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For my family








Two things fill my mind with ever increasing wonder and awe …the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me.

Immanuel Kant, 1788








Chapter 1

For perhaps the twentieth time that morning the prince lunged forward in his chair, his angry face marbled with a livid red crazing as he glared out from under his long court wig.

‘And who …’ he was shrieking now, his blancmange body rustling with the cascade of pale blue silk and satin sashes that broke over him whenever he moved. Slowly, he lifted a shaking arm and a hooked forefinger quivered over an open page like a hovering kestrel. Then it hurtled down to impale an elaborate drawing of a heraldic crest.

‘…this people?’

General Mallender sighed noiselessly and twisted in his seat to see what the terrible Hanoverian nail had stabbed now. Good God, hadn’t he given the old bull enough time today already?

It was clear that the prince was not going to risk taking his finger from the hated crest and the thick paper buckled slightly as Mallender gently edged round the enormous bulk of The Origins and Armorial Bearings of the Highland Clans until he could see enough of the illustration to read the inscription.

‘If I might just…’ he began, and then ‘ah, the Urquhain. Yes, indeed. The premier clan of Caithness. And very interesting they are, too. I am not personally familiar with the family although I did once have the honour to be a guest at their great stronghold, the Castle of Beath, when I was travelling in the area many years ago. That was when the clan’s old chief, the present earl’s father, was alive.’

‘What is area? Where this place? Caithness?’

‘It’s right up on the roof of Scotland, your highness. You can scarcely go any further north than the castle.’

‘You say name again,’ ordered the prince, and he now jabbed at the florid type at the head of the page.

‘Their name, your highness? Well, you’ll recall that we were discussing another clan earlier spelt Urquhart and I said we pronounce it as Urket. This one has possibly the same root and I believe they would refer to themselves as Urken.’

The prince gave a grunt of displeasure.

‘And what lord? This chief?’

‘He is the Earl of Dunbeath, your highness.’

‘Urquhain. Dunbeath. Scotland names. So stupid.’

Mallender inclined his head slightly to one side as if in agreement but looked with inward distaste at the podgy face beside him with its drooping cheeks and bulbous, wine-veined nose.

Here’s a pot slandering a kettle, he thought to himself. If there was a competition for idiotic names the Urquhain card would easily be covered by your own – Prince Friedrich Ernst August von Suderburg-Brunswick-Luneburg. A fancy string of words but we all know that you were born a bastard. And if it hadn’t been for your half sister chancing to marry a man who was the closest living Protestant relation they could find when fat old Queen Anne died you’d still be back in your piss-poor principality. So small, they say, that a man could ride out of it on a good day’s hunting.

The general came out of his musing and turned his attention back to the prince. He looked sideways at him and saw his bulging eyes as he continued to glower furiously at the Urquhain crest, obviously deeply embedded in his self-righteous resentment. But in spite of the irritation Mallender had been feeling all morning he was surprised to notice in himself a sudden twinge of pity as it flashed across his thoughts. He knew that behind the angry bluster there was something pathetic about the elderly fraud that sat wobbling with fury alongside him. It was common knowledge that the prince had left his homeland to accompany his ‘half’ brother-in-law when he had been crowned King of England. But that was in 1714. And yet here he was in 1745, over thirty years later, and still lodged between the two nations. The now ancient prince had made no effort to become English, he’d never been accepted by its people and he hardly even spoke the language; but then again he was certainly no longer anything to do with the German empire. Instead, he had become marooned by his dogged service to the Hanoverian monarchy.

His old friend, the king, had died years ago and the prince was now serving his son, the second George. Mallender could only imagine that even someone as dull witted and self-absorbed as the prince had to be able to see how determined this monarch was to reduce the ties with his father’s Germanic background.

The general gave a slight cough but the prince paid him no attention and remained locked in his rancorous trance. Mallender shrugged slightly and went back to his silent contemplation, thinking further about the arrogant man that grunted and wheezed next to him.

He knew that the Hanoverians considered blood to be blood, sullied though it may have been by the illicit passions of the bedroom, and the prince had been found a pension of sorts and a fine set of grace and favour apartments at Hampton Court Palace. There he had his own little kingdom where he strutted around with his many mistresses and an absurd private army of – to universal hilarity – just two soldiers. Known to everyone except themselves as Dumm and Kopf this convoy were a couple of overweight, loutish aristocrats from the eastern border of his principality, dressed at all times in the ridiculous uniforms of their native hussars’ regiment. The prince liked to keep them busy and they amused the other tenants at the Palace by spending hours each day practicing their sabre thrusts and blocking moves like a pair of carefree puppies. Then they would stroll the grounds with their master, intriguing with each other in a mixture of their army slang and an impenetrable Celle dialect – chosen because it was impossible for even German speakers to understand – plotting to be invited to court. This was yet more blind arrogance on their part for their aloofness prevented them seeing the scarcely concealed derision they met whenever they went.

The prince poked again at the offending heraldry.

‘They fight us?’

Mallender shook himself out of his reverie.

‘The Urquhain? I couldn’t be sure, your highness. The situation is still very confused.’

‘But they Scots from high lands. Who give them lord?’

‘I believe they received the earldom when King James came south to take the English throne. Many of the king’s Scottish supporters were rewarded at the time.’

‘King James was Stuart! So they fight for this Stuart now! This Charles Edward who think he have claim for throne. They say him Bonnie Prince Charlie. More stupid name. But they think him right king. They say king over water.’

The arm rose again and the crest was once more decisively impaled.

‘I say. They fight.’

The general stiffened in his chair.

‘I wouldn’t be too quick to make that assumption, your highness,’ he murmured.

Now Mallender leant over to point to the scroll under the cat’s cradle of intertwined supporters, shield and coronet that made up the crest.

‘You’ll see the wording of the clan motto here, your highness? Nos Unus. I think you’d agree that this tells its own story. There was never a family that lived so faithfully to its guiding principle. You’ll have made the translation by now and surmised its meaning, I have no doubt –Us Alone. How appropriate that is. The Urquhain have never shown loyalty to anyone, only to themselves. Who would they fight for? Probably whoever would make them still richer than they already are. They believe only in power and wealth. They have only ever had one aim and that is to side with the winner.’

‘We have same like. In Hanover. Think they…’ and here the prince risked removing his finger from the page to tilt his nose upwards in mock superiority.

More pots and kettles, thought Mallender, although he nodded thoughtfully.

‘Oh, I quite agree in most cases, your highness. But the Urquhain have made their bloodline into an art form. Their children have suspicion bred into them. The finest tutors are always engaged for them but the real lessons come from within the family. Add wealth, each new generation is told, add power. But never add obligation.’

The prince gave another grunt although there was the merest hint of respect in its tone.

‘This son. This earl. Dunbeath. He soldier?’

‘Why no, your highness. Anything but. And that is another reason to think he may not fight with the rebels. No, he is an astronomer. I hear he thinks of nothing but his stars and moons. I’m told he never sees anyone and lives only for looking at the planets. They say he’s the first Urquhain chief for centuries to care about anything other than counting his money.’

‘Why you no talk him?’

‘We may indeed try to treaty with him at some point, your highness, but our first priority must be to strengthen our forces in Scotland. And, of course, these Scottish lairds are notoriously difficult to deal with. They all have hair trigger tempers but even on such a measure I’m informed that this latest Dunbeath stands apart. He is reputed to have only the two days: gloom and rage, gloom and rage. And one can follow the other in the blink of an eye. No, I’d suggest that we leave this clan for the time being and turn the page. Ah, the Macdonalds of Ranochlainie. I think we can be rather more sure of where they stand.’

