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Prologue


Carlisle Castle, English Borders, Feast of St Agnes – January 1603

The package presented itself as a problem. The courier was newly dead, his message whispered softly in passing. Harried by an unknown enemy, he’d made it as far as the castle on the border before succumbing to his injuries. Now she had to make a decision and was in need of answers. She shuffled anxiously. The high-slit window watched her slantedly with curious scepticism. Its bitter breath made the candle gutter, wavering with her own hesitancy. They were making her nervous, and she didn’t like it. She wanted to be certain of what the future held.

She lifted her eyes to see them once more, ranged in front of her, the group of fighting men led by the fiery knight; he who rode the pale horse, always restless; a rash man who preferred action to careful planning. His business partner, the many-layered man who dominated their relationship; he held the scales of power in his hands. Could she trust either?

There were other thieves who tried to conceal themselves but she saw through them. She held the world upturned in her hands; cattle, men, hawks and wildness. She turned the last card and exhaled gently, her breath blossoming into the cold room.

Three, Seven and Knight of Swords. Loss, change, unpredictability.

The Five of Wands. Conflicting demands.

The Six of Pentacles. Stability bought by the highest bidder.

The World, reversed. A woman losing her grip, clouding the future.

And finally, Death. Clearing away the old, bringing in the new. Death preceded every beginning. That was her answer.




Richmond Palace, London, January 1603

Insomnia made her short-tempered. This woman was also impatient to know what the future held and too important to be kept waiting. She refused to sit and stood impassively with her back to her scryer, tapping her foot to encourage him to make haste. Dr John Dee, scientist, alchemist and conjurer of angels, gazed uncowed into his obsidian disc; his quiet admonishment carried all the way up to a private gallery, where the watchers observed discretely from behind a pierced screen.

“Madam, I apologise, but, as I have mentioned before, my task would be so much easier had my books and instruments not been looted from my house when I was elsewhere engaged on Your Majesty’s behalf, searching for the key to…”

She cut him off before he had a chance to finish, “Yet I still lack what you promised me. No more excuses. I have heard them all from my Lord Cecil; missing couriers, unrest in the Borders, plot and counterplot. How much paraphernalia does it take for you to commune with angels? Perhaps it would be more expedient if I send you to heaven to talk to them directly.”

There was moment’s pause before her brittle laugh. She waved a hand at him, still without looking. “Continue. You will prevail. My confidence is always with you.” As an afterthought, she glanced quickly upwards and said more loudly, “Or do you yet counsel me to broker peace with the old enemy?”

On the gallery they withdrew to deeper shadow and a whispered conversation. “Was that gibe aimed at you?”

Robert Cecil, the queen’s wily first minister gave a wry smile and shook his head. “Perhaps, Her Majesty grows ever more fearful for the future.”

“Will he dare tell her if he sees death?” asked his companion.

“I urge caution, sir, before you speak with me of such things. You and I both know that to speculate on the queen’s health in any way is to invite treason.”

“You will forgive me, my Lord Cecil, but after these many long years spent away from court, I have grown accustomed to the Northerners’ blunt ways of speaking. I recommend their directness to you. We have little time, and my concern in all of this is the security of Her Majesty’s realm. I feel I must press you to enquire as to whether she has yet decided upon a successor, or at least given thought to my suggestion to refortify Hadrian’s Wall.”

Cecil tugged at his beard as he considered his response. Sir Robert Carey did indeed have much experience as a March Warden in the hinterlands of the Borders, the rugged landscape at the edges of Elizabeth’s England that was also a buffer for the wild excesses that marked Scotland. It was England’s last defence against the threat of invasion from the north; a threat that felt ever-present and very real. However, Carey’s return to the court at Richmond was not a mark of his current favour with the queen, rather an indication of his own remarkable timing and talent for self-preservation. Cecil reminded himself too that Carey had many relations in royal service who kept him well-supplied with gossip and intelligence. As if aware of his thoughts, one of the queen’s ladies-in-waiting glanced up at the gallery briefly. Cecil squared himself.

“Her Majesty has not yet seen fit to confirm a preference with regard to her northern concerns. When she does so, no doubt she will advise us both in the fullness of her gracious time.”

“Come, come, Lord Cecil, there is no need to be so coy. I know you have your own intelligencers. You must have some indication. All we need to know is which of her Stewart cousins she intends to settle on.”

“We?” enquired Cecil. “Whose interests are aligned with your own, Sir Robert?”

Carey smoothed the nap of his velvet court costume. It was one of the most expensive items in his wardrobe, and his tailor would require payment soon. He’d dressed with care to impress Cecil. Sir Robert needed assurances that he could afford to spend his money on the finer things in life, rather than on fortifications and armaments. “Nothing escapes you, does it? Tell me that you have not already considered that Arbella Stewart would be a fine young queen, who could be persuaded by the Council. She is English and Protestant. Transition would be smooth. England would continue to be governed by an English queen. Scotland can keep its own king. Things would stay the way they are. The Borders would hold.”

“Yet others feel it would be better to offer the crown to James of Scotland straightaway, rather than risk the Scots overrunning England in pursuit of their claim, which – I feel bound to point out – is every bit as valid as Arbella’s,” Cecil smiled encouragingly.

“A Scots king whose own mother was executed for treason? A Catholic treason against the crown of England?” Sir Robert was indignant.

“James is Protestant but also advocates religious tolerance. It might be enough to appease Rome and its allies in Spain and Ireland. War is not good for the country; it costs too much.” Cecil frowned, mentally counting coin.

“Then don’t start another in the Borders,” Sir Robert said bluntly. “If the king comes south, what’s to stop the Scottish lords making their own play for power and wresting the throne of Scotland away? And who’s to say that the English people will even accept a foreign king? James could find himself betwixt thrones and able to hold on to neither. I am not the only one whose lands lie between two nations. What concerns one must concern us all.”

“Are you warning me or threatening me, Sir Robert?” Cecil asked, his tone mingling affront and menace. “The Lords of the Marches must continue to hold firm against the Scots and any others who would foment trouble.”

Sir Robert was quick to answer. “The Scots are sure to exploit any weakness but the Border reivers are a more pressing concern. They’ve been making mischief all winter long. You can’t pay them all to fight for you as mercenaries in the Low Countries and Ireland. You might distract some for a while with gold, but you cannot buy their fealty. They own to none but themselves. Perhaps you should ask Doctor Dee to hex them, destroy them the same way as he did the Armada?”

Cecil twisted his mouth into a smile, amused at the notion. “My father told me they did try once before, at the urging of Cardinal Wolsey, no less. It was some time ago, mind. A great curse against the reivers, proclaimed by Archbishop Dunbar himself.”

“In that case, permit me the observation that magic seems to be more efficacious than religion in the matters both of cursing and winning wars. We should consider petitioning Her Majesty to elevate Doctor Dee to the Church. And if I were you, I’d have a care for my own office. You could find yourself dismissed in very short order,” Carey replied tartly and bowed himself out, soft court slippers making no noise on the polished floor as he turned on his heel.

Cecil waited until he was sure that Carey was gone. Only then did he address himself to the darkest corner. “Your assessment?”

“Why does Her Majesty set her magician to look for a key? What have you lost, Lord Cecil?”

Cecil rubbed at his eyes. “A source of distraction, nothing more. Treason is bothersome. Is Carey to be trusted?”

His companion smiled evenly. “For all his pretty manners, Sir Robert is a Borderer at heart. True to oursel’, mastered by none. Yes, I’d trust him.”

Cecil nodded. “I share his concerns, but there’s an old proverb. ‘He who would England win, must with Ireland first begin’. You know the temperament of the Irish better than most. Perhaps your arguments do have merit and some careful diplomacy is required.”

The other bowed politely in acknowledgement.

“We will have more talk on these matters,” Cecil decided, dismissing him.

Cecil continued to watch the queen’s back. “Your Majesty must know that I act in earnest and trust that I am not too late,” he whispered as he too excused himself from her presence, diminishing once more into the shadows.




Holyrood House, Scotland, January 1603

His Highness James VI of Scotland held a letter in his hand. It contained a sensitive conundrum, so he was thoughtful as he composed his reply. “Say this, numbers only, no names,” he instructed his most trusted clerk, “I wouldn’t want my dear cousin or her many spies to get wind of this. She might be disinclined to believe my innocence a second time, and she has an unforgiving nature,” he rubbed his neck gingerly. "Continue…

“‘My dearest 10, if indeed the chatelaine holds the key, I am encouraged by your good counsel and will continue in my endeavours to win her heart, if you will but do the same.’”

“Highness,” interrupted his clerk with the warning growl of a watchdog, “if you don’t push my Lord Cecil for more overt support or at the very least, the means with which to buy it, then others will surely persuade the queen to name a different, more English, successor.”

James scowled, “Nay, nay, I’ll make no rash demands, I mind whit ye say but Cecil needs small encouragements.” He waved impassively for the clerk to continue, “‘In the matter of tolerance, I would not sully my conscience with bloodshed for diversity of opinion, whether for spiritual or secular gain. But while I would be sorry that Catholics should so multiply as to practice their old principles upon us, I have yet no intention of persecution of the divisions of two peoples.’”

He broke off and spoke earnestly, “I must have a united kingdom. Will those pretty words please Cecil, aye do ye ken?”

His clerk shook his head, “With all due respect, Highness, it isn’t just Cecil you need to woo.”

“Och, I know,” said James petulantly. “I need Ralegh and his ships. Cecil hates him, calls him a ‘hedgehog’, but somehow I have to get them into bed together, pricks or nae.” He smiled perniciously, “Ralegh was ever more a wolf than a hedgehog.”

“Wolf or wolf’s head?” queried his clerk quietly, without looking up from his scribing.

“Pish! The whole border is overrun with wolves’ heads; reivers, bandits, outlaws, where’s the difference?” James asked, shaking an outraged finger at the clerk. "I’ll tell ye; the thieving border bastards go back and forth, growing fat by robbing one another. They mind nae master and mind no heed. Ralegh bends the knee to his queen and surrenders the spoils. Now, there’s a man worth knowing. A wolf he might be, but is he a wolf with a treasure of golden secrets that he’ll share?

“D’ye ken whit the trouble is? There’s nae true nobility in the north. The so-called lords are just a diabolical collection of wicked plotters. They rage up and down the Marches, chasing shadows with ne’er a penny to show for it.”

“Or maybe just not a penny they’re prepared to share,” said the clerk thoughtfully.

James nodded, "Aye, you may have the right of it there. No matter, I will be king. I will have a united kingdom. It’ll all be mine. Until then, the wolves can rip each other’s throats out and save me the bother.

“Let’s finish what we’ve begun while there’s still time to enjoy the chase. I need to get some heat in my bones, and I cannae spend my days penned up with the wummin. Write ‘You and my trusted 40 have settled me on the one true course,’ sign it ‘30’ and let’s away. Make sure you send that care of our loyal ally, the Duke of Rohan. He’ll see it delivered to Cecil.”







Chapter 1: A Bad Beginning


Somewhere in the Scottish Borders

He knew he was cursed. As were they all. That one curse that had damned them for an eternity. Heughan wondered why he had ever thought that he might manage a whole week without trouble. It was too late for him to make a case legally. In pursuit of trade, he’d been gone more than seven nights already. Long enough for the fire to die down and reveal the blackened remains of everything that had been taken from him; too late to demand a hot trod and redress from the law. The only way he would get satisfaction now was by taking this revenge.

