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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Robert Ban MacGregor: Illegitimate uncle of the Chief.

Ewan MacGregor of Larachan: Uncle and Tutor of Glenstrae.

John MacGregor of Dochard: Brother to Glenstrae.

Gregor MacGregor of Roro: Chieftain of a sept.

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

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

Ludovick, Duke of Lennox: Cousin of the King.

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

King James the Sixth

Sir John Maitland: Chancellor of Scotland.

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

John Stewart, Earl of Atholl: Great noble.

Drummond of Drummond-Earnoch: Royal forester.

Anne of Denmark: Queen of James the Sixth.

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

Alexander Menzies of that Ilk: Chief of Clan Menzies.

Thomas Duncanson: A Dumbarton lawyer.

Aulay MacAulay of Ardencaple: Dunbartonshire laird.

Campbell of Ardkinglas: Chieftain of another Campbell sept.

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


1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Have you come far?’ he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Business?’ That came out on a jerk.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘No!’ he said.

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

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

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

‘You are not threatening me, Campbell?’

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

‘Means? Other than your Campbell money?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

In distinct disarray his company hurried after him.

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

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

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

Rob Ban spat. ‘Scum!’ he said simply.

There was a growl of hearty agreement from the gillies.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘One is. The King’s Grace.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Would he? Why should he?’

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

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

‘Doing none so ill, I think – so long as you were not taking this Patrick’s advice! Now, come away in, and see what your aunt can find to refresh a man . . .’
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