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A dungeon horrible, on all sides round
As one great furnace flamed; yet from these flames
No light, but rather darkness visible
Serv’d only to discover sights of woe,
Regions of sorrow, doleful shades, where peace
And rest can never dwell, hope never comes
That comes to all.

John Milton, Paradise Lost





PROLOGUE

The boy was the first person in the village to hear the soldiers’ approach. The intermittent wailing of his nine-month-old sister and his desperate anxiety to meet her simple needs had deprived him of childhood’s right to deep sleep. His ears registered every unusual nuance of sound from beyond the holed thatch and the sacking-covered window.

He had not been listening – consciously at least – for the king’s men, though, like everyone else in the highland villages, he knew they were coming. The king and the one they called the Butcher were not content with having massacred the boy’s father and uncles along with other clan leaders in the great valley battle. They were sending troops up into the hills, slaughtering cattle, burning settlements, driving from their home the families of the freedom fighters as well as those who knew nothing of the political conflict and wished only to be left to their subsistence farming.

The boy rose from the thin layer of straw pushed into a corner of the earth-floored room, hugging his blanket around him against the cold. Three short strides took him to the window. He lifted the rough material and stood on tiptoe to peer out. Dawn was a suggestion of grey beyond the humped ridge of Old Man’s Back. The nearer ground was patterned in shades of black, outlines blurring and merging. But the boy knew every tree, every earthbank and hovel. He sensed rather than saw furtive movement; intuited rather than heard deliberately muffled sound.

Suddenly there was light. Livid flame scarred the darkness. A man stood illumined by the flaring torch he held aloft. Then there was another, and another. Rooted by fascination, shock and fear, the boy saw a line of soldiers, their hated uniforms garish with menace in the flickering brilliance. The men advanced, first slowly, then with increased momentum. Wide-eyed with terror, the boy saw first one, then another soldier hurl his blazing missile. The incendiaries arched through the blackness. Some fell harmlessly to earth; some bounced from walls and lay spluttering on the ground; but some found their targets. Within seconds the whole compound was illuminated by the yellow glow of burning thatch.

The boy heard a snapped command in the brittle English he did not understand. The troops stopped, knelt, and raised their guns. As women, children, goats, sheep and hens ran from the blazing buildings the king’s men opened fire. The next seconds were a confusion of people and animals, shrieking, bleating, blundering to and fro, falling, writhing, lying grotesquely in twisted death.

The boy turned away from the scene. He grabbed up the bundle that was his sister, and clasping her to his chest he let himself out of the back door. The distance to the boundary wall was pathwayed with shifting shadows and he stumbled over the uneven ground. He rested his burden atop the earth and stone bank just long enough to scramble over. Then he was on the move again, feet pounding the familiar path to the river.

The river. To his young mind its width and rapid movement suggested a barrier. Crossing it was all that mattered. What he would do on the other side was a distant decision. The baby, crying again, slowed him down. It seemed an age before he heard the roar of water over Blackhawk Race. He reached the bank and sank to the mossy turf. Chest heaving, arms aching, he longed to rest but dared not. His sister was shrieking her terrified protest but the boy had no time to soothe and comfort her.

He set her down in the shelter of a boulder and ran upcurrent beside the torrent. Above the rapids the river widened and shallowed before crashing over jagged rocks to the deep pools beyond. The boy knew there was one place where he could cross waist-deep, and he searched for this now. He soon found the spot with the aid of the spreading pre-dawn. For a moment only he stared out over the grey ripples on the surface of polished black. It was here that his father had taught him to swim. Then he turned back to collect the only other living member of his family.

He was paces away from his sister when he saw the soldier standing over the screaming bundle. Deliberately the man drew back his booted foot and swung it. The baby paused to fill her lungs then howled with pain and anger. The man laughed and muttered something in English. He swung his gun from his shoulder and pointed it at the little girl.

‘No!’ The boy sprang forward. He had covered half the ground when the explosion filled his ears. The soldier part turned, but was unbalanced when the boy’s shoulder caught him behind the knees. He staggered, throwing out his arms to steady himself. He lurched against the low boulder and fell sideways across it, his limbs flailing to grasp something. Then he tumbled without a sound into Blackhawk Race.

The boy dropped to his knees beside his sister. She was not crying now. She had nothing to cry with. Where mouth and snub nose had once been there was a hole, glistening with oozed blood.

The boy turned away. He blundered blindly along the bank, waded the river, then he ran and ran until there was no more running in him.


I

A DUNGEON HORRIBLE


Wae on Culloden’s bloody field!
Dark source o’ mony a tear;
There Albyn lost her sword and shield,
And her young Chevalier!

O Charlie is my Darling, traditional Scottish air





CHAPTER 1



Darkness came early, and with it the snow. Tim and George peered through the windscreen into a maelstrom of whirling white. The hire car’s engine roared in its lowest gear and laboured up the incline.

‘Come on!’ The older man expertly varied his pressure on the accelerator and coaxed the vehicle forward. ‘How much farther, Major?’

‘Two and a half miles.’ Tim Lacy held his torch close to the Ordnance Survey map. ‘We must be on the estate already.’

The car went into a sideways drift. Gritting his teeth with concentration, George gave it more gas and steered out of the skid. ‘If there are any hills beyond this we won’t make it. I don’t know that we’ll make this one.’

‘No. When we’re over the top it’s downhill all the way to the loch. The peak’s just round this bend. You can do it, George.’

‘I hope so, Major.’ George habitually addressed Tim by the rank he had held when both men worked together in the SAS. ‘I just hope it doesn’t all turn out to be a waste of time. I’ve still got my doubts about this Robertson character.’