The bairn had started crying even as he slipped through the door and barred it behind him. He hadn’t seen him, simply woken with an empty belly and bawled for attention. The mother picked up the child at the same time that Heughan got his arm round her throat and his dagger in her back.

“Quiet and we all live,” he said with low menace. She didn’t disobey.

He dragged her backwards to a low rush chair, still clinging to the snivelling bairn. “Sit.”

Heughan was tensely on edge, ears alert to the slightest sound that might be out of place. No dogs barking. No clattering of clumsily abandoned tools getting in the way of strange feet. No anxiety. No panic. Not yet. It would come. The child’s wailing started up again. It was an unwanted distraction.

“Keep the brat quiet,” he growled warningly. The woman scowled at him defiantly and pulled the child closer. “I’ve no fight with you, lass. I just want some answers.”

The furnishings were sparse in the small stone bothy. A few wizened vegetables hanging from spider-filled rafters spoke of survival being eked out over a long winter. Spring would come late this year yet again. There was a man’s presence too, though no sign of the man himself.

“Where’s Sim?” Heughan queried. “I’d have words with him and payment for what he owes.” The woman shook her head with a small frozen movement.

He held the tip of the blade under her chin and tried again. “How many men has he left here?”

She flinched at his tone, and his dagger pricked out a bead of blood on her neck. Annoyed with his own clumsiness, he pulled away sharply and sheathed his knife. The law would not back him this time and failure could end in a hangman’s noose.

She pulled the child tight to her breast with the desperation of threatened motherhood, making it cry anew. She put her hand over its mouth to mute the noise.

“For heaven’s sake, woman, do what you have to but still the bairn,” he demanded.

She glared sullenly at him before easing one breast out from her bodice and offering it to the child. Heughan resigned himself to wait, listening carefully for sounds other than the noisy suckling and the pounding of his own heart. Somewhere outside a horse snickered; every other noise was muffled, either by design or by the cover of the dark night. They would have circled the farmstead by now, checked the outbuildings, assessed the position of the cattle and livestock, looked for the sentries or other watchers.

Keep to the plan, he urged them silently.

It all went mad too quickly. A whoosh of fire hitting thatch nearby; guttural shouting from somewhere in the outer reaches of dark; animals screaming at one another in a language neither understood; bone and beast, muscle and will clashing and vying for control. Snorting, panting groups of creatures snarling at one another, the trampling of hooves, the bellows of despair, the panic of the fire-menace and then, finally, voices above the chaos resolved into something Heughan understood: reiving.


* * *

The party of hard men worked with economy of effort pared to the bone. Black crows flocking, they descended with raucous shouts. The fences were broken, bewildered animals rounded and herded and spirited away into the darkness. Fires were started to distract, confuse and deter. And suddenly, the menacing blight was gone as quickly as it had arrived.

Or at least that was how it should have been if they had stuck to the plan.

Heughan heard the cattle bellow, heard the pounding hooves of horse and beast wheeling about, heard the shouting and confusion, but it was all coming from the same direction. Someone had thrown a torch into the thatch of the bothy and now the cattle were being driven towards the flames instead of away from it. The terrified steers tried to turn, met only the men urging them destructively onwards, and careered into the stone walls of smaller buildings. Tons of prime beef fleeing on the hoof turned walls into rubble; crazed bullocks leaped and fell with ungainly momentum over broken ruins, escaping into the darkened fields beyond, with the men in furious pursuit.

The fire, which should have been at the other end of the settlement to draw the inhabitants away and allow the reivers a free passage of escape, was now the focus of everyone’s attention. Heughan was inside a building dangerously alight. The help that was rushing towards him to put out the flames would quickly turn on him and lynch him when they discovered who he was and what he was doing.

He readied himself in case he had to fight his way out and glanced at the woman, who was replacing the newly quiet child in its cradle. He marvelled at an innocence which could sleep at such a time. The woman looked down at the small bundle and back up to him before she snatched a knife from the table and launched herself at him, screaming.

Heughan reacted reflexively and drew to protect himself. Before he could stop her, she was impaled on his dagger. She gurgled and pitched forwards onto her knees.

Heughan dropped his own knife as he watched her collapse in a dying penitence. “I’m sorry…” he said helplessly. She mouthed silent words to him as her life guttered, blood pooling in a bright, vicious mess at his feet. His reflection in her dulling eyes had the glint of fire in hard metal and drew him unbidden into the darkest shadows of his memory.

That familiar noise of confusion, men and horses screaming…He saw himself calling out pointlessly, “Mother!” as he stood mesmerised, lacking the sense to run, though others all around him clattered past, yelling and pulling at the burning thatch.

Time and bitterness had tempered the once tearful boy he had been, his small fingers too short to reach. He hadn’t wanted to leave her when she fell, even though he knew she was dead.

His own fear had been lost behind a dark wave of shimmering heat burning his reddened cheeks; the first flare of a guilt he had carried with him ever since. Rougher hands had plucked him away from that disaster, flung him up onto a hard saddle behind a nameless bulk of a man, who had held his small child’s hand sandwiched between steel and flesh through the desperate rout.

The thick smoke grew greasy and acrid, stinging his eyes smartly. He blinked…

The ghosts were gone. He was still in the bothy. He flexed his fingers to grip his long sword for reassurance. A bastard sword for a bastard whoreson, and it felt real enough. He bent to recover his knife, ducking quickly again when wisps of burning straw drifted down from too close above his head. As lumpen pieces of flaming reed thatch began to drop, Heughan grabbed a sturdy twill blanket from the hurdle bed in the alcove and flung the contents of the water bucket onto it. Lifting the sleepy child, he wrapped them both tightly and hunkered into a damp corner. A few more moments, a few more…help must come, he thought.

Part of him judged that he deserved to perish, yet he was certain he was going to survive. It always cost a woman’s life for him to cheat the flames. How many more had to die so that he could go on living? The angry maelstrom licked hungrily towards him. Heughan’s eyes began to sting. He was fighting to keep them open, beginning to feel the prick of heat on his skin, just as the men burst through the wall at the door end, sending scorched limestone rubble hurtling into the confusion.

He grasped the moment. As the rescuers grappled with the fire and fought to salvage what they could, Heughan carried the child out into the churned mud of the yard. More people flocked to him. Damn it but the whole vale must be here, he thought. He kept the blanket cloaked about his face, diverting attention to the child, whom he thrust into the nearest pair of hands. Heughan forced himself to move slowly between paroxysms of coughing, edging his way against the push of the crowd and back towards the muddle of smaller sheds.

Beyond the outlying sties, he discarded the blanket in the midden and set off like the north wind over the fields, trusting his feet to find their own way. He felt the ground beneath him vibrate long before he caught sight of the pursuing horse manoeuvring alongside his thudding feet. Through sheer force of will, he urged his aching body to run faster, lungs burning, feet pounding, seeking the higher ground he needed to reach. He found an upland tussock and launched himself at the rider with frantic resolve. One sinewy arm extended a splayed hand to him, which he grasped to the elbow as he leapt up behind onto the saddle and was spirited away into the ill-blackened night, rescued in the same way as he had been all those long years ago.









Chapter 2: Double Dealing


Caldbeck Fells, Near Carlisle

It was some days later that Heughan hunched uncomfortably in the lee of the treeline, trying to avoid the incessant dripping of the day’s rain. He rolled his shoulders to ease the tension. Cold rivulets insinuated their way along the nape of his neck like a lover’s tongue licking his spine. He shivered.

His horse, Aluino, testily pulled the reins to gain more slack for cropping the sodden grass, completely unperturbed by the downpour. Heughan loosed the leather straps wound round the saddle pommel and resumed his solitary vigil, wondering how much longer he should wait and fretting about lost opportunities.

A few miserable crows mewed damply. He ignored their complaining. Across the boggy spikiness of Caldbeck Fell, he watched with keen eyes as spires of grey wood smoke struggled with the effort of rising through the menacing clouds rolling across the distance between them. Heughan fancied he could smell the acridity of potash and dung from the rural fires. He flared his nostrils expectantly but caught only the scent of his proximity; wet horse, wet mud and wet man.

Making his decision, he shifted his weight in the saddle and jerked up the reins. Heughan squeezed with his thighs and urged his horse towards the hamlet. The large grey Andalusian bent his ears back, straining to detect the danger which had put Heughan so much on guard. He stumbled falteringly on the downward slope and snorted with exasperation. Heughan half-smiled to himself as he sensed that his edginess was taking its toll on his partner’s patience. He shifted his sword hand from its sentry on the quillon and leaned down to touch Aluino, stroking his palm along the strong muscle of the horse’s neck, reassuring them both.

The village of Great Orton was barely an interruption of the rugged Border landscape. It cowered in the shade of ancient oaks, huddling from the rain with much the same unease that Heughan felt. Shaggy black cattle ambled along its winding footpaths with the aimless curiosity of wayfarers, though come dusk they would find those same lanes blocked with chains. Scattered around were numerous dry stone pens, temporary prisons for various small groups of wiry Border sheep. Nothing here belonged to the villagers.

On the edge of the settlement squatted the aptly named ‘Black Sheep’ inn, offering reluctant hospitality to the few bewildered travellers who might find themselves thus utterly lost and dangerous men who particularly didn’t want to be found. Heughan rounded its adjoining stone barn. He appraised the securely barred doors of green oak and smiled to himself as he trotted up to the stables at the back. Ducking to ride straight in through the low, wide doors, he hesitated when he saw there were two other horses already hobbled. One glance reassured him that the jennet and the pony both had the look of rustic domestication but even so, he turned Aluino aside and tied him loosely to a post just under the eaves. He patted his ballock dagger with its two smaller throwing knives automatically, casting a wary eye over his surroundings one final time before he nipped into the back of the inn.

There was welcome respite from the seeping dampness of the day’s rain, and he noted isolated groups of men around rough wooden tables, nursing pots of ale. A warm turf and log fire enticed but he refused to relax his guard. The barn housed contraband; his to sell but via a contact who was dangerously connected. Negotiations should be mutually profitable, he hoped optimistically, but wherever Ambrose Middlemore, Carlisle’s Lord Warden of the Border Marches was concerned, there was no guarantee. Not that Ross Middlemore would deign to come in person. More likely he’d send his quartermaster, known as Jon O’ the Ward, to try to fleece Heughan of his hard-won prizes. Heughan looked to Bill Thomson, the landlord, who nodded barely perceptibly at the far corner as he pushed a cup of ale into his hands. Heughan strode over decisively. “We have business,” he stated, without preamble, straddling the bench to sit at the table alongside the other person and slapping his cup onto the boards. A strange pair of steady Solway-grey eyes lifted to regard him from under a leather capuchin. Heughan checked his surprise even as he slid one hand towards his dagger.

“What are you doing here? Where’s Jon O’?” he queried.

The woman snuffed with feisty irritation. “Where’s Roddy?” She dismissed him with a cursory glance and looked expectantly behind him, anticipating another. Heughan bridled but made no reply and kept his hand where it was.

She dragged her eyes back to him with a sigh, “Have it your own way. Jon’s indisposed. I came in his place.”

“I know you, don’t I?” he asked, looking at her with more interest. She was wearing a man’s leather breeches, as many countrywomen did for riding a horse; unusual but not remarkable. He peered over the table to see what else she was concealing under her cloak. She coloured slightly under the penetration of his gaze and tilted her chin.

