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  Chapter One


  Glasgow, 1492


  
    At the May Day dancing at Glasgow Cross, Gilbert Cunningham saw not only the woman who was going to be murdered, but her murderer as well.

  


  Strictly speaking, he should not have been there. Instead he should have been with his colleagues in the cathedral library, formulating a petition for annulment on grounds which were quite
  possibly spurious, but shortly after noon he had abandoned that, tidied his books into a neat stack in his carrel, with Hay on Marriage on the top, and walked out. A few heads turned as he
  went, but nobody spoke.


  Descending the wheel stair, past the silent chambers of the diocesan court, he stepped out into the warm day enjoying the feeling of playing truant and closed the heavy door without stopping to
  read the notices nailed to it. The kirkyard was busy with people playing May-games, running, catching, shrieking with laughter. Gil went out, past the wall of the Archbishops castle, and
  jumped the Girth Burn ignoring the stepping stones. From here, already, he could hear the thud, thud of the big drum, like the muffled beat for a hanging.


  There was plenty of movement in the steep curving High Street too. Weary couples, some still smelling of smoke from the bonfires, were returning home in the sunshine with their wilting branches.
  Others, an honest days work at least attempted, were hurrying from the little thatched cottages to join the fun. Hens and dogs ran among the feet of the revellers, and a tethered pig outside
  one door had a wide empty space round it.


  Further down, where the slope eased and the houses were bigger, a group of students were playing football under the windows of the shabby University building, shouting at each other in mixed
  Latin and Scots. Gil nodded to the solemn Dominican who was guarding the pile of red and blue gowns, and skirted the game carefully with the other passers-by. Beyond the noise of the players and
  onlookers he could hear the drum again, together with the patter of the tabor and a confused sound of loud instruments which came to a halt as he drew near to the Tolbooth.


  At the Mercat Cross there was clapping and laughter. The dancers were still in the centre of the crossing, surrounded by a great crowd. More people lined the timber galleries of the houses,
  shouting encouragement, and several ale-wives who had brought barrels of ale down on handcarts were doing a brisk trade.


  The burgh minstrels on the Tolbooth steps, resplendent in their blue coats under an arch of hawthorn branches, had added a man with a pipe and tabor and a bagpiper to the usual three shawms and
  a bombard. As Gil reached the mouth of the High Street they struck up a cheerful noise just recognizable as The Battle of Harlaw.


  A strange choice for the May dancing, he remarked to the man next to him, a stout burgess in a good cloth gown with his wife on his arm. Oh, its yourself,
  Serjeant, he added, recognizing the burghs chief lawkeeper. Good day to you, Mistress Anderson.


  Mistress Anderson, more widely known as Mally Bowen the burgh layer-out, bobbed him a neat curtsy, the long ends of her linen kerchief swinging, and smiled.


  The piper only has the two tunes, explained Serjeant Anderson, that and The Gowans are Gay, and theyve just played the other.


  I see, said Gil, looking over the heads at the top dancers advancing to salute their partners, while more couples pushed and dragged one another into position further down the
  dance. By the time all were in place the top few were already linking arms and whirling round with wild war-cries. A far cry from Aristotles ideal, he thought.


  Its a cheery sound, yon, said Gils neighbour in his stately way. Gil nodded, still watching the dancers. Most were in holiday clothes, some in fantastic costume from
  the pageant, or with bright bunches of ribbon or scraps of satin attached to their sleeves. Many of the girls, their hair loose down their backs, were garlanded with green leaves and flowers, and
  their married sisters had added ribbons to their linen headdresses. Students from the College, sons of burgesses in woollen, prentice lads in homespun, swung and stamped to the raucous music.


  Watching a pair of students in their narrow belted gowns, crossing hands with two girls who must be sisters, Gil tried to reckon when he had last danced at the Cross himself. It must be eight
  years, he decided, because when he first returned to Scotland his grief and shock had kept him away, and last year he had been hard at work for his uncle on some case or other. He found his foot
  tapping.


  See her, said the serjeant, indicating a bouncing, black-browed girl just arming with a lad in brown doublet and striped hose. Back of her gowns all green. Would ye
  take a wager shes doing penance for last nights work next Candlemas, eh, Maister Cunningham?


  Oh, John! said his wife reproachfully.


  Shell not be the only one, if so, Gil observed, grinning. Theres a few green gowns here this morning.


  And Ill wager, this time o year, Maister Cunningham, you wish you were no a priest, added the serjeant, winking slyly up at Gil.


  Now, John!


  Im not a priest, said Gil. Not yet, said something at the back of his mind, as he felt the familiar sinking chill in his stomach. When the man looked sceptically at his
  black jerkin and hose, he added reluctantly, Im a man of law.


  Oh, so Ive heard said. Youll excuse me, maister, said Serjeant Anderson. Ill leave ye, afore ye charge me for the time of day. Come on, hen.


  Im at leisure today, Gil said, but the serjeant had drawn his wife away. Gil shrugged, and turned his attention back to the dancing. The couple he had been watching had
  completed their turn of the dance and were laughing together, the boy reaching a large rough hand to tug at the girls garland of flowers. She squealed, and ducked away, and just then the
  tune reached an identifiable end and the musicians paused for breath. The man banging the big drum kept on going until the tenor shawm kicked him. He stopped, blinking, and the dancers milled to a
  halt.


  Gil took advantage of the general movement to climb a few steps up the nearest fore-stair, where several people were already perched out of reach of the elbows and feet of the mob.


  More! shouted someone. Anither tune!


  The band made its reluctance clear. A short argument developed, until someone else shouted, The harper  fetch the harper!


  Aye, the harper! agreed several voices at once. The cry was taken up, and the band filed down the steps, carrying its instruments, and headed purposefully for the nearest
  ale-wifes trestle.


  This will be good, said someone beside Gil. He looked round, and found the next step occupied by a tall, slender girl with a direct brown gaze above a narrow hatchet of a nose.
  The harper, she added. Have you heard him? He has two women that sing.


  No, I havent, he admitted, gazing appreciatively.


  They sang Greysteil at the Provosts house at Yule.


  What, the whole of it? All four thousand lines?


  She nodded. It took all afternoon. It was Candlemas before the tune went out of my head.


  I have never heard it complete. There cant be many singers could perform it like that.


  They took turns, she explained, so neither voice got tired, and I suppose neither needed to learn the whole thing. One of them had her baby with her, so she had to stop to
  nurse it.


  What about the audience? said Gil.


  The brown eyes danced. We could come and go, she pointed out. I noticed the Provost found duties elsewhere in his house.


  And his lady? said Gil, half at random, fascinated by her manner. She was dressed like a merchants daughter, in well-cut brown linen faced with velvet, and she was clearly
  under twenty, but she spoke to him as directly as she looked, with none of the archness or giggling he had encountered in other girls of her class. Moreover, she was tall enough to look nearly
  level at him from the next step up. What was that poem some King of Scots wrote in captivity? The fairest or the freschest yong flower That ever I saw, me thocht, before that hour. It seemed
  to fit.


  Lady Stewart had to stay, she acknowledged. I thought she was wearying by the end of the afternoon.


  She spoke good Scots with a slight accent which Gil was still trying to place when there was a disturbance beyond the Tolbooth, and the crowd parted to make way for three extraordinary figures.
  First to emerge was a sweet-faced woman in a fashionably cut dull red gown and a newfangled French hood, who carried a harpers chair. After her came another woman, tall and gaunt, her black
  hair curling over her shoulders, pacing like a queen across the paved market-place in the loose checked dress of a Highlander. In one arm she clasped a harp, and on the other she led a man nearly
  as tall as Gil. He wore a rich gown of blue cloth, in which he must have been uncomfortably warm, a gold chain, and a black velvet hat with a sapphire in it. Over chest and shoulders flowed long
  white hair and a magnificent beard. At the sight a child on its fathers shoulders wailed, Set me down, Da, its God the Faither! Hell see me!


  The harper was guided up the Tolbooth steps, seated himself with great dignity, accepted harp and tuning-key, and as if there was not a great crowd of people watching, launched into a formal
  tuning prelude.


  How the sound carries, Gil said.


  Wire strings, said the girl. Im surprised you havent heard him before. Did he not play when the King stayed with the Bishop last winter? Archbishop, she
  corrected herself.


  My uncle mentioned a harper, Gil recalled.


  I thought you would have attended him, she said. The Official of Glasgow is important, no? He is the senior judge of the diocese? His nephew should be present to give him
  consequence.


  You know me? said Gil in French, suddenly placing her accent.


  My nurse  Catherine  knows everyone, she answered enigmatically. Hush and listen.


  The Highland woman on the Tolbooth steps was arguing with some of the crowd, apparently about what they were to sing. The other was watching the harper, who, face turned unseeing towards the
  Waulkergait, continued to raise ripples of sound from the shining strings. Suddenly he silenced the instrument with the flat of his hand, and with a brief word to the women began to play the
  introduction to a May ballad. They took up the tune without hesitation, the two voices echoing and answering like birds.


  Gil, listening raptly, thought how strong was the rapport between the three musicians, in particular the link between the blind man and the woman in the red dress. When the song ended he turned
  to his companion.


  My faith, Ive heard worse in Paris, he said over the crowds applause.


  You know Paris? Were you there at the University? she said, turning to look at him with interest. What were you studying? When did you leave?


  I studied in the Faculty of Laws, he answered precisely, but I had to come home a couple of years since  at the end of 89.


  Of course, she said with ready understanding, the Cunninghams backed the old King in 88. Were all the lands forfeit since the battle? Are you left quite
  penniless?


  Not quite, he said stiffly, rather startled by the breadth of her knowledge. She gave him a quick apologetic smile.


  Catherine gossips. What are they playing now? Arent they good? It is clear they are accustomed to play together.


  The Highlander woman had coaxed the taborers drum from him, and was tapping out a rhythm. The other woman had begun to sing, nonsense syllables with a pronounced beat, her eyes sparkling
  as she clapped in time. Some of the crowd were taking up the clapping, and the space before the Tolbooth was clearing again.


  Will you dance? Gil offered, to show that he had not taken offence. The apologetic smile flashed again.


  No, I thank you. Catherine will have a fit when she finds me as it is. Oh, there is Davie-boy. She nodded at the two youngsters Gil had been watching earlier. I see he has
  been at the May-games. He is one of my fathers men, she explained.


  The dancers had barely begun, stepping round and back in a ring to the sound of harp, tabor and voice, when there was shouting beyond the Tolbooth, and two men in helmets and quilted jacks rode
  round the flank of the Laigh Kirk.


  Way there! Gang way there!


  The onlookers gave way reluctantly, with a lot of argument. More horsemen followed, well-dressed men on handsome horses, and several grooms. Satin and jewels gleamed. The cavalcade, unable to
  proceed, trampled about in the mouth of the Thenawgait, with more confused shouting.


  Who is it? wondered Gils companion, standing on tiptoe to see better.


  You mean Catherine did not expect them? he asked drily. That one on the roan horse is some kind of kin of mine by marriage, mores the pity  John Sempill of
  Muirend. He must have sorted out his little difficulty about Paisley Cross. That must be his cousin Philip behind him. Who the others might be I am uncertain, though they look like Campbells, and
  so do the gallowglasses. Oh, for shame!


  The men-at-arms had broken through the circle of onlookers into the dancing-space, and were now urging their beasts forward. The dancers scattered, shouting and shaking fists, but the rest of
  the party surged through the gap and clattered across the paving-stones to turn past the Tolbooth and up the High Street.


  Immediately behind the men-at-arms rode Sempill of Muirend on his roan horse, sandy-haired in black velvet and gold satin, a bunch of hawthorn pinned in his hat with an emerald brooch, scowling
  furiously at the musicians. After him, the pleasant-faced Philip Sempill seemed for a moment as if he would have turned aside to apologize, but the man next him caught his bridle and they rode on,
  followed by the rest of the party: a little sallow man with a lute-case slung across his back, several grooms, one with a middle-aged woman behind him, and in their midst another groom leading a
  white pony with a lady perched sideways on its saddle. Small and dainty, she wore green satin trimmed with velvet, and golden hair rippled down her back beneath the fall of her French hood. Jewels
  glittered on her hands and bosom, and she smiled at the people as she rode past.


  Da! said the same piercing little voice in the crowd. Is that the Queen of Elfland?


