen, then, fully half a mile wide, they went, past the lochs and the little communities there, where they were greeted warmly, if in surprise, past Gallin and Meggernie – this last a tacksman’s house where, however, they were not challenged – from where, oddly enough, Alastair’s own mother, long dead, had come, a so-called Campbell of MacGregor blood, and on to Milton of Eonan. This place was named for St Adamnan, an ancient Abbot of lona, he who had written the renowned story of Columba, and who had presumably established a cell or little church here. That had been moved further east, to Innerwick, nearer Roro, for convenience, but the monastic mill was still functioning, to grind the local corn – one of Black Duncan’s grievances, since it was a MacGregor mill, part of Roro still on the edge of their land, and could charge the miller’s tithe. As well as the mill, there was a ford here of the River Lyon, for this was where that other drove-road came south from Loch Rannochside and Glen Garry, the Lairig Chalbhath, and crossed to climb over the shoulder of great Ben Lawers to Tayside – to the Campbells’ resentment, for here toll had to be paid, and to Roro.

Now the glen became more populous, with many MacGregor tacksmen’s houses and their farmeries, cottages and herders’ cabins – Balgie, Kenrowmore, Innerwick itself and the rest, the source of Roro’s manpower; for although a comparatively small estate, as clan lands went, it held a quite large and concentrated population, more so than Glen Strae for instance; hence the sept’s ability to hang on to it all, when so much else was lost.

Roro itself occupied a distinct widening of the glen, where no fewer than four quite major side-valleys entered it, two from the north, two from the south, creating a sort of elliptical amphitheatre over a mile in length. These incoming valleys, with their waterfall-producing streams, because of all the rocks and debris they brought down off the mountainsides, had created a series of quite large islands in the main river, an unusual feature, very useful for the capture of salmon, with sluices formed and nets, one more of Black Duncan’s complaints, for there were no similar facilities further down in the Campbell reaches of the glen. In a way, the usurper’s envy was understandable.

Gregor MacGregor of Roro came to meet them well before they reached his house of Roromore, for their approach could have been observed for well over a mile. He was a huge, hearty bear of a man, all shaggy hair and beard much more vehemently red than Alastair’s, his greeting bellowingly resounding and genial. Anything less resembling a man under threat would have been hard to imagine. His only complaint was why had not Himself let him know that he was coming and he would have prepared a feast suitable for the Chief of MacGregor. As it was, they would not starve, to be sure, and there was liquor in plenty; but not what might have been. It had been a year since Alastair had come to Roro.

It took some time, amidst all this welcoming and declaiming, with liquid hospitality all but poured into the travellers, the gillies at least deserving it with some thirty miles’ running, before Alastair could get down to the subject and object of their visit – and even then Roro began to pooh-pooh it all as typical Campbell bluff and bluster. Almost old enough to be his chief’s father, he was difficult to gainsay, until Uncle Ewan added his warnings and urgings.

‘Heed us, Gregor,’ he intervened. ‘This is no mere clan feuding or grasping for lands. You will be up against the full might of the Campbells, not only Black Duncan, I think . . .’

‘What is new in that?’ the other demanded. ‘Always they have wanted Roro, to have the whole of Glen Lyon for themselves. I, and my father before me, have had attempts to buy us out, to have us out by force, to threaten us and cheat and cozen us. What is new?’

‘Something is new, yes. Pride. Glenorchy has come to your chief. He has not done that before. Now all MacGregor is involved, not just Roro. He has appealed to Alastair to persuade you, or to command you, to get you out. And has been sent away, empty-handed. This will resound round all the clans – and Black Duncan’s name and fame suffer. Pride, man! That one seeks power and station, as well as lands and moneys. He would be the Campbell, I say, rivalling even his own chief, if not replacing him. For Argyll is but a youth, but sixteen years or so. Glenorchy already owns almost as many castles and great lands as does MacCailean Mhor. Now he has been rebuffed by MacGregor in front of many. Think you he will accept that?’

‘He can do no other, man. For he will not get Roro, whatever.’

‘Not by the sword, perhaps, nor by gold. But by using the law and the powers of governance he might well achieve his fell purpose. And to the great hurt of more than Roro.’