“What if you do? Roddy knows me better. So does Bill; I nursed his wife through the ague last summer. Ask him, he’ll confirm that I am chatelaine to Ross Middlemore. I can make the negotiations on his behalf just as well as Jon,” she said defiantly, “and I have a message I believe is for Roddy.”

Heughan raised his eyebrows, but she hadn’t finished and dropped her voice conspiratorially, “He said that the chatelaine holds the key.”

She hadn’t expected him to laugh. “That’s your job, isn’t it?” Heughan said, making up his mind to charge an extra levy for whoever’s slip of judgement it was that thought he would find it acceptable to have to bargain terms with Ross’s woman.

For brief minutes they haggled over the last details of the price. He let her enjoy a small victory of thinking that she had bartered successfully.

Heughan slumped back on the bench and ventured a sup of ale. “And now,” he said calmly, “we need to discuss the vexatious matter of how you will get your new purchases back to Carlisle without further taxation.”

She frowned, not understanding.

“You’ve not done this on your own before, have you?” Heughan asked chirpily. “Jon O’ always has the sense to bring a couple of others with him.”

“I’ve accompanied Jon before, and we’ve never needed others. Roddy knows me well enough to see things right. I thought he was supposed to be here.”

“No doubt he’ll apologise in person when you next meet but right now, it would seem that it’s just me that you have to deal with.”

He leaned forwards onto steepled fingers and explained patiently. “It’s a long way to the safety of the Castle. The roads are empty and, assuming those are your horses stabled out the back, you really are here alone. How do you propose to stop your newly acquired sheep from wandering off into Sceughmire? Will you drive them back the long way yourself?” he added mockingly. “And what about the cask of Madeira wine, the silk and linens? Fair lighting for the other riding families, wouldn’t you say? Who knows if you will meet friend or foe on the return journey?”

Dawning comprehension smoothed her face. “You would have me pay you the blackmail?” she asked incredulously. “You would sell me goods and then threaten to rob them back unless I pay you twice for the protection?”

Heughan shrugged indifferently. “I wouldn’t have set the price at double but now you mention it, that’s as good a place to start as any.”

He watched her squirm with discomfort as she pondered the implications. He covered his chin to hide his smirk, challenging the woman with the arrogance of his eyes alone. “Your choice,” he said abruptly, putting his hands on the table and pushing to go.

She caught at one of his wrists and looked pleadingly at him. “Please, I cannot return empty-handed. Ross would whip me. Where’s Roddy? Let me speak with him. He wouldn’t do this to me.”

“Tough luck,” Heughan said. “He’s not here. Looks like you’re in for a beating.”

She didn’t ask again. She wiped her nose on her sleeve and levelled her gaze at him. “All the money, half the goods,” she bargained. “You see me safe to the outskirts.”

“And what the fuck am I supposed to do with the other half?” he sneered, secretly liking the idea.

“Hear me out,” she urged. “You can’t leave smuggled goods here long, I understand. Help me drive the sheep, the rest can go on my sumpter pony. There are coppicers at Willow Holme. They could take the flock to the Sheepmount, get a good price for you?” she shrugged helplessly, struggling with her improvisation.

Heughan thought about it for a long moment. The plan suited him, though she was not to know it. Besides, the day was drawing on, and he had other places to be. “Come on,” he growled. “Hand over the money and let’s get going.”

Her eyes glinted sharply with the catch of fire in glass. Knight of Swords; an unpredictable, opinionated man who was in for a surprise, she mused. He blinked, and in that split second, she crumpled her face once more into an anxious appeasement. She chinked a smaller bag of coin onto the table than he had been expecting. “I’ll pay you the rest when we’re in sight of the walls.”

Heughan grabbed the leather pouch and stood to leave. “Anyone would think you didn’t trust me.”

The rain had eased at last and the sheep went docilely enough. So did the woman, sulking along the length of the old Roman road as she lead the sumpter pony at a steady pace behind Heughan and Aluino. His steed was skittish and Heughan irritable from having to control the great prancing horse and keep the flock in tight formation. It was an otherwise uneventful journey, with no conversation between them.

Of the coppicers there was no sign as they neared the rise of Willow Holme. There were many small clearings and evidence of the charcoaler’s craft; burnt-out fires, small huts, piles of withies, but no signs of human habitation. Aluino was dancing sideways, his flanks quivering with suppressed energy, and Heughan looked from left to right to see whether there was a reason for the horse’s nervousness that he himself hadn’t sensed.

On the near horizon above the ridge, he caught a glimpse of waiting horses and armour in the trees. The woman had seen them too. Spurring her horse, she dragged the sumpter pony in front of Aluino and burst into a frantic canter. Sheep scattered in all directions, with the Andalusian rearing and bucking indignantly under Heughan. He yanked the reins hard to calm his horse but the stallion stretched his head to full length and raced in pursuit up the incline with frothing eagerness. The woman was nearly cresting the hill. The safety of the Castle lay just beyond. She was shouting at the riders and waving to attract their attention. That they had seen her was in no dispute and as she slowed, a dozen men on sturdy horses surrounded her. One of them caught the bridle of her jennet and spoke brusquely to her.

As Aluino finally slowed his maddened dash, Heughan pulled him up abruptly into a hoof-clattering halt. “Hell’s tits! What do you think you are doing?” He was angry now and heaved his mount around until he could bring him alongside the jennet. The big stallion ploughed and danced, and Heughan swore roundly at him. The men on horseback laughed at his discomfort. One of the other riders took the rope of the sumpter pony and led it a little way up into the trees. The stallion snickered and whinnied but didn’t try to follow.

The unflinching men now surrounding them wore coarse linen shirts, protected by weighty arming jacks – thigh length and sleeveless, made of fustian and leather. Deceptively constructed from two or three layers of quilted cloth, inside they were interspersed with small pieces of protective iron plate. Various patches of ragged cloth were loosely stitched onto the front of the jerkins; Heughan noted a red wolf’s head, an upturned horseshoe, a crusader’s cross, and smiled contentedly to see that the men uniformly wore a blue kerchief bound round their upper left arm. Most sported bucket-topped riding boots. A few wore steel helmets of varying designs. One or two simply had wool split-brim statute caps. They bristled with weapons.

Heughan rounded on the woman. “And what exactly did you think that feat was going to achieve? You’ll get no help here. These are my men,” he indicated, extending an arm to the rough group.

She searched their faces carefully. Their amusement solidified and hardened as they looked back at her. She knew from their wickedly cold eyes that there was one thing they all had in common; they were bastard-hard fighting men, Border reivers.

The one holding the bridle of her jennet snatched at her cloak. “What else have you got under there for me, pet?” he said, reaching for her.

She smacked his hand away. “Touch me ever and you’re a dead man.”

He raised a hand to strike her back but Heughan caught at his wrist. “Leave it, Hamish. You, woman, why don’t you shut up and stop causing me trouble?”

She pushed her hood back from her face angrily. There was a murmur from a couple of the men who recognised her. She ignored them and addressed herself instead to a swarthy man at the back of the group, the only one dressed differently, wearing a steel breastplate and a flamboyant burgonet helmet. Under his armour he wore an embroidered leather doublet, black panelled trunk hose, a linen shirt and ruff. His riding boots were fine leather and a swept-hilt rapier hung from his sword belt.

“Roddy, why did you send a boy to do a man’s work instead of coming yourself? I need to speak with you. Don Rodrigues do Córdoba, buenos tardes et ¿Qué demonios estás haciendo?”

Rodrigues raised one eyebrow delicately, half bowed from his perch on the horse and replied, “Buenos tardes, señora. It was a little foolhardy to come on your own, was it not?” and then to Heughan addressed the question, “Is there a problem?”

“Not any more, Roddy, now that you’re here,” the woman smoothly interrupted before Heughan could open his mouth to speak. “Our business is all but concluded. Though I could use some help rounding up my sheep, seeing how this country bumpkin you sent me has managed to scatter them.”

“Your sheep?” Heughan said incredulously, finally finding his voice.

“Mmm,” she murmured archly. “That was the original agreement, wasn’t it?”

Rodrigues cut in quietly under Heughan’s tirade of oaths and curses. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

The woman hesitated momentarily before she swung a leg forward and reached under her thigh to the saddlebag. She undid the two metal buckles and pulled out the package wrapped in its oilskin and a bag of coin, which she proffered to Rodrigues. He took it from her curiously and nodded to the other riders. They broke ranks and, with whistles and calls, rode off to gather the sheep, which hadn’t wandered far and were grazing opportunistically. Only two remained, watchfully backing Heughan.

Rodrigues put one gloved hand over his heart and bowed in a mock salute to her. “Igracias,” he said simply. “I am grateful you had the foresight to bring this to my attention. Did you open it? Do you know what it contains?”

She made her denial with downcast eyes.

“Probably for the best. Ignorance is the best watchman you could have.”

Her laugh was brittle. “Quis custodiet ipsos custodies? Who watches the watchmen, my friend? I thought you were supposed to be doing that.”

Then she was all brisk business again. “I’ll need my pony.” The request was polite but it was clear from her tone that she expected the answer to be in the affirmative. Heughan was wondering what had happened to the cowed woman he had dragged from Great Orton.

“No,” he interrupted defiantly, “I’ve agreed to none of this.” His colour was high as he swung around to face Rodrigues and demanded, “What the hell’s going on, Roddy? You leave me to make arrangements and then change the deal?”

“No,” said Rodrigues placatingly, “this was always the deal. It is you who have tried to amend our arrangement.”

The other reivers were returning with the sheep. Rodrigues nudged his horse over to Heughan and spoke with quiet insistence. “Let it be, lad. Give the lady her goods. She has paid for them in full.”

Heughan was suddenly stubborn. “No,” he refused flatly, “just half the silk and linens. Would you have one woman take everything from us so cheaply? How many dresses does she need, after all?”

“A dangerous question, the answer to which must surely be ‘at least one more’,” parried Rodrigues with a roguish twinkle in his eyes. “I have never thought to ask. Should we dare enquire?” he inclined his head towards the woman, who sat aloof and resolute.

Heughan shook his head and scowled in her general direction. “Tell the conniving bitch to take her ‘goods’ and clear off,” he snapped angrily. “She’s Middlemore’s doxy. He can deal with her.” Hearing his angry outburst, one or two of the other reivers nervously made the sign against the evil eye, looking cautiously in the direction of the silent woman. Rodrigues smiled indulgently at her and laughed at the men’s reaction, whistling one of them up to bring the pony and hand the leading rope to him. In response to the question the woman asked him with her eyes, he said simply, “I’ll see the pony and sheep safely delivered. You have my word.”

“I had your word you would meet me in person, remember?” she said testily. “No substitutions, Roddy. I dislike surprises, especially unpleasant ones.”

“Sometimes it is necessary,” he shrugged apologetically. “I can’t be everywhere at once. I would never send you someone I didn’t trust.”

“It’s not a question of your trust.”

The woman looked sharply at Heughan, keeping eye contact with him as she bent down to fiddle with her boots and stirrups. “You’ve forgotten my message already, haven’t you? Try harder to remember the next time.”

“Message?” queried Rodrigues.