  The lady turned to blow a kiss to the child. Her gaze met Gils, and her expression sharpened; she smiled blindingly and blew him a kiss as well. Puzzled and embarrassed, he glanced away,
  and found himself looking at the harper, whose expressionless stare was aimed at the head of the procession where it was engaged in another argument about getting into the High Street. Beside him,
  the tall woman in the checked gown was glaring malevolently in the same direction, but the other one had turned her head and was facing resolutely towards the Tolbooth. What has Sempill done to
  them? he wondered, and glancing at the cavalcade was in time to see Philip Sempill looking back at the little group on the steps as if he would have liked to stay and listen to the singing.


  Who is she? asked Gils companion. Do you know her?


  I never saw her before.


  She seemed to know you. Whoever she is, said the girl briskly, shes badly overdressed. This is Glasgow, not Edinburgh or Stirling.


  What difference does that make? Gil asked, but she gave him a pitying glance and did not reply. The procession clattered and jingled away up the High Street, followed by resentful
  comments and blessings on a bonny face in roughly equal quantities. The dance re-formed.


  What is a gallowglass? said the girl suddenly. Gil looked round at her. It is a word I have not encountered. Is it Scots?


  I think it may be Ersche, Gil explained. It means a hired sword.


  A mercenary?


  Nearly that. Your Scots is very good.


  Thank you. And now if you will let me past, she added with a glance at the sun, I will see if I can find Catherine. She was to have come back for me.


  May I not convoy you? suggested Gil, aware of a powerful wish to continue the conversation. You shouldnt be out unattended, today of all days.


  I can walk a few steps up the High Street without coming to grief. Thank you, she said, and the smile flickered again. She slipped past him and down the steps before he could argue
  further, and disappeared into the crowd.


  The harper was playing again, and the tall Highlander woman was beating the tabor. The other woman was singing, but her head was bent and all the sparkle had gone out of her. The fat wife who
  was now standing next to Gil nudged him painfully in the ribs.


  Thats a bonny lass to meet on a May morning, she said, winking. What did you let her go for? Shes a good age for you, son, priest or no.


  Thank you for the advice, he said politely, at which she laughed riotously, nudged him again, and began to tell him about a May morning in her own youth. Since she had lost most of
  her teeth and paused to explain every name she mentioned Gil did not attempt to follow her, but nodded at intervals and watched the dance, his pleasant mood fading.


  That was twice this morning he had been taken for a priest. It must be the sober clothes, he thought, and glanced down. Worn boots, mended black hose, black jerkin, plain linen shirt, short gown
  of black wool faced with black linen. Maybe he should wear something brighter  some of the Vicars Choral were gaudy enough. It occurred to him for the first time that the girl had not
  addressed him as a priest, either by word or manner.


  He became aware of a disturbance in the crowd. Leaning out over the handrail he could see one man in a tall felt hat, one in a blue bonnet, both the worse for drink and arguing over a girl.
  There was a certain amount of pulling and pushing, and the girl exclaimed something in the alarmed tones which had caught his attention. This time he knew the voice.


  The stair was crowded. He vaulted over the handrail, startled a young couple by landing in front of them, and pushed through the people, using his height and his elbows ruthlessly. The man in
  the hat was dressed like a merchants son, in a red velvet doublet and a short gown with a furred collar caked in something sticky. The other appeared to be a journeyman in a dusty jerkin,
  out at the elbows. As Gil reached them, both men laid hold of his acquaintance from the stairway, one to each arm, pulling her in opposite directions, the merchant lad reaching suggestively for his
  short sword with his other hand.


  This could be dealt with without violence. Gil slid swiftly round behind the little group, and said clearly, Gentlemen, this is common assault. I suggest you desist.


  Both stared at him. The girl twisted to look at him over her shoulder, brown eyes frightened.


  Let go, he repeated. Or the lady will see you in court. She has several witnesses. He looked round, and although most of the onlookers suddenly found the dance much
  more interesting, one or two stalwarts nodded.


  Oh, if Id known she kept a lawyer, said the man in the hat, and let go. The other man kept his large red hand on the girls arm, but stopped pulling her.


  Its all right, Thomas, she said breathlessly. This gentleman will see me home.


  You certain? said Thomas indistinctly. Does he ken where tis? She nodded, and he let go of her wrist and stepped back, looking baffled. You take her
  straight home, he said waveringly to Gil. Straight home, dyou hear me?


  Straight home, Gil assured him. You go and join the dancing. If you can stay upright, he thought.


  Thomas turned away, frowning, at which the man in the hat also flounced off into the crowd. The girl closed her eyes and drew a rather shaky breath, and Gil caught hold of her elbow.


  This time I will convoy you, he said firmly.


  She took another breath, opened her eyes and turned to him. He met her gaze, and found himself looking into peat-brown depths the colour of the rivers he had swum in as a boy. For an infinite
  moment they stared at one another; then someone jostled Gil and he blinked. Recovering his manners, he let go of her elbow and offered his arm to lead her.


  She nodded, achieved a small curtsy, and set a trembling hand on his wrist. He led her out of the crowd and up the High Street, followed by a flurry of predictable remarks. He was acutely aware
  of the hand, pale and well-shaped below its brown velvet cuff, and of her profile, dominated by that remarkable nose and turned slightly away from him. The top of her head came just above his
  shoulder. Suppressing a desire to put his arm round her as further support, or perhaps comfort, he began a light commentary on the music which they had heard, requiring no answer.


  Thomas was trying to help, she said suddenly. He saw Robert Walkinshaw accost me and came to see him off.


  Is he another of your fathers men? Gil asked. Hes obviously concerned for you.


  Yes, she said after a moment, and came to a halt. Although she still trembled she was not leaning on his wrist at all. He looked down at her. And this is my fathers
  house. I thank you, Maister Cunningham.


  She dropped another quick curtsy, and slipped in at the pend below a swinging sign. At the far end of the tunnel-like entry she turned, a dark figure against the sunlit court, raised one hand in
  salute, then stepped out of sight. Gil, troubled, watched for a moment, but she did not reappear. He stepped backwards, colliding with a pair of beribboned apprentices heading homeward.


  Whose house is that? he asked them.


  The White Castle? said one of them, glancing at the sign. Thats where the French mason lives, is it no, Ecky?


  Ecky, after some thought, agreed with this.


  Aye, pursued his friend, who seemed to be the more wide awake, for Ive taken a pie there once it came out the oven. Theres an auld French wife there
  thats the devil to cross, he confided to Gil. Aye, its the French masons house.


  They continued on their way. Gil, glancing at the sun, decided that he should do likewise. Maggie Baxter had mentioned something good for dinner.


  Canon David Cunningham, Prebendary of Cadzow, Official of Glasgow, senior judge of the Consistory Court of the archdiocese, was in the first-floor hall of his handsome stone
  house in Rottenrow. He was seated near the window, tall and lean like Gil in his narrow belted gown of black wool, with a sheaf of papers and two protocol books on a stool beside him. In deference
  to the warmth of the day, he had removed his hat, untied the strings of his black felt coif, and hung his furred brocade over-gown on the high carved back of his chair. Gil, bowing as he entered
  from the stair, discovered that his head was bare in the same moment as his uncle said,


  Where is your hat, Gilbert? And when did you last comb your hair?


  I had a hat when I went out, he said, wondering at the ease with which the old man made him feel six years old. It must have fallen off. Perhaps when I louped the
  handrail.


  Louped the handrail, his uncle repeated without expression.


  There was a lass being molested. Gil decided against asking when dinner was, and instead nodded at his uncles papers. Can I help with this, sir?


  You are six-and-twenty, said his uncle. You are graduate of two universities. You are soon to be priested, and from Michaelmas next, Christ and His Saints preserve us, you
  will be entitled to call yourself a notary. I think you should strive for a little dignity, Gilbert. Yes, you can help me. I am to hear a matter tomorrow  Sempill of Muirend is selling land
  to his cousin, and we need the original disposition from his father. It should be in one of these. He waved a long thin hand at the two protocol books.


  That would be why I saw him riding into the town just now. What was the transaction, sir? Gil asked, lifting one of the volumes on to the bench. His uncle pinched the bridge of his
  long nose and stared out of the window.


  Andrew Sempill of Cathcart to John Sempill of Muirend and Elizabeth Stewart his wife, land in the burgh of Glasgow, being on the north side of Rottenrow near the Great Cross, he
  recited. Just across the way yonder, he added, gesturing. I wonder if hes taken his wife back?


  His wife? said Gil, turning pages. You know my mothers sister Margaret was married on Sempill of Cathcart? Till he beat her and she died of it.


  Your mothers sister Margaret never stopped talking in my hearing longer than it took to draw breath, said his uncle. Your sister Tibby is her image.


  So my mother has often said, agreed Gil.


  There is no proof that Andrew Sempill gave his wife the blow that killed her. She was his second wife, and there were no bairns. John Sempill of Muirend would be his son by the first
  wife. She was a Walkinshaw, which would be how they came by the land across the way. I think she died of her second bairn.


  And what about John Sempills wife? Gil persisted.


  You must not give yourself to gossip, Gilbert, reproved his uncle. Sempill of Muirend married a Bute girl. While you were in France, that would be. She and her sister were
  co-heirs to Stewart of Ettrick, if I remember. She left Sempill.


  There was a lady with him when he rode in just now. Gil turned another page, and marked a place with his finger. Dainty creature with long gold hair. Child in the crowd
  thought she was the Queen of Elfland.


  That does not sound like his wife.


  Its not his wife. Maggie Baxter, stout and red-faced, appeared in the doorway from the kitchen stair. Will ye dine now, maister? Only the May-bannocks like to
  spoil if it stands.


  Very well. The Official gathered up his papers. Is it not his wife, Maggie?


  The whole of Glasgow kens its not his wife, said Maggie, dragging one of the trestles into the centre of the hall, seeing shes taken up with the harper that
  stays in the Fishergait.


  What, the harper that played for the King last winter? said the Official. When was this? Is that who she left Sempill for?


  Maggie counted thoughtfully on her fingers.


  Before Yule a year since? I ken the bairns more than six month old.


  There is a bairn, is there? And has she gone back to Sempill? I had not heard this, said Canon Cunningham in disgruntled tones.


  I dont know about that, said Maggie with grim significance. Gil rose and went to fetch in the other two trestles. But what I saw an hour since was Sempill of Muirend
  ride in across the way there, and his cousin with him, and Lady Euphemia Campbell tricked out in green satin like the Queen of the May.


  Ah, said the Canon. He lifted his over-gown from the back of his chair and began searching among the intricacies of black brocade and worn fox-fur for the armholes.


  Is that something else that happened while I was in France? Gil asked. Maggie, will you take the other end?


  Aye, it would be, agreed Maggie as they set the great board up on the trestles. Her first man fell at Stirling field  who was he now? I think he was on the old
  Kings side, like the Sempills and the Cunninghams. She never grieved ower lang for him, for she was already getting comfort with John Sempill when you came home, Maister Gil. Or so I
  hear, she added piously.


  I think we conclude that Sempills wife has not returned to him, David Cunningham said. He and Maggie began an involved discussion of who Euphemia Campbells first
  husband might have been, while Gil quietly went on setting up the table for dinner with the long cloth of bleached linen from the smaller carved cupboard, and the wooden trenchers from the open
  base of the great cupboard. May Day or no, he knew better than to touch the silver dishes gleaming on top of the great cupboard; they were only used when the Archbishop or the other canons dined
  with them. He added horn spoons and wooden beakers from the small cupboard, lining them up carefully, dragged his uncles chair to the head of the board, set the two long benches on either
  side, and said across the genealogy,


  Maggie, will I bring in anything else?


  Aye, well, said Maggie, Ive work to do, maister. Sit you in at the table and Ill call the household.


  She stumped off down the stairs to the kitchen. By the time she returned, Gil had finally assisted his uncle into the long furred gown, and both Cunninghams had washed their hands under the
  spout of the pottery cistern by the other door and were seated waiting for their food.


  A May blessing on the house, she said, setting a pot of savoury-smelling stew at the top of the table. Behind her, Matt, the Officials middle-aged, silent manservant, and
  the two stable-hands echoed her words as they bore in bread and ale, a dish of eggs, a bowl of last years apples. Last of all came the kitchen-boy, scarlet with concentration, carrying the
  May-bannock on a great wooden trencher. The custard of eggs and cream with which it was topped quivered as he set it in the centre of the table and stood back.