Tim shared his friend’s misgivings. Several years in the business of providing the technical equipment to safeguard private and public art collections worldwide had brought Lacy Security many strange clients and taken him and his colleagues into several bizarre and sometimes dangerous situations. There were hundreds of wealthy hoarders of rare and beautiful things who had excellent reasons for secrecy and were paranoid about criminals, rivals or tax authorities who might take too close an interest in their concealed treasures. Yet there was something distinctly odd about J. Robertson.

‘Contact me urgently. J. Robertson.’ That had been the first message to come through on the fax machine at Farrans Court, Tim’s Wiltshire home which was also his business headquarters. It had appeared on Christmas Eve when the office was unmanned – Tim and his family had been in America spending the festive season with his wife’s parents. By the time he returned to work on 2 January his secretary had collected a pile of faxes from J. Robertson, all equally peremptory and uncommunicative. A brief telephone conversation had added little. The voice at the other end of the line had been gruff, its tone aggressive and its message downright insulting.

‘Lacy? About bloody time! I want you to come and upgrade my security arrangements. And I do mean “upgrade”. I need the most up-to-date system available, and I need it yesterday. I’ll fax the address, together with travel and ETA details.’

Before Tim could respond the line had gone dead.

He had dismissed J. Robertson as a crank and told Sally, his secretary, to shred any more faxes that came from him. He had given the oddball no more thought for three days. Then a call from Aubrey ‘Tiger’ Maximian had changed everything. Tiger was a friend of several years’ standing. He was also PPS to the foreign secretary. After the conventional greetings Tiger had come straight to the point.

‘You’ve recently been approached by a potential client by the name of Robertson.’

‘That’s right.’ Tim responded cautiously.

‘Are you taking the job on?’

‘No. I didn’t like the sound of him. He was rude to me. That’s not the kind of treatment I respond to.’

Tiger laughed. ‘I can imagine. He’s a bit eccentric but perfectly genuine. And I can assure you, Tim, money is no object.’

‘Friend of yours, is he?’

‘Let’s just say we would be very grateful if you gave Mr Robertson the benefit of your professional services.’

‘Is that the royal “we”?’

‘Ministerial.’

‘Which means the Tower of London if I refuse?’

‘Could be.’ The young politician chuckled. ‘It could also mean a few rungs up the honours system ladder if you agree.’

‘You know what I think about titles.’

‘OK, I’m not bribing you. Just trying to dispose of your misgivings. Robertson lives on his estate in the Highlands. Wiring up his castle will be quite a big job, and profitable. It would also oblige some of my associates who have friendly relations with him. As I see it, Tim, you have everything to gain and nothing to lose from taking on this commission.’

‘Let me get this straight: there’s a Scottish laird who thinks he can act the grand seigneur with all and sundry, and when it doesn’t work he gets some of his grouse-shooting chums in high places to exert pressure. I don’t care for that kind of neo-feudalism.’

There was a thoughtful pause at the other end of the line. Then Tiger said, ‘Look, the fact is my boss recommended you as the best in the business. If you turn Robertson down—’

‘So what it comes down to is saving ministerial face?’

‘If you like. Will you do it?’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘Tim, I’m only inviting you to do yourself a bit of good.’ There was a trace of anxiety in Maximian’s voice now.

‘I’ll have a look at our schedules and see if we can fit your chum in.’ Tim almost heard his friend wince at the word ‘chum’.

‘I’ll leave it with you then. Now it’s about time I thrashed you at squash again. When are you coming up to town?’ The conversation had drifted into social chat.

So here Tim was, at the end of January, with his head of installations and right-hand man George Martin, struggling through a Scottish blizzard. The weather had deteriorated steadily since late morning, when they had stepped off the shuttle at Edinburgh’s Turnhouse airport. They had planned to fly to Inverness, but the field there had been closed on meteorological advice. Light rain had accompanied them most of the way northwards, and had turned to sleet as they climbed over a thousand feet beyond Aviemore. By Inverness it was snowing convincingly, flurries overtaking the car as it headed westwards along narrowing roads into the glens. The omens, Tim reflected, were not good.

George exhaled a long sigh of relief as the ground levelled out beneath the car’s wheels. He brought the powerful saloon gently to a halt. ‘Quick breather,’ he said, rubbing his eyes, then stretching his arms. ‘We ought to have hired a four-wheel drive.’

‘We shan’t need the car once we get to the village. If it weren’t for the snow we’d be able to see the lights already. Somewhere down there is Loch Huich, with Lanner Castle on an island in the middle and Briachan on the shore facing it.’

‘And a warm welcome from Mr Robertson?’

‘I wouldn’t swear to that – but he’s rich enough to own a couple of thousand acres of grouse moor, so he should be able to run to a comfortable bed and a decent meal.’

‘Well, I’m certainly ready for both.’

George settled himself again behind the wheel, let in the clutch and accelerated cautiously. As the car gathered momentum down the slope, Tim folded the map. He opened the glove compartment to put it and the torch inside, when suddenly he was thrown forward, the safety belt taut across his chest.

‘What the …!’ George jabbed the footbrake and the saloon went into a skid on the white surface. George plied the steering wheel to the right, then quickly to the left. He jerked the gear into first to let the engine slow the car. Still it rolled forward, so he turned it gently towards a snow-covered bank and applied the brake just before impact. With a jolt the vehicle crunched its nearside wing into camouflaged hedge and bracken.

Without a word George jumped out and started running and slithering back along the road.