‘I have broken no laws, man. Even Campbell laws!’

‘Are you so sure? Do you know all the laws, Gregor? All the lawmen’s writings? All the wordings of charters, deeds, Acts of Parliament, Privy Council records, justiciars’ court judgments? Do you? I do not!’

For once Roro was silenced.

‘Black Duncan will know them – make it his business to know them. He is Justiciar, after all, as was his damnable father. The Campbells make sure to hold such offices. He will find some crack or cranny in the law to trip you, if he can.’

‘Let him!’

‘And have you outlawed for transgressing the law? Your lands forfeited? And not only yours but MacGregor’s, who supports you?’

Roro stamped up and down. ‘What, then?’ he demanded hotly.

Alastair resumed. ‘We ask that you go carefully, Gregor. Very carefully meantime. Consider well whether aught that you, or your people, do could be twisted to seem less than lawful. Even a small matter. To give Duncan no shot-hole to fire through. Perhaps in the tolls you charge. In the deer your folk take. After all, Roro’s marches with the Campbell land are not marked by dykes or cairns; so you could easily stray over and kill beasts on Duncan’s land, your cattle feed on his pastures. Fly no hawks over Campbell territory . . .’

‘God damn it – would you have me creep and crawl and hide like some mouse before the Campbell cat! Me, Roro!’

Even Alastair had to smile at such a simile. ‘Scarce that. But go warily for a while. To give us time to go seek some help.’

‘Help? Whose help can you seek in this? Save the fullest muster of MacGregor strength!’

‘That will not help us fight the law. No, we must go high. Higher than Campbell. The tutor, here, suggests that we approach King James himself. As is my right, it seems.’

‘The King! God be good – how can you do that? You will never reach Jamie Stewart.’

‘There may be means. We can try, at the least. And quickly. So, do not give Campbell any opportunity meantime, Gregor, while we seek to clip his wings. Tell your people. No provocations, however hard to resist.’

‘As you will . . .’

Roro’s hospitality thereafter was far from overshadowed by the Campbell menace and the steps advised to counter it, however distasteful to the Gregorach. Indeed, an all but uproarious evening was spent, with late bedding, and it was a somewhat bemused and heavy-eyed party which set off in the morning, back westwards up the glen, for home. But they did have Roro’s promise as to discretion, although just what that word might mean to that man was doubtful.

Alastair wasted no time. Three days after the return to Glen Strae he was off on his much longer journey, to what was almost a foreign country to him. Not that he was heading for the Lowlands straight away; for he would visit Strathearn, as Uncle Ewan advised, where the young Duke of Lennox had his home.

To get from Glen Strae to Strathearn, some fifty miles to the south-east, it was scarcely possible not to pass through some Campbell country. So this required forethought. Black Duncan had said that he was going to Barcaldine, which was his furthest west castle, in Lorn, on the very edge of Argyll. But for how long? It seemed likely that he would go to see his chief, Argyll himself, to whom he acted almost as a tutor, while he was so near to Inveraray, especially if he wanted to involve him and his influence in this Roro matter. But they could not be sure that he was not back in these parts already. Not that the MacGregors could not travel through Campbell land without express permission – although they might have to pay toll here or there; but in the circumstances it could affect the size of tail, or escort, which Alastair felt he required for safety, not to mention dignity. Yet he did not want to attract too much attention to his mission, with a large body of retainers.

It was decided that a score of gillies would be best, and that the route taken should be indirect – for if the Campbell had them reported and followed, and guessed that they were heading for the Lowlands, he might well seek to take steps to thwart their purposes if he could. And he would have much more ready access to the royal court than would Alastair. So although south-east was their direction, they indeed went north-east again, up Glen Strae, picking up Uncle Ewan at Larachan, Alastair dressed in his best.

In fact they followed the same road, by Loch Tulla and past Achallader Castle, but instead of climbing the shoulder of Meall Buidhe, they followed the Water of Tulla up almost to its source, and so over the north-east corner of the vast tract of Rannoch Moor, where it was less waterlogged than elsewhere. Crossing the watershed there, they came down to Loch Rannoch itself, safely out of Campbell country now and into Robertson territory. By the loch-shore they camped for the night.