The prince gave another cry of rage and, once again, a quaking hand was slowly raised to strike.






Chapter 2

It was mid-February and the vicious cut in the easterly wind showed no sign of easing after four months of the harshest winter in living memory. Standing immovable against it, the Castle of Beath rose from the landscape, massive and unlit, its vast black bulk silhouetted against the watery moonlight of the frozen Caithness night.

The castle was an ancient place, built in the fourteenth century on a spit of land set in the Ulbster coast, by Dromnell Urquhain, a renowned madman and the first of the clan lairds. A violent, volatile man, embittered from his constant fights and ambitious beyond reason, he had used the massive boulders he’d found there as the foundation stones for a fortress so great that its very presence was designed to chill any thought of opposition. He had taken much care in choosing its position. The wild sea was where he wanted it, at his back, and the treeless tract at the castle’s front was so narrow that it formed a highly defensible land bridge.

Although it was by now over four hundred years old, the hardness of the castle’s stone remained undulled by the ferocious storms that constantly beat against it and the outward appearance of the colossal stronghold was almost completely unchanged from the day it had been finished. But one alteration to the structure was evident. On the battlemented top of what was called the Grey Tower a curious building had been more recently erected – an observatory with glassed sides and a curved roof that slid back to allow for the enormous telescope that now pointed out into the night sky.

If one stood with one’s back to the castle’s entrance, out of the pitiless dirge of the onshore wind, the headland was piled up to the left, south of the castle. But to the north the land dropped down to a sandy bay and this arced out in a wide open sweep for hundreds of yards into the distance. Massive, deeply rutted dunes lay behind the beach and at the end of this long, natural crescent a tiny hamlet of cottages was just visible, clustered around a small harbour that clung to the shoreline like a man-made limpet. This was the fishing village of Dunbeaton.

Beyond the headland that lay to the north of Dunbeaton, a beacon had been set in a crude, stone built tower. On the orders of the Urquhain lairds, its fire was never allowed to die and it now shone, as it always did, far away into the blackness of the deep sea, sending out its warning to passing ships of the evil rocks that lay in the bay.

Suddenly, from out of the gloom, two thin, ragged-looking figures crept onto the boulders below the castle’s great sea wall. They were stooped low as though to stay out of sight but even a glimpse of their wan faces in the half light would show such a similar cast to their features that they could only be brothers: the elder of the two was James and the other was Alistair - the sons of Mona and Andrew McLeish of Dunbeaton.

Anyone that happened to see their furtive manner and the anxious, pinched glances they threw to each other would have known in an instant that the pair were up to no good. Yet it would also have been clear from their uncertain movements that whatever they were at was unusual work for them. Like so many others on this coast they were fishermen and, although still more boys than men, the harsh life of fighting the unforgiving winter sea for their living had taken its toll and made them appear far older than their years.

Standing on a great sea boulder that seemed to form part of the castle’s very foundations, the two of them now gazed down with dismay at a narrow gap between two large rocks and discussed their next steps in low, hesitant tones. The gap was no bigger than the width of a man and the surf gurgled and sucked like a maddened spirit as it endlessly crashed forwards and back through the tightness of the opening.

‘Are you sure the tide’s at its lowest?’ whispered Alistair nervously, every line of his face showing his reluctance at being there.

‘Aye,’ replied James grimly, ‘you know it is. I’ve been watching this place for half my life. These rocks are always under water unless the tide’s completely out. Don’t go soft on me now, Ally. I’ll no be backing out and neither will you.’

James looked at Alistair’s frozen face and knew he had to act quickly before his brother’s gossamer-thin resolve left him for good.

‘I’ll go first,’ James said firmly, his face set and tense. ‘There’s only room between that gap for one of us at a time. If that drunkard McColl is right, then there’s a cave in there with a ledge at the back. He said he saw it when he was washed in that time and he thought it looked man-made. But if it’s just more of the nonsense he spouts when he’s in his cups …well, you can take my hand for the last time, Ally. If it’s true, I’ll call you when I make it. Then you jump down between the waves and come yourself.’

Alistair nodded his understanding.

‘Some of these old castles have escape routes under them,’ James went on, ‘to get out by the sea. If that’s what this is then it’s a way in for us too. If I’m wrong and it’s just a cave then I’m a dead man.’

Alistair stared at his brother and wondered yet again if he should try and talk him out of going.

‘God willing and we get in, then there’s not to be a word,’ continued James in the same firm manner. ‘We’ll see what there is to take as we go to the top of the castle, then pick things up as we come back down. Otherwise we’ll be hauling everything up to the roof. The cave will be underwater by the time we’re finished so we’ll have to leave by the main entrance. But…’ and he tried a brave smile as much for himself as for his brother, ‘…we’ll be as rich as lords ourselves by then. Wish me luck, Ally!’

James checked that the sack he’d brought was securely tied around his waist and then looked closely at the incoming waves. Timing a slack moment and clutching a tiny, dimmed lantern, he leapt down and squeezed through the gap. He raced into a small, wet cave and as he did so, he opened the shutter of his lamp. By its thin light he saw a ledge and with a silent prayer of relief he flung himself up onto its surface. By now the sea was rushing in to fill the cave but he was untouched, above its level. He turned around to shine the light onto the back wall and his heart leapt as he saw that rough steps had been cut out of the stone. Just as he’d hoped, this must have been an ancient exit from the castle, put there when the foundations were first laid.

Those mad Urquhain, James thought to himself, they wouldn’t even trust to six foot of stone wall to keep themselves out of trouble. He turned back from the steps and cupped his hands to call out to his brother.

‘Ally man,’ he shouted above the roar of the surf, ‘come now!’

To give him his due, his brother didn’t hesitate. He jumped down into the gap between the surging waves and sprinted through the cave. As he reached the back he was hauled up onto the ledge by James’s eager hand.

Together they began the climb upwards. There were probably no more than a dozen of the slimey steps before they came to a ceiling of flat stone and James braced himself as he pushed up at it with his shoulder.

The stone lifted with a soft sigh and James pushed it carefully away. The brothers climbed through the hole and found themselves in the corner of a flag-stoned room, evidently hardly used and only then as a store for discarded and broken furniture and fabrics. Once they’d taken their bearings they gently replaced the slab and James noticed with an approving glance how it had been cunningly set into two pieces so that the corner could be removed for a handgrip. Yet when it was put back, the pieces went together so closely that even the most suspicious of searches would never find more than a crack in the stone.

They padded softly out of the room and began to move stealthily through the castle, climbing staircases and heading for the top of the tower, and the observatory.

As the boys passed through the series of great salons they devoured, wild eyed, the richness of the decoration. Every inch of the enormous rooms seemed to be covered with architectural detail and as they crept carefully onwards they were overwhelmed by the sight of a wealth they had never imagined existed – the rich tapestries and exquisite carpets, beautiful furniture and proud, glorious paintings.

But while the Castle of Beath was clearly a treasure house, assembled from the plunder of centuries, there were signs of decay and negligence in every room. Wall hangings were awry, rugs carelessly rolled back and fallen objects left where they lay. Much of the furniture was haphazardly covered by dustsheets.

And, everywhere the boys looked, there were books. On tables, on chairs and on the floor, like the troubled surface of the sea outside, an ocean of books spilled across the rooms. Many were bent open where they’d been dropped. Others showed a mess of paper stuffed into pages to mark passages, once important enough to be noted but now, later, the reasons for them long forgotten. It was plain that introverted and scholarly though these Urquhain lords may have been, whoever had been reading here recently was oblivious to his surroundings.