  May Day luck to us all! he said breathlessly, and licked custard off his thumb.


  Once grace was said and all were served, Maggie and the Official continued their discussion. The men were arguing about whether to graze the horses on the Cowcaddens Muir or to take them further
  afield, perhaps nearer Partick. Gil ate in silence, thinking about the day, and about the girl he had left at the house of the White Castle. He was surprised to find that he could not remember what
  she wore, except that it had velvet cuffs, or anything about her other than that direct gaze and the incisive, intelligent voice. What colour was her hair? Was she bareheaded? And yet he could not
  stop thinking about her.


  Gilbert, said his uncle sharply. He looked up, and apologized. I am to say Compline in the choir tonight. Will you invest me, so that Matt can go to his kin in the
  Fishergait?


  I can invest you, sir. Im promised to Adam Goudie after Vespers. Ill come down to St Mungos and attend you at Compline, and Matt can go as he pleases.


  Matt grunted a wordless acknowledgement, and David Cunningham said, Playing at the cards, I suppose, with half the songmen of St Mungos.


  Im in good company, Gil pointed out, and seized a wrinkled apple from the bowl as Maggie began to clear the table. The Bishop himself plays at cards with the King.
  Archbishop, he corrected himself.


  The King and Robert Blacader both can afford to lose money, said his uncle. Neither you nor any of the Vicars Choral has money to lose. Remember the gate to Vicars Alley is
  locked at nine oclock.


  I will, sir.


  And that reminds me. I have a task for you. You mind the Archbishops new work? Where hes decided to complete the Fergus Aisle? Gil nodded, biting into his apple.
  It seems St Mungos is not big enough now were an archdiocese. Christ save us, is it only four months since the Nuncio was here? Anyway, the mason wants a word with one of the
  Chapter, I suppose to talk about some detail or other. You might as well deal with it. Dont promise the Chapter to any expenditure  or the Bishop either.


  I wont.


  Before the morns work starts, he said, after Lauds. The Official took his hands from the board as the stable-lads lifted it off the trestles. Have you found the
  Sempill disposition yet? I want to see it tonight.


  Compline, that folding-together of the hands at the days end, was always a satisfactory service. In the vaulted sacristy, where fingers of late gold sunlight poked
  through the northward windows, David Cunningham accepted his vestments one by one from Gil, and finally bent his head under the yoke of his own stole from the bundle Gil had carried over before
  Vespers. He paused for a moment, his lips moving, then said, Ill disrobe myself, Gilbert. You may hear the service or go, as you please.


  Ill hear it, I think, sir, said Gil politely. He knelt for his uncles blessing, and slipped out into the nave.


  This late in the evening those present were principally servants or dependants of the cathedral community, more familiar to Gil than the habitants of the lower town. Maggie Baxter was there,
  with her friend Agnes Dow who kept house for the sub-chanter. Adam Goudies sister Ann, who ran the sub-Thesaurers household, the Canon himself and some said his share of the Treasury
  too, had a new gown of tawny wool in honour of the May. Beyond them a flash of black-and-gold caught Gils eye.


  Shifting position he saw John Sempill, with some of the party he had seen ride past the Tolbooth: Sempills handsome cousin, and also the small dark fellow and one of the men-at-arms, and
  furthest away, beyond her stout companion, Lady Euphemia Campbell, small and fragile in sapphire-blue with her golden hair rippling from under a velvet hat like a mans. Another quotation
  popped into his head, from the bawdy tale of the Friars of Berwick: A fair blyth wyf . . . sumthing dynk and dengerous. Was such a dainty lady dangerous? he wondered.


  At his movement she glanced his way, and smiled at him, then returned to her prayers. Her actions as she stood or knelt, crossed herself, bent her head over her beads, were fluid and graceful,
  and Gil watched, fascinated, hoping she would look his way again. Beyond the massive stone screen the Vicars Choral launched into the evening psalms. Down here in the nave the other man-at-arms
  came in with a word for his master, and behind him another expensively dressed man joined the group, hiding Lady Euphemia from his view.


  For a while Gil paid attention to the singing; then, as if to a lodestone, he found his glance drawn in that direction again. One of the men was just slipping away to another altar, but it was
  almost with relief that he found Euphemia Campbells slight person was still invisible.


  When the Office ended and the choir had filed through the narrow door in the screen and back into the vestry, the church slowly emptied. Gil paused by the altar of St Giles to leave money for
  candles. Earlier the image had glowed in red and gold light from the west windows, and the hind at the saints side had been resplendent in a coat of many colours, but now the sun had moved
  round St Giles and his pet stood in their workaday brown and white paint. The holiday was over. Tomorrow, Gil thought, I must go back to the Monteath petition. His heart sank at the notion. Sweet
  St Giles, he said silently to the remote image, give me strength to face what is set before me.


  After a moment he made for the south door. As he reached it Euphemia Campbell rose from her knees before the altar of St Catherine, crossed herself with that distracting grace, and moved towards
  the door herself. Gil held it open, bowing, and she favoured him with a luminous, speculative smile and went out before him.


  Following her, he paused on the door-sill to look around. To the right, the Sempill party was gathering itself together, Sempill himself emerging from a nearby clump of trees scowling and
  fiddling with his codpiece. Lady Euphemia strolled gracefully towards him and put her hand possessively on his arm. The whole party made for the gate, except for the small sallow man, who stood for
  a moment longer staring after Euphemia Campbell, one hand on his dagger. Then, as she turned to look over her shoulder, he shied like a startled horse and scurried after her.


  Gil stood where he was, admiring the evening. He had no wish to accompany John Sempill and his friends the quarter-mile or so back to the two houses which faced one another across Rottenrow. The
  kirkyard was in shade, only the high crowns of the trees still catching the light. Before Vespers there had been people about, talking or singing. Someone had been playing a lute, a group of
  children danced in a ring, their voices sweet on the warm air, and Gil had caught a glimpse of the two youngsters he had seen earlier at the Cross, the boys striped hose conspicuous under
  the trees. The children had been called home now, the lutenist had gone to find a more financially rewarding audience, and only a last few parishioners drifted up the path towards the gate.


  To the left, against the pale bulk of the cathedral itself, the Archbishops new work was in shadow. Robert Blacader, Bishop of Glasgow, now since last January Archbishop of Glasgow,
  wanted to elaborate his cathedral, and his eye had fallen on the Fergus Aisle. If one was precise about it, the little chapel off the south transept was not new work, but something started more
  than a hundred years ago over the burial-place of that holy man Fergus whose death had brought the young Kentigern to his dear green place. It had been soon abandoned, probably when the Chapter of
  the day ran out of money, the foundations open to the weather ever since.


  Gil considered the building site. The walls had now reached shoulder-height, and stood surrounded by stacks of timber for the scaffolding. A neat row of blocks of stone waited to be cut to shape
  in the masons lodge whose thatched roof Gil could see beyond the chapel. Hurdles supported on more scaffolding made a ramp for a wheelbarrow. Tomorrow he must meet the master mason
  there.


  The Sempill party had left the kirkyard. Patting his purse, which was significantly heavier for the evenings card-play, Gil set off for home. Several of the songmen thought they could
  play Tarocco, but had not learned the game, as he had, from the card-players of Paris.


  He wondered later how much difference it would have made if he had gone to look in the building site then, rather than in the morning.



    
  


  Chapter Two


  It was surprising how much of the singing one could hear, sitting shivering outside the cathedral at five oclock in the morning, trying very hard to remember whether a
  building site was consecrated ground or not.


  Here in the kirkyard the birds were shouting. Inside, the Vicars Choral had dealt with Matins and were cantering through Lauds, with more attention paid to speed than sense. A lot of the sound
  came through the windows, but a certain amount of it, Gil reasoned, came by the door which used to be the south transept entrance and now stood firmly shut and locked above the muddy grass of the
  Fergus Aisle, quite near to where someone had recently been sick, and just above where the dead woman was lying.


  He sat on the scaffolding, fingering his beads and staring at her. She had given him a most unpleasant turn. Coming out early to meet the mason, since he was awake anyway and there was no chance
  of breaking his fast until Maggie got the fire going, he had climbed up the wheelbarrow ramp and into the chapel to have the closer look he had passed over last night, and there she was, lying half
  under the planks by the far wall. He had thought at first she was asleep, or drunk, until he smelled the blood; and then he had touched her shoulder and found it rigid under his hand.


  The last paternoster bead reached his fingers. He rattled through the prayer, added a quick word for the repose of the ladys soul, whoever she might be, and rose to have another look, the
  question of consecrated ground still niggling at his mind.


  She was lying on her right side, face hidden in the trampled grass as if she was asleep, one hand tucked under her cheek. The other sleeve of her red cloth gown was hitched nearly to the
  shoulder, the tapes of the brocade under-sleeve half-torn, and the blood-soaked shift stiffened in sagging folds round her arm. The free hand was strong, white, quite clean, with surprisingly long
  nails and calloused fingertips. She wore a good linen headdress, with a neat dark French hood over it. Round her waist was a belt of red-dyed leather shod with silver, with no purse attached to it,
  and she had no jewellery beyond a set of finely carved wooden beads. She looked like a decent woman, not one of the inhabitants of Long Minas wellknown house in the Fishergait. Gil could not
  rid himself of the feeling that he had seen her before.


  The sound of chanting was diminishing towards the vestry on the other side of the nave. He realized Lauds must be over, and there was still no sign of the mason, and nobody to help him move the
  corpse, which could certainly not stay there.


  A door clanked open, east along the buttressed honey-coloured flank of St Mungos. Childrens voices soared, then paused as an angry adult voice entered at full volume.


  Andrew Hamilton! William! Come here this instant!


  That was the chanter himself, sounding surprisingly alert after last nights drinking session. Gil got to his feet, intending to shout to him, and found himself looking out over the roof
  of the masons lodge at Patrick Paniter, broad-shouldered and angry in his robes, confronting two blue-gowned trebles.


  What were you about, that you were three beats late in the Gloria? What was so interesting? The chanter pounced. One boy ducked away, but the other was slower. Give me
  that!


  Strong hands used to forcing music from the cathedrals two organs had no difficulty with a twelve-year-olds grip.


  Ow! Maister Paniter!


  Maister Paniters dark tonsured head bent briefly over the confiscated object. A harp key? What in Our Ladys name did you want with a harp key? Itll never tune your
  voice, you timber-eared skellum!


  Its mine  I found it! The boy tried to seize it back, but the chanter held it easily beyond his reach.


  Then youve lost it again. His other hand swung. And thats for boys who dont watch the beat. What have I told you about that? And you, Will
  Anderson, hiding behind that tree! What have I told you? Its . . .?


  Its wickedness, Maister Paniter, they repeated in reluctant chorus with him.


  Because . . .?


  Because it interrupts the Office, they completed.


  Remember that. Now get along to school before youre any later, you little devils, and you may tell Sir Adam why I kept you.


  The fair boy, rubbing a boxed ear, ran off down the path to the mill-burn. His friend emerged from behind the tree and followed him, and they vanished down the slope, presumably making for
  school by the longest way around.


  Gil drew breath to call to the chanter. He was forestalled by a creaking of wood behind him, and a voice which said in accented Scots, Well, what a morning of accidents!


  He glanced over his shoulder, then back again, just in time to see Maister Paniter hurl some small object into the trees, and then withdraw, slamming the crypt door behind him.


  Gil turned to face the master mason, staring. The man standing on the scaffolding was big, even without the furtrimmed gown he wore. A neat black beard threatened; under the round hat a sharp
  gaze scanned the kirkyard and returned to consider the corpse.


  What has come to this poor woman in my chantier? he demanded, springing down from the planking. And who are you? Did you find her, or did you put her
  there?


  I am Gil Cunningham, of the Cathedral Consistory, said Gil, with extreme politeness, and I should advise you not to repeat that question before witnesses. The French
  mason, he thought. Could this be the father of his acquaintance of yesterday?


  Ah  a man of law! said the big man, grinning to reveal a row of strong white teeth. I ask your pardon. I have other troubles this morning already. I spoke without
  thinking. He raised the hat, baring dark red hair cut unfashionably short and thinning at the crown, and sketched a bow. I am called Peter Mason, master builder of this burgh. Maistre
  Pierre  the stone master. Is a joke, no? I regret that I come late to the tryst. I have been searching for the laddie who did not sleep in his bed last night, although his brother was come
  from Paisley to visit him. Now tell me of this.