Ten miles down Loch Rannoch they turned southwards between it and Loch Tummel, under the shapely peak of Schiehallion, and on up Glen Goulandie to the Strath of Appin. The foot of this was admittedly very near to Campbell ground again, indeed close to the eastern end of Glen Lyon, but they were just within Clan Menzies land. They halted again at the ancient and historic Abthanrie of Dull, once a monastic college of the Celtic Columban Church, founded by the same Adamnan of Milton of Eonan.

In the morning they called in at Weem, to pay respects in passing to the Menzies chief. The neighbours of Campbells seldom loved them, so that the travellers did not anticipate any ill reception here. Indeed it was to be expected that Menzies would be quite flattered by a call from so royal a race as MacGregor for, although Highland now for almost four centuries, Menzies was not in origin a truly Celtic clan at all, but of Norman extraction, de Meyners having come to England with William the Conqueror and to Scotland with David the First, along with other Normans and Flemings, and had gained these lands by marriage, adopted the name of Menzies – whereas their relations in England had called themselves Manners. They were still somewhat concerned over their comparative newcomer status.

However, The Menzies was not at home, so the callers pressed on. Southwards from Aberfeldy they mounted Glen Cochill, and over and down the two glens of Almond, Upper and Lower; whereafter only a single belt of lofty ground separated them from mid-Strathearn. They reached Methven by nightfall.

Methven Castle, looking south over the wide, fertile vale, its back as it were turned to the Highlands, was very fine. It had been built about seventy years before by Henry Stewart, Lord Methven, a young man whom Queen Margaret Tudor, widow of James the Fourth who fell at Flodden, had wed as her third husband, she, Henry the Eighth’s sister, being old enough to be Methven’s mother. But at least she had enabled him to erect this handsome mansion; and her great-grandson, the present James the Sixth, had given it to his young cousin Ludovick, Duke of Lennox.

Sadly, Lennox was not at home either; indeed, according to the keeper of his castle – who eyed the MacGregors distinctly suspiciously – he was seldom at Methven, King James demanding his company at court more or less continuously. Although disappointed, in a way they had no complaint, for since it was the King that they wanted to see, the nearer the duke was to him, the better. Where, then, were King and court apt to be, at this present?

They were told that, although the royal seats were at Holyroodhouse, in Edinburgh, and the castle of Stirling, King James’s favourite haunt was the palace of Falkland, in Fife. He had the craze for hunting deer, on horseback. This was his preferred way of spending his time, affairs of state having to be fitted in, if possible, where they did not unduly interfere with his hunting. In season and out of season he rode deer-chasing; and Falkland was the chosen venue, where he had the Fife Lomond Hills and their woodlands for his sport, yet not too remote as to situation. In this fine late May weather, the chances were that he would be at Falkland, although it was of course the breeding season. And the duke with him.

Fife, to be sure, was easier to reach from Strathearn than was Edinburgh at least. The MacGregors spent the night in the stable-block premises – they were not invited into the castle itself – and in the morning were told to proceed on down Earn right to the river’s joining with the Tay estuary, where they would be in north Fife. At Abernethy there they would be only some dozen miles from Falkland.

Out of the great hills now, their passage attracted a deal more attention than heretofore, two tartan-clad horsemen and a score of half-naked running gillies not being seen every day in the Lowlands. But however askance they were eyed, they were not interfered with, the reverse indeed, Highland barbarians tending to be looked upon as dangerous savages to be avoided at all costs.

They reached the Earn at Gask and turned eastwards along its banks, by Forteviot and Forgandenny, coming to its eventual junction with Tay, where the latter river was widening into a firth, in late afternoon. They could have gone further but, considering how best to time their arrival at Falkland, decided to camp near Abernethy meantime. It was an ancient Pictish capital, its curious, slender round tower still surviving, but the travellers viewed it from a distance, not sure of the kind of reception they would have in the town.