Silently the brothers moved from room to room.

But as they left one of the glorious salons Alistair’s thoughts had strayed already to the new life he would lead when their night’s work was realised. His mind wandered and as he lost concentration his foot dug deep into the side of a casually coiled glory from the great Shah’s workshops at Isfahan. He stumbled at first as he caught the curved side of the carpet and then brought his trailing leg down hard. This only made things worse. His momentum was now increased and as he pitched forward in the darkness he raised an involuntary hand to stop his fall but, to his horror, he struck a heavy mahogany door with his palm. It shuddered with the impact and then swung back, hammering the wall behind it in an explosion of noise.

They froze. Then Alistair scrambled to his feet and looked up to see the mask of fury on his brother’s face. James glared at him and swept his arm down in an angry gesture of command for him to stay where he was and to wait.

It was too late.

A floor away, in a study set in the corner of a tower, the great stronghold’s lord lifted his head with a start from the long table at which he’d fallen asleep. He had dropped where he worked, his face flat amongst the chaos of the table’s vast confusion – its surface covered by mathematical tables and drawings, a large orrery, books and celestial globes. On top of piles of scribbled workings, lonely plates of food lay untouched and uncollected like so many forgotten islands.

The Earl of Dunbeath was immediately wide-awake. His face was sharp and determined, full of the ruthless certainty of his ancient line and flooded with the particular wrath that had come down to him from his ancestors. He rose silently to his feet and the moonlight fell across his profile. He was in his thirties, dark and strong featured and it was clear that the centuries of carefully chosen marriages had made this, the last of the Urquhain, a man of striking appearance. He was of above middle height, heavy shouldered and with a powerful, wide frame. The firm cut of his mouth was now tight as he listened intently in the dark. Around him was a heavy coat he’d thrown over his shoulders before he’d fallen asleep, made for his grandfather and now much frayed. He wore no wig and his once cropped brown hair had been uncut for months and curled like Medusa’s snakes away from his still, tense face.

But even the most cursory of glances showed that whatever the Earl of Dunbeath had been working at was taking its toll. It was evident that he’d taken no care of himself for some time.

Moving deftly to one side, he reached over to the top drawer of a cabinet and took out a heavy pistol. He then crept stealthily through the open door and stood in the corridor, waiting as quietly as a predatory animal for any further noise.

The brothers had not moved. James held his hand out, palm first, ordering Alistair to be still. For five minutes or more they stood, straining every nerve as they listened for any sign that they’d been heard.

But Dunbeath was rigidly still too, sensing their presence in spite of the deep silence to which the castle had returned. It was true that there were always cracks and groans coming from the ancient building as it settled with the centuries but the earl knew instinctively there was something about the sound he’d heard that made him certain that, for the first time in its long history, someone had managed to break in.

A floor below him, James eventually nodded. The acute silence had convinced him that either Alistair’s fall hadn’t been heard or that the castle was empty. The brothers let out long-held breaths and together they moved on, pointing out to each other with quick, nervous gestures the precious pieces they would collect later as they came back down the stairs. On they climbed, higher and higher, one cautious step after another, until they emerged at last into the observatory. There they held their lanterns high and looked around in the pale glow, their eyes flashing in greed as they took in what there was to steal.

Like Dunbeath’s study and the rest of the castle, the observatory seemed to have been the object of a malicious attack and a colossal mess of handwritten notes, scientific instruments and books spilled from every surface and flowed carelessly across the stone floor.

James had just moved over to where an oval table was covered with ziggurats of astronomical books and parchment-covered ledgers of star movements when his eye was caught by a sudden glint that reflected back from his lantern’s thin beam. He moved some papers and let out a silent gasp, then reached down and picked up an exquisitely made telescope that had been half buried under a pile of celestial maps. It was a thing of the utmost beauty and James began to pant with short, shallow breaths as he felt its weight in his hand, hypnotised by its exquisite exterior. Little that he would have cared, the masterpiece had been crafted a hundred years previously for the fabulous collector, Ferdinando de Medici, but as James looked at the thick gold of the instrument’s barrel, etched with hunting scenes and densely set with precious jewels, he knew only that the gorgeous thing was beyond value. Furtively, he glanced round to see if Alistair had seen him pick it up but his brother was half bent over something else, and James slipped the telescope quietly into the poacher’s pocket of his coat.

What the eye didn’t see, he thought to himself and, anyway, why should he have to share every last thing with Ally? Hadn’t he practically had to drag him to the castle in the first place?

Moonlight flooded the room and the two boys pulled at books and moved charts in their search for treasures. Greed had so invaded their minds by now that it had overcome their caution and neither heard a slight scuffing sound as Lord Dunbeath crept to the top of the tower’s stone stairs and slid quietly through the open door.

The earl now stood in icy silence, pointing his pistol at the brothers’ backs. Eventually, something must have caught Alistair’s eye because he looked up and gasped in appalled shock as he saw Dunbeath’s wide frame. And then the pistol in his hand. As he heard his brother’s cry, James glanced up and followed Alistair’s horrified gaze. In an instant the three men were standing, rigid, staring at each other, the two of them frozen in shock and the other hard coiled with the lust for revenge.

At last Dunbeath broke the silence.

‘How did you get in here?’ he asked in a terrifyingly quiet tone. ‘Armies have tried to storm this castle for centuries and failed. How did you do it?’

The McLeish brothers remained where they were, too stunned to answer. They simply stared back in a horrified silence at the black threat of the pistol.

Then Alistair began to plead in a thin, reedy whine.

‘Oh, we’re sorry, your lordship. God knows it, we’re so sorry. We’re just two stupid, hungry boys. Don’t bother with us, my lord. We won’t ever do anything like this again.’ His voice broke with fear. ‘Oh, please God, let us go!’

Dunbeath said nothing. He seemed to be so completely absorbed in his thoughts that he showed no sign of having heard the boy. Instead he appeared to be weighing up what to do next with all the calm concentration of a cat staring at a sparrow. He stayed like this for some time, swaying slightly as he turned the situation over in his mind before a hint of amusement seemed to come over his face. He had clearly come to a decision.

With a wave of his arm he ordered the pair through a door to the gap between the outside wall of the observatory and the ancient fortifications of the turret. Then, in an oddly disconnected voice, he barked an order at James.

‘Stand up there!’

He pointed with his free hand at the battlements.

‘On that stone.’

James looked at the raised teeth of the parapet with alarm. Four hundred years before, the castle’s builders had followed the defence strategy of their day and projected the turret out from the side of the tower. The battlements hung over the sea far below and James looked at them, appalled. The top of each of the stones was hardly wider than a man’s feet and slippery with frozen sea mist.

‘I can’t,’ he stammered, his chest tight with fear, ‘I’ll fall.’

There was a second’s pause before Dunbeath took a step towards him and put his pistol to the boy’s head. He ground it into James’s temple as he hissed at him in a low, urgent whisper.

‘Do it. Or die here now. You’ve broken into my home. Who would ever say I was wrong to shoot you?’

James realised he had no choice if he was to survive. He moved mechanically over to the wall and put his foot on the lower of the stones. Then, with heart-sinking desperation, he levered himself up onto the surface of the higher level, first on his knees and then, with manic concentration, onto his feet. As he did so he had to lean outwards and he saw with sick terror the horrible sight of the drop to the sea below. He slowly straightened upright, every part of him concentrating on stopping his legs from shaking. Blood pounded in his temples, his senses scattered, his head spun.

‘Turn to face me,’ Dunbeath ordered.