Tim grabbed the torch and manoeuvred across to clamber out of the driver’s side. ‘What is it? George? What’s the matter?’ He caught up with his friend twenty metres behind the car.

‘They must be up here, just beyond where the skid marks start! Can you shine the torch this way, Major?’

They found the point where the car’s tracks began to slew across the road, then followed the straight tyre marks back up the hill. ‘They must be about. They can’t be any further back.’ George peered intently into the circle of light.

Tim said, ‘What exactly are we looking for?’

The older man turned to him, snow flecking his head and shoulders. ‘The kids – three of them. You must have seen them. They were in the middle of the road. I couldn’t have missed them. Let’s look over here, along the side.’

For almost ten minutes the two men worked their way back and forward across the road and along thirty or forty metres of its length. They saw nothing but the steadily filling imprint of wheels in the even white surface.

Back in the car George shook his head. Tim had seldom seen him so shaken. ‘They were there, Major. I swear it. Three kids in ragged clothes. About nine or ten years of age. Just standing there, holding hands and looking straight at me.’

‘It’s the snow, George. It can play all sorts of tricks on you.’

‘I suppose so.’ George did not sound convinced. ‘But they were so real!’

‘Well, they’re not real now. If there had been anyone here we’d have found some trace. Come on, the sooner we get a couple of whiskies inside you the better.’

George restarted the engine, extricated the car from the bank and took it down the hill in a low gear. The two men travelled in silence, George trying to convince himself that he had been hallucinating, Tim wondering why, when he had looked up immediately before the skid, he had seen, or thought he had seen just for a fraction of a second, three small figures in the road.

The bar of the Briachan Inn was warm, brightly lit and reassuring. It was also surprisingly well populated for the time of day. Two strongly built men in working clothes stood at the counter, and a couple of tables at the far side of the room were occupied.

‘You made it, then?’ The open-faced young woman behind the bar smiled at the newcomers.

‘It sounds as though we were expected.’ Tim eased himself on to a tall stool.

‘Oh, aye. You’ll be the two gentlemen from London. The castle always tell us when guests are expected. You’ll be wanting something to warm you.’

Tim took out his wallet. ‘You couldn’t be more right. Two doubles, please.’

‘You can put away your money, Mr Lacy.’ She turned to the row of optics behind her. ‘This round is on Angus Logan.’ She nodded towards the taller of the two standing men. ‘He wagered me not ten minutes since that you wouldn’t get here today.’

Tim accepted his glass and tilted it towards his benefactor. ‘Thank you … Angus.’

The man nodded and offered the faintest of smiles. He wore a cap set far back on his thick, curling black hair, and his rugged features suggested several years of sculpture by sun and wind. ‘You did well to be over Beanlaich Hill in this weather. What are you driving?’

George told him the make and model of the car.

Angus looked scornful. ‘Looks as though I’ll be towing you out with one of my trucks, then – unless you’ve a mind to stay several weeks.’

‘What’s your line of business, Angus?’ Tim enquired.

‘Construction. We’re building a new road. Were it not for the snow you’d have seen our camp as you came down the hill.’

‘And a terrible eyesore it is, too,’ the barmaid interposed.

‘Come on, Mary, don’t start that old fight again.’ Angus’s companion – a younger, fair-haired man – spoke the words lightly, but the glances exchanged across the bar suggested to Tim that feelings ran deep.

‘Who wants a new road here?’ he asked.

‘No one!’ The shout came from a corner of the room.

Tim and George turned to see two young women in anoraks hunched over their beer glasses and glaring at the road-builders with looks that could have burned holes in hardened steel.

‘Thus spake the great unwashed,’ Angus retorted contemptuously. ‘Students with nothing better to do than make nuisances of themselves.’

‘There’s a new hydro-electric plant to be built downriver from the loch.’ Again it was the other man who intervened. ‘We’ve to put a road through to take all the heavy construction traffic. It’ll cut straight across to the A862 and Inverness.’

Angus, still scowling at the protestors, added, ‘It’ll keep lorries away from the village here, and the new dam will provide cheap power, as well as encouraging business to come to the region, thus creating jobs. Those are the facts. It’s best you should hear the truth before others start bending your ears with lies and rumours. Wherever there’s progress you’ll always find Luddites and banner-waving protestors.’

Mary glared at him. ‘That’s enough of that, Angus. You know the rule. If you want to drink here you leave your feuding outside.’ She turned to his companion. ‘Take him away, Alan, before I do him a mischief.’

The younger man drained his glass and buttoned his donkey jacket. ‘Aye. Come along, Angus. It’s time we were away back to the camp. Enjoy your stay, Mr Lacy, Mr Martin. Good-day, Mary.’ He steered his friend towards the door.

The silence that followed was almost tangible. At last Tim said, ‘I suppose we should be moving, too. I believe we have to phone for the castle boat to collect us.’

‘You’ll not be going across today, Mr Lacy.’ Mary stood the glass she had been polishing on the shelf and turned to him with her frank smile.

‘But, as you said, they’re expecting us.’

‘They were expecting you more than an hour since – in daylight. There’s no travelling to and fro after dark.’

‘But, surely …’ Tim looked closely at the girl, wondering if she was playing some kind of straightfaced Highland joke. ‘It’s no more than a couple of hundred metres of open water. Even in this weather—’

‘Oh, the weather has nothing to do with it. Mr Robertson allows no one on or off the island after dark. And with those dogs of his let loose he’d be a fool who’d try to land.’