The journey down through Fife greatly interested Alastair MacGregor. Never had he seen so much cultivated land, so many villages and hamlets, castles and tower-houses, not to mention the great abbey of Lindores, still seeming to be a thriving place despite the Reformation of thirty-odd years earlier. As good, or goodish, Catholics, the MacGregors approved of this seeming survival, although Uncle Ewan declared that the revenues thereof would be going to one of King James’s court favourites, to be sure, as a commendator-abbot. There were a lot of odd abbots these days, few indeed in holy orders and able to pronounce a blessing – however able at cursing.

They reached the Falkland vicinity by midday, and were quickly reassured as to the court’s presence there by large numbers of folk hanging about, a large proportion of them overdressed. If the Highlanders had attracted stares before, now they were the object of pointings, exclamation, derision, hard to thole for proud men. But they must needs ignore it all in the interests of their mission.

The palace of Falkland stood within a little town at the northern foot of the East Lomond Hill, no great establishment in fact. All teemed like an ant-hill disturbed. Clearly all these people, so expensively clad, could not be lodged in the palace itself, so the town must be housing most of them. Alastair and his uncle left their gillies in an orchard on the outskirts, and proceeded into the town streets, seeking information. At a tavern would be best.

They had no difficulty in finding such, at any rate, for there were many. Inside one, ordering drams, and the target for all eyes, they found the place to be full. There were some guffaws and sniggers at their appearance – but when the Highlandmen gazed around them, hands on dirks, such quickly died away.

Alastair spoke into the sudden hush. ‘I am MacGregor,’ he said simply. ‘And I seek the Duke of Lennox. Does any here know of his whereabouts?’

None actually answered that, although there was some muttering.

‘The duke,’ he repeated. ‘Surely some must know of him?’

‘What want you wi’him, Hielantman?’ somebody demanded.

‘That is between himself and myself, sir. Where do I find him?’

‘Whaur but at the King’s side.’

‘No doubt. But to gain the King’s presence? Is it difficult, here?’

‘For siclike as you!’ another voice suggested. That provoked laughter.

The two MacGregors looked at each other, shrugged, and were on the point of leaving when a young woman serving ale spoke up.

‘Sirs, gin ye were tae gang ower the wynd here, to yon hoose wi’ the iron yett, and spier there, ye’d mebbe win some bruit o’ it.’

They eyed her doubtfully. Such Lowland speech was scarcely intelligible to them. But she sounded helpful.

‘Your pardon – but would you be after telling us again? We are not well acquainted with your tongue.’

That produced more mirth, and there followed some shouted interpretations, few more informative. The girl tried again, pointing.

‘Yonder. Ower the wynd, just. Yon big hoose. Wi’ the yett. Iron. Yon’s whaur the Maister o’ Gray bides. He’s far ben wi’ the duke. Leastways, his lassie is!’ That seemed to be more mirth-provoking than ever. When she could be heard, she added, ‘He’ll be awa’ after the deer, wi’ King Jamie the noo. But she’ll no’. She’ll tell ye, mebbe . . .’

They got enough of that to thank her, and move to the door.

Across the narrow street outside, a row of houses stood, of varying size. One had a quite massive iron gate, which was half open. Iron was one of the few words they had been sure of. Yett could mean gate.

They crossed to this and entered the small courtyard of what seemed no very grand establishment. A hand-bell at the doorway summoned an elderly servitor, who eyed their tartans with the usual distaste.

‘Is this the house of the Master of Gray?’ Ewan asked. That name was well known, even in the Highlands, as allegedly the handsomest man in Europe, and one of the cleverest, although not all trusted him.

‘Aye.’

‘This is MacGregor. The MacGregor. He seeks speech with the Master.’

‘He’s no’ here, the noo.’

‘Are any of his household, then?’

‘Weel, mebbe . . .’

‘Then tell them that MacGregor and the Tutor of Glenstrae are here.’ That was authoritative.

Muttering, the man went off.

When he returned he had two ladies with him, and both remarkably good-looking, one perhaps in her early thirties, the other of no more than sixteen or seventeen years. They eyed the callers with interest, but more kindly than any had yet done since they crossed the Highland Line.

The callers bowed. ‘MacGregor,’ Alastair said.

‘I am the Lady Marie, wife to the Master of Gray,’ the elder told them. ‘And this is Mary Gray.’