Even in his shattered state James knew that the slightest wrong move would send him over the edge. He shuffled to one side, his knees bent and his feet making tiny movements to bring himself round. Terror was quickly overtaking him and as his mind solidified, so his limbs softened. Eventually, he succeeded in turning round.

‘Now you,’ snapped out Dunbeath, swinging the pistol to point at Alistair.

The younger man could take no more. He’d seen James’s terrible climb and there was nothing left in him that could make him follow his brother’s lead. He began to whimper, now deaf to Dunbeath’s voice.

‘Wait here,’ said Dunbeath sharply, and stepped backwards into the observatory with his pistol still raised. Without ever taking his eyes from them he felt for the back of a chair and then dragged it outside behind him.

‘Here. Climb up on that. Get on this stone here.’

Like James, Alistair could see no way out. Shaking violently, he stood on the chair and, by holding its back rail, he edged a foot forward onto the battlement’s surface. Then he closed his eyes and lifted his other leg. He was now facing out to sea and he gibbered to himself as he slowly inched round to face Dunbeath. The earl seemed to inspect his work and then barked out his next command.

‘Now, each of you, take the other man’s hand. Go on. Both of you do it. Get hold of his hand!’

James and Alistair lifted their arms towards each other and linked hands. As they did so, Dunbeath pulled the chair back and threw it to one side. A hundred feet below them the surf roared ever louder with the pull of the incoming tide but, in their terror, the brothers heard nothing – they knew only that the slightest movement from either of them and they would fall.

‘I’m going to give you some choices’ said Dunbeath dispassionately. He had suddenly become a man of science, explaining an experiment.

‘Listen carefully. You know I have only one ball in my pistol. If you both jump at me I could only shoot one of you. I might even miss. No doubt if I did you’d overpower me and throw me over that wall you’re standing on. But if you don’t want to try that then you can simply ask to get down and I’ll take you to the sheriff in the morning. I see from your empty sack that you’ve taken nothing so you’ll probably only get a light sentence, just for breaking into my property. Possibly a short spell in jail.

‘But, concentrate now…’ Dunbeath’s voice rose in emphasis, ‘…if one of you steps down and pulls the other one off the stone, and he falls, then you have my word, that man can go free.’

He took a step back from them and his lips tightened into a satisfied smile.

James and Alistair began to plead, first with Dunbeath and then with each other.

‘Ask to get down Jamie…give ourselves up,’ stammered Alistair, his body shaking in the wicked cold of the wind.

‘No, you fool,’ said James urgently, ‘jump at him! Come on, let’s jump at him. We can do it together.’

Dunbeath seemed completely oblivious to their argument and continued to stand quite still, pointing his gun in silence. Long seconds passed as he waited patiently. For all the world, he seemed no more than a gentleman scientist, fascinated to see the result of a chemical reaction.

As the cold black of the pistol’s muzzle pointed at first one and then the other of the brothers, their heads pulled back in horror. Too terrified to be aware of what he was doing, Alistair lost control of himself and leaked noisily onto the stone of the wall.

Possibly prompted by this, Dunbeath’s manner changed in an instant. His features hardened and his temper flared.

‘Choose!’ he now shouted at them angrily, ‘what will you have? Choose!’

The earl had passed from cool control to manic fury in just a few seconds and he now began to step rapidly from foot to foot as if scarcely able to contain himself.

‘Come on! What’s it to be, gentlemen? Life or death?’ He was screaming now, the rage that had flashed up in him almost as mind shattering to the brothers as the prospect of the sea below.

James looked across at Alistair. He was about to urge him forward again when he noticed for the first time his brother’s sodden clothing and the moonlight glinting on the puddle he’d made in front of him. It was then, at this sight, that something gave in his deranged terror. In a second his fear went out of him and, instead, an extraordinary calmness came over him.

James was quite cold now as he looked again at Alistair’s desperate, twisted face. He saw his brother’s stretched skin and starting eyes, wasting his time pleading for his life with this half-crazed man. As he looked at him, James felt as if he had left his body and was floating gently above where they stood, looking coolly down on the whole insane conflict. It all seemed so suddenly clear to him – how he had always led the way with Alistair, forever caring for him and fighting his battles. He felt as if he’d been carrying him all his life. Now he’d pissed himself. What a pathetic weakling he was. Well, he’d give him one last chance to be a man. He would pull his arm to make him attack Dunbeath. And if he fell? Then he should have fought harder. Shown more spirit! How typical it would be of him if he fell over the edge.

If Ally jumped forward when he pulled him, James thought, then they might have a chance with Dunbeath. But if the boy went over the edge? So, he’d go free himself. It was absolutely obvious to him now. Either outcome suited him, the best thing he could do was pull.

James looked away and then jerked his arm, wrenching Alistair towards him. As he did so he leapt forward from the battlement.

But Lord Dunbeath was ready for this and stepped quickly backwards, the pistol still outstretched. Like James, his eyes were on Alistair. Both of them now watched, fascinated as, in a moment of sudden quiet, the boy’s face crumpled in incomprehension and his fragile balance was lost forever on the slick stone of the battlement. There was a slight scrape as his legs went from under him and then he fell heavily, bringing down an arm on the block that James had just stepped off. The two men heard the hideous slap as Alistair’s hand struck and then slid off the wet surface. There was no cry at first and the boy only gave a small grunt of surprise. But then, as he fell, twisting, down towards the sea far below, he let out a long and despairing scream.

There was a deep, black silence. Too stunned to react for a few seconds, James simply remained unmoved, frozen in mute shock. Then he flung himself at the battlements and stared down into the dark roar of the sea.

‘Alistair! he screamed. ‘Ally!’

He shouted again and again, his voice becoming weaker with each cry. At last, with an agonised sob, he fell to the tower’s floor, his head in his hands, whimpering in his utter self-loathing.

Dunbeath waited, quite still, seeming to observe James’s anguish with the greatest interest. Then he moved towards him and pulled him upright. The mad anger of a few minutes before had by now completely dissolved and he led the broken boy, almost gently, down the stone stairs and towards the main gate.

‘I wanted him to attack you,’ James sobbed when they’d reached the entrance hall. He continued, distraught and jabbering, all fight long gone. ‘Why didn’t he know that? I was pulling him to jump at you. Why didn’t he? That’s what I meant. Why didn’t he jump?’

‘He didn’t jump because you pulled him off the stone,’ said Dunbeath. ‘You don’t know what to think, but I’m telling you, you pulled him to his death. You chose to live. You killed him so that you could go free. That’s what happened.’

As Dunbeath opened the castle’s great entrance door, an odd compulsion seemed to come over him to share his conclusion.

‘You had no part in the decision back there,’ he muttered. ‘I wouldn’t blame yourself. It was just man’s wickedness that pulled him to his death, not you. You did it because of the evil nature that’s in all of us, in every man alive. You’re no different to anyone else, it’s only self-interest that makes us who we are. We think we’re civilised, but every one of us would do what you did. We’d all kill to survive. Even a worm will twist to escape, a fish will fight the hook. You, all of us, we’re no better than they are.’

James stared at him in disbelief.

‘Do you mean you knew I’d do it?’

‘Well,’ replied Dunbeath grimly, ‘I’d have wagered much that one of you would.’

James’s manner immediately hardened. He stared at Dunbeath.

‘Then you might as well have pulled him yourself. You made me do it. You murdered Alistair!’

‘No,’ said Dunbeath firmly, and he now looked fiercely into James’s face. ‘You did! And it’s you that will hang if you talk about this.’

He pulled the huge door open and turned back to the boy.