Rising up, she held a clenched fist out to Heughan. “I would not have you starve on my behalf, reiver. This is for your trouble, a dish for your supper tonight perhaps?” she offered sweetly and, as he instinctively held open his hand, she dropped a pair of spurs into his palm. “Mind you don’t choke,” she spat at him. Her eyes raked him as she urged her horse to run.

A dish of spurs: the reiver women’s customary call to arms to tell the men that the cupboard was bare and it was time to get busy thieving. Heughan wheeled Aluino round to take pursuit but the big horse shied and side-stepped with prancing indignation.

“Bollocks!” yelled an annoyed Heughan. “What’s going on with this bloody ill-bred bog-trotter, Roddy?”

As he fought to wrest his rebellious horse under control, Rodrigues turned his own mount to block the path.

“Stop flapping about like a lobcock, lad,” he joked. Heughan turned to him in pitch-black humour, and Rodrigues laughed all the harder. He indicated the placid pony he was holding by its lead rein, winking, “You aren’t handling this well! It shouldn’t take the Master of the Horse to recognise when a filly’s in season.”

“When you didn’t make the meeting place, I had to improvise,” snapped Heughan. “I was doing just fine until you countermanded my orders and made me look like a slack-wit!”

“Nope,” replied Rodrigues. “You did that all by yourself,” and cuffed Heughan lightly on the back of the head. “Enough. What’s this about a message?”

“For fuck’s sake, Roddy,” snarled Heughan. “I never paid no mind to a woman’s prattle. And I didn’t expect to have to trade with that witch. She’s a bigger bloody thief than you!”

His men laughed, breaking the tension.

“Away, lads,” Heughan called. “Hamish, Willie, you’re friendly with the boys in the garrison? You’d best keep Roddy’s promise and get the sheep delivered. Oh aye, and the pony too. Go on home. I’ll see you all in a day or so. Stay out of town ’til then. I’ve a feeling there could be trouble brewing.”

His lads took his words seriously and nodded their agreement. He waited until they were out of earshot before rounding on Rodrigues.

“Who’s the package for?” Heughan demanded. “And why all the fuss?”

Rodrigues grinned approval at him. “Now you’re starting to ask sensible questions. Come on,” he encouraged, jingling the bag of coins. “Forget about the spurs, I’ll stand you supper. I’ve been paid. Where’s the harm? Middlemore will grow fat on mutton, we can all eat and Melisande will have a pretty new dress when next we see her.”

And then I might get some answers to my questions, Heughan thought, pocketing the spurs.







Chapter 3: Ordered Splendour


Carlisle Castle

Melisande had barely returned to the Castle and was still stabling her jennet when new riders came clattering past her from the Scotch Gate to the north end of the city. She surmised that Lord Middlemore would still be entrenched with the documents and papers from the herald who had come through the English Gate at the south earlier the same day. Intersecting messengers were growing more common, a sign of the times and the busy traffic in the Debatable Lands of the border. The forthcoming Truce Day meant that there was special urgency.

With a small pang of guilt, she thought that her first priority ought to be an efficacious remedy for Jon, especially since it was she who had slipped him the purge that was the cause of his present discomfort. It hadn’t been kind but she had needed an urgent excuse to get away by herself and keep that appointment with Rodrigues.

Melisande hesitated. The Five of Wands. Conflicting demands. She should just leave well alone and not involve herself with Rodrigues. However, the messengers would take some rest and food before they presented their documents to Ross Middlemore. That meant there was time for her to satisfy her curiosity.

She slipped her way over to the bigger Barrack Stables at the far side of the Outer Ward. If anyone stopped her, she would make the excuse that she was checking the horses. Hereabouts, everyone trusted their welfare and that of their animals to her, relied on her herbs and her ability. It was power, of a sort, but it brought no security; that came from Ross and others, at a price. It was all too easy for some malcontent farmer with a dead cow to point a finger and shout ‘witch’. Across the border in Scotland, too many old, lonely, sad women had been burnt at the stake for no other reason than they looked peculiar and had no one to defend them. Or there was some ill-bred reiver with his own prejudices, who couldn’t keep a civil tongue in his head, she thought angrily.

It didn’t help matters that, in the Borders, they were also under the shadow of a Scottish king who had all the ambition of intellect coupled with an arrogant belief in his own supremacy. He even authored books on the nature of demons. Who would dare argue with James Stewart, the self-proclaimed expert, when he wore the crown?

Who apart from her? She remembered him as a different man, in younger times, at the Scottish court, when they had shared a certain similarity in tastes. They must have seemed precocious in their youthful naïvety, convinced that they had the power to shape their own destinies. James’s belief that he was ordained by God had hardened into arrogant intolerance. Melisande’s hope that she could be a scholar had been destroyed by the Calvinist book burnings. Both of them had been betrayed by circumstance; bartered according to the traditions of enmity and sent their separate ways. James’s friends had all been banished or exiled. He had been held captive for political gain. In some ways, he had been a captive ever since; first of all by his jealous, plotting uncles, then by his powerful but nervous cousin. He was king in name but pawn in play.

Melisande also longed for greater freedom but knew in her heart that she already had more than most. Ross’s dependency worked in her favour, allowing her to come and go with a degree of flexibility denied to most others. Her compassion had bought her the confidences of other women, her discretion had bought her the trust of men; her continued silence bought its own rewards.

Everything bought and paid for, one way or another, she thought bitterly; I’m just a whore, like so many others.

Mentally, she slapped herself. There was no time for self-pity. The whores she knew were made of sterner stuff. She pulled the sheaf of papers from the first saddlebag and scanned them quickly. If Rodrigues wouldn’t confide in her, she would find answers for herself. She found a letter from Scotland with number codes, slipped in amongst the letters for the French diplomat, the Duke of Rohan, in England. She opened the small fold of paper.

His Grace, the Duke of Rohan, she suspected was an imposter, a clever diplomat posing as a fake French envoy and acting as Cecil’s go-between. The ruse enabled sensitive messages from Scotland to be sent to England without hindrance. The treason was real enough to earn them all an excruciating death if the queen chose to take notice of them. Perhaps that was the reason the last courier had been attacked. If so, Melisande’s interception was fraught with danger.

She read quickly, frowning to understand the deliberate vagueness of diplomatic language. The letter was shrouded with as much secrecy as an illicit love affair. In one sense it was just that; the love of one doomed man watching the slow death of the woman he adored, reaching for someone to give him hope beyond the canker of grief.

Cecil’s macabre Scottish suitor, as were all others mentioned in the brief letter, was identified only by a number. Not for the first time she wondered how far Rodrigues stretched his web of intrigue and the true identities of those he employed as espiers. He claimed it was in the interests of good trade. She suspected he traded in much more than contraband. Curiosity was a dangerous path to start down, full of shadowy men with sharp daggers and no consciences, where only gold and his intervention kept misfortune at bay.

The iron tongues of the Cathedral bells clacked warningly for those who felt the need for prayer. Melisande ignored them, checked that she had put everything away where it belonged, before she hurried away from the stables to the private areas reserved for the Lord Warden.

The herb garden which nestled in a corner of the inner ward was one of Melisande’s most treasured places in the whole Castle. Here, sheltered and warmed by rosy walls, raised beds of herbs provided essential supplies for everyday needs. Melisande alone had planted and tended every single shrub, root and flower and loved them all fiercely because of it. Her garden was her domain and she ruled absolutely, arranging order to her liking. She paused at the sleeping beds of comfrey, soapwort, valerian, lavender and St John’s Wort – healer’s herbs. Melisande checked that the cover of sheep’s wool she had spread over them was keeping the earth warm and protecting the plants from frost. There was a large area given over to culinary herbs; bushes of purplish sage, bloody sorrel, good king henry, fat hen and parsley. Even at this time of year, rosemary flourished in abundance. She brushed her hand gently against it in a happy caress. Set apart from the rest was the poison garden, with its deadly harvest of wolfsbane, pennyroyal and foxglove – secret herbs which could both kill and cure. Melisande also harvested, dried and preserved secrets, storing them carefully.

In a small lean-to propped against the outer wall, Melisande practised her craft. She mixed up potions, lotions, poultices and remedies for those who needed her healing. And when she was certain she was alone, always alone, she would remove her treasure from its hiding place and experiment.

Melisande, always meticulous in her preparations, carefully washed her hands. The tisane which she had been brewing in a small crucible was poured into a beaker, sweetened with some honey added to the minty pennyroyal that formed its base. There was too much for one dose, so she decanted most into a small pottery jar marked with the sign of the melusine. The twin-tailed siren was a warning that the concoction inside had the power to kill, so Melisande stoppered the jar carefully. The beaker still being warm to touch, Melisande wrapped it in a cloth before she carried it carefully over to the Castle Keep, where her most important patient waited for her. Jon would just have to sit and look at his miserable knees a while longer.

In a spacious chamber, Melisande’s charge lay facedown on the coverlet, her body wracked with great sobs. Her pretty face was red-splotched with crying, and Melisande’s heart melted at the sight of such misery. She hurried to set down the tisane and sat lightly on the edge of the wide bed, soothing long, white-blond tresses with gentle hands. The sobbing subsided gradually as the girl turned large soulful eyes to her and hiccoughed a breathy sob. Melisande plumped feather pillows and helped her to sit, bidding her sip the tisane.

“My life is a tragedy!” the girl cried bitterly. “You tell me that women can be equals in a world of men but how can you keep torturing me with such pretence? This curse of Eve is ever with us. My duty is to produce a son. How can I possibly feel equal to anything when my body reminds me time and time again that I am a barren failure? My heart is broken! What man has ever had to endure half so much?” and she burst into renewed tears.

Melisande stroked her hair away from damp cheeks and kissed her mouth gently. “There is no curse. There are just natural rhythms. You are young. There will be a new moon and other chances,” she smoothed pragmatically.

Ross Middlemore had been a widower for many years. He had watched his sons grow into strong young bulls and then known the pain of watching them culled by war. The younger had been spitted upon a sharp lance in an unmemorable skirmish. His elder son, Walter, once Melisande’s husband, had fallen to his untimely death from a parapet. Ross felt the loss deeply. They were insignificant, inglorious deaths so unbefitting for the heirs of Middlemore.

Ross had distilled his gall with each passing year, lashing out in his pain like the great wounded animal he was. Melisande had borne the brunt of it, putting herself between Ross and those otherwise too weak to defend themselves; until Ross had found Phillice. A fragile blossom, nurtured in the queen’s court, she gave him renewed hope, and he was avowed to replenish his dynasty. However, for every long month since their wedding in the previous year, Phillice had failed to conceive.

Melisande had begun with the best of intentions, concerned for an innocence too readily sacrificed. Ross’s new bride had been very shocked with the harsh reality of her northern home. As Melisande was her sole female companion, Phillice had confided the most intimate details of her marital relations, and Melisande had willingly used her herbal knowledge to concoct remedies to encourage her courses and dull Ross’s urges. With a twinge of conscience, Melisande privately admitted that her cure was also effective enough to prevent conception. Duplicitously, she was the very cause of Phillice’s current unhappiness.

Melisande was in two minds as to whether to try to intercede on Phillice’s behalf. On the one hand, she wanted to protect Phillice, but on the other, she didn’t want to get in the way of Ross. The man was tup-heidit, like a stubborn ram desperate to breed. Perhaps it was time to leave Phillice to her own devices and let nature take its course. The girl had to become the Castle mistress sometime. Melisande just couldn’t imagine her checking the grain stores for weevils, or compounding lye and lavender to make soap, or in fact, doing anything that was at all practical. Phillice had shown no inclination to learn or take on chores. She was very decorative though. Maybe Ross would find her so distracting that he would be content with just an old mutton bone to gnaw on.