  I found her when I came for the meeting, said Gil. Shes stiff  been killed sometime last night, Id say.


  Been killed? Here? She has not died of her own accord?


  Theres blood on her gown. Yes, I think here. The grass is too trampled to tell us much, this dry weather, but I would say she is lying where she fell.


  Maistre Pierre bent over the corpse, touching with surprising gentleness the rigid arm, the cold jaw. He felt the back of the laced bodice, sniffed his fingers, and made a face.


  See  I think this is the wound. A knife. He looked round. Perhaps a man she knew, who embraced her, and slipped in the knife, khht! when she did not expect
  it.


  How was her sleeve torn, then? asked Gil, impressed in spite of himself.


  He caught her by it as she fell? The big hands moved carefully over the brocade of the under-sleeve. Indeed, there is blood here. Also it is smeared as if he wiped his hand.
  There is not a lot of blood, only the shift is stained. I think a fine-bladed dagger.


  Italian, offered Gil. The bright eyes considered him.


  You know Italy, sir?


  There were Italians in Paris.


  Ah. Firenze I know, also Bologna. I agree. What do we do with the poor soul? Let us look at her face.


  He laid hold of the shoulder and the rigid knee under the full skirt, and pulled. The body came over like a wooden carving, sightless blue eyes staring under half-closed lids. The black velvet
  fall of the French hood dropped back, shedding tiny flakes of hawthorn blossom and exposing a red scar along the right side of her jaw. Poor woman, thought Gil, she must always have kept her head
  bent so that the headdress hid that, and with the thought he knew her.


  The knowledge made him somehow decisive. He reached out and drew a fold of velvet up across the staring eyes, and the womans face immediately seemed more peaceful.


  Its one of the two who sings with the harper, he said.


  But of course! The one with the baby, I should say.


  A child, is there? said Gil, and suddenly recalled his uncle using the same words. Then I know who must be told, as well as the harper. She is on St Mungos land, we
  must at least notify the sub-dean as well, and he is probably the nearest member of Chapter in residence just now. I have no doubt he will want to be rid of her. Do you suppose the Greyfriars would
  take her until we can confirm her name and where she is and find her kin?


  But certainly. Go you and tell whom you must, Maister Cunningham. I will bide here, and by the time you return my men will be come back from searching for Davie-boy and we can put her on
  a hurdle.


  A plump maidservant opened the door to Gil when he reached the stone tower-house by the mill-burn.


  Good day to you, Maister Cunningham, she said cheerfully. Is it the maister youre wanting?


  It is, he agreed. Can I get a word with him, Kirsty?


  Oh, aye. Hes just breaking his fast. Will you wait, or interrupt him? Mind, hes going out hawking in a wee bit.


  Id best see him now. I need a decision.


  Agog, she led him up a wheel stair and into the subdeans private closet, where James Henderson, red-faced and richly clad, was consuming cold roast meat with bannocks and new milk in
  front of a tapestry of hunting scenes.


  Heres Maister Cunningham for you, she proclaimed, and itll no wait.


  St Mungos bones! exclaimed Canon Henderson. What ails ye, Gil? Will ye take bannocks and milk?


  No, I thank you, said Gil with regret. Ive come to report a corpse in the Fergus Aisle. I found her just now.


  A corp! said Kirsty. Who is it? Whats come to her? And at May-tide, too!


  A corpse, repeated Canon Henderson. In the Archbishops new work? You mean a fresh corpse?


  Stabbed, last night, I would say, sir.


  Save us! I never heard anything last night, said Kirsty.


  Is she from the Chanonry? A dependant, a servant? Her household must be notified.


  I think shes one of the harpers singers.


  Oh, a musician, said the sub-dean distastefully. If she belongs down the town then its hardly proper for her to stay here. Maybe the Greyfriars 


  I thought so too.


  And Gil . . . The sub-dean hesitated, staring at the woven heron, caught in the moment of its death. He tapped his teeth with a chewed fingernail. How did she die? Stabbed,
  you say? And on St Mungos land. I suppose we have a duty to look for the man responsible, even if she is a minstrel.


  We do, agreed Gil.


  Aye, we do! said Kirsty. Or well none of us can sleep easy, thinking well get murdered in our beds.


  Be silent, woman! ordered Canon Henderson.


  Well enough for you, retorted Kirsty. Its me thats at the side nearest the door!


  Is there anyone else I should report this to? Gil asked.


  No, said the sub-dean hastily. Just get her moved. Maybe the masons men can bear her to the Greyfriars. See to it, Gil, will you? And as for finding the malefactor,
  youd be well placed to make a start. After all, you found her. Ill speak to your uncle  perhaps at Chapter.


  Gil, seeing himself out to the sound of a blossoming domestic quarrel, did not take the direct path to the building site, but cut across the slope of the kirkyard to the stand of tall trees
  opposite the door of the lower church.


  He made his way through the trees, scuffing the bluebells aside with his feet, many thoughts jostling in his head. It seemed he would be spending more time away from his books. Surely it should
  not feel as if he had been let off his leash. And when he finally became a priest, scenes such as this mornings would become part of his existence, both the encounter with a recent corpse
  and the slice of home life he had just witnessed. The corpse he could cope with, he felt. One would usually have some warning, and there were procedures to be gone through, shriving, conditional
  absolution, prayers for the dead. One would know what to do. But what could one do about the other matter  the behaviour of what his uncle referred to, with dry legal humour, as The
  concordance of debauched canons. Nothing to do with Gratians classic text, of course.


  He sniffed the green smell of the new leaves he was trampling, and tried to imagine himself, a senior figure in the Church, taking a servant to his bed like Canon Henderson, or setting up a
  woman of his own class as an acknowledged mistress with her own home, like Canon Dalgliesh. The image would not stay before him. Instead he saw his uncle, whom he knew he would resemble closely in
  thirty years time, and the scholar who had taught him logic at the University.


  He looked about him, a little blankly. What was it Aristotle said about incongruity? The dead woman was a thing out of place; the harp key the trebles had found was another. There was, of
  course, a significant and bawdy double meaning attached to the object, but the chanter appeared to have discarded it as an irrelevance, rather than as a source of corruption.


  He began to search more carefully under the bluebells, and was rewarded by a lost scrip, empty, a broken wooden beaker and one shoe. He was casting about nearer the church, trying to judge where
  the implement might have landed after the chanter threw it this way, when a black-bird flew up, scolding, and something snored behind him.


  Wild boar! he thought as he whirled, drawing his sword. Then it dawned on him that there could be no wild boar in St Mungos kirkyard. Feeling slightly foolish, he stared round under the
  trees, sword in hand, waiting for the sound to be repeated. There it was again  over there among those bushes. He made his way cautiously through the long grass, and carefully parted the
  leaves with the point of his blade.


  The masons men, three sturdy fellows in aprons, were gathered inside the walls of the chapel, standing on the muddy grass staring down at the corpse. Their master was
  issuing instructions about a hurdle when Gil climbed the scaffolding.


  Ah  maister lawyer, he said, breaking off. What have you learned? Where does she go home?


  Greyfriars, said Gil. But well need another hurdle.

  The three men turned to stare at him. One was squat and grizzled, one was fair and lanky, and the middle
  one was the journeyman called Thomas, who had argued with a merchants son in the High Street. So her father is the master mason? he thought.


  Is your missing laddie about fifteen, wearing striped hose?


  Thomas swallowed.


  Aye, he said. Rare proud of them he is, too. What dye mean, a hurdle, maister? Is he  have you ?


  Ive found him, said Gil.


  The boy was not dead. He lay on his face in a little huddle under the bushes, blood caked on a vicious wound on the top of his head, breathing with the stertorous snores that
  had attracted Gils attention. There was no other mark on him, but he was very cold.


  It needs that we nurse him, said Maistre Pierre. I have heard men breathe so before. He looked round, to where two of the men were approaching with a hurdle, and held
  up one large hand. A moment, Wattie. Maister Cunningham, do you see something strange?


  Very strange, agreed Gil. I wondered if you would see it. There is no sign of the man who struck him that blow. I followed the boys own tracks into the bushes.
  Someone else has run by him, a couple of paces that way, but hardly close enough to hit him like that.


  You must stand still to strike so hard a blow, said the mason thoughtfully. He scratched the back of his head, pushing the hat forward. I have seen a man walk away after he
  was struck and fall down later. Perhaps he was not struck here.


  Can we move him, maister? demanded the grizzled Wattie. If hes no deid yet, he soon will be, laid out here in the dew like that.


  Aye, take him up, Wattie, said his master, straightening the hat. You and Thomas, bear him to our house. Send Luke ahead to warn the household, and bid him fetch a
  priest, he added. He must be shriven. Ah, poor laddie.


  The limp form was lifted on to the hurdle. Gil, on sudden impulse of pity, pulled off his short gown and tucked it round the boy.


  His bonnets here, said Wattie, lifting it. It was under him.


  Give me, said the mason. Has he been robbed?


  Two pennies and a black plack in his purse, reported Wattie, and hes still wearing this. He pulled aside the folds of the gown to display a cheap brooch, the
  kind exchanged by sweethearts, pinned to the lads doublet. His lass gave him that at St Mungos Fair.


  The mason turned the bonnet over. It was a working mans headgear, a felted flat cap of woad-dyed wool with a deep striped band.


  There is blood on the inside, said Gil, pointing. He was wearing it when he was struck.


  Maistre Pierre turned the bonnet again. On the outside, corresponding to the patch of blood, was a rubbed place with scraps of bark and green stains. With a great piece of wood, he
  agreed. He set the bonnet on the boys chest as the hurdle was borne past him. Take him home, Wattie, and come back for the lady. Or if you pass any sensible men send them up to carry
  her away.


  As the two men plodded up the slope with their burden, Gil said thoughtfully, The woman was stabbed, but the boy was struck over the head. Have there been two malefactors at large in the
  kirkyard last night?


  And the woman was robbed but the boy was not. The mason gathered his furred gown round him and strode up the slope in the wake of his men. Come, maister lawyer, you and I
  can at least put her on a hurdle.


  As they rounded the angle of the Fergus Aisle they saw a small crowd hurrying eagerly towards them. Watties idea of sensible men turned out to be anyone who had been passing when he
  reached the Great Cross, and it was with some difficulty that the hurdle with its sad burden was handed up the ramp on the inside of the scaffold-shrouded walls and down the outside, and set on its
  way. Several prentice-boys who should have been at work tried to climb in to see where the blood was, and a couple of the towns licensed beggars appeared, offering to pray for the
  ladys soul for ever in return for suitable alms. Once they realized that her kin had not been discovered they lost interest, but a knot of women followed at the rear of the procession,
  exclaiming and speculating.


  Brother Porter at Greyfriars was compassionate.


  Poor lass, he said, raising the fall of the hood to look at her face. Aye, its the harpers quine right enough. Father Francis is waiting for her in the
  mortuary chapel. She can lie quiet there till they come for her. Theyve nowhere they can lay her out, they live in two rooms in a pend off the Fishergait.


  You know where they live? said Gil as the small cortge plodded past him, through the gateway and towards the chapel. Someone needs to send to let them
  know.


  Bless you, son, said the porter, grinning wryly. Half the towns let them know by now. The mans sisterll be here any moment, Ive no doubt, if not
  the harper himself.


  The other womans his sister, then? Gil said. True enough, theyre alike. Ill wait, if I may, brother. I must speak with her.


  Then I wait also, said Maistre Pierre. He drew a well-worn rosary from his sleeve and approached the chapel. Gil turned away to lean against the wall, thinking. The woman had
  clearly been dead for some hours, perhaps since yesterday evening. If she had reached St Mungos yard in daylight, she must have been about the place at the same time as he was himself. Alive
  or dead, he qualified. When he left the cathedral after Compline, was she already lying hidden under the scaffolding?


  Over in the church, the rest of the little community of Franciscans were beginning to sing Prime. It felt much later.


  As the Office was ending, the harpers sister arrived in a rush, followed by a further straggle of onlookers. It was, as Gil had expected, the other singer, the tall woman in the checked
  kirtle, now wrapped in a huge black-and-green plaid. He straightened up and followed her to the little chapel, where she halted in the entrance, staring round; when her eye fell on the still figure
  on the hurdle a howl escaped her and she flung herself forward to kneel by the body, the plaid dropping to the tiled floor.