‘But I wouldn’t think too long on it if I were you,’ he added tersely. ‘Have you never seen a map? Don’t you know where we are? We’re the most obscure dot that’s marked in all Scotland, of no interest to anyone. Who will ever know what occurred here tonight? Or care? Go home now. Forget about what happened. Be grateful for your freedom.’

And with that Dunbeath pushed James through the open door and closed it again with all the finality of the Urquhain’s long tradition of shutting out the inferior beings of the world.

* * * 

James never knew how he got back to Dunbeaton that night. Weeping and bent, he stumbled through the dunes. It had begun to rain and the frozen air cleared his head enough for him to realise that he had to think. He couldn’t tell the truth. He needed a story. His first thought was that he would say that Alistair had simply fallen off a rock as they’d been gathering mussels. But what were they doing out in the middle of the night? And, anyway, that old drunk McColl knew they were exploring the cave. What if he should blabber the truth?

At last he reached the cottage and beat loudly on the door.

‘Mother! Mother!’ he shouted out as he went in. ‘Father! Quickly!’

James fell to his knees and sobbed loudly as they ran towards him, panicked by his manner. Bit by bit he stammered out a version of the night’s events. Of how Alistair had begged James to go with him to explore the cave under the castle, fascinated by McColl’s story. Of how Alistair had insisted on going first into the cave but had not reappeared. Of how the waves had pounded and pounded as the tide rushed in.

‘It was so fast, so fast!’ he wailed, ‘I waited and waited. I kept calling out for him. But he didn’t answer, he didn’t call back.’

James fell to the floor and curled up, gasping in his sobs. His mother sat with him, rocking backwards and forwards, still too stunned for grief. But although she was shocked there was disbelief in her thoughts too. She knew that Alistair was a gentle, easily led creature. James had always been the bolder, the more dominant of her two sons. And now this change in them both. How had that happened?

She rose to her feet and picked up her shawl.

‘Come out with me, Andrew,’ she said in a flat, distant voice to her husband ‘we must go down there and look for ourselves.’






Chapter 3

Once he’d closed the castle’s great door Dunbeath strolled easily back to his study.

For an hour or more he sat deep in thought, gazing out of the window at the growing light of the dawn. Eventually he appeared to reach a conclusion. Taking a clean sheet of paper from a drawer, he loaded a quill with ink and quickly wrote a few lines. He then folded the page inwards, scribbled a name and address on the front and sealed the ends with wax, stamped firmly with the crest of his ring.

Leaving the room he went up a spiral staircase and along a corridor to a small door at the far end. He hammered hard on the wood.

‘Annie! Annie woman, come down. I have something for you.’

He returned to his study and continued to gaze out of the window, his face blank with concentration, as if turning over a puzzle in his mind.

Annie McKay, his housekeeper, knocked timidly at the open oak door as she came in. She was in her sixties but looked far older. Stooped and beaten by life, her blotched face and half shut eyes showed only too well why she would have slept through the noisy turmoil that had taken place only a couple of hours earlier.

‘There you are, Annie,’ said Dunbeath grimly, glancing up at her sodden face. ‘I want you to find someone in the village to take this letter to Edinburgh. A reliable man now. What about that cousin of yours? Tell him to walk to Wick and take the coach down. He’s to wait for an answer.’ He dug in a drawer for some gold coins. ‘Give him these and tell him I expect him back with all speed.’

Annie nodded and began to collect some of Dunbeath’s discarded dinner plates, but he waved her away with an impatient waft of his hand.

* * * 

Four days later, Gordon McKay hurried through the wet streets of Edinburgh in the late afternoon, peering up at the houses with the baffled alarm of a country visitor. Lost yet again, he stopped and asked an elderly man the way. At last he found the house he was looking for. He checked the address against the letter, picked up the brass ring set in the lion’s head knocker and timidly brought it down.

A young maid answered and McKay handed the letter over to her.

‘It’s for Mr Hume,’ he said, ‘I’m to wait until he’s read it and then take an answer back.’

The maid nodded and stepped aside to let him in.

Ten minutes later David Hume stood at a window in his study holding the letter at an angle to catch the last of the afternoon light. He was tall, but his height was reduced by stooping, and his smooth skin and the babyish colouring of his cheeks were in odd contrast to the corpulence of his frame. He wore a small white wig and he pushed this back now as he read the letter for a second time, his kindly features composed in concentration as he absorbed its contents. Then he folded the paper and put it in the inside pocket of his frock coat. The coat was new that day and as he touched the cloth he realised with delight that there was a sliver of heavy silk that he hadn’t noticed before at the lip of the pocket. He ran his finger over it now with an appreciative smile.

Today was his thirty fourth birthday and it was one of his great pleasures each year to mark the passage of time with a gift to his wardrobe. This year’s addition was a spectacular success. The tailor was an artist, of that there was no doubt, and all through the day Hume had found himself delighting in the beauty of the gorgeous red coat’s golden embroidery and the warmth of its heavy wool. Yet again his hand moved to feel the craftsmanship of the decorative work at his wrist, his senses secretly comforted by the touch to his fingers.

He looked through the window into the small garden and picked up a lost train of thought again. The coat had reminded him of his birthday, and his birthday of the march of time. Had he gone forward, he wondered? He turned to look at the study that he loved so much and thought that he had. He was a man that set much store by comfort and order and he felt that the threat of penury, without doubt his greatest anxiety, had retreated further during the year. When he’d left Scotland as an impoverished young man many years before he had worked as a clerk for a sugar importer in Bristol and he liked to keep the memory of those days of repetitive and unimaginative stocktaking fresh in his mind. The work had left him with a fear of tedium and a horror of debt; but it had also given him the determination to earn his living by the power of his intellect and not by meeting the demands of others.

Yes, there had indeed been progress he felt. The Treatise on Human Nature that he’d worked so hard on had been published eight years earlier and it was now no longer the failure that it had once seemed. He remembered the exhilaration of its first appearance and then the terrible depression that had descended on him when it had – as he now felt able to joke with his friends – fallen ‘dead-born from the press’. But sales had increased steadily over the years since then, as had his fame, and with them had followed the health of his purse and the standing of his reputation.

It was true that he had no wife yet but he set little store by this shortcoming. He was used to looking after his own needs and he enjoyed the company of men. And, of course, he said to himself, he was yet to meet a woman that he could converse with on the subjects that interested him.

And while it was also true that his hopes of a professor’s gown at the University were in ashes he had accepted long ago that if the price of a chair was the rejection of his atheism then this ambition would have to be forever closed to him. Besides, he could be comfortable without it. His friends understood his position, even if they disagreed with it, and the sales from his books, his tutoring and the small amount he received from his family’s rents were more than enough for this friendly house and its good cellar. And the warmth of his new clothes.

Yet again he was returning to ponder on whether to bring out a revised edition of the Treatise when he heard his maid’s knock on the door. She stood shyly in the doorway, framed by the early evening light.

‘Mr Adam Smith is here to see you, sir.’

Hume smiled broadly.

‘Good, good. Show him in, please.’

And here was a further pleasure to mark his birthday, he thought to himself. He had heard so much about this Mr Smith and was greatly looking forward to spending an evening with him. Smith was by all accounts a prodigy, some were even claiming him to be a genius, and although he was not yet twenty three he was already being spoken of by Hume’s friends as the coming man.

But there were other stories about him too and Hume smiled to himself as he recalled some of the things he’d heard. Of Smith’s great intellect and insights there was never anything but confirmation. But what a strange fish he was said to be, speaking rapidly to the empty air as if he was arguing with himself and beaming suddenly into the winds to his imaginary friends.