Phillice had cried herself out and was sleeping. She really did look like an angel, with her corona of bright hair splayed on the pillow, long lashes brushing high pink cheeks above the curving bow of her mouth. What would such a seventeen-year-old know of broken hearts and tragedy? Melisande sighed and kissed her gently on the forehead, as any mother would.

Carlisle Castle was an outpost wedged in a crevice between disputed territories at the end of the old Roman Empire. Small wonder that Phillice felt she was alone, exiled in a harsh landscape populated by the inhospitable and the suspicious. Melisande had once been in the same situation, worrying that there would never be a genuine welcome for her in these cold northern lands, where families who had been here for four generations were disparagingly described as ‘incomers’.

Melisande stood out and consequently, she was condemned always to stand alone. She was foreign, exotic and different. In other places, at other times in her life, it hadn’t mattered. As a younger woman at court, it had never been significant; everyone had been vibrant, dazzling and revelled in the unusual, the new. Life back then was lived solely for pleasure and enjoyment. A life lost now.

Tears pinched at her eyes. She brushed them away, angry at her indulgence, remembering an ancient family motto: use what you have, do what you must. Words to live by.







Chapter 4: A Dangerous Stretch


The Solway Coast

The reivers rode in companionable silence, marking the outer edges of the estuary where the Eden finally petered out into the mud flats. The river was too lazy to be bothered to meet the sea and preferred to wait rather for the sea to come to it. Raw-boned women with pinched faces tucked their skirts immodestly high and stood ankle deep in mud, feeling with their toes for the flat fish lurking in the quickening sands. They paid no heed as the men rode by; sensibly keeping their heads down like dabbling ducks. Beyond the salt-marshes, the air was spitefully sharp, whipping their faces with bitter sea spittle. A curlew overhead cried out, mournful in its solitude, but Heughan liked the desolation and emptiness.

They rode to the edge of the spit, where the sand-coarsened grass was finally smothered by a fine powder that heaved itself up into towering dunes. There was only the thinnest demarcation between sea and sky now. Heughan couldn’t look at it for any length of time without feeling dizzy. He was never certain if it was the brightness of light on the edge or the lack of any movement but the vastness of it, the suggestion of limitless possibilities, made him disorientated and anxious. He hated to admit the feeling to himself, would admit it to no other. He wondered if it was true that the earth was flat and what would happen if he were to sail to the very edge and fall off into the inky void of the star-scattered heavens.

Rodrigues had shown him his collection of maps of other realms, and he had marvelled at the insignificance of the shapes which were meant to represent the land, compared to the water all around. At the edges, there was always one lonely ship and the same droll admonition written with a flourish, ‘Here be monsters’.

As a young boy, Heughan had spent many hours poring over the maps, memorising the details and scaring himself, bravely defying the monsters which lurked in the corners. He had placed his hands carefully to cover the map edges so that he wouldn’t have to be tormented by the demons with bared fangs and rolling eyes.

Gradual curiosity had usually got the better of him, and then he would tentatively open out his fingers, splaying them wide until he caught sight of those terrible eyes again and closed his hand quickly before they looked back at him. The cartographer had been possessed of a fevered imagination and had drawn a Leviathan which sucked at the water’s edge and threatened to consume the sea and everything in it, wiping it clean from the page. Heughan had wondered what would have happened next. Having devoured the vast waves, would the great beast then have been left flapping about on dry, sandy emptiness, the instrument of its own destruction, or would it have vomited back a bowling inundation to swamp the land and sink the ships?

Heughan shivered. The Solway tide had turned back and was rolling towards the land, bringing cloying dampness with it.

Once they had made the shelter of the dunes, they had lit a clandestine fire. There was no likelihood that anyone would see their flames and mistake them for a danger signal, setting off a chain of flares across the whole country, causing patriotic men to leap from their beds and armour themselves against invasion. This was a smuggler’s landfall and deliberately covert. There were prepared for the long wait ahead.

The men were relaxed around the fire. Mad Desmond had a flask of his firewater usqueabach, which would strip the throat from a man and leave him retching for breath. The men bantered with each other as they swigged and gasped eagerly in turn. Heughan joined in with good humour, though it made his eyes water, and he coughed and choked more than the rest. They laughed all the louder at him, slapping him on the back and applauding his efforts.

Rodrigues kept a little way off. He had unbuckled his armour and wrapped himself in a rabbit-trimmed wool over-gown against the cold. Reclining on one side, he watched the stars appear through the encroaching mist. Heughan sat down beside him. He wrapped his arms around his legs, hugging his knees and waited; watching the sea in front of him, watching askance the man beside him. For a long while he said nothing, listened to the hiss of surf on sand and the sea sucking back. He stared at the rolling deep and speculated that the monsters were staring back at him.

Strange phosphorescence bobbed at the water’s margin. There were tales here too of will o’ the wisps who would lure a ship into the sinking sands of the marsh, where the fish-tailed faeries then devoured the crew without a trace. A man needed to be on his guard against evil in all its forms.

“Melisande, Roddy? Is there a story that you’re not telling me?”

Rodrigues smiled to himself. He had half-expected the question but until the moment of asking, had not been able to frame an answer. He inhaled deeply and began a tale that he knew would delight the young Heughan; a tale of dream people in faraway places, tattooed men with veiled blue faces, who watched by their own campfires in the cold night sand and fancied themselves desired by exotic women writhing around them with their sinewy bodies like succubae.

Rodrigues’s eyes shone as he described for Heughan places where he had lived as a young man, breathing life into the re-telling of a sad history.

He told Heughan of jealous popes, who had always guarded control of the ‘one true faith’. Though priests might claim they have God’s ear and do His Divine Will, they are but ambitious men; and ambition can always find a way to subvert will. Old enemies who understood the measure of each other would always be reluctant to take up opposing arms unless they were compelled by fate and urged by action. However, when zealous men were called by God, they answered with righteous fanaticism and would not be turned by mere man’s reason. Rodrigues sighed. If God, anyone’s god, was invoked, some part of humanity was doomed to suffer.

Rodrigues described for Heughan the spires and minarets of Córdoba, the soaring magnificence of the Alhambra in Granada, strange and slender architecture so unlike the familiar squat pele towers that Heughan knew. Rodrigues painted a vivid picture of the celestial arcs imprisoned as five and six pointed stars, rendered in vibrant jewel colours and lustrous tiled surfaces on the floor of the courts. Heughan imagined himself striding across the heavens.

Clouds scudded across Rodrigues’s face, and he sighed with deep regret. The past was always painful for him. The reflection that gazed back at him from the looking glass was sorrowfully dark-defined, guardian of his secrets. He, like Heughan, yearned to catch a glimpse of the man he had once been.

He grasped a hand of the fine sand he lay on. The more he tried to hold, the more it slipped away from him, trickling through his fingers until the inevitable emptiness. He struggled to make sense of it all to himself, to convey some sense of that meaning to the hawkish man who regarded him steadily. Rodrigues had always tried to shape Heughan with responsibility, as a father should, but Heughan, the man, was forged by blood and bielded by his reiver heritage. Rodrigues felt old and that his influence was waning.

He shook himself mentally and continued his narrative of the storm clouds gathered over Europe, the dark days of war and England’s desperate struggle to break free from the Catholic stranglehold. The Church put a high price on a man’s soul that had cost England’s renegade King Henry dear. Lesser men of lesser means had forfeited their lives.

This time, Heughan was in a hurry to hear the end of the story. Instinctively, he felt it would give him an insight into the mystery that was Melisande, and he wanted the power that knowledge brought with it. He didn’t understand why a wily rogue like Rodrigues would afford Ross’s woman any respect.

He scowled as he remembered how she had mocked him. He imagined grabbing her by the hair and bending her over a barrel, kicking her legs apart so that he could plant himself between them, to ride her hard from behind.

Heughan kicked out at the sand, sending scurrying clouds over the leather of his boots to rid himself of the image. It wasn’t his way; he’d never needed to force himself on a woman. Now he was cross with himself for even imaging it, angrier still with Melisande for poisoning his mind with the imagery. Bloody witch, get out of my head, he thought. He scuffed his boots in the sand some more, driving his heel hard to worry a deep furrow, and dragged his attention back to Rodrigues as the story took a new twist.

Rodrigues began to speak of an acquaintance called Josef Moriscos, otherwise known as ‘Dark Solomon’, whose wit and intelligence were renowned throughout Granada. He was an alchemist but his especial interest was in the workings of the human body. He was also Alumbrados, a practitioner of a mystic form of Christianity which believed in the separation of the soul from the body. Worse yet, he was rumoured to be a resurrectionist, not averse to dissecting human cadavers, a heresy to make respectable people everywhere shiver.

Josef hypothesised that sickness was caused by the dis ease of the body and that the application of medicines or herbs, even cutting away rotten flesh, could help the body to heal, become stronger, live longer. The church leaders were appalled at his blasphemy. Illness was God’s judgement, which only God could heal. Josef argued that the apostles had healed in Christ’s name and that therefore, demons or disease, knowing and naming was no different. If one wanted to be rid of something, one first had to identify it, name it and then cast it out. The Catholic Church decided that the name of their particular devil in Granada to be exorcised was Josef Moriscos.

Josef and his family were forced to appear in front of the commission and prove themselves good and proper Christians. Their very name was against them; Moriscos being the hereditary name for Moors, who had converted, willingly or otherwise. Being Alumbrados compounded their original sin. The Inquisition declared Josef an arrogant imposter, a magician such as the biblical Simon Magus, who had set himself against God. They demanded that he should purge himself of his heresy by burning all his books.

Unreasonably, Josef refused.

The Inquisition issued a proclamation: Josef would burn the books or burn in hell. He laughed at that. Finally, the Inquisition decided that hell could use a hastening hand. They issued the ultimatum that on an appointed day, Josef would present his books for consignment to the bonfire or he would go into the flames instead.

Rodrigues faltered in his tale as wavering lights appeared at the edges of the marsh. Heughan sat spell-bound, afraid to speak, unsure if they were the lanterns of Excise men or the corpse-candles of faeries, and uncertain as to which was a bigger threat. As Heughan watched, the luminous spheres hovered over the rush tips before fading into nothingness. The wind lowed a warning through the reedy grass, sounding a vibrating requiem for lost souls.

“There were no books,” said Rodrigues, breaking the silence.

Josef had given them all to the many friends and travellers who had crossed his path, spirited away and scattered across the continents. Except one, the ‘Key of Solomon’, Josef’s own study of his alchemy and anatomy. The Inquisition declared it a necronomicon, a book of shadows and spells, the mere possession of which was punishable by death. However, in spite of all their hunting, the book never surfaced.

Confused, Heughan asked, “Was there ever really a book? What was in it?”

Rodrigues shrugged. “The secret of how to make gold from the elements or perhaps, as Josef hinted, how to live forever. Too many secrets and dangerous knowledge. It was always rumoured that Josef had entrusted it to his best student, but if he did, their identity was never known, the whereabouts of the book a mystery.”