  Ohon, ohon! Ah, Bess! she wailed, unheeding of Father Francis still reciting prayers before the altar. Gil stepped forward to hush her, but two of the women in the crowd
  were before him, bending over her with sympathetic murmurs. She would not be stilled, continuing to lament in her own language. The porter hurried in and with some difficulty she was persuaded to
  leave the body and sit on a stool where she began to rock back and forth, hands over her face, with a high-pitched keening which made the hair on Gils neck stand up. The two women showed
  signs of joining in the noise.


  The mason said to Gil under his breath, Are these all her friends, that they mourn so loudly?


  I dont know, Gil returned. Er  ladies. Ladies, he repeated more loudly, without effect. Madam! he shouted. Be at peace, will
  you!


  She drew her hands from her face, still rocking, and showed him dry, angry eyes.


  I am mourning my sister, she spat at him. How can I be at peace?


  Listen to me, he said urgently, grasping her wrists. Someone killed her, on St Mungos land.


  The more ill to St Mungo, she said, ignoring the shocked response of her companions. Oh, Bess, as soon as I saw the gallowglass, ohon 


  Gallowglass? repeated Gil. When was this?


  Yesterday, after Vespers. Him and his brother, they rode through the dance at noon, and him after Vespers casting up at our door, meek as a seal-pup, with a word for Bess Stewart and no
  other.


  You knew him? said the mason.


  And why would I not know him, Campbell that he is? She spat as if the name were poison. So what must she do, just about Compline, once the bairn is asleep, but put her plaid
  round her and go out with him, though we would gainsay her, Aenghus and I.


  She took her plaid? said Gil. You are sure of it?


  She stared at him.


  But of course. She was a decent woman, and not singing, of course she wore her plaid.


  It was not with her when we found her, said Gil.


  He has kept it, the thieving  Oh, and when she never came home to her bairn, I knew there was trouble, ohon, alas!


  I want to find out who did it, said Gil hastily. She stared at him, and then grinned, showing gapped teeth.


  It will have been the husband, she said. But if it is proof the gentleman wants, I will help. Then we can avenge her. One hand went to the black-hilted gully-knife at
  her belt.


  Then tell me what you can about her, said Gil, sitting back on his heels. Who was she? No, first, who are you?


  I? She drew herself up, and the two weepers beside her sat back as if to hear a good story at some fireside. I am Ealasaidh nic Iain of Ardnamurchan, daughter of one harper
  and sister of another, singer.


  The dead woman was, as Gil had assumed, Bess Stewart of Ettrick, wife of John Sempill of Muirend. The harper and his sister had met her in Rothesay in late autumn a year and a half since.


  She was singing with me first, said Ealasaidh. I was playing the lute and singing, and she was joining in the second part. That was in the Provosts house one evening.
  Then a day or so later we played at another house, Aenghus and me both, and she was there, and she was singing with us.


  She paused, remembering.


  French music it was, she said at length. Binchois, and some other. And it seemed Aenghus must have had a word with her by his lone, for when we came away from Bute before St
  Martins tide she came with us. I was not happy about this, the gentleman will be seeing, for it is one thing a willing servant lass and another entirely a barons wife. So we went to
  Edinburgh for Yule, and spent a while in Fife, and when we were coming back into the west there was the bother the Sempills had about Paisley Cross, and she was already showing, so we thought the
  husband would not be pursuing her.


  Showing? queried Gil. She gestured expressively.


  The child had been born at Michaelmas, and by then Bess had learned to sing a good few of the songs the harper played, and also to play a little on a smaller harp. As soon as she could leave the
  baby she had begun to help to earn her keep.


  I never had a singing partner I was liking so well, said Ealasaidh, nor never a sister like Bess. Sorrow is on me now and for ever, ohon, ohon . . .


  Tell me something, said Maistre Pierre suddenly. She had resumed her rocking, but paused to look at him. Why did the lady leave her husband so willingly? She had land, I
  presume there was money, and your brother is  well . . .


  No doubt, she said, but I would not stay with a man that used his knife on me, neither.


  His knife? repeated Gil.


  Why dyou think they called her One-lug Bess? said one of the other women suddenly.


  Ealasaidh turned on her. Never in my hearing was anyone calling her that, Margaret Walker, she hissed, and you will not do it again.


  Whos to stop me? said the woman. Ealasaidh nic Iain rose to her full height, gathering her checked skirts round her away from the contamination of Mistress Walkers
  presence.


  It is myself will stop you, she said wrathfully, for you will not be over my doorsill again. And if the gentleman, she said, rounding on Gil, who had scrambled to his
  feet, wishes to speak with me more, he may find me. We are staying at the sign of the Pelican, in the Fishergait. Anyone will be telling where the harper and his women  his sister are
  staying.


  She snatched her plaid from the woman beside her, jerked the door open and strode out into the courtyard. The two women got to their feet.


  He cut her ear off, said one of them. Thats where she got the scar.


  Thats why she was aye in that French hood, said the other. Take a look under it.


  She told me once shed more scars than that.


  I suppose that would be one advantage of the harper.


  Their eyes slid sideways at one another, and they nodded, and slipped out of the chapel after Ealasaidh. Gil, uncomfortably reminded of Euripides, turned back to the body, which someone had
  covered with a linen sheet. Father Francis had left, but two of the brothers were pattering prayers at the altar.


  The chorus has gone, said Maistre Pierre at his side. Maister Cunningham, I am wishing to ask at my home how is the boy Davie, and it is a long time since I broke my
  fast.


  Im still fasting, said Gil frankly.


  Then you will come with me and eat something and we talk. Yes?


  That would be very welcome, said Gil. He drew back the sheet and looked at Bess Stewarts still face. She was lying as he had found her, and the scarred jaw was hidden.
  Shell soften by tonight or tomorrow, in this weather, and they can lay her out properly. We should look at her then.


  The mason marched him firmly from the chapel and down the High Street, nodding to acquaintances as he went, and in at the pend below the sign of the White Castle.


  They came through the arched entry into a courtyard, bright with flowers in tubs. The house, like most of this part of the High Street, must be some fifty years old, but it was showing signs of
  modernization. The range to their right had a row of large new windows set into the roof, and a wooden penthouse ran round two sides of the yard. Gil had no time to look further; Maistre Pierre
  dragged him across the cobbles and up the fore-stair, in under the carved lintel, shouting loudly in French, Catherine! Alys! I am here and I am hungry! Where are you?


  He drew Gil into a large hall, dim after the sunny courtyard, where plate gleamed in the shadows and the furniture smelled of beeswax.


  Welcome to my house, he said, gesturing expansively, and threw the furred gown on to a windowseat. Where are those women?


  I am here, father, said a remembered voice behind them. No need to make so much noise, we were only in the store-rooms.


  Gil, turning, had just time to recognize the figure outlined in the doorway against the light, before the mason seized the girl, kissing her as soundly as if he had been away for days.


  My daughter, maister! Alys, it is Maister Gilbert Cunningham, he said, pronouncing the name quite creditably, of the Consistory Court. He and I have found a dead lady and a
  live boy this morning, and we need food.


  Yes, Luke has told me. I will bring food in a moment, father. She moved forward, held out both hands to Gil and leaned up to kiss him in greeting. A whisper reached his ear:
  Please dont tell!


  Enchanted to serve you, demoiselle, said Gil in ambiguous French, and returned the kiss with careful courtesy. How is the boy?


  We are still washing him. When he is comfortable you may see him.


  Has he spoken? Where is his brother? Where is that food?


  The food is in the kitchen, father, and Catherine is supervising the girls who are all helping with Davie. No, he has not roused. His brother is with him. If you take our guest up to your
  closet I will bring you something to eat.


  Maistre Pierres closet, on the floor above, was panelled and painted, with a pot of flowers on the windowsill and cushions on the benches. A desk stood in one corner, with a jumble of
  papers on it; a lute lay on a bench, and there were four books on a shelf near the window.


  Be seated, said the mason, indicating the big chair. Gil shook his head, and sat politely on a bench. Well! said the mason explosively, dropping into the chair
  himself. What a day, and it not yet past Terce!


  He looked consideringly at Gil, and seemed to come to some conclusion.


  I am concerned in this, he said. That is my boy who is injured, and the lady has come to grief in my chantier. Do you know who will pursue the matter?


  Not the burgh officers, Gil said. Ill speak to the serjeant out of courtesy, but he has no authority on St Mungos land. It will be someone from the Consistory
  Court, likely.


  One of the apparitors? I have the term right? The men who serve notice that one must be present on a certain day or be excommunicated.


  You have the term right. It might be. Gil rose as Alys entered with a tray of food. I will report to the Official, as soon as I may, and he will make a decision, he
  added, setting a stool to act as table, irritated to find himself clumsy.


  Unruffled, Alys poured ale for both men and handed a platter of oatmeal bannocks and another of barley bannocks with slices of meat in them. Her father took one of these, jumped to his feet and
  began to stride this way and that in the small room like a hunting-leopard Gil had once seen in its cage.


  Alys sat down, gathering her skirts neatly about her, and watched him with an intent gaze. She was as taking as Gil remembered. She was clad today in a gown of faded blue which set off her young
  figure to advantage, and her hair was tied back with a ribbon, emphasizing the oval shape of her face with its pointed chin and high-bridged nose. Finer-boned and finer-featured than her father,
  she still resembled him strongly, although she must have inherited that remarkable nose from someone else.


  As if aware of his scrutiny, she glanced up at him and smiled briefly, then turned back to her still-pacing father.


  What do we know? the mason said. This woman who sang with the harper was knifed, there in that confined space, in the Fergus Aisle, Alys, with a narrow blade.


  Luke told me that too, said Alys. I find it extraordinary. Why was she there? A young man  someone Davies age  might go in out of curiosity, but a woman
  in her good clothes would need a sound reason to climb the scaffolding, even by the wheelbarrow ramp.


  A good point, ma mie, agreed her father. It must have been someone she knew, someone she trusted, to enter the chantier with him.


  We know a little more, Gil said. There was not much blood, so he will not necessarily be marked.


  A negative.


  But useful. And we know that one of Sempills men-at-arms fetched her sometime after Vespers. Indeed, I think I saw him come to Compline. He paused, thinking carefully.
  I saw the whole party at Compline. One of the men-at-arms was late, as I say, and one of Sempills friends arrived after him, but the rest were under my eye for the most part from the
  start of the service.


  Perhaps the man-at-arms  the gallowglass, said Alys, bringing the word out triumphantly, was the one who killed her. Or could the husband have stabbed her after he
  left the church? She rose to replenish their beakers.


  I dont think so, said Gil with regret. He left just before me, and when I reached the door he was already returning from the clump of trees opposite.


  Alys set the jug down and stood considering him, absently twirling a lock of hair round one finger.


  He came from the trees, she repeated. Not from the Fergus Aisle?


  No, agreed Gil. Besides, I think even Sempill of Muirend is not so rash as to summon a woman openly in order to kill her. No, and I do not know who had time to get into the
  Fergus Aisle and out of it again before I saw them all together. Its an easy enough climb over the scaffolding, or up the ramp for the barrow and down again, but it takes a moment, and the
  scaffolding would creak. On a quiet evening like yesterday you would hear it in Rottenrow.


  Perhaps the person had not left, said Alys. And what about Davie? Did the same person strike him down?


  I saw Davie, Gil said, reaching for another bannock. He was in the kirkyard before Vespers, with a lass. I took her to be the same one I saw him with earlier at the
  dancing.


  I do not know who she is, said Alys, but the men might. It is urgent that you find her, you realize, whoever is to track down the killer.


  It is, agreed Gil.


  I must see the boy, said the mason impatiently, setting down his beaker. Where have you put him?


  Across the courtyard, sacks and barrels had been hastily stacked in the shelter of the new penthouse. In the vaulted store-room thus cleared, worn tapestries hung round the walls for warmth, and
  a charcoal brazier gave off a choking scent of burning spices. Next to it the boy Davie lay on a cot, curled on his side with bandages across the crown of his head and supporting his slack jaw. A
  small woman veiled in black knelt at the beds foot, her rosary slipping through her intent fingers, her lips moving steadily. A stout maidservant sat at the head with her spindle, and a
  gangling youth with a strong resemblance to the injured boy rose to his feet as Alys put aside the hanging at the door.