‘Still, he has the most beautiful smile a man ever witnessed,’ Hume’s friend Bruce McLean had said. ‘There isn’t a bad bone in his body’.

It now seemed that half the people of Edinburgh were laughing as every day brought new stories of Smith’s absent mindedness. Charles Townshend had told Hume that he’d been in mid-conversation with him when Smith had fallen backwards into a tanning pit. Another friend had regaled a group of them with the story of how the young man had been so deep in a daydream that he’d found himself in his undershirt, lost in the streets, and had to ask a drayman to bring him back to his lodgings. Hume beamed again at the memory.

There were footsteps in the corridor as the maid returned. She stood to one side of the door as Adam Smith followed her into the room, walking in a kind of sideways shuffle and with his eyes fixed firmly on the opposite wall to where Hume stood.

He was tall and slight with a strongly pronounced nose and he seemed so very young and so awkward and disjointed that Hume had the impression an outsized boy was in his room. He was dressed in a plain blue frock coat with a simple neckerchief at the throat and his own hair pulled back in a bow. He now stood motionless, frozen stiff, apparently studying a spot on the skirting board.

David Hume smiled and held out a hand towards the thin figure’s hunched back.

‘Ah, the famous Mr Smith. How very good of you to come.’

Smith gave a tiny sigh and turned round in a kind of high stepping dance. His eyes followed and at last they slowed their frantic jumping and settled on Hume - and he smiled in reply. Good Lord, what a smile, thought Hume, his atheism dropped in his surprise. So it was true, Adam Smith did indeed have the most benign appearance he’d ever seen, with the smile of a man so completely absorbed in his own intelligence that he had no fear of another’s thoughts nor, Hume guessed, much use for their company.

‘Mr Smith,’ said Hume again, now more softly, ‘I trust you will stay for dinner. There are lambs already on the hills. And one has kindly laid down its life for us.’

* * * 

Three hundred miles further north a storm had raged for three days after the two boys had been in the castle and a proper search for Alistair’s body had been impossible. But with a lull in the weather on the next day, James and his father had approached the sea wall at low tide and James showed him the gap in the rocks that formed the entrance to the cave.

The surf was still high after the storm, far higher than it had been on the night that the brothers had made their break-in, and the two men had great difficulty even standing on the boulder, let alone making an attempt on searching the cave.

‘By God, but it’s dangerous in there,’ said his father grimly. ‘Poor Ally. Poor, poor Ally. No wonder he was trapped. What was he thinking?’

He came to a sudden stop and James glanced anxiously over at him. His father continued to stare into what he believed was his son’s death trap and James saw his chest heave with the effort of swallowing down his grief.

‘What can we do but hope he’ll be washed out soon?’ Andrew McLeish managed to get out eventually in a voice strangled with suffering, ‘I’d ask no man to go in there to fetch him.’ Like his sons he had been a fisherman all his life and the work had taught him many reasons to fear the power of the sea. Above all, he’d learnt the value of patience.

James looked away and breathed deeply for the first time in days. He glanced down at the gap in the rocks for one final time and then set off with his father for the sad, silent walk back to Dunbeaton.

But, the following evening he returned again, this time on his own. He made his way down from the dunes towards the beach, his expression blank but his mind racing. He stood looking at the gigantic structure of the castle, its enormous bulk sharp against the twilight. His face tightened as he saw a light from the windows in the observatory and he turned round to find a better place from which he could look up at it.

* * * 

With a wave of his arm Hume directed Adam Smith into a small, panelled dining room in which a round table had been set for two.

Smith was shown to his chair and quietly gazed about himself without any sign of being overawed by the older man. David Hume leant over him as he poured his guest a glass of wine and then straightened as he said how delighted he’d been when he was introduced to him at Lady Culdross’s house the previous Wednesday – and how much he had hoped that he would agree to come to visit him this evening.

‘Your reputation goes before you,’ Hume went on. ‘Why, Francis Hutcheson, your professor at Glasgow, told me he had nothing left to teach you. And William Scott spoke highly of the great impression you made at Oxford.’

Smith smiled his sweet smile as he stared down at his glass but showed no sign of replying. After a pause Hume shrugged slightly and continued.

‘We are both interested, are we not, in the workings of our human kin. Of course we are indebted in this to the great Englishmen, John Locke and Mr Hobbes, and even those Frenchmen, Monsieur Descartes and that delightful fellow, Voltaire. But in our own Scottish way I hope that we might also bring in a harvest from the fields of moral philosophy. Who knows, we may yet take our place in revealing some of the secrets of our nature.’

Hume looked up to see Adam Smith’s ingenuous face now apparently transfixed by the candlestick. Could he be listening, he wondered? Yes, he thought he was. But what a very strange person he seemed. David Hume gave a slight cough and then decided to press on.

‘So, Mr Smith, perhaps you’d be so kind as to outline for me your recent work and thinking? I would be very interested to hear of it.’

A peculiar change seemed to come over Adam Smith. His eyes left the candlestick and set off on a hectic journey around the room before they came to settle at last, staring upwards at the edge of the cornice. Then the words that had seemed so reluctant to come before, now tumbled out unchecked.

‘My thinking? I know not why you should take any interest in my poor efforts. I have scarcely left Balliol these ten weeks. But I’m much affected that you should even ask. What are my thoughts? Well, I have few compared to yourself. I have twice read your Treatise on Human Nature; in fact, I was punished at Oxford for reading such a heretical work. But, sir, I think of you as Giotto drawing his perfect circle – we are all of us at your feet – and indeed there was much in your Treatise that I found interesting. Yes, much.’

Hume gave a wry laugh and waved his hand in mock protest.

‘Yes, yes, but I notice you say ‘much’ rather than ‘all”. He laughed again and continued in an easy-going tone. ‘It’s not often that I’m weighed in such a way. On the contrary, I have been reproached many times for what I say in the Treatise and yet other readers have been kind enough to praise it. But rarely have I been so reproached with praise in the way you put it.’

Keeping his eyes on Adam Smith, Hume leant forward to pick up his wine. He had been expecting a response from the young man but Smith simply brought his gaze down from the ceiling to his plate and he now stared at it in silence.

Hume decided to press on.

‘Tell me,’ he said with a shrewd glance, ‘I’m far more interested in hearing your views on those parts of the Treatise with which you disagree.’

Adam Smith’s eyes took up their restless flitting for a few moments and then, to Hume’s surprise, settled on the older man’s head as if he was studying the structure of his wig. He peered at it intently and then seemed to gather himself for a second before he launched into an answer.

‘Well sir,’ he said in his unchecked way, ‘like yourself I would insist on this fundamental observation of our human nature: that life is a pitiless struggle between creatures and that our first thought is always to look to our own needs. This is nothing but the struggle for existence and although we may strive to disguise it, at base, we care for nothing but our own survival.

‘Yet I was greatly struck,’ he continued, ‘by the observation you make in the Treatise that we are motivated not only by self-interest but by benevolence – a love for mankind. In fact, you say that man is naturally benevolent. And it is from this benevolence that you believe that trust in society arises.’

Hume nodded.

‘You don’t agree?’

Adam Smith’s eyes resumed their erratic roaming while he dunked a piece of bread and butter dreamily into his wineglass.