The younger laughed – and she had a delightful laugh, gurgling, most friendly. Indeed the impression she gave was all delight, a lovely, personable young creature, but somehow nevertheless with more than just delight to her.

‘Is it true?’ she wondered. ‘A real Highland chief! Three feathers in your bonnet! Always I have wanted to see a real chief and never seen one. Save my lord of Argyll, that is. But – he is not a real chief, is he?’

Nothing could have more greatly commended that young woman to the visitors, needless to say.

‘Oh, I think that you are wrong, my dear,’ the Mistress of Gray said, but she also smiled. ‘Do not they call him MacColin More or something such? Meaning son of the Great Colin Campbell. That surely makes him one of the great chiefs.’

‘You are knowledgeable, lady,’ Ewan said. ‘There are chiefs and chiefs!’

‘No doubt. And you are the MacGregor?’

‘Alastair here is. Glenstrae, Himself.’

‘Seeking my husband?’

‘Seeking the Duke of Lennox, rather,’ Alastair amended. ‘We were told that here we might find one able to bring us to him.’

The two women exchanged glances. ‘We are friendly with the duke, yes,’ the Lady Marie said, a little cautiously. ‘He is with the King.’

‘Why do you seek the duke?’ her companion asked, interestedly.

‘To bring us to the King’s Grace,’ she was told, simply.

‘It is the privilege of chiefs of clans to have audience with the Ard Righ nan Alban, the King,’ Ewan explained. ‘But it is not always so easy to reach his presence. Hence . . .’ He gestured.

‘You have come all the way from your Highlands for this?’

‘Yes. For the matter is . . . urgent.’

‘Then we must see that you gain the audience, sir,’ Mary Gray said, and she sounded quite decided on the matter. ‘How do we call you, sirs?’

‘MacGregor, lady.’

‘Just MacGregor? Does not that sound . . . less than civil?’

‘It is our Highland usage,’ Ewan explained. ‘Alastair here is the chief. Only he can call himself only MacGregor. I am Fearnan, Tutor of Glenstrae. Uncle to Alastair Himself.’

‘Alastair himself? I think that I like that. Alastair himself! Better than just MacGregor.’

‘I think, my dear, that whatever we call them, we had better have them within, and offer them some small hospitality, refreshment,’ the Lady Marie said. ‘Come, gentlemen.’

They were led within and taken upstairs to no very handsome apartment for the great Master of Gray to occupy. The Lady Marie indeed apologised for the cramped quarters, explaining that Falkland was so full and the palace so small, that they were fortunate to have even these premises. Many of the court had to be content with much less, even had to lodge in the neighbouring village of Freuchie.

‘You will have heard that it is King James’s wont to say to those who displease him, “Och, awa’ to Freuchie wi’ you!”’ Mary Gray added, mimicking a distinctly thick and slobbery voice.

While they were regaled with wine, cheese, oatcakes and honey, the younger woman quite frankly enquired of them what was the mission that had brought them all the way from their Highlands to see the King at Falkland; she made it sound as though they had come from a very distant land. The Lady Marie gently reproved her for being unsuitably inquisitive, but was smilingly ignored. This lass was clearly something of a law unto herself, and favoured the straightforward approach.

Alastair was that way inclined himself. ‘It is the Campbells,’ he declared. ‘They would have our land. By fair means or foul.’ He also ignored his older companion’s frown. ‘Black Duncan of Glenorchy, that is.’

‘And you would have the King aid you against him, MacGregor?’ That sounded just a little critical.

‘If it was but swords, cold steel, fighting men, we could see them off, easily. But it is otherwise. The law. They use the law to fight with – paper, charters, courts, claims. They know it all – and use it. The Gregorach are no lawyers, ’fore God!’

‘I would think not, no, Alastair himself! And you think that the King will aid you?’

‘We can but put it to him, at the least. If we can but gain his presence.’

‘Vicky – that is the duke – he will see to that.’ She paused. ‘My Uncle Patrick – that is the Master of Gray – has a friend who is a Campbell. I have met him indeed. You know him, Marie. A tall, friendly man. Campbell of Cawdor, is it not?’