  Hes no stirred, mem, he said anxiously. But his breathings maybe a mite easier.


  I think you are right, Alys agreed, feeling Davies rough red hand. He seems warmer, too. She turned to her father. We washed the wound, and bandaged it,
  after we clipped his hair. Brother Andrew came, and said he thought the skull was broken, but to keep him warm and still and nurse him carefully and pray. So Annis is watching and Catherine is
  praying, and so is Will while he can stay.


  A broken skull, the mason said in some dismay. It needs a compress of vinegar with lavender and rose petals, hot to his feet, Alys, to restore the spirits and draw excess
  humours from the brain.


  So I thought, she agreed, but we are short of rose petals. Jennet is gone out to the apothecary for more.


  What came to you, boy? said Maistre Pierre, staring down at the waxy yellow face. I wish you could tell me.


  The sandy lashes stirred and flickered. Annis leaned forward with an exclamation, and Catherine paused in her muttering. Alys dropped to her knees, her head near the boys as the bloodless
  lips twitched, formed soundless words. Then the eyes flew open and suddenly, clearly, Davie spoke.


  It wisny me. It wisny me, maister.


  His eyes closed again. Alys felt his hand, then his cheek, with gentle fingers, but he did not respond. She rose, and turned to her father and Gil.


  You must find his sweetheart, she said. Before the killer does.



    
  


  Chapter Three


  Canon Cunningham was in his chamber in the Consistory tower, working at the high desk in an atmosphere of parchment and old paper. When Gil brushed past the indignant clerk in
  the antechamber and stepped round the door, his uncle was ferreting through more documents in a tray from the tall narrow cabinet behind him. At his elbow were the protocol books and rolled
  parchments for the Sempill conveyancing, with his legal bonnet, shaped like a battered acorn-cup, perched on top of the stack.


  Ill ring when I am ready, he said, without looking up.


  May I have a word, sir? said Gil. At his voice the Official raised his head and favoured him with a cold grey stare. Gil, undaunted, closed the door and leaning on the desk gave a
  concise account of the mornings discoveries. His uncle heard him in attentive silence, then stared out of the window at the rose-pink stone tower of the Archbishops castle, tapping
  his fingers on the desk.


  James Henderson spoke to me at Chapter this morning, he said at last. I think he has the right of it. She died on St Mungos land, St Mungos has a duty to find
  her killer.


  And to determine whether it was forethought felony or murder chaud-mell, offered Gil. His uncle glanced at him sharply.


  Aye. Well, you were aye good at hunting, Gilbert, and you have shown some sense making a start on the trail already. You might as well continue. Youll report to me, of course, and
  Ill take it to Chapter.


  Of course, sir, said Gil, blinking slightly at the unaccustomed praise.


  His uncle looked again at the parchments at his elbow.


  This must be replait, I suppose, he said, at least until the poor woman is formally identified. Where will you begin? Where is the trail freshest?


  Two places, I think, sir, said Gil readily. He and the master mason had already found themselves in agreement on the same question. The lass who was with the masons
  boy must be found, and I wish to speak to John Sempill of Muirend. And additional to that, St Mungos yard must be searched carefully, in case we find the great piece of wood with which the
  boy was struck down. The mason and his men are seeing to that just now. I passed Sempill in the waiting-room here, he added, himself, Philip, two witnesses, and one of the
  gallowglasses.


  Well, well, said Canon Cunningham. He picked up parchments and protocol books, and moved to sit behind the great table, arranging his documents on the worn table-carpet. Clapping
  the legal bonnet over his black felt coif, he continued, Then let us have in Sempill of Muirend and see how he takes the news.


  John Sempill of Muirend, summoned alone, argued briefly with Richard Fleming the clerk in the antechamber, then erupted into the chamber saying impatiently, Yon fool of a clerk says you
  dont want my witnesses. Is there some problem, sir?


  There may be, said David Cunningham calmly. Be seated, Maister Sempill.


  John Sempill, ignoring the invitation, stared at the Official. He was a solid, sandy man, inappropriately dressed in cherry-coloured velvet faced with squirrel, with a large floppy hat falling
  over one eye. Scowling from under this he said, My damned wife hasnt compeared, no in person nor by a man of law, but shes left me anyway, I suppose you know that, so she
  isnt concerned in this.


  When did you last see your wife, John? asked Gil.


  The pale blue eyes turned to him. Yesterday, making a May-game of herself at Glasgow Cross. Fine thing for a man to meet, riding into the town  his lawful wife, disporting herself
  in public for servant-lads and prentices to gape at.


  And that was the last you saw her? Gil pressed.


  Yes. What is this? Sempill pushed the hat back. Is something wrong?


  Did you try to have word with her?


  Yes, I did, but the bitch never compeared for me either. What is this? he demanded again. Whats she done, run off from the harper too?


  Not quite, said Gil. When were you to have met her?


  Last night after Compline. Neil Campbell said he fetched her, but when I came out of the church she wasnt to be seen. Turned hen-hearted, I suppose. You saw me, he added.
  You came out of St Mungos just behind Euphemia.


  I did, Gil agreed.


  Maister Sempill, said David Cunningham, I think you should know that a woman was found in the Fergus Aisle this morning, dead. She has been provisionally identified as Bess
  Stewart of Ettrick, your wife.


  The blue eyes, fixed on his, grew round with shock. The broad face sagged and stiffened into a mask of astonishment.


  Sit down, man, said the Official. John Sempill, still staring, felt behind him with one booted foot for the stool and sank on to it.


  Dead, he repeated. When? How? Had she been forced? he demanded.


  No sign of that, said Gil. She never went back to her lodgings. She must have died sometime last night.


  Dead, said Sempill again. And in the Fergus Aisle? You mean that bit of building work in St Mungos yard? Why? What happened to her?


  That we hope to establish, said Gil. Perhaps you can tell us a few things.


  So she didnt run out, said Sempill thoughtfully. Poor bitch. He looked up, from Gil to his uncle. That means her interest in the Rottenrow plot is
  returned to me, he pointed out firmly. We can continue with that transaction at least.


  That must be for you and your witnesses to decide, said Gil, rather taken aback. My immediate concern is to discover who killed your wife and bring him to justice. Do you
  tell me that between the time you rode in at Glasgow Cross yesterday and now, you have not seen or spoken with her?


  Thats exactly what I said, agreed Sempill irritably. The womans dead, what purpose is there in worrying at it?


  I think the Bishop  Archbishop, Gil corrected himself, could enlighten you on that if your confessor cannot. What was the message that your man took, John?


  Sempill stared angrily at Gil for a moment, then evidently decided to humour him.


  That she should come up and meet me by the south door of St Mungos after Compline. And he delivered it. And he came into Compline and told me she was waiting out-by
  in the trees. The small belt of haw-trees, he elaborated, by the south door. Is that clear enough? You can ask Neil himself if you choose. Hes over in Rottenrow.


  Thank you, I will. Did you offer her a reason for the meeting?


  Aye, but whats that to do with it?


  It will tell us why she would come up the High Street at that hour, said Gil mildly. It was late to be out without a reason.


  Sempill stared at him again, chewing his lip. Finally he said, I dont know what Neil told her.


  Understood, agreed Gil.


  I bid him tell her it was a matter of money. Her money. Knew that would fetch her, he said, grinning. All Stewarts are thrieveless and shes no exception. The
  grin faded as the two lawyers looked at him without expression. I was going to offer her her share of the purchase if she agreed to this transaction. He nodded at the desk in front of
  him.


  You must be desperate for the money, Gil said.


  Sempill scrutinized this, failed to detect sarcasm, and said, Aye. Well. The Treasury has a long memory. So we might as well go ahead with it.


  It seems to me as your conveyancer, said Canon Cunningham, that it is only proper the matter should be replait  that it should be set aside to wait until you have
  identified the corpse yourself. Perhaps you would discuss this with your witnesses, Maister Sempill. And accept our condolences on your loss.


  Aye, said Sempill again. He glared at both Cunninghams, rose and withdrew with dignity, slamming the door behind him so that documents went flying about the room.


  Well! said Gil, stooping for the nearest. Why is he in such a hurry to get the money?


  Paisley Cross, said his uncle elliptically.


  What was it at Paisley Cross? asked Maistre Pierre. He had been waiting near the door at the foot of the stair. Without the fur-lined gown he was less bulky but
  still big, an inch or two shorter than Gil but far broader. He had unlaced and removed the sleeves of his jerkin and rolled up his shirtsleeves, revealing muscular brown forearms decorated with
  silver scars. This way, maister, he added.


  It began two years since, said Gil, following him down the kirkyard. The Crown granted Paisley burgh status and a market after Stirling field, you remember, and Renfrew took
  exception to another market two miles away from theirs.


  This I knew from Davie. Where does Sempill enter?


  The burgesses of Paisley bought stones to make a market cross, and some evil advised persons of the said town of Renfrew, Gil quoted with relish, came by night and
  broke up the stones. If Sempill of Eliotstoun 


  Ah, the Sheriff of Renfrew 


  Indeed, and head of the Sempills in the west, was not involved, he certainly knew who was. The Earl of Lennox and his son were charged with putting it right, and naturally they pursued
  the guilty with all rigour, given their 


  Great love for all Sempills, Maistre Pierre completed. I begin to see. There would be fines to pay, of course. So this particular Sempill is being pursued by the Crown, and
  having to sell land to raise funds. Is he close kin to the Sheriff of Renfrew?


  Not close enough for Eliotstoun to pay his fines for him, Gil said, and realized his companion was not listening. He had come to a halt at the edge of the trees and was casting
  about.


  Now where  ah, that peeled twig. We search for a weapon, we agreed, or a thing out of place. We have seen no weapon this far, but Luke found this, which is certainly out of place.
  We left it lying so you also could see where it was.


  He parted the bluebells in front of the marker. Gil leaned down and lifted the harp key which nestled in the long leaves. It was a pretty thing; the metal barrel that gripped the tuning-pins was
  set into a painted wooden handle. A love-gift, a musicians gift, acutely personal. Surely the dead woman would have kept such a thing safe?


  It has flowers on, it must be hers, not? the mason continued. Has she been here? Was it she who struck the boy down?


  Her hands were clean, Gil pointed out. She had not handled the kind of stick we are searching for. No, this came here another way.


  He recounted the incident he had seen just before the mason arrived. Maistre Pierre heard him out, and said thoughtfully, She must have had a purse, to keep it in. I wonder what has
  happened to that?


  My thought, agreed Gil.


  We must find these laddies and question them. It must be nearly noon  will they sing also at Nones? We can catch them then.


  More like two of the other boys, Gil said. They take turns. Its cheaper, and doesnt tire their voices. Ill speak to Patrick  no doubt he can
  help. Where are your men now? Have you asked them about Davies lass?


  Alys spoke to them. I am not certain what she learned. They are up-by, searching the top of the kirkyard, since most of Glasgow is now gone home to its noon piece. Maister lawyer, this
  gallowglass must be questioned, I think. Suppose you leave us here and go see to that?


  The Sempill property was a large sprawling townhouse, an uneasy mix of stone tower and timber additions set round a courtyard. Three hens and a pair of pigeons occupied the
  courtyard; voices floated from an open window, and someone was practising the lute. Gil paused under the arch of the gateway, then, on the grounds that he represented St Mungos, moved
  towards the stairs to the main door.


  He had taken barely two steps into the courtyard when sound exploded behind him, an enormous barking and clanking and scrabble of claws. He whirled, drawing his sword, leaping backwards through
  a flurry of wings, as the mastiff hurtled to the end of its chain bellowing threats. Laughter from the house suggested that he had been seen. He took another prudent step backwards, assessing the
  huge animal with its rolls of brindled muscle. Ropes of saliva hung from the white fangs in the powerful jaws. He looked carefully at the chain, then sheathed his whinger, turned and strolled to
  the stairs, controlling his breathing with some difficulty. Behind him the dog continued to bay furiously until Sempill appeared in the doorway.


  Doucette! he bawled. Down! You were safe enough, he added, grinning as the noise dropped. He had discarded the cherry velvet, and wore a very old leather jerkin.
  We only let her loose at night.


  I hope the chain is secure, Gil commented. Behind him metal rattled as the dog lay down with reluctance, still snarling. You could find yourself with a serious action
  against you if she got loose and killed something.


  The grin vanished. Sempill grunted in answer, and said, I suppose youre here to ask more questions.