‘Why should I?’ he said eventually. ‘Even the most fleeting glance at human behaviour shows that there is little reason for us to suspect that society’s relationships are built on, or maintained by, natural benevolence. All around us in life, in government, in trade and, in fact, in anything we do, it is the opposite that is undeniable. The world is dominated by self-obsession and deceit. Scratch any human and beneath the surface you will find nothing but utter selfishness. Natural benevolence is quite irrelevant. We can explain all human interaction – both the conditions under which it works and the reasons why it sometimes breaks down – without resorting to concepts such as your ‘benevolence’ and ‘trust’. I believe you have fallen into the common trap for moral philosophers of viewing the world through your own eyes only. You have a reputation for being benevolent. You are known to be kind and compassionate. You see good in others. It follows that you view the world’s behaviour shaped in this light. But I have a greater chill to my blood. I turn a cooler eye on people. However pleased we might be to find that benevolence exists, there is little reason to assume that it does.’

David Hume sat back heavily in his chair. It was a long time since he had been so harshly spoken to and he felt his colour rise as he absorbed the weight of the attack. His hand moved slowly to the comfort of the embroidery at his cuff.

Smith said nothing. His gaze shifted back to the cornice. Suddenly his eyes darted back to look directly at Hume and he smiled his beautiful smile. In an instant Hume’s heart warmed and he realised that Adam Smith was incapable of wounding. Instead he was obviously in a world of his own intellect, without the usual understanding of the effect his words might have. McLean was right about him: this was a man who so verged on innocence that he simply said what he perceived to be true, not what he deemed to be socially acceptable.

Hume decided to stay quiet and wait. He now nodded to the younger man, encouraging him to go on.

‘Far from benevolence,’ Smith continued after a pause, ‘I start from a different point to explain our natures. My beginning is the observation that humans differ from animals because man alone specialises his labour. I grant you that some animals may divide tasks in a crude fashion for a common end and they may even group themselves into a pack to do so, but only man will actively decide to specialise what he does and then work towards an unseen future. And it is this aspect of his nature, above all else, that drives his behaviour. In every other species each individual is self-contained, complete, reliant only on itself. A cat or a fish, any animal, depends only on itself once it is grown. It is only man that continues to be dependent on the way that others in his company have specialised their labour too.’

David Hume felt quite recovered and increasingly fascinated as to where the young man’s logic would lead.

‘I know it,’ he replied, ‘and surely this is why man has to live in society. By himself he is vulnerable and weak. I say so in my Treatise.’

‘Indeed,’ said Smith, ‘but specialisation is also the reason for his success, and it is the reason for the bonds that exist in society. I believe this has led to a need for each other and it is this, not benevolence, which holds us together.’

David Hume put his head on one side and frowned slightly in enquiry. Smith continued.

‘Please, let me illustrate what I mean. If you and I were to attempt to make a pin tomorrow, the most simple of objects and amongst the cheapest to buy, we might flounder at it all day and conceivably produce one or two. And no doubt poor things they would be. Yet I have witnessed a collective of ten people in which they produced fifty thousand pins in a single day. To buy one hundred pins costs only one fiftieth of a man’s day. These pin makers have specialised their labour to make a tiny yet vital part of our lives. The customer gets a cheaper pin and the pin maker gets money to exchange for the other goods he needs or wants. He is an expert in the pin trade – he has no need to know how to bake bread or meet his other needs. He buys these other skills from other specialists. But even within this process the pin makers have specialised still further. One man sharpens the points, another has perfected the skill of flattening the heads. And look at the result! By working in this way they have achieved a mighty increase in their collective effort. In fact I call it mass production. And with this effort and organisation has come a great increase in their output and, therefore, in their collective rewards as well.’

By now Smith was looking dreamily out of the window. Without taking his eyes from some far off point, and in a voice that was anything but dreamy, he continued.

‘It is this specialisation that one sees constantly repeated in society. Men who are very capable at one thing but have little or no knowledge of others. And why should they be concerned at this? Their specialism has earned them far more than any direct labouring could ever do. But while this approach may give man his success yet it places him, unlike the animals, in almost constant need of exchange with his brethren. And he will look in vain to expect it from their kindness alone. On the contrary, he’s only likely to succeed and get what he wants if he has something to offer in return, a specialism of his own. He needs to get others to trade with him to further his own interests.’

Adam Smith came to a halt and the two men sat in silence for a moment as the dining room door opened and the maid came through with a joint of lamb and bowls of vegetables arranged on a tray. Smith didn’t bother to glance in her direction before he continued with his point.

‘You see, take this meal. It is not from the benevolence of the butcher and the baker that we expect our dinner but rather from their regard for their own self-interest. By getting the food from them we’ve addressed ourselves not to their humanity but to their self-love – we don’t talk to them of our needs but of the advantages to them. And it’s exactly the kind of specialisms they offer, and the competition that goes with people having the same skills, that allows society to be greater than the sum of its parts.’

As he finished saying this, Smith fished in his pocket and brought out a small copy of Hume’s Treatise.

‘Indeed sir, you say something of this in your own work.’

He held the book towards the candle’s light and read aloud.

‘I learn to do service to another without bearing him any real kindness because I foresee that he will return my service in expectation of another of the same kind.’

Adam Smith looked up from the book and began to stare into the corner of the room.

‘You see, sir, that while I agree with you in the sentiment you have written here, I depart also because my exchange is one of specialisation, with money or barter as the means. It is this that lies at the heart of efficient markets and I have come to the conclusion that such markets have their own unerring logic – it is almost as if an invisible hand were guiding them – in which, for example, too much of one thing leads its price to fall or one specialisation loses value against another. A correction must take place for equilibrium to return. And good markets are in a state of constant flux to achieve this – a flux driven by people acting to further their own self-interests. In many ways it is this movement that keeps them healthy.’

For the first time in some minutes, Adam Smith glanced quickly at Hume and saw that the older man was gazing intently back at him.

‘I have seen that look many times from my tutors,’ he said. ‘I assume you do not agree. Or have I offended you in some way?’

‘Not at all, Mr Smith,’ replied Hume, ‘but answer me this. I think I understand your view that society is based on self-interest. Or rather the transaction of self-interested specialisations. But why, in that case, is there ever virtue? Or altruism? Why do people ever behave without reward? Why do they sometimes show compassion? And, more importantly, why do they regard such actions and sentiments so highly?’

‘I know,’ said Smith, and for the first time since he’d arrived that evening a doubtful tone entered his voice. ‘A very good question indeed. And I have but a tentative answer. It is my observation that human beings share a taboo against selfishness. Indeed, it is almost the definition of what we would call vice. I agree that finding an answer to your question is vital. The praise people give to virtuous things seems always to be concerned with the welfare of others. I know that there must always be a requirement for sympathy towards one’s fellow beings in our dealings with them but I must confess that I cannot explain virtue in the way that I can explain self-interest.’

‘Ah,’ replied Hume quickly, ‘you reject my belief in natural benevolence but you’ll accept what you call ‘sympathy’ will you? But surely this sympathy of yours is incompatible with the specialisation and self-interest that you say glues society together. How do you reconcile the two?’

Smith looked away into the air and seemed to speak more to himself than to Hume.

‘Yes, I agree, altruism and compassion don’t fit with my picture of a world based on rational transaction, do they? I’ve often wondered about this; about why people are ever good.’

He glanced back towards Hume.

‘I have given this much thought and I suspect that these actions and feelings spring out of shame for our selfish natures, but I have no evidence to support my view.’

At this Hume smiled broadly. Then he laughed and reached inside his coat pocket and brought out the paper he had put there earlier.

‘By the most remarkable coincidence, Mr Smith, I have just received a letter on this precise subject,’ he said. ‘In fact, I was reading it when you arrived. It is from an old university friend of mine, the Earl of Dunbeath. Perhaps you will permit me to read you what he has to say?’