‘John Campbell of Cawdor, yes. But he, I think, will not be of the Campbells these gentlemen will be concerned with. Cawdor is far north, in Moray, not the Campbell country at all, as I understand it.’

‘Ah, Cawdor, yes.’ Ewan nodded. ‘Never have I met Cawdor. But have heard that he is . . . different.’

‘How came the Campbells up in Moray?’ Alastair wondered. ‘Hundreds of miles from Argyll and Lorn and Braid Alban.’

Lady Marie wagged her fair head. ‘I do not know . . .’

‘It is an old story. I wonder that you have not heard of it, Alastair. A son to Argyll, Archibald the second earl it would be, Sir John Campbell, for some reason travelled up to Moray, to Nairn. And there, at Cawdor Castle, he saw the ailing Laird of Cawdor, said to be a descendant of King MacBeth’s brother. That king was Thane of Cawdor, and he left it to his brother. And this descendant had as heir only a red-haired lass, Muriella Cawdor, but fifteen years. He saw also that it was a great and fair property. So there and then he asked for her hand in marriage – although he was no young man. Indeed he had his seven sons with him, whatever was his purpose at Nairn. And when the laird refused him, that night he stole the girl and set off there and then for Argyll. With her . . .’

‘Campbells!’ Alastair exclaimed, eloquently.

‘Aye, so! The Cawdor had them pursued by his illegitimate brothers and many men, all the way to Lorn. This Sir John was Campbell of Inverliver. Many were the fights, as the seven sons were left as rearguards. One by one these fell, but always Inverliver with the girl pressed on. She was not fit to ride this hard and far, and some asked what if she also sank and died of it. Campbell said then that Muriella Cawdor would never die, so long as there was a red-haired girl on either side of Loch Awe, he meaning as her substitute!’

‘Campbells!’ Alastair repeated.

‘When, almost across all Scotland and the sea-lochs of Lorn in view, at the last fight before Cawdor’s men had to turn back, the seventh son fell, Sir John, reproved even by his own folk, said that it was well worth it. For Cawdor. Or that is the story as I heard it.’ He shrugged. ‘So he married Muriella, and Cawdor has been Campbell’s since.’

‘An ill story, indeed!’ the Lady Marie commented, shaking her head.

‘But not unlike the Campbells. In their greed for land,’ Alastair pointed out.

‘Perhaps it is all but a fable,’ Mary Gray suggested. ‘Invented by enemies. It is too cruel, I think.’

‘It may be so. But – you do not know the Campbells as we do.’

‘And this John of Cawdor now? He is related?’

‘He will be the grandson, I think. Grandson of this Muriella.’

‘He is a man of middle years . . .’

They were still discussing Campbells and their doings, the Lady Marie asserting that they were not all so black as they were painted, when a young man came running up the stairs to them, a youth, sturdily built, plain-faced and plainly clad, his clothing mud-spattered. Alastair, assuming him to be a horse-boy or something such, thought it strange that he should burst in on them so. But when he hurried over to Mary Gray, to take her arm, and then turned to stare in astonishment at the two Highlanders, it was clear that he was no servant nor groom.

‘Here is Vicky – the Duke of Lennox,’ the girl informed. ‘Vicky, here is MacGregor himself. And his uncle. From the Highlands.’

‘Eh . . .?’ The youth blinked. ‘MacGregor . . .?’

‘Yes. Himself!’ She dimpled at that. ‘Come to see you.’ She gestured towards the bonnets on the table. ‘See – three feathers. Eagle’s feathers, are they not?’

‘My lord Duke!’ Alastair made something like a bow. ‘I am MacGregor. This is the Tutor of Glenstrae.’

‘We called at Methven, my lord,’ Ewan added. ‘But learned that you were here, at Falkland.’

The newcomer looked from them to Mary and back again. ‘You want to see me?’ That sounded surprised indeed.

‘To have you bring them into the King’s presence, Vicky. You will do that, will you not?’

‘Well . . .’

The Lady Marie, possibly feeling that all this was just too direct and abrupt altogether, spoke. ‘You are back early, Vicky. Is all well?’