  I wish to speak to the man who took your message last night, Gil agreed. And perhaps I might ask the rest of your household if they saw anything unusual in the kirkyard when
  we left Compline.


  Why? You were there. You know what there was to see.


  Someone else might have noticed something different.


  Sempill stared at him, then said ungraciously, Wait in here, Ill send Neil to you. Ill see if the others will speak to you as well  but youre not to upset
  Euphemia, mind.


  He showed Gil into a small closet off the hall. It contained a clutter of half-repaired harness, for man and horse, and some leather-working tools laid on the windowsill.


  Fool of a groom in charge here, said Sempill, seeing Gil looking at these. I swear by the Rood, half the leather in the place is rotted, Im having to overhaul the
  lot, but if I beat him as he deserves, whos to see to Doucette out there?


  He strolled off, ostentatiously casual, shouting, Neil! Neil, come here, you blichan! Gil sat down by the window and studied the array of tools. There were some nasty triangular
  needles, a leather palm, a vicious little knife. He lifted the awl and turned it in his hand, feeling the point.


  Fery sharp, said a voice. Gil turned, to see one of the two men-at-arms occupying most of the doorway. The chentleman wished to see me?


  Gil studied the man briefly. Dark hair cut short to go under a helm, dark eyebrows in a long narrow face, blue eyes which slid sideways from his.


  You are Neil Campbell?


  It iss myself. The accent was far stronger than Ealasaidhs. Gil rephrased his next question.


  You were sent with a message for Maister Sempill yesterday evening?


  I am taking many messages for himself.


  This one was to his wife.


  That iss so, agreed Campbell, the stern face softening momentarily. To his wife. In the Fishergait, where she is liffing with the clarsair.


  What was the message?


  Oh, I could not be telling that. The mans eyes slid sideways again.


  Gil said patiently, Maister Sempill gave me permission to ask you. I know what he bade you say, but I need to know what message reached her.


  Oh, I would not know about that.


  You know she is dead? Gil said.


  The blue gaze sharpened. Dhia! You say? said the man, crossing himself. The poor lady!


  And you may have been the last to see her alive, Gil pointed out. Did she come up the High Street with you, or did she follow you?


  Oh, I would not know, said the man again.


  Gil drew a breath, and said with some care, Tell me this, then. Did the message that John Sempill sent for his wife reach her, or not?


  Oh, it was reaching her, said the other man, nodding sadly. And then she was coming up the hill, and now she is dead. How did she come to die, maister?


  Someone knifed her, said Gil. The narrow face opposite him froze; the blue eyes closed, and opened again.


  What do you know about her death? Gil asked.


  Nothing. Nothing at all, at all, said the gallowglass, through stiffened lips. The last I saw her she was well and living.


  Did she come up the hill with you?


  Not with me, no, she did not. This seemed to be the truth, Gil thought. The man was too shaken to prevaricate.


  And what was the message?


  That I cannot be telling you.


  Why cant you tell me?


  Chust it is not possible. Is the chentleman finished asking at me?


  Gil gave up.


  Will you tell Maister Sempill I have done with you for the moment, he said. I will need to get another word with you later.


  The man turned and tramped out. Baffled, Gil stared after him, then bent his attention to the tools on the sill again. He was still studying them when John Sempill returned.


  I could have told you youd not get much out of Neil, he said. Him and his brother, theyre both wild Ersche. You need the two tongues to deal with
  them.


  How do you manage? Gil asked, controlling his irritation.


  Oh, they have enough Scots for my purposes. Do you still want to speak to the others?


  Yes, if it is possible. Gil rose, and followed Sempill across the hall, picking his way past hunting gear and half a set of plate armour, and up a wheel stair at the other side
  towards a continuous sound of voices. The room at the top of the stair was hung with much-mended verdure tapestry, and replete with cushions, among which Lady Euphemia Campbell was sewing and
  chattering away like a goldfinch to her middle-aged waiting-woman.


  They made a pleasing sight. Lady Euphemia, wearing a wealth of pleated linen on her head, fathoms more rumpled round her, appeared daintier than ever. Her stout companion, stolidly threading
  needles, merely served to emphasize this further. Under her coarse black linen veil her face reminded Gil of the dough faces Maggie used to bake for him and his brothers and sisters, with small
  black currant eyes and a slit of a mouth.


  Heres Euphemia, making sheets to her bed, said Sempill. I can make do with blankets myself, but shes too delicate for that.


  Venus rising from the foam, said Gil, and added politely, in duplicate.


  This won him a suspicious look from Sempill and two approving smiles. Someone laughed at the other end of the room.


  And theres my cousin Philip and Euphemias brother, added Sempill.


  Have some claret, priest, suggested one of the two men by the blank fireplace, darkly handsome and much Sempills age. Since my good-brother does not see fit to
  introduce us, let me tell you I am James Campbell of Glenstriven. Are you here to explain why weve to wait to finish this sale?


  In a way, agreed Gil, accepting a cup of wine and adding water. I am Gilbert Cunningham of the Consistory Court. He waited until the familiar chill in his stomach
  dispelled itself, and continued, Ill drink to a successful conclusion with you. Perhaps John has already explained that Bess Stewart his wife was killed last night in the kirkyard of
  St Mungos. We need to find out who did it and take him up.


  Why? said Campbell of Glenstriven. She was an adulterous wife, shes dead. Why bother yourself with her?


  That comes well from you, James Campbell! said Sempill indignantly.


  I spoke nothing but the truth.


  She was a Christian soul killed on Church land, said Gil, and she died unshriven of her adultery. St Mungos owes her justice. Moreover, the manner of her death must
  be clarified before Johns sole right to the land can be certain.


  Why? said Sempill blankly. Whats that to do with it? Behind him there was a pause in the chatter at the other end of the room.


  You mean in case it was John killed her? said Campbell of Glenstriven.


  Sempills colour rose. I never set eyes on her last night! he said loudly. I wanted her agreement, shed to turn out today and sign her name  I never
  killed her!


  I have not said you did, said Gil. Just the same, thats why the sale must wait.


  Philip Sempill looked up from his wine. Physically he was a paler imitation of his cousin, fair rather than sandy, less stocky, quieter in speech and movement and less forceful in manner. Like
  him, he was wearing an old leather jerkin, which contrasted oddly with James Campbells wide-sleeved green velvet gown.


  Och, well, he said, his voice sounding thickened. Ask away, Gil. Well answer you, at least.


  His cousin stared at him.


  You got the rheum, Philip? You can stay away from Euphemia if you have, I dont want her getting sick just now.


  Its nothing much, said the fair man. Gil?


  Gil hesitated, considering. The three men watched him; the two women had gone back to their sewing, but he was aware that Lady Euphemia flicked him a glance from time to time. Squaring his
  shoulders, he began:


  You were all at Compline. The three men nodded. Was the kirkyard busy when you went down to St Mungos?


  I wouldnt say so, said Philip Sempill. A few folk coming down from the Stablegreen and Rottenrow, a last few youngsters going home to a beating for staying out. I saw
  a couple in that stand of haw-bushes.


  Would you know them again? Gil asked.


  The other man shook his head. Likely not. Oh  the boy had striped hose on. The Deil knows where he got such a thing in Glasgow.


  I saw them, said Euphemia Campbell, breaking off her chatter. She had a high pretty voice with a laugh in it, and a dimple came and went in her cheek as she spoke. But they
  were further down the hill. I wondered where he got the striped hose too. Surely not in Glasgow, I never saw such a dreary place. I swear you can buy better wares in Rothesay.


  When did you see them? Gil asked.


  She giggled. It must have been later, mustnt it, if they were in the haw-trees when Philip saw them? Maybe after Compline when we all came out?


  I never saw them, said Sempill suspiciously.


  Maybe you were looking at me, she cooed. He stared at her as if he could not help it, and she smiled at him so that the dimple flashed then turned back to her sewing and her
  chatter, with what appeared to be a highly coloured account of how she had purchased the linen. Her waiting-woman nodded in time to her words.


  Did you see anybody in the kirkyard after the Office? Gil asked. The men exchanged glances, and all shook their heads.


  Not even Bess, damn her, said Sempill. I told you  Neil came into the kirk, said hed left her in the haw-bushes, but when I went out shed gone.
  He stared at the empty fireplace, chewing his lip. Not a sign of her. I checked through the bushes  you can see right through, but I went to the other side. I looked down the
  kirkyard, and not a thing was stirring.


  You are sure of that? said Gil.


  I keep telling you. Besides, he added, undermining this statement, I assumed shed run off. If she could do me an ill turn she would.


  We were close enough behind to see him moving about in the haw-bushes, said his cousin, and James Campbell nodded and muttered something that might have been agreement.


  And were you all together during Compline?


  Once more they exchanged glances. After a moment Campbell said, fiddling with his embroidered shirt-cuffs, There was some coming and going to other altars. You know the style of thing. I
  was gone long enough myself to say a prayer to St James and come back to the others.


  I left money for candles to St Thomas, agreed Philip Sempill. It took me the length of a Gloria, I suppose. John was the only one who stood the Office through. Oh, and one
  of the men. Euan, maybe.


  I thought you were watching us, Maister Cunningham, said Lady Euphemia, looking up with her needle poised above her seam. Did you not see where we all were?


  My attention may have wandered, said Gil drily. Sempill frowned, looking for the insult, but Lady Euphemia cast her eyes down again, and the dimple flashed. And the wee dark
  fellow? Gil continued. What is he, a musician? Where was he?


  Antonio? said James Campbell dismissively. Hed likely be listening to the music. Ill swear he thinks in tablature.


  Never in Scots, thats for certain, said Sempill. Gil, turning to set down his wine-cup, caught sight of Euphemias expression. She was listening to her companion, but
  her needle had paused again, and her mouth curved, softly crooked as if she was recalling the taste of stolen fruit.


  And afterwards? he continued. You all came back to the house together?


  Oh, yes. And sat together afterwards. We were up here for an hour or so listening to lute music. Philip Sempill looked round, and Campbell of Glenstriven said,


  Aye, that sounds about right. And playing at the cards, he added.


  Even the two gallowglasses?


  Neil and Euan? said John Sempill dismissively. Theyd be in the kitchen, likely, you could ask Marriott Kennedy.


  And what about the dead woman? Gil asked. Tell me about her. Why would anybody want to kill her?


  Three pairs of eyes stared, and there was a pause in the chatter behind him.


  I took it to be some beggar or broken man, said Sempill after a moment. Why should it have been deliberate?


  I hoped you could tell me that.


  She was a quiet body, said Philip Sempill thickly, shaking his head.


  Quiet! exploded his cousin. She scarcely had a word, and that not civil.


  That was after you took your belt to her.


  And why would I not? I needed an heir  she knew I needed an heir  and then she lost it, the clumsy bitch. So after that she never spoke to me. And if she had Id have
  clouted her round the lug for what she cost me.


  Rage boiled up, a physical presence in Gils chest. He put up a hand to finger his upper lip in concealment, taking a moment to compose himself, astonished at the strength of the response.
  Never condemn, his uncle had said, youll get the story clearer. He had been referring to pleas of divorce, but it applied just as firmly here.


  Cost you? he asked, when he was sure of his voice.


  Aye. Well. My uncle. Hes made it clear I have to settle down, not only wedded but with an heir, if Im to get his estate. So she lost the brat, and ran off before I could get
  another, and if the old ruddoch dies at the wrong moment the whole lot goes to Holy Church and Ill not get my hands on it, may they both rot in Hell for it.


  It might have been a lassie, Philip Sempill pointed out. His cousin snarled at him.


  Did your wife have friends? Gil asked.


  Other than the harpers, you mean? said Euphemia. Sempill swivelled to look at her. Im sorry, John, but it was notorious. Every musician that came to Rothesay was in
  her chamber. She giggled, and the dimple flashed at Gil. They say she had a key for every harp west of Dumbarton, and her own ideas about speed of performance.


  Sempill glared at her, and her brother said, Now, Euphemia, and raised an admonishing finger in a gesture which Gil found suddenly familiar.


  So it might have been a jealous lover, she finished triumphantly. Sempill made a move towards her, but she lifted her chin and smiled at him, showing little white teeth, and he
  stopped.


  What  said Campbell of Glenstriven rather loudly. What did you mean, Maister Cunningham, about the couple in the bushes? Was it just the state of sin they were in, or
  had you a purpose asking about them?