Adam Smith sat more upright in his chair and nodded in interest. Hume picked up the candle and, holding it to the letter, he read aloud.

‘Hume,

I understand you are to be called ‘The Father of the Enlightenment!’

‘I do beg your pardon, Mr Smith,’ Hume said quickly, putting the letter to one side with an embarrassed grimace. ‘I should have omitted that ridiculous comment. I’m afraid one must expect such a slash of irony from Lord Dunbeath to open with. Pray ignore it and permit me to continue.’

But your cause is the same as mine – to be empirical. To find evidence! Mine is to unlock the secret perfection of the planets, just as yours is to understand the secrets of our human natures.

Stony as my path may be, I would rather have my burden than yours.

But I have recently witnessed an event here that I believe would interest you.

It has set me thinking and I believe I have created a game – yes, a game (but what is life if not a deadly game with all its competition, strategy, bluff and self-interest?) that will prove to you mathematically and empirically the interaction of good and ill, of co-operation and selfishness.

Come and play my game of life with me! I call it The Prisoner’s Dilemma.

I see nobody here and have only paltry help. So expect little to feed your body, but much to feed your mind.

Beware, you may not like the conclusions!

I remain etc,

Dunbeath.’

As David Hume finished reading, Smith lifted his eyes from the table. Hume had been delighted to see how deeply his objection to Smith’s reasoning was received by him and the total absorption that the young man had brought to listening to the letter. So many of Hume’s friends seemed to feel obliged to defend their views with an exuberant and noisy passion that it was refreshing for him to see someone be so open to a counter argument.

But now Smith smiled openly as Hume set down the letter.

‘What will you do?’ he asked.

‘Well, I am due to be back in Dumfries with the Marquis of Annandale tomorrow. I am supposed to be tutoring him but I might as well be speaking to a sheep.’

‘I heard his lordship was judged to be a lunatic.’

‘Indeed he is. But should I exchange one certain madman that pays me well for an uncertain madman that I can be quite sure will not?’

David Hume beamed at Smith as he finished, turning over the problem in his mind.

‘Perhaps I can do both?’ he said finally.

Then he rose and strode to the door. He opened it with a theatrical flourish and called out for his maid. As she appeared he spoke loudly to her, half turning in the doorway so that Adam Smith could hear his answer.

‘Elizabeth. Please tell Lord Dunbeath’s messenger that I am obliged to travel south to the Borders for a short time but that I shall come up to Caithness when I am free after that.’

He thought for a moment.

‘Please have him pass on my compliments to the earl and let him know that I should be with him in a month or so to play his new game with him.’

* * * 

James McLeish had walked to a high point in the dunes before he turned to look back at the lighted observatory. By moving away he had given himself a better angle from which he could see some of the room and he now watched as Dunbeath’s head moved about it, bending forward occasionally as if searching a table top.

Was he looking for something, James thought bitterly to himself? A telescope, perhaps? His lips moved in a muttered vow as he looked again at Dunbeath.

‘You bastard. I shall never forget you. Never. Not a day nor an hour will go by that I shall not be thinking of you. Believe me, the time will come when I shall pay you out in your own coin. Though I may have to wait fifty years, you will know me yet.’

Then he turned and walked back towards the village.

* * * 

Elizabeth tripped briskly back to where Gordon McKay was finishing the supper she’d given him and passed on the reply that he should take back to the Castle of Beath the following morning. She then returned to the dining room with the port and fruit and removed the cloth.

David Hume and his new friend sat in a comfortable silence as they cracked walnuts and sipped their port. These were the moments that Hume treasured most. To sit with a questioning and intelligent companion and press each other on the workings of the human mind was the greatest of his many pleasures. He looked at Adam Smith’s ingenuous face, apparently turning over some stray thought in his mind. He looked at the good fire in the grate as it flickered its frantic shadows over the daub green of the panelling. He saw the deep red of the port, the peel of the oranges where the long loops had fallen amongst the dark shells of the nuts. He saw the light catching his fine crystal and the candles the colour of aged beef fat, all set against the patina of the table’s surface. He loved these scenes with their rich palette of soft tones. They reminded him of the paintings of the Flemish masters that he had studied so closely in France and he saw in them all the flashes of insight and dark mysteries that so fascinated him when he looked at the twists and turns of human nature.

Adam Smith broke the silence.

‘This Earl of Dunbeath, Mr Hume, did you know him well at the university?’

Hume nodded.

‘Neither of us was there for long but indeed there was a time when I would have said I knew him as well as any. He was a great trial to his professors. A very fine mind indeed, but a troubled one. No doubt you know he is the clan chief of the Urquhain? A strange tribe of men they are too. He was much affected by the curse he had inherited from his ancestors, a great weakness of character known as the Urquhain Rage, a mania that was much admired in battle but leads to trouble in peace. Many people view it as little more than arrogance and impatience, however, and I’m afraid it’s true that my friend suffers greatly from both.

‘You’ll have heard of the family, of course, hugely rich but constantly at war with the world. And themselves. The earl hadn’t inherited when I knew him. He was known as the Master of Somewhere-or-Other, some ancient title, and he was as wild as they come. There was much drinking and fighting, I’m afraid, and the authorities despaired of him. For a time he was brought to a calmer state by the daughter of one of his tutors but she rejected him and this seemed to bring on some kind of mental collapse. He went back to his family and never returned to the university. I left soon afterwards myself.

‘A few years ago I heard that his father had died and that he’d inherited. And then no word but a series of sad rumours about his increasing bitterness and isolation. He retired to a gloomy castle he has in the far north of Caithness, the old family seat. Apparently he lives there alone and without servants. The richest man in Scotland and no servants! He is never seen at his other houses. God knows there are enough of them – many of them have come through the fabulous marriages the Urquhain have always made. Glenlochlan is his. And the great house at Nairn. That huge palace you’ll no doubt know at the far end of the Royal Mile, near to Holyrood, that is an Urquhain house too. A great mansion in St James’s in London, of course. All staffed, yet he never goes to any of them. His factors’ letters go unanswered and the estates, some people say they run to two hundred thousand acres, are all in a sorry state.’

Adam Smith had listened to Hume’s story with great interest.

‘I have heard something of this earl. Is he not involved with astronomy?’

‘Involved, Mr Smith?’ replied Hume. ‘He’s obsessed. It is his ambition to unlock the clockwork of the universe. He intends to be the first person to accurately determine longitude at sea. In the process he is set on winning the greatest scientific prize of this and, I’d wager, any other generation, the secret of navigation.’

‘And no doubt win the Government’s Longitude Prize,’ said Smith drily, ‘and the £20,000 that goes with it.’

‘Very true, Mr Smith, very true. But the Prize means much more to him than the money. Dunbeath must be worth twenty times that already. No, the real prize for him is glory. Glory for himself, glory for the Urquhain clan and glory for Scotland. I never met a man with a greater dislike of the English. I know Dunbeath and I know he won’t rest until he’s won this prize. He can see a day when the start point for all navigation, the prime meridian, will run through the home city of the person that solves the problem. And for Dunbeath that has to be Edinburgh. It would be where East meets West, where half the world shakes hands with the other. Where else should that be but Edinburgh, the greatest centre of learning of our age? He would rather die than see the honour go to London.’

Smith laughed for the first time that evening.

‘How very, very interesting. I look forward to hearing about your visit and Lord Dunbeath’s game. Perhaps you’d be kind enough to write to me while you’re there?’

‘I most certainly shall,’ replied David Hume, raising his glass to his new friend. ‘You have my word on that.’
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