Tim frowned. Robertson’s detailed instructions had mentioned nothing about arriving before sundown. In all his peremptory faxes he had repeatedly stressed urgency, demanding that Lacy Security get to work as soon as possible. Now, when he and George had travelled six hundred miles and braved a raging blizzard, Tim was in no mood to be suddenly kept waiting. ‘I think I’d better have a word with Mr Robertson.’

Mary shrugged. She waved to the far end of the bar where there were two telephones on a shelf. ‘It’s the green one – direct line to the castle.’

Tim made the call. After only two rings the receiver at the other end was picked up.

‘Lanner Castle.’

‘May I speak to Mr Robertson, please?’

‘You must be Mr Lacy.’ The voice was rough and definitely not Scottish.

‘That’s right. Now, if I might speak—’

‘Mr Robertson will be pleased to know that you have arrived safely. He can’t come to the phone at the moment. He’ll see you as soon as you arrive in the morning.’

‘In the morning! But—’

‘The boat will be there at eight-fifty on the dot. Meanwhile Tam McFadden and his daughter will look after you very well. Until tomorrow, Mr Lacy.’

The line went dead.

Mary’s knowing smile said ‘I told you so’.

Tim shrugged. ‘It seems we must accept your hospitality.’

‘There are worse fates.’ Her laugh was a coloratura trill. ‘Will I show you to your rooms? I could introduce you to the other castle guests –’ she nodded towards the four remaining occupants of the bar – ‘but you’ll meet them at dinner. For now you’ll be wanting to freshen up – and we must get your car into the garage before it’s buried in snow.’

Any annoyance Tim had felt at his client’s offhand treatment was soothed away by a long wallow in a deep bath full of hot water and the calming decor of a surprisingly well-appointed room.

It was just after six-thirty when, in answer to a tap at the door, Tim let his colleague in. ‘Hi, George, how are you feeling?’

‘All the better for a bit of a kip, Major. Still can’t get that business on the road out of my mind though. Those kids looked so … solid. I could’ve sworn … Oh well, I suppose that’s the thing about hallucinations – they seem real.’ He perched on the end of the bed. ‘What d’you make of the situation here, Major?’

‘Whoever this Robertson character is, he’s certainly slipped into the role of Lord of the Glens. Obviously folk round here dance to his tune.’

‘What about all this business of no one being allowed to go to the island after dark and having the place patrolled by dogs? Either he’s got some incredibly valuable stuff there or he’s paranoid about security.’

‘Or both! He wouldn’t be the first collector we’ve come across who’s obsessed with the fear that someone’s going to steal his treasures.’

‘Have you any idea what those treasures are? What does he collect?’

Tim shrugged. ‘Not a clue. I’ve asked around a bit over the last couple of weeks. None of the top dealers or auctioneers has heard of Robertson – not under that name, anyway.’

‘Hm.’ George scratched his cropped iron-grey hair. ‘The closer you get to it the worse it smells. You know what I reckon?’

‘Let me guess. You suspect that when we finally get across to Lanner Castle, we’re going to find it stuffed to the battlements with stolen art.’

‘Is that such a funny idea?’ George went on the defensive. ‘There’s a hell of a lot of missing masterpieces – paintings, sculptures and suchlike, stolen from galleries and private collections all over the world. They have simply disappeared. They’ve got to be somewhere. Why shouldn’t some of them be here, in one of the most remote and secure castles in the British Isles?’

‘I’m not laughing, George. I don’t think it’s a funny idea at all. The same thought occurred to me as soon as this Robertson character got in touch with us. That was one reason I wasn’t keen to accept his business.’

‘So what changed your mind?’

‘I found it difficult to believe that a leading member of the cabinet was close friends with a major international art thief.’

‘You’ve got more faith in the government than I have, then,’ George grunted.

Tim laughed. ‘I’m not a hardened old cynic like you, George – not yet, anyway. Come on, let’s go down and meet our fellow guests. Perhaps they’ll be able to tell us something about the reclusive Mr Robertson.’

‘I can tell you something else about him.’ George paused with his hand on the door handle. ‘I had to go down to the car a few minutes ago. I prefer to keep my tools by me.’

Tim smiled. ‘Now who’s being paranoid?’

‘Yes, well … Anyway, they’ve got a surprisingly large garage built on at the back, and Robertson uses half of it for his vehicles – a smart Merc, a powerful four-wheel-drive job and a run-of-the-mill saloon that I suppose they use for the shopping.’

‘What’s so surprising about that? He must keep his transport on the mainland somewhere – there’s no way across to the island.’

‘What’s surprising, Major, is that the castle cars are all behind a really tough steel grille, and Robertson’s got a surveillance camera in there, which obviously feeds back to a screen on the island.’

‘Seems he hasn’t left much for us to do. Well, doubtless all will be revealed tomorrow. Right now, I’m ready for grub.’

They found the bar under the supervision of a slight, sixtyish man with George Robey eyebrows, who introduced himself as Tam McFadden. ‘Is everything to your satisfaction, gentlemen?’ His accent was stronger than his daughter’s.

‘Everything’s fine,’ Tim assured him. ‘I imagine you get a lot of business from castle visitors who inadvertently miss the ferry.’

The proprietor nodded. ‘Mr Robertson is very strict on that score. But we also have the overflow from his business conferences. He can only sleep a dozen or so in the castle. The rest come to us.’

‘What line of business are these people in?’ Tim asked casually.

Tam McFadden pushed their drinks across the bar. ‘They don’t say and I don’t ask.’

A slight frown brought the heavy eyebrows together and indicated that the subject was closed. He turned towards the couple who had just entered from the internal doorway. ‘Good evening, Andrea.’