‘James’s horse went lame on him. Leaping a fallen tree. I gave him mine – for, you know him, he will ride only the best beasts. I had had enough of the hunt, anyway. Have had enough, for days! We had killed thrice, as it was. But James presses on – you know him. So I came back on a borrowed mount, leading the lamed Barbary. I hope my beast survives!’ He spoke jerkily, with the trace of a foreign accent – for Ludovick Stewart had been born in France, son of Esmé Stewart D’Aubigny, a cousin whom King James had created first Duke of Lennox. He seemed an unlikely duke and representative of that lofty and resplendent line, more like some honest burgher’s son.

‘Uncle Patrick is still hunting, then?’ Mary Gray asked, making a face. ‘I wonder that he did not seize the opportunity before you did, to get away.’ She turned to Alastair. ‘Not all King James’s court are as fond of hunting as their liege-lord.’

‘Not every day and all day!’ the duke said.

‘You hunt deer on horses?’ Alastair wondered. ‘How is that done? We do it otherwise. Stalking them on foot, or on our bellies, more like, with bow and arrow. On our mountainsides.’

‘Aye, that I know. And much prefer. I have done it at Methven, in Upper Glen Almond. Much better sport. But James never walks; he has but poor legs. He is happiest on a horse.’ He paused. ‘You are from . . . Glen Strae, was it? I do not know Glen Strae.’

Alastair stiffened a little – although he recognised that that was not meant to be any sort of insult. ‘All that we have left, my lord Duke, of the wide MacGregor lands. That, and a few patches – Roro, Glen Gyle, Balhaldies and the rest.’

‘And you are . . . the chief? Glenstrae?’

‘MacGregor, yes.’

‘Himself!’ the girl added, with one of her gurgles.

‘Where is this glen?’

‘Near to Loch Awe, in Braid Alban. Between Glen Orchy and Cruachan.’

‘Is that not Campbell country?’

There was a moment’s silence.

‘It was all MacGregor’s once.’

Lady Marie, ever the soul of tact, intervened again. ‘Vicky, you will be tired, thirsty, after all the hunting. These gentlemen have been having some refreshment. You will have something?’

‘My thanks, yes, Marie.’ But he turned back to Alastair. ‘Glen Orchy, you said? Glen Orchy, I know – not the glen but the man. Dark. Able. Clever, they say. He comes to court at times.’

‘When he requires something, no doubt!’ Ewan put in.

‘As, as do you?’

‘Yes,’ Alastair admitted. ‘Do you wish that we tell you of our mission?’

‘Yes, do.’ That was the younger woman, almost eagerly.

Sighing, the Lady Marie turned to attend to the hospitality.

So the MacGregors settled down to recount their story and problems. And inevitably it took a long time. Their hearers were highly interested and by their interjections, questions and comments, sympathetic, the girl not attempting to hide it, and the young duke taking his tone from hers. The Lady Marie came to listen also, and although she was more restrained, was friendly in her remarks.

The MacGregors sought not to seem too greatly prejudiced against the Campbells, although that was difficult to maintain.

The recounting and discussion was still not finished when there was another interruption, the arrival this time of a notably different individual, a brilliantly handsome, elegant man in his late thirties, bearing himself with an easy, casual authority, his rich clothing somewhat travel-stained. Pausing in the doorway, his quick glance took in all the scene, but without change of a sort of wryly genial expression. He flourished a bow.

‘We are fortunate enough to have visitors, I see!’ he announced. ‘And from beyond the Highland Line, if I am not mistaken. Welcome to this poor house, my friends.’ The Master of Gray went to kiss his wife; and Mary Gray ran to his side.

The MacGregors could scarcely hide their stares, from the newcomer to the girl, so alike in features and even bearing were they.

Introductions followed and partial explanations, the Master listening interestedly but forbearing comment. It was noteworthy that Duke Ludovick was adopting a very pro-MacGregor stance, in line with the girl’s.

When they had finished, the Master, sipping wine, asked, ‘And what do you expect King James to do?’

Alastair spread his hands. ‘Hear us, sir. Then, then perhaps use his royal powers to prevent Glenorchy from grasping Roro.’

‘And . . . should he? The King?’

‘If he would see justice done in his realm, sir. Is that not part of his simple concern? Even duty?’
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