The maps that Heughan loved so much had been Josef’s penultimate gift to his friend Rodrigues. His final gift had been his daughter, a young woman whom he placed into his care as ward: Melisande.

Heughan was dumbstruck. Questions skipped across his mind like stones skimming water, but Rodrigues quelled them before he ever even opened his mouth to begin to ask. He rapidly explained to Heughan that he had taken Melisande only as far as relations in Languedoc and there, absolved himself of both responsibility and temptation.

After that, their lives had taken different directions, and their earlier story had been forgotten. Years later, they had met again as strangers in the Borders, where they found a new friendship.

“You recognised her? Did she not recognise you?” Heughan asked.

Rodrigues simply smiled. “I am much changed. We have all made different lives for ourselves, and I have no wish to remind Melisande of a past which must contain much pain for her. No, what’s gone is best forgotten. You will not speak of this to Melisande. She knows me only as Don Rodrigues, one-time Master of the Horse, sometime soldier of fortune and Merchant Adventurer; Roddy to my friends.”

Heughan had been lost in his own train of thought and had failed to notice that Rodrigues had stopped speaking and was staring out to sea. He followed his line of sight but couldn’t pick anything out over the pitch and yaw of the dark waves.

A sudden guffaw of laughter pulled his attention back to the fire. Mad Desmond had had too much to drink and had stripped himself naked to frolic through the dunes in a lopsided dance. He skipped along the breaking waves as they rolled across the shingle, his bare arse broadly visible against the dark line of the shore, giggling wildly to himself about píseogs and the lights of the little people.

Heughan loped back to the fire and squatted down beside another of the men. “Can’t you ever keep Des under control, Jack? What is it that sets him off?”

Jack was guarded in his response. He trailed a finger in the sand, drawing spiral patterns that wound in on themselves, snakes devouring their own tails. He shrugged a reply. “Fey,” he drawled in his soft, lazy accent. “Touched by the faeries. He says custom demands they need a song if you see them…” Jack paused and indicated his friend, who had stopped to sit cross-legged in the sand in front of the incoming tide. Des started to sing, a sad lament for erstwhile drunken men to be merry afore they died. Jack threw his own boots at him and told him to ‘shut up’. He shook his head. “He’s a mad git. The only songs he knows are bleeding miserable, and he’s only sane when he’s fighting. God love him but you know what they say, Heughan, Ná déan nós is ná bris nós.” He shook his head again and went to pull Desmond out of the water.

“Don’t make a custom and don’t break a custom,” Heughan repeated to himself.

Rodrigues was behind Heughan. “Desmond is a lost soul. A broken man with no family except those he chooses, like the rest of us,” he added ruefully, before slapping Heughan on the back. “Come now, no misery. Or you can call us all Irish! Let’s drink and be merry. It’s not a bad idea.”

When the embers of the fire had died down to soporific warmth, most of the men curled themselves into their riding cloaks and embraced sleep. Heughan remained hunched by the fire, brooding at dancing images within the smoulder. Next to him, Rodrigues heated the blade of his sharp parrying dagger, turning it slowly. He put the packet that Melisande had given him onto the ground, opening it carefully, noting the way the cloth was folded, memorising the pattern. He withdrew an inner bundle, locked from prying eyes with a red wax seal. Whistling tunelessly through the gap in his teeth, he inserted the tip of the hot knife between the two halves of the great seal and wiggled it gently until it broke apart. He scanned the contents of the letter, pocketing a small book, before turning to re-heat the blade in the fire. He caught Heughan watching him and winked. Heughan feigned disinterest and looked away. Even so, he observed with a sideways glance how Rodrigues used the blade to re-melt the wax, sticking the pieces back together again, before carefully re-wrapping it in the secret folds.

Some hours later, the noise of oars disrupting the natural rhythm of the breakers woke Heughan from a dreamless sleep. Two small rowboats were breasting the waves, pulling closer to the shore with each stroke. Heughan propped himself up on his elbow and watched as Rodrigues strode out through the surf to grasp the first by the prow. The moon had risen large and full, spilling dappled light onto the shore as night clouds scurried across it. Heughan saw Rodrigues pull the oilskin package from beneath his doublet and pass it across to the boat in exchange for a similar packet.

The second boat ran aground on the shore. A half a dozen indistinct shapes were bundled out of it swiftly across the wet sands, leaving melting footprints that were erased by the next wave. Casks and crates followed into the hands of the waiting reivers. Five minutes more and everything was swallowed by the dunes and spirited into the gathering night.







Chapter 5: Birds of a Feather


Carlisle City, Candlemas, 1603

Heughan pushed through the Irish Gate ahead of the traffic, almost before the surprised watchman had it open. In slipshod morning brightness, the towering sandstone of William Rufus’s castle was robust of frontage; a red-headed harlot straddling Scotland’s kings and England’s queens alike.

Early as it was, wavering knots of men were already making their way towards the Carel Cross, ready for the Candlemas hiring. The morning was bitingly cold. Frost nipped hard on the heels of the labourers, who stamped their feet impatiently, blew into reddened, chapped hands to warm them and prayed within the steam for successful employment.

Heughan hesitated as he turned his horse up the broad cobbled stretch of Castle Street. The Quarter Day meant that there would be a steady stream of callers later for Rodrigues; settling debts, buying cloth, wine or contraband, exchanging gossip. He had ridden ahead to buy himself some time alone and didn’t want to meet trouble this early in the day. Heughan managed to dodge down haunted and empty Long Lane, skirting Treasury Court with its tight knots of hardened gossips. It was too much to hope he could make Rodrigues’s house without being stopped at least once. Sure enough, as he turned into Grape Lane, Red Sally was standing in the doorway with her brawny arms folded, a rudd stone in one hand ready to polish the step and a suspiciously welcoming smile on her shrewd face. Heughan threw one leg over the pommel, sitting sideways on the saddle to face her.

“Morning, Sal’,” he said, testing the atmosphere. It would be most unwise to dismount until he had ascertained what sort of a reception he was going to get. Sally had a wicked aim and the rudd stone looked a hefty weight.

Sally looked him up and down. “Morning, yourself,” she said evenly. “I expect you’re hoping for an early feed. A plate of spurs will always leave you with an empty belly,” she added slyly.

“Aw fuck, Sal’,” groaned Heughan. “How the devil did you get to hear that tale?”

Sally tapped the side of her nose in reply. “Devil’s right! ’Twas that old gooseberry Roddy himself what told me!” she said laughing. “Never mind, lad. Come inside and wrap yourself round something warm before you have it out with him. You’ll feel a whole lot better,” she cheered encouragingly, pushing open the door as he stepped past her into the bordello.

Trade for the day was well underway when Heughan looked out of the casement window. He stretched out his arms above his head until the taut muscles on his shoulder blades cracked and decided that he felt really good. The feeling of euphoria lasted for all of five seconds. There she was, coming towards him from the Market Place. He hoped she might turn away, and he could mutter some choice curses at her departing back but she kept coming towards the Lanes. Melisande, he thought, sounding her name in his mind. She looked up.

“Shit!” he grimaced. He ducked down below the window in case she had seen him and immediately felt foolish. Gingerly, he peered over the ledge and was astonished to see her knocking at the door, even further surprised when she was admitted without delay.

A small cough from behind reminded him where he was.

“What’s going on?” asked the girl, pulling on her shift. Heughan told her. “What’s she doing here?” he said.

“Oh, you know, women’s matters, I ’spect. Sally probably wants her advice about the pigeon and what’s the best way to serve it up,” was the reply. Heughan marvelled at the capacity of women to be bothered with recipes and cooking things.

The pigeon in question was roosting on the far corner of the bed in the attic, unaware of the discussions taking place concerning its fate. Red Sally and Melisande were outside the door, conferring in hushed tones. Melisande had been to the scullery for hot water and cloths, in case things got messy. She had brought everything else she needed in the leather satchel she carried on her hip; herbs, a flask of oil and a wickedly sharp knife.

Sally was wringing her hands fretfully, muttering about the price she had paid, worrying about what was to be done, until Melisande patted them with calm reassurance and sent her away to organise the rest of the household. Melisande picked up the pail and cloths in one hand and eased the door open a fraction with the other, keeping her foot against the widening crack in case the bird panicked and tried to rush out past her. She pressed herself inside and closed the door decisively behind her.

“Now my girl,” she said, in brisk tones but not unkindly, “let’s have a good look at you.”

A bundle of rags on the bed unwound itself to reveal a young woman in a very dishevelled state. At some point she had pissed herself with either fright or necessity, and her homespun woollen garments smelled rank even from a distance, causing Melisande to wrinkle her nose at the sourness. She had a multi-coloured bruise on the side of her face where someone, and Melisande just knew it was a man, had back-handed her, splitting her lip and eyebrow in the process. Great brown eyes beseeched her silently.

Melisande shushed her from the doorway and made soothing noises of the sort designed to calm nervous animals as she moved closer. Smiling reassuringly, she prised the girl’s clenched hands gently open and dipped the cloths in the warm water to bathe them. She noticed the pricked fingertips, not coarsened by rough work. “How is it that you spend so much time at your sewing?” she ventured. “Is it your trade or just occupies your hours?”

The girl snatched her hand away with a wail of panic and crossed herself. “Are you a witch to read my palm?” she asked in English with a slight accent. Melisande sighed with exasperation and held the girl’s fingertips so that she could see them for herself. “No,” she said evenly, “I just use the gifts that have been granted to me, like the use of my own eyes.”

She rinsed the cloths and continued washing the mud and sand away from the girl’s arms. Carefully, she bathed the bruise on the girl’s face, tut-tutted when she saw the disruptive camouflage of yellow and purple, and opened her satchel to administer lavender and horse-chestnut blended with a little oil. The girl had hair the colour of bitter marmalade and Melisande tucked it behind her ears, the better to see her face. A woman, not a girl, Melisande realised. Smiling a reassurance, finding a name, she persuaded Sorcha to undress and gathered up the soiled clothes for washing or something. ‘Something’ best being a hasty bonfire, if she had her way. Melisande sluiced Sorcha’s lithe body with clean water scented with the sweet herbs from her satchel. Her gentle stroking was calming, yet all the while she was cleaning, checking and assessing with a commercial interest. She wrapped the now shivering Sorcha in layers of blankets before sitting her on the bed.

As she sat next to her sharing scraps of coarse bread and cold capon, she gave her another frank stare. Large tears began to roll down Sorcha’s face. “What’s going to happen to me?”

“That depends on you,” Melisande said gently.

Sorcha looked around, noticing her surroundings for the first time. “Where am I?”

Melisande tried to reassure her, “This is a house of women, in Carlisle. You are in England.”

“Oh sweet Mary!” Sorcha babbled in a rush, “I thought it was just another one of his threats. He never dared strike me because he knew he’d have to pay the bride price, but he threatened he’d send me away if I wasn’t more agreeable. The year certain was nearly up, so I thought he meant back to my family. I never thought he’d sell me to blackbirders.”

Sorcha hugged the blankets around her and snivelled. “He let them hit me and just laughed. Took the silver pennies like the Judas traitor that he was…” she broke off sobbing. Melisande could see she was frightened but knew from experience that shock and disappointment were best swallowed in one large bitter gulp, not sipped. Ireland had many types of legal marriage arrangement, yet Sorcha was not the first wife to be traded into slavery by an unscrupulous husband. Melisande felt afresh the raw pain of being ripped from her own home, an abandoned soul cast adrift in the world by a hard, cold husband who couldn’t even hold onto his own life. Uncharitably, she was reminded that Walter was harder and colder now, long-dead and packed into the earth. She wanted to reassure Sorcha that she was among friends; better yet, sisters, who understood her predicament and who would show her the means to provide her own rescue.