  I did, said Gil. Weve found the laddie, but hes no help. We need to find his sweetheart.


  Can he not tell you who she is?


  He can tell us nothing. He was struck on the head there in the kirkyard and now lies near to death. There may have been two ill-doers abroad in St Mungos yard last
  night.


  Lady Euphemia, suddenly as white as her linen headdress, stared at Gil for a moment. Then her eyes rolled up in her head and she slipped sideways into the arms of her companion. Sempill, with a
  muffled curse, sprang forward to land on his knees beside her, patting frantically at her cheek and hands.


  Euphemia! Mally, a cordial! Wine  anything!


  Its just a wee turn, said the companion, putting a cushion under the sufferers head. Shell be right in a minute.


  Sempill, still rubbing at the limp little hand in his grasp, turned to glare at Gil over his shoulder.


  I warned you not to upset Euphemia, he said forcefully. James, get him out of here!


  Campbell of Glenstriven got to his feet, and indicated the door with a polite gesture. Gil, aware of unasked questions, considered brazening it out, but something about James Campbells
  bearing changed his mind. He rose, said an unheeded goodbye and went down the wheel stair. As Campbell emerged into the hall after him he turned to say, You were in Italy after St
  Andrews?


  Bologna, agreed the other. I was back there just last autumn, indeed. And you? Glasgow and . . .?


  Paris, Gil supplied. But of course the subtle doctor is a Bolognese. He raised the admonishing finger in imitation, and they both grinned.


  Was it that gave me away, or was it a good guess? Campbell asked, moving towards the door.


  That and other things. There were Italian students. Dress, deportment, your dagger. Is it Italian? The pommel looks familiar.


  James Campbell drew the blade and laid it across his palm.


  From Ferrara. I brought several home this time. I like the wee fine blade they make. It has a spring to it we cant achieve here. Least of all in Glasgow, he added.


  Was that all you brought?


  Five miles or so of lace. Two-three lutes and a lutenist to play on them. Oh, did you mean a sword? No, those were beyond my means. The daggers were dear enough. Campbell opened
  the front door, and the mastiff raised her head and growled threateningly. Good day to you, brother.


  Maistre Pierre drank some wine and chewed thoughtfully on a lozenge of quince leather. Further down his table two maids were whispering together and the men were eating oatcakes and cheese and
  arguing about football, ignoring the French talk at the head of the long board.


  Why did she swoon, do you suppose? he asked.


  Gil shrugged. Alarm at hearing there were two dangerous persons in the churchyard? Her gown laced too tight? I dont know.


  These little fragile women are often very strong, remarked Alys, pouring more wine for Gil. Was it a real swoon?


  Real or pretended, you mean? Gil considered. Real, I should say. Her mouth fell open.


  Ah. Alys nodded, as at a bright student, and her elusive smile flickered.


  And what of the boys who found the harp key? Or the unknown sweetheart? said her father fretfully. She must hold the key to the mystery.


  Luke tells me, said Alys, glancing along the table, that she is called Bridie Miller and she is kitchenmaid to Agnes Hamilton two doors from here. I thought to go after
  dinner and ask to speak with her.


  Gil opened his mouth to object, and closed it again, hardly able to work out why he should have anything to say in the matter.


  Very good, said her father, pushing his chair back. That was an excellent meal, ma mie. Maister Cunningham, what do you do now?


  I accompany the demoiselle, said Gil. Alys, supervising the clearing of an empty kale-pot and the remains of a very handsome pie, turned her head sharply. Mistress
  Hamiltons son Andrew found the harp key, he elaborated, with William Anderson, the saddlers youngest.


  Better still, said the mason. Take your cloak, Alys, the weather spoils. Wattie, Thomas, Luke! To work! We seek still this weapon.


  In a moment, said Alys. I must see that Catherine and Annis are fed and set someone to watch Davie. Kittock, do you carry this out, and I will bring the wine.


  The household began to bustle about. Gil, retreating to the windowseat, found not one but two books half hidden under a bag of sewing. When Alys reappeared, in plaid and clogs like any girl of
  the burgh, he was engrossed.


  Maister Cunningham? she said. He looked up, tilting the page towards her.


  I like this, he said. Cease from an inordinate desire of knowledge, for therein is much perplexity and delusion. Ive often felt like that when confronted with
  another pile of papers.


  There are many things, she agreed, which when known profit the soul little or nothing.


  You read Latin? he said, startled.


  It is my copy. I have to confess  The apologetic smile flickered. I take refuge in Chaucer when it becomes too serious for me.


  What, this one? The story-tellers on pilgrimage?


  She nodded. I am cast out with Patient Grissel at the moment.


  I never had any patience with Patient Grissel or her marquis. Gil laid the Imitation of Christ on the sill and followed her to the door. Any man that treated one of
  my sisters so would have got his head in his hands to play with as soon as we heard of it.


  Her lord cannot have loved her, for sure, though he claimed to. She clopped down the fore-stair into the courtyard. And he took all the power and left her none.


  Power? said Gil. This girl, he recognized again, was exceptional.


  If the wife has responsibilities, Alys said seriously, duties, about the house, she must have power to order matters as she wishes. Grissel must do all, but has no power of
  her own. It is as if she is her marquiss hand or foot and must do only as he directs.


  You think that is wrong? Holy Kirk teaches us 


  I know the husband is the head of the wife, its in St Pauls letters somewhere, Alys said, pausing beside a tub of flowers in the middle of the yard. She had taken the
  ribbon out of her hair and it hung loose down her back. She pulled at a soft fair lock. But what sort of head cuts off its own right hand to test it?


  I had not thought of it that way, I admit, Gil said. To my mind, she would have had good grounds for a lawful separation a mensa et thoro, though I suppose the Clerke
  of Oxenfoord would not have given us the tale of Patient Grissel Divorced. Alys giggled. We see a lot of marriages, he said. The ones I admire most are those where the
  wife is allowed to think for herself and decisions are made by both spouses together. Myself, I think . . . He paused, groping for words to fit his idea. Women have immortal souls and
  were given the ability to seek their own salvation. How can they do that if someone else takes responsibility for their every deed and thought?


  Alys considered this, twirling the lock of hair round one finger.


  St Paul thought we were capable of more than that. The unbelieving husband is sanctified by the wife, she quoted, in the Latin. Although, she added
  thoughtfully, St Paul contradicts himself more than once. Is that what you think learning is for? To seek salvation?


  That was not what I said, but its surely one of its purposes. You think so too, do you not? You use yours to read Thomas  Kempis and the New Testament.


  She nodded, pushing the lock of hair back over her shoulder, and hitched her plaid up.


  When free of my duties about the house. Shall we go? Do you know Agnes Hamilton? Or her husband?


  I was at the College with her brother Hugh, he said, accepting the change of subject. She was new married, and generous with the bannocks and cheese when we had a free hour
  or two.


  Agnes Hamilton, it was well seen, was still generous with the bannocks and cheese. She met them in her doorway, vast and flustered, with exclamations of distress.


  And the dinner late, and Andrew in such a mood, and not a hands turn done in the kitchen since the news came, theyre all so caught up with Bridies troubles  my
  dear, its a pleasure to see you any time, you know that, but maybe not the now. And is that you, Gil Cunningham? she said, peering up at him under the folds of her linen kerchief.
  Id not have known you, youve changed that much 


  Distantly behind her there was a great outbreak of wailing. Mistress Hamilton cast a glance over her broad shoulder.


  Listen to that! she said unnecessarily. The girl will choke herself weeping! And I can do nothing with the rest of them. Theyve let the fire go out.


  Is it Bridie Miller? asked Alys briskly. May I try? We need a word with her about Davie.


  Hes not  the boys not . . .?


  Hes not dead, Gil said, but hes still in a great swound. If Bridie knows anything it would be a help.


  Well . . . said Mistress Hamilton doubtfully. She led them along the screened passage, past the door to the hall where several men sat about listening glumly to the noise, and out
  to the yard at the back. The kitchen, built of wattle-and-daub, was set a few feet away from the house, and from its door and windows came the sound of many weeping women. Gil found his feet rooted
  to the spot.


  Do  do you need me? he asked, despising himself.


  Alys glanced up at him, and said with some sympathy, You will be no help. Go and find the boy. Agnes, I will need the key to your spice-chest.


  She took the bunch of keys Mistress Hamilton unhooked from her girdle, hitched up her plaid and plunged forward into the noise. Agnes Hamilton watched her go, hand over her mouth, then turned
  helplessly to Gil.


  I forget at times shes just sixteen, she confessed. Do you know she reads three languages?


  Three? said Gil, and realized this must be so.


  I had a book once, but Andrew sold it. Gil, its grand to see you, but I can offer you nothing but cowslip wine and suckets 


  Ive had my dinner, he assured her. I need a word with Andrew, and then Ill go, and come back another time.


  Her face changed.


  Hes not very pleased at his dinner being late, she said. I dont think hed talk to you.


  Thats a pity, said Gil. Patrick Paniter bade me tell him 


  Oh! said Mistress Hamilton in some relief. You mean wee Andrew! Come in here out of all this noise and Ill find him. Drew! Doodie! Oh, that laddie, where has he got
  to now?


  She disappeared, leaving Gil standing in the hall with the hungry men eyeing him sideways. After a moment she returned, towing a grubby boy by one ear, exclaiming over the torn hose, of which a
  good length was visible below his blue scholars gown.


  And you be civil, mind, she prompted. Maister Cunninghams here from St Mungos, with a message from Maister Paniter.


  Not quite that important, said Gil hastily, seeing all chance of getting an answer from the boy slipping away. May I get a word with you, Andrew?


  Andrew stared at him apprehensively. Nudged by his mother he achieved a clumsy bow and muttered something. Gil stepped back out into the yard, where the wailing from the kitchen was not much
  reduced, and beckoned the boy after him.


  Two boys found something this morning, he said. Maister Paniter was angry, and took it off them, and I found it again. Well, by proxy, said his conscience. I
  need to ask a couple of questions about it.


  Andrew, fiddling with his belt, said indistinctly that he kenned nuffin.


  Now, thats a pity, said Gil, for the boy who told me what I need to know might get a penny.


  Andrew brightened noticeably. Gil fished the harp key out of the breast of his jerkin and held it up.


  Was that what you found? he asked. I know it was a harp key  is this the right one?


  Andrew nodded eagerly.


  Its got the same flowers on, he volunteered. We saw it shining in the grass when we came to Prime.


  What, just like this? It wasnt in a purse or anything?


  No, maister, said Andrew, a touch regretfully. There was never a purse. It was just lying in the grass.


  Where? Gil asked. Was it among the trees? I should be dismissed the court, he thought, for prompting the witness, but Andrew shook his head.


  Wed no have seen it among the trees, he pointed out kindly. It was on the grass near the door.


  Which door?


  The door we go in by, said Andrew. The south door by St Catherine.


  Gil stood looking down at him, thinking this over. The boy, misreading his silence, said after a moment, Its true, maister. You can ask Will. Can I get it back, maister?


  Ive no doubt its true, Gil said. I need to keep it, but heres your penny, Andrew. Those were good answers.


  Andrew seized the coin, but any thanks he might have returned were drowned in an extraordinary commotion from the kitchen. The multiple sounds of grief suddenly stopped, to be replaced abruptly
  by a succession of squeals which escalated into a violent outburst of sneezing. The door flew open, and first one, then another girl staggered out, sneezing and sneezing, until the yard was full of
  spluttering, wheezing, exploding women.


  Behind the last one came Alys, her plaid drawn over her face, dusting the other hand off on her blue skirts. Letting the plaid fall, she looked at Agnes Hamilton, who was peering round
  Gils shoulder with her mouth open, and said, Well, that was a waste of time.


  What  said Agnes helplessly. What happened? Whats wrong?


  They quarrelled on Good Friday, Alys elaborated. She hasnt seen him for ten days. I cant tell if she was weeping for Davie, or for danger avoided, or lost
  opportunity, and nor can she, but she cant help us. Agnes, Ive a cold pie in the larder. If we send someone up for it, you and the men can eat.


  And the girls? said Gil, indicating the suffering household.


  Oh, that. Alys flapped her skirts again, face turned away. Ive seen that happen in a nunnery. Everyone weeping and nobody able to stop. Its all right, it
  isnt the pestilence. Here are your keys, Agnes. Im afraid Ive used up your years supply of pepper.
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