Tim and George saw a young man and woman who looked rather exotic for such homely surroundings. The mid-twenties young lady might have walked straight off the front page of Harper’s or Vogue. Her dark hair was an explosion of curls that glistered in the bar’s soft light. Her strong features were so exquisitely made up that they appeared untouched by human artistry. She wore an Arran sweater over tight scarlet trousers. Her companion was very tall, black and elegant. He appeared to glide rather than step into the room, so that no untoward crease marred the suit of light-grey check that he wore with a magenta roll-necked jumper.

Tam made the introductions. ‘Mr Lacy, Mr Martin, meet Miss Robertson and Mr Azikwe.’

‘Miss Robertson?’ Tim queried as he shook her hand. ‘Does that mean …?’

‘That I’m daughter of the manor?’ Andrea’s grey-green eyes sparkled in a smile. ‘I’m afraid so. You see, even I can’t get to the castle after closing time. So, you’re not being discriminated against.’

‘Do you come home very often?’

‘Oh, I don’t think of the castle as home. My father chooses to shut himself away up here, but I live and work in London. I don’t suppose I’ve spent more than a year here in total.’

‘Surely, as a child …?’

‘Boarding schools. Holidays abroad. My father’s a great believer in foreign travel. So, what with one thing and another, my visits to Castle Gruesome are few and far between.’

‘Castle Gruesome? Why …?’

Andrea laughed. ‘You’ll see. I won’t spoil the surprise for you. Now, you must meet Ben, my fiancé.’

George had been chatting with Azikwe and established that he was a Nigerian diplomat. Now Tim examined him more closely. He had the subtle combination of aloofness and ease of manner which Tim had noticed before in high-born West Africans. When he spoke there was a slight drawl in his voice which suggested a transatlantic contribution to his education.

‘What brings you to the frozen north, Mr Lacy?’

‘A little business with your future father-in-law.’ Tim was cautious by habit. He half-turned to Andrea as he spoke, and just noticed the anxious frown which flashed across her face.

She said, ‘I wish I knew what his business was. It must be very important. He gets people from all over the world to come to this …’ She stopped suddenly, hand to mouth.

‘I hope you were not going to say “this God-forsaken hole”.’ Tam leaned across the bar with a look of mock disapproval.

Andrea’s embarrassment was covered by the arrival of the two students. They were wearing the same loose sweaters, faded jeans and expressions of wary suspicion as earlier. They were about to sidle over to a corner table when the landlord waved to them.

‘Good evening, ladies. Come and join us. Will I be pouring you a drink?’

They exchanged dubious glances until Tim insisted that this was his round, at which they agreed to partake of two small lagers.

‘Are you bound for Lanner Castle as well?’ George asked.

The taller and more forthcoming of the girls replied. ‘Yes, we’re going to see if we can persuade Mr Robertson to put a stop to the building of this eyesore.’

‘She means the hydro-electric scheme,’ Tam explained unnecessarily.

‘That’s right. It’s a pretty forlorn hope; these fat cats all stick together. Robertson’s picking up a cool three million for the site.’

‘Isn’t that media speculation?’ Andrea suggested. ‘As I understand it, the Scottish Office has refused to give details of the deal.’

It was as though she had thrown a switch. The students – whose names, it transpired, were Carol and Steffy – took deep breaths and went into campaign mode. ‘The precise figure is two million, eight hundred and fifty thousand,’ Carol stated authoritatively. ‘Not bad for nine and a half hectares of empty moorland. We’ve got someone on the inside, so we know the facts.’

‘We fed the information to ITN,’ the diminutive Steffy added proudly. ‘It made a huge impact. We’ve had hundreds of supporters contacting us by phone, fax and e-mail. Some of them admit that they’re not committed conservationists; they’re just fed up with top people – landowners, businessmen, politicians – lining their pockets without any regard to what ordinary people want.’ She stared belligerently around, defying anyone to argue.

George tried to steer the torrent into a wider channel. ‘Bit of a surprise that Mr Robertson agreed to see you, wasn’t it?’

Carol laughed. ‘Not really. Some of our people have been making life rather difficult for the construction gangs, not to mention his grouse-killing chums. We made a mess of several shoots in the autumn and we’ve got an ongoing campaign of disruption directed against the road-building equipment. Robertson’s had to bring in the police time and time again. I’ll bet the local constabulary make him pay through the nose for that. So, what with one thing and another, he must be pretty keen to get us off his back.’

Steffy underlined the self-congratulatory tone. ‘Of course, we shan’t settle for anything else but the abandonment of the whole obscene project.’

During their manifesto statement Tim was watching Andrea’s reaction. Would she spring to her father’s defence? Would she discomfit the protestors by revealing her relationship with the owner of Lanner Castle and its estate? He saw the composed young woman sip her gin and tonic thoughtfully, regarding the students with what might have been intended as indifference or disdain. She was about to make some response when Mary came in and announced that dinner was ready.

The company filed through into a large, stone-flagged, low-ceilinged room that had once been a kitchen. A single refectory table bisected it longitudinally. It would have comfortably accommodated twenty diners, but this evening eight places had been laid around one end of the gleaming oak. Everyone, including the McFaddens, took their places.

Despite the oddly diverse nature of the company, the meal turned out to be a social success. Tam told some humorous local tales which had obviously done frequent service as ice breakers. Ben capped them with interesting stories about Nigeria and international diplomacy. Though the girls refused Tam’s excellent venison and munched their way sombrely through platefuls of vegetables instead, a couple of glasses of Burgundy, following the beer they had already drunk, relaxed them and enabled them to drop their masks of earnestness and moral outrage.