The Five of Wands. Conflicting demands, she thought. Yet the card also meant a group of people from different backgrounds, struggling with accepting their way of living and finding ways to work together. That decided it for her.

Out loud she said, “There’s no such thing as a good man. Don’t ever wait for one to rescue you, Sorcha. It’ll never happen. You have been both bought and sold. However unjust you might feel that is, it is your situation. You have a debt to pay back in order to buy your freedom. How you choose to do that is up to you.”

Sorcha burst into more tears. “Stop,” Melisande said quietly.

“In this house men are just business, Sorcha, just a way to put bread on the table. An easy way, especially when you’re young and pretty.”

“I can’t,” Sorcha trembled. “That’s the problem. I don’t much care for men.”

“No matter. Who does?” said Melisande, meeting Sorcha’s stare with knowing eyes the colour of wet slate. “What? You think you’re the first wife who finds she’s not suited to the marriage bed?”

She stroked a finger along Sorcha’s collar bone before sliding the flat of her hand down onto her breast, cupping its firm roundness. “We don’t need men. Not when we know how to look after each other. It’s just useful to find ways to control them, whether or not we desire them.”

“A man will fight and lash out to take what he wants. A wise woman can find a gentler path,” Melisande said softly and bent her head to Sorcha’s breast. Sorcha breathed out a small moan. Melisande smiled, a slow curve of her lips, and gently eased her back onto the bed. She kissed a meandering trail down her hipbones, stroking the flat of one hand along her flank and buttock, over the firm mound with its soft, springy hair.

She hesitated slightly before she dipped her head between Sorcha’s legs at the cleft and kissed her hard. She felt Sorcha twitch involuntarily, arch her back, push against her. Sweat coupled with the fragrance of lavender that Melisande had used to bathe her. The smell was mossy, earthy and arousing. Sorcha pushed her hips against Melisande’s tongue, encouraging her. Melisande sucked hard in return until Sorcha released her tension.

Afterwards, Melisande caressed her as she would a cat. She kissed the insides of Sorcha’s wrists gently on her pulse and felt her racing heartbeat slowly calm. She stayed until her breathing was the steady ease of relaxed sleep before tiptoeing gently away.

Melisande found Sally in the scullery, chopping root vegetables. They met each other’s gaze and shared the reassurance of a smile. Melisande fetched herself some water to wash her hands and face. She rinsed her mouth and spat out. Sally sighed heavily.

“I’m a purblind fool, I know. What was I thinking, Mele? Trading with blackbirders? I just can’t afford it! I can’t save every poor wee thing from the Isles.” She shook her head.

Melisande crossed to her and hugged her close, let herself be enveloped in Sally’s generous warm bosom, twisting a strand of red hair that escaped from under Sally’s cap.

“I daresay she reminded you of someone,” she said shrewdly, smiling into Sally’s eyes.

Sally blew out her cheeks in puffed embarrassment and pushed Melisande away to rub her hands on her wide hips.

“She’s too green, Sal. You’ll need a long time to train her up, and I doubt she’ll be willing, it’s not her inclination.” Sally looked at her too sharply and hacked angrily at the turnips.

Melisande held her hands up, palms open in a gesture of submission. “Why not keep her by you for a while yet? Just give her a chance to see how things are. I’ll give you some sewing for her to do, let her earn her keep using her hands for now. She can be grateful in her own time.”

Sally scowled over the turnip tops and pulled a wry face of disbelief.

“If it’s profit you need, put the word about that you’ve a pigeon for the plucking, wait awhile and take the highest bidder,” suggested Melisande.

Sally brightened, “I’ve done that already, Mele,” she said. “Just to a select few though, as yet.”

Melisande shook her head. “Too soon, Sal. Don’t rush things.”

“I need to pay the protection, Mele,” she said, imploringly. “I can’t afford freeloaders. I’ve got one of the heidsmen upstairs with Letty right now. Giving him free bed and board,” she nodded at the mess of vegetables, “just so we can stay in business.”

“Which heidsman?” asked Melisande. “Does Roddy know?”

Sally snorted. “Know? It’s El Diablo’s own darling boy sent to collect rent.”

Melisande folded her arms and frowned. “So who are you paying protection to?” she asked.

Sally huffed, “Bugger if I know; I let Roddy deal with them, it’s all so complicated. Armstrongs, Grahams, Maxwells. Too many of them. And all of them just to leave us alone!” They looked at one another and laughed at the irony.

Melisande swung her bag around onto her hip. “I’d best speak with Lettice,” she said, “and make sure she takes proper precautions. That girl gets around faster than an awkward itchy rash, which is probably what half the town apprentices’ll have by the end of the week if she doesn’t mind herself. She’s a sneaky little besom but she’s enthusiastic, I’ll say that much for her. Right, Sal, that’s me done unless there’s anything you need from me. Are supplies running low?”

Sally shook her head. “No, Mele. We have sponges, vinegar, your brew,” she said, checking the tally on her fingers as she ran through a mental list. “Bastards pay for passage one way, that’s all they get. No freeloaders,” she snorted derisively, laughing at her own joke.

Melisande didn’t join in. “Where’s the chart, Sal? I need to check it over before I go.”

Sally nodded and rummaged in the candle box to hand her a scroll. Melisande pushed the pile of turnip tops and carrot peel from the edge of the table and unrolled it. She examined the checkerboard of crosses and squares marked next to each girl’s name, tracked the squares against the undulation of the moon ride, which ran across the top of the page.

“Lettice is good for another se’nnight, but if you’ve black rent to pay in kind after that, you’d best introduce your heidsman to Bridie or Kitty,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’ll find her and see myself out,” she said, waving goodbye and walking down the thin corridor to the stairs.

Heughan was coming out of Lettice’s room just as Melisande came up the first flight. The wooden stairwell was too narrow for either to pass and neither moved to give way. Heughan scowled. Melisande remembered whose house she was in and smiled reluctantly, “Good morrow…sir,” she added with considered politeness.

Heughan decided to risk his manners. “Mornin’, Mistress Melisande,” he answered but spoiled the effect by having his stomach growl a noisy echo. He looked away quickly but her face was thoughtfully straight, although her smile dropped short of her eyes when she heard him use her name. She was trying to peer up the stairs beyond him and keep her concentration on him at the same time. He was annoyed to find himself dismissed again as being of no consequence. Her question caught him off-guard.

“Are you finished here?”

“Not quite,” he replied. “There is the small matter of an outstanding personal debt that’s owed to me. I marvel that you have forgotten so quickly, you who were so keen for me to remember all the details.” He smiled to himself as he saw her eyes flash dangerously.

“I have nothing else for you,” Melisande frowned. “Turn back around if you’ve unfinished business.”

Heughan remembered his conversation with Lettice and brightened. “I’m willing to be reasonable. Give me first taste of your pigeon. I’d be happy to sample that, whatever you might have done to it.”

Melisande refusal was cold. “No. I don’t think so. Not today.”

Heughan winked boyishly, “But I’m a hungry man. You robbed me and left me nothing the other day.”

“Nothing was twice as much as you deserve, even so.”

“You still owe me a half payment.”

“Roddy says otherwise.”

“Roddy sent me here to collect what’s due.”

She put her hands stoutly on her hips, “Well, you won’t be collecting from me.”

“Have it your own way. I’ll see what Sally’s prepared to offer me.”

He made to push past her but Melisande stood her ground, refusing to give way.

“There’s nothing else here for you, I tell you,” she said more forcibly.

“And I tell you that I have the appetite for more, and I’m not yet satisfied.”

He tried to manoeuvre round the other side of her but she shifted and blocked him. He felt the bump of her spurs, still in his pocket.

He rummaged in his trews, “If you won’t be reasonable, I’ll have to give what’s in here to you.”

The glint of a knife appeared in Melisande’s left hand. “Not while I draw breath.”

Heughan stopped himself from drawing against her in retaliation. “Are you fucking mad?” he snarled. “Do you even know who I am?”

“Do I even care?”

“Get out of my way, witch! I will take what I am owed, this time.”

In one smooth move, he slammed her arm against the wall, twisted in against her, pinning her with his body so he could grab for her wrist. He squeezed hard to make her loosen her grip and drop the knife. Melisande howled with pain as Heughan flexed her wrist to force her fingers open. She grabbed at his dagger with her free hand, snatching one of his throwing knives. As he grappled with her, she stabbed the knife into the wall, narrowly missing his fingers. He let go of her knife hand and she darted past him, slashing wildly. As she jumped onto the lower step, she gashed Heughan’s leg, stabbing him with a downwards stroke, hard enough to make him yelp. She clattered down the stairs into the arms of Red Sally, who had come bustling through at the commotion. Doors flew open and bed-tousled women stuck their heads over the bannisters to see what was happening.

“Get back to work, you lot,” Sally yelled. “You’re not paid to stand around gawking.” The faces vanished and doors banged shut one by one, Lettice’s the last.

Sally tucked Melisande up like a broody hen with a chick and spoke contritely to Heughan, who was rigid with anger, limping downstairs with the knife still embedded in his thigh, blood oozing from a long slice ripped up his trews.

“That’s right, bring it here, lad. She’ll fix it for you when she’s right side out. Unless you want to risk the barber on Finkle Street,” she added, seeing Heughan’s expression of disbelief.

She rounded on Melisande and chided her, “What’s riled you? The lad just wants his dinner,” she said, shaking her like the wind in a tree. “Why do you think I’ve been peeling turnips all morning?” She pushed Melisande in front of her, gave her a rough shove and smacked her hard on the rump with the flat of her hand. That made Heughan smile and cheer to himself. “Get down there, sort yourself out and then you can clear up this mess you’ve made.” She shook her head disbelievingly. “Moonstruck.”

Sally had a fine nose for trouble. It had never yet let her down. She had sent word to Rodrigues as soon as Heughan had ridden up that morning and was possibly the only person who wasn’t surprised at his appearance in the immediate aftermath of the fight.

The sight that greeted him when he walked into the small parlour was enough to make him laugh outright and have to disguise it quickly with a gruff cough. Melisande and Heughan were sat at opposite sides of the confined room, looking for the whole world like naughty siblings who were frantically trying to out-blame each other. Heughan looked up and glared defiantly at him as he entered; Melisande kept her head down. So far, so predictable, Rodrigues thought.

Heughan held an ominously blood-soaked cloth over his leg. “What happened?” Rodrigues asked suspiciously as he stepped forwards to have a closer look.

Heughan slammed Melisande’s bloody knife onto the table. “You should ask her,” he said churlishly. Rodrigues cocked an enquiring look at Melisande’s downcast face and crossed his arms. He sighed in exasperation. “Mistress Meddlesome, why must you always think to involve yourself in matters which are not your concern?” he asked quietly. Her chin snapped quickly up and she pouted angrily but said nothing. He shook his head in a small movement but a smile danced on his lips.

“Trouble always comes looking for you, my little peacock, and it doesn’t have to try very hard to find you.” She opened her mouth to reply but he held one finger up to still her, “Curiosity, Melisande, is the original sin of woman and the way that the devil recruits his witches.”