As the meal meandered its way from a smooth salmon mousse via a succulent roast to a selection of rich puddings, Tim was able to augment the mental files on his fellow guests. The girls were from Aberdeen University where they were both studying art and design, and were the organisers of the ‘Save Glen Huich’ campaign. For eight months they had been launching guerilla attacks from their base in the home of a sympathiser a couple of miles away. They claimed to have over a hundred protestors maintaining constant pressure by means of a rota system. They had little support from the local inhabitants, whose environment they claimed to be protecting; the official SGH explanation was that the small population of the glen did not want to fall out with their laird, Mr Robertson.

Azikwe had studied at Ibadan and Yale and was obviously highly intelligent and cultured. Despite being a representative of his government, he claimed to be ‘a cosmopolitan by conviction’. He and Andrea had met the previous summer, at a reception she helped to organise in her capacity as translator-interpreter at the Department of Trade and Industry.

They remained at the table for coffee, and Tam produced some excellent cognac which, he assured his guests, would go on the bill for bed and board which Mr Robertson was paying.

It was during a rare pause in the conversation that George asked casually, ‘Are there many children in the village?’

The McFaddens exchanged glances and Tam said, ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Just that I thought I saw some near the top of the hill.’

Tam rested his elbows on the table and leaned forward.

‘Father, no!’

The old man waved aside his daughter’s protest. ‘If he’s seen them, where’s the harm?’

‘Seen them? Seen who?’ George demanded.

‘Some call them “the lost ones”, others “the children of the fire”.’


CHAPTER 2



Tim glanced round the circle of faces and smiled inwardly. The landlord had everyone else’s fascinated attention, and the atmosphere could hardly have been better for the telling of a ghost story. It was a winter’s night. A rising wind beyond the room’s heavy curtains roared softly as it carved the snowscape into powdery dunes. Within, soft lighting from concealed spots created areas of shadow beyond the table, where Tam’s captive audience, relaxed by food and wine, waited to have their spines chilled. Tim guessed that what they were about to hear was a well-practised performance often laid on for guests at the Briachan Inn.

The raconteur sat back in his chair and spoke softly. ‘There’s many ballads been written about the events in these parts in 1746. I’ll not trouble you with my apology for a singing voice, but I can give you the words of the best known, “Ewen o’ the Glen”. This is how it starts:


Whence cam he then, my bonny boy?
Brave Ewen, whence cam he?
He’s from awa, far o’er the muir,
Ask nae mair to see.



Why cam he then, my bonny boy?
Brave Ewen, why cam he?
He cam the children for to save,
Ask nae mair to see.




‘You’ll all have heard of the Battle of Culloden?’

It was Andrea who responded. ‘The last encounter of the 1745 Jacobite Rebellion, the failed attempt to put Bonnie Prince Charlie on the throne in London.’

Tam nodded. ‘Folk round here still prefer the word “rising” to “rebellion”. A thousand Highlanders were killed on the battlefield and a thousand more in the ensuing pursuit. Charles Edward Stuart fled back to France, and there were many, even among those who’d fought for him, who cried good riddance to the foppish, wrong-headed gallant. The Jacobite cause was at an end – or would have been if the English had displayed an atom of common sense. If they had been magnanimous in victory, they’d have won over most of the Highlands in a short time. That was not the way of “Butcher” Cumberland.’

‘Who was he?’ Steffy asked.

‘Good heavens, girl.’ Tam raised bushy eyebrows. ‘What do they teach you in universities these days – or rather, what do they not teach? William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland, was George the Second’s younger son, and in charge of the army sent to suppress the rising. But not to suppress the people – that was the Butcher’s own idea. He was an arrogant, violent, brutal man who loved war for its own sake. He had just returned from a particularly inglorious campaign in France and was determined to vent his anger on someone. The defeated Scots provided an excellent target. Cumberland sent his English troops and his German mercenaries into every corner of the glens – burning villages, rounding up livestock, hacking down men, women and children in the most savage display of vengeance these islands have probably ever seen.’

‘And who was this Ewen of the Glen you were talking about?’ George wanted to know.

Tam closed his eyes as he recited.

‘Who was he then, my bonny boy?
Brave Ewen, who was he?
Of clan and laird he spake nae word,
Ask nae mair to see.



‘There are many stories told about young Ewen; stories that link him with one or other of the great Highland clans, even with the exiled Stuarts. But no one knows who he was or how a boy of no more than ten or eleven arrived at Castle Huich, the old castle …’

Tim asked, ‘That was the old name for Lanner Castle, was it?’

‘It was the name of the original castle, the one that was burned down. After the events of 1746 it has always been known as Daingneach Leanabh in the Gaelic, or Lanner Castle. It means “the Child’s Castle”.’

Three boulders lay in such a way as to make a shallow cave largely obscured by ferns. Into this the boy crawled. It gave him two of the three things he needed. It provided shade from the midday sun and allowed him a view across the shallow cleuch he had spent the last hour or so crossing. It was the way the soldiers would come. If they were still following; he had not seen any for days.

What the granite niche could not supply was food. Once, three days ago – or was it six, or maybe ten – he had come upon a nesting capercaillie. She had run off in fright but the boy had climbed a tree to wait. When the hen returned to her eggs he had dropped on her and despatched her with his knife. The same knife had cut away feather and skin and the boy had gorged on the bare flesh. Since then he had eaten grass and chewed heather and experimented with grubbed-up roots which had made him vomit. Nothing he forced down satisfied the rats which were gnawing away at the inside of his stomach – or if they were not rats they must be equally voracious creatures, for their teeth were sharp and their feeding was unremitting. The only time they stopped was when he slept.

That was all he wanted to do. If he curled up and lay very still perhaps the rats would rest and he could sleep. He rubbed a hand lightly over his concave belly, hollow within the woollen cloth of his tunic. Then he patted some earth and bracken fronds into a thin mattress and lay down sideways, knees drawn up to his chest. He still faced the valley; he would still see the redcoats when they and their horses were two miles away and more.

Why was he running from them? He no longer knew. It seemed he had always been doing it. What would they do to him if they caught him? Could it be any worse than this rat torture? Now he must be very still. Make the rats sleep. Sleep.

It was a shout that woke him. He looked up into the face of a soldier: a large, red face scarcely distinguishable in colour from the man’s tunic. Sweat trickled down the face from beneath the wig slightly askew across his brow. The boy did not understand the words the soldier shouted, but his action was eloquent and unambiguous. He prodded the boy’s shoulder with the point of his bayonet and jerked his head.

Wearily the boy got to his feet and stumbled into the open. The soldier motioned to him to stand with his back to the rock, then retreated a few paces through the heather. He raised his musket to his shoulder and looked along the top of the barrel.

The boy returned the gaze. The sun was bright on the infantryman’s epaulets and facings. It was warm on the boy’s face, his bare arms and legs. The dusty smell of crushed bracken was strong in his nostrils. The ‘kuk-kuk’ of a startled grouse across the valley sounded unbelievably loud. He took a deep breath of the breeze which suddenly tousled his red-brown hair. The moment seemed endless.

Then a yelled order made the man lower his gun and turn abruptly to his left. The boy looked in the direction of the sound and saw a magnificent white horse picking its way fastidiously through the heather. The man who sat astride it had more gleaming braid and buttons on his uniform than the infantryman, and wore a white cockade in his tricorn hat. He exchanged several incomprehensible sentences with the foot soldier, then turned a string of words upon the boy. When he shook his head the man spoke again, this time in Gaelic. ‘What’s your name, boy?’

‘Ewen, sir.’

‘And your father – what’s his name?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’ The rider yanked impatiently on the reins as his horse put its head down to browse.

‘I don’t remember.’

The officer stared down at his captive. He had come across children whose minds had been badly affected by the shocks of war. He had also seen youngsters trained to play dumb. Which was this one? ‘Well, Ewen, where are you from? Surely you can remember that.’

The boy pointed back across the cleuch.

‘Oh, come on, boy! Don’t play games!’ The horseman tapped his crop on the boy’s matted mass of thick hair. ‘If you don’t tell me the name of your village, I’ll beat it out of you.’

Ewen looked up, clenching his eyes with the effort of memory. ‘It’s a long time, sir. Many days towards the west. I’ve run most of the way. I don’t remember why … Ardnabreachy.’ The name came suddenly into his mind, and with it a clear picture of a straggle of small thatched houses beside a track leading steeply up to a pass over the mountain’s shoulder.

Ardnabreachy! The man frowned. He had ridden through its blackened remains only three days since and had heard stories in the camp of things done there. If this boy had no memory of them he was fortunate indeed. He dismissed the Hessian soldier, then turned back to the boy. ‘Well, Ewen, what are we going to do with you? How long is it since you had anything to eat?’

The boy shrugged. ‘A long time.’

The horseman unbuckled the flap of a saddle bag. He took out part of a loaf wrapped in a white napkin, broke off a chunk and held it out. He watched as the boy tore at it greedily. There was certainly nothing fake about his hunger. As Ewen devoured the last fragments, Colonel James Campbell made up his mind. No good purpose could be served by making this lad suffer more. If the Highlands were to have a peaceful future – and that was a big ‘if’ in all conscience – it would lie in the hands of such young men as this.

He held out his hand. ‘Up behind me, boy.’ He swung Ewen easily to the horse’s crupper. ‘You’d better come to Castle Huich,’ he said, and put the grey into a trot across the valley flank to where his men were mustering on the ridge.

James Campbell was no ardent supporter of George II. Though he came from a cadet branch of the great clan headed by the Duke of Argyll – who had, decades earlier, put their power and influence behind the Hanoverians and the Union – he had more in common with the majority of landowners, large and small, who were more interested in administering their estates than in the politics of distant Westminster. Ever the pragmatist, he had little patience with the current conflict, which was in many instances simply a way of perpetuating ancient clan feuds in the name of ‘German George’ or ‘the king across the water’. If he was now riding beneath a Hanoverian standard it was in order to ensure, as far as he had any say in the matter, that the uprising remained a Scottish conflict. He had seen enough of mercenary forces in the French wars, and had been sickened by the devastation left behind when unprincipled contingents had been allowed to plunder, rape and burn their way across a defeated country. He could not stop this absurd Jacobite adventure but, by raising a regiment on his west-coast lands, he could at least ensure an important commission – and that would mean that part of the king’s army would be under his control. Right now that meant preventing his commanding officer’s orders being carried out to the letter.

‘Where is Castle Huich?’ Ewen asked.

The column had formed up again and was now moving westwards along the ridge with Campbell and his staff officers at the front. Ewen was vaguely aware that he should hate these men, but at the moment they meant food and riding instead of running through the heather, and a destination – Castle Huich – instead of uncertain flight.

‘It’s about a day’s march. You’ll be safe there – with the other children.’

‘What other children?’

But at that moment one of Campbell’s subordinates ran up to make a report and Ewen’s question went unanswered.

Tam stood up to offer refills to his guests’ glasses while Mary poured more coffee. ‘There were several children brought to Castle Huich at that terrible time. As many as a hundred according to some legends, though I doubt that myself.’

‘Orphans, I suppose.’ Tim held up his goblet for more cognac.

‘I daresay.’ The narrator seemed vague on the point. ‘Many’s the bairn lost father and mother to the Butcher’s men.’ He resumed his seat. ‘The fact is, no one really knows who all the children were or why they were here. The old castle had many unwholesome secrets according to the legends.’

Carol giggled. ‘Black arts and child abuse? I thought they were all good Calvinists round these parts. Anyway, if they were secrets how come they got into the legends?’

Steffy frowned at her friend, but it was Ben Azikwe who observed with almost academic detachment, ‘My people have many legends – stories of history and magic. It’s fashionable among educated Nigerians to dismiss them as superstitious nonsense. However, anthropologists warn us that we do that at our peril. Myth is part of us. It helps us to make sense of the world and our place in it. It gives us our identity. Without myth, what are we but eating, sleeping, defecating, procreating automata?’

Carol was not the sort of thinking modern woman to submit to being taken down a peg. ‘We’re rational beings making our own decisions on the basis of perceived fact, not fantastic old stories.’

Ben smiled. ‘Why are you opposing this hydro-electric scheme?’

‘Because no one needs it and it would be a blot on the landscape.’

‘And why should there not be blots on the landscape?’

Carol leaped to denounce the suggested heresy. ‘Because no one, however wealthy or influential, has the right to pollute the environment for his own ends. Rousseau said, “You are undone if you once forget that the fruits of the earth belong to us all, and that the earth itself belongs to nobody.”’

‘Indeed, and that is one of the oldest myths of all – the interaction of humanity with the earth. In the Bible, Adam was made from clay. It’s the same in the foundation myths of most peoples. When Europeans came to my land and tried to buy it, my ancestors couldn’t understand what they were talking about. How can you buy earth or sky or air or water? These things are part of all of us. Your banner-waving and acts of sabotage are just new assertions of old myth. And your campaign against the builders is creating a new mythic story. Perhaps in years to come people will sing songs about what you’re doing here, just as they now sing songs about what happened two and a half centuries ago. Whatever those things were and however inaccurately they were recorded, they were seen as wrong things, evil things which became focused in the castle. That’s why they’re remembered and why they should be remembered.’

‘I don’t know whether the castle was a “focus of evil”.’ Tam was determined to regain everyone’s attention. ‘I do know what people say happened here. The laird was Duncan o’Strathfarrar, Duncan the Red. He was for King George – or more like for himself – and saw ostentatious loyalty to the English as his best road to fortune. He boasted that he would hold these lands for the crown, and he was as good as his word. Three times the Jacobites came against Castle Huich and three times they were repulsed. But not before they’d done a deal of damage to Duncan’s estate and people. After Culloden he saw his chance for revenge. He rode to Inverness and persuaded Butcher Cumberland that his impregnable fortress would make an excellent base for the subjugation of the people and a particularly good detention centre for recalcitrant Jacobite prisoners. Over the ensuing weeks scores of Highland lords and gentlemen, who had sworn allegiance to the Stuart and would not unswear, were lodged in the dungeons of Castle Huich, where Mr Robertson now keeps his morbid … his intriguing … treasures.’

‘And what would they be?’ Tim asked.

‘Oh, I’ll not spoil the surprise for you. You must wait and see.’

George stifled a yawn. ‘We’re still waiting to hear about these children, Tam.’

‘As to that, the legends differ. There were many homeless, parentless boys and girls. Something had to be done with them. Some were brought here, perhaps to work as servants in the castle, perhaps to provide for the unnatural appetites of Duncan the Red and his cronies. Perhaps for even blacker purposes.’

‘Such as …’ George pressed.

‘Cumberland wanted information – about secret Jacobite cells, about Prince Charles’s whereabouts, about spies in his own camp. Duncan was very good at extracting that information from his prisoners. But there were those who resisted every kind of torture. So Duncan – or, so some say, Cumberland – hit on the plan of putting children to the rack, the branding iron, the wheel and Cumberland’s Cradle, and making the silent prisoners watch. Many a brave man, it is said, broke under that pressure.’

‘What was Cumberland’s Cradle?’ Steffy asked.

‘A portable torture implement the duke carried about in his baggage train – the most excruciating and disgusting instrument ever devised by a warped mind.’

‘Where does Ewen the Brave fit into this picture?’ Ben asked.

‘He was a clever lad and wise beyond his years. He ingratiated himself with Duncan, and at the same time he became the leader of the children at the castle. He helped several prisoners escape. If you were staying here longer I could tell you many stories of young Ewen’s exploits.’

‘That would be interesting,’ George said.

‘If you really do want to know more, I’ll lend you a little book. A few years back we had a professor from Edinburgh staying here. He collected all the local ballads and stories he could find and published them with his own notes and research into the background of the legends.’

‘And nobody knows what became of Ewen?’ Steffy asked.

‘After the fire, no.’

‘The fire?’ Three of the listeners picked up the words.

‘Ewen’s activities were eventually discovered, and Duncan ordered him to be put to the Cradle. At that, all the children rose up. There was a commotion and, in the midst of it, the castle took fire. Some accounts call it an accident; some say it was planned by Ewen the Brave. Certain it is that several of Duncan’s men died that night. Some stories say that Ewen, also, perished in the blaze. But there is one version of the tale which claims that he and a few friends rowed to the shore and escaped. They came to the village, climbed the hill, and paused there to look down on the inferno before going on their way. From time to time they come back, to enjoy the sight and warn of further disaster. You are not the first traveller to see them, George.’
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