She made a strangled noise through clenched teeth, as though the effort of staying silent was costing her dear.

Heughan was highly entertained by the one-sided exchange and caught off-guard when Rodrigues rounded on him and asked what he had done to upset her. His eyebrows shot up in surprise, and he indicated his bleeding leg, protesting his innocence with wordless eloquence.

Just at that moment, Sally shied through the door, bumping it open with her expansive behind, her hands bearing a tray of wine cups. She tut-tutted at the sight of Heughan’s leg and handed a cup each to him and Rodrigues, before manoeuvring Melisande to the window seat, persuading her to drink and whispering urgently to her. They exchanged looks and then Sally turned to Heughan.

“Why don’t you let her fix your leg, dearie, and then perhaps we can clear up the rest of this misunderstanding?” she said out loud with encouraging cheerfulness.

“I’m not letting that mad witch come anywhere near me,” he answered coldly.

Rodrigues stood between Heughan and Melisande. He kept his eye on Heughan but it was to Melisande that he spoke over his shoulder. “Why is his leg still bleeding, Melisande? Was there poison on the blade?” he asked, swigging from his cup.

“Shit!” Heughan sluiced his own cup of wine over his leg and looked wildly around for more. Rodrigues backed away, carefully nursing his own drink.

“Roddy, give me the damn wine, you arseworm! She’s poisoned me!”

“It’s empty. I already finished it. Heughan, the wine…” he dropped the cup, clutching at his chest, spluttering and with wine spilling from his mouth. Heughan was at his side in two strides, hammering hard on his back, his own predicament forgotten. Rodrigues grabbed his wrist, begging him to stop with bulging eyes, turning gradually more puce until, as Heughan stared in rigid disbelief, the coughing gave way to whooping laughter.

“You bastard, Roddy,” Heughan swore in disgust, dragging him to his feet by the scruff of his neck. Rodrigues was still laughing hoarsely. “That went down the wrong way. If you would have let me finish, I was about to say that the wine was far too good to waste on baptising yourself. Even Christ himself made do with water for that. Just let her stitch it, will you? She knows what she’s doing, see?”

He rolled up his sleeve to reveal a jagged scar running up the inside of his wrist. Heughan, mildly surprised, asked, “Did she do that?”

“She healed the wound, if that’s what you’re asking me. It was a nasty business…”

“If you want me to help, I’ll need brandy, fresh linen and a sharp needle,” Melisande interrupted. “It’s not poisoned, but I can’t promise it won’t hurt.”

She flashed unrepentant eyes at Heughan as she rummaged in her satchel for a few other things. He looked at Rodrigues, who was uninterpretable, refilling his wine cup with a smile on his lips and humming quietly to himself.

Neither said another word until she had finished cleaning, stitching and binding the wound. Kneeling at Heughan’s feet, she looked up at him through lash-veiled eyes. He felt a jolt, as though someone had prodded him in the chest. Three of Swords flashed across Melisande’s mind. “Accept her loss, accept the pain and it will pass,” she said so softly that he wasn’t sure she had spoken. He suddenly felt quite weak at the knees and glad to be already sitting down.

“Keep it clean and out of water,” she instructed before reluctantly adding, “I am sorry, it was my misunderstanding about the payment terms.”

Rodrigues, who had been drinking and idly gazing out of the window, rounded back to challenge Heughan with a questioning look. Heughan retold his side of the story, admitting with chagrin that he had been with Lettice. Rodrigues frowned and looked at Sally.

“That’s not part of our arrangement?”

Now it was Melisande and Sally’s turn to exchange looks.

“You paid from your own pocket?” Rodrigues asked Heughan, somewhat incredulously.

Heughan took a long time to reply, “Not exactly.” He prattled on defensively, “I like Letty, I thought I would help her, she offered but then she wouldn’t take anything from me. She said I could have her for a smile and a song…” he trailed off as Rodrigues looked him slowly up and down with a discerning smirk.

“Did she now?” he said evenly, causing Melisande and Sally to cast their own appraising looks over Heughan until he was nervous.

Rodrigues drained his cup and banged it on the table. “Business is business. You,” he pointed at Heughan, "payment is always collected in coin. No substitutions. Bed and board means sleep and eat. Stay away from the ladies or sleep in the barn with the other stallions.

"Sal’, you daft whore, I mean it. Don’t let him con you with his sad, soft eyes. He gets nothing on the slate and everything comes directly to me.

“Mele, if he doesn’t behave,” he grinned evilly at Heughan, “you can geld him next time.” Rodrigues grabbed Heughan by the arm and propelled him out of the chair in a whirl of elaborate bowing. “Ladies, always a pleasure doing business with you,” was his parting pleasantry as he whisked a bewildered Heughan out of the house and marched him the short distance down Grape Lane to the wine shop.

Sally put her hands on her hips and let out a long-held breath. “Well, I guess that sorts that out,” she said. “Though I shall be having sharp words with Letty. ‘A smile and a song?’ What on earth was she thinking?”

Melisande remained quiet. Seven of Swords, she remembered, the card for secretiveness, hidden motives and dishonesty. “I don’t trust him,” she said. “What’s his game, Sal’?”

Sally shrugged, “Heughan? He’s a broken man, disowned of a name. He’s not one of the families, answers to no one in particular. Plenty of the local lads are happy to follow him and call him heidsman. I heard he spent time as a mercenary in Ireland or somewhere. He’s a hard man, reiver to the core, but right enough.”

“I thought he was Roddy’s man? Is there more to his story?” Melisande asked.

“Smuggling,” Sally replied in surprise, certain that it was common knowledge. “He’s part of Roddy’s business, the Irish part. Though if you want to know how big that Irish part is, you’ll have to ask Letty.”

Melisande ignored Sally’s lewdness. “That’s not news, Sal’. I’ve had enough dealings with Roddy to know the extent of his business. What I meant was why he had asked you to give Heughan lodgings.”

“What I got told was that Sim the Laird torched Heughan’s bastle when he was last over in Ireland. Heughan was too late back to go hot trodding against Sim, so he and his lads took the cattle, fired a farmstead. Sim’s leman was killed. ‘Accident,’ Roddy says. ‘Murder,’ says Sim. And he won’t let it rest there. Eye for an eye. It’s stirred up an old family feud, and Roddy wants Heughan somewhere that he can keep his eye on him until things quieten down.”

“And how long do you suppose that’s going to take?”

“Well, how the buggery would I know?” said Sally exasperated. “Roddy doesn’t discuss every decision with the likes of me, and it’s not like I’m the one hobnobbing at the Lord Warden’s table every day. Your lord keeps his dodgiest dealings with the riding families well-hidden even from you.”

Melisande shook her head, “All of that’s true, Sal’, but from what I know, Heughan rides for the Kerrs, amongst others. That’s reason enough for Roddy to want to keep away from Ross and the Armstrongs both. There’s no love lost there. They trade with the Johnstones over the border if the money’s right but that’s all. Business might be business, as Roddy says, but I can’t shake the feeling I’m missing something. Just because he claims he trusts Heughan, that’s not a good enough reason for me to like the double-crossing bastard.”

“Reivers, eh? You can’t really trust any of ’em, girl. But you can lead them around by the cock any day of the week, especially that Heughan, I’ll wager. All they’re interested in is fighting, drinking, whoring and coin. Thank goodness! It’s what pays the bills.”

Melisande wasn’t convinced.

“The Roddy I know always likes to be two steps ahead of everyone else. All that tomfoolery was just meant to distract me. No, he’s up to something.”

“Well, if I was you, I wouldn’t go sticking my nose too far into reiver business, especially not if you’ll as like end up on the wrong side of an Armstrong feud. I just do as I’m told. I turn my face to the wall and let them ride by and get on with it. And you’d be wise to do the same. Mele, love, you’re putting too much into this. You mind your pretty head doesn’t split open like an overripe peach with the effort of thinking, just as the Bishop warned. That’s men’s work.”

Sally cackled roundly as she caught Melisande’s muttered expression of disgust at His Lordship’s misogynistic suggestion. “That’s not a very ladylike thing to call the Bishop, is it?”

“Bugger the Bishop. What’s Heughan’s game? There’s something more to this, I just feel it.” She chewed at the corner of her lip, worrying at her concerns.

Knight of Swords. A restless and impatient man who would charge headlong into your life and rush out of it again just as quickly. She didn’t need a flighty distraction like Heughan.

The Six of Pentacles. The Master maintaining balance by dominating others. Oh, that was Rodrigues through and through! She did not like the implications.

Sally smoothed her skirts and gathered up the cups. “If there is any more, I don’t want to know about it, Mele. Don’t involve me in your dangerous stuff, ta very muchly. The Spaniard’s right; curiosity is costly. My customers are aye ready to let slip their little secrets as it is. You’d be amazed how many jacks want to tell you everything once you’re rubbing their cock in your hands.”

“Yes, I’ve heard the Crown commissioners make similar claims.”

“Shut yer mouth, that’s not funny, Mele,” Sally shuddered. “Don’t you go conjuring up those devils by speaking of ’em. You mark my words, one of these days, Ross Middlemore will find someone wondering if it’s really a coincidence that certain families have managed to evade his patrols all this time and ask themselves what’s properly going on. God help us all when that day comes.”

The World, reversed. An uncertain future. A profession that cannot be sustained and must be released.

“I don’t believe in coincidences, Sal’. I believe in using my head, even at the risk of it exploding. For a start, I want your new girl, Sorcha.”

Sally opened her mouth to protest, caught Melisande’s eye and, changing her mind, nodded. “Roddy’s correct about one thing,” Melisande continued, “payment is always collected in coin. I’ll take her with me and pay her debt to you to have her work for me as my lady’s maid.” She put some small coins on the table and met Sally’s stare. “No substitutions.”

Rodrigues kept Heughan propped up with hearty camaraderie until they were both through the wine shop, the warren of stores and stables, and secure in the privacy of his inner sanctum. Even then he said nothing until he had poured them both another cup of his best French wine. He waited until Heughan spoke first. It wasn’t the explosive anger Rodrigues had expected, and Heughan surprised both of them with his calmness.

“I have neither your talent nor patience for games, Roddy,” he said baldly. “I am a direct man and I prefer direct action. I can’t hide behind a woman’s skirts any longer. I only agreed in the first place because it is a means to an end but I grow tired of pretence and truth will out.”

Rodrigues was contrite and ready to apologise to Heughan. “The men know how things truly stand, Heughan. They gladly follow you. I am just playing my part too,” he offered.

“The men only know the part of it we tell them. Some things are safer kept between the two of us. Just mind you don’t over-reach yourself,” Heughan warned. He stood to pace the room and winced as he thoughtlessly put his full weight onto his injured leg. The new stitches strained and blood seeped through. Heughan cursed under his breath. “What’s the latest news?”

Rodrigues distractedly rustled through some papers on his desk, “Cecil’s still championing the cause of James of Scotland to the queen. He’s likely to be successful too.”

“No,” sneered Heughan, “The English still regard Scotland as a foreign country. It’s only here in the Borders that we know the truth of one another. They’ll never put a Scotsman on the English throne; ol’ King Hal himself forbade it. They’ll plump for Arbella Stuart; dizzy, frivolous thing, easily manipulated. She’d be so biddable compared to the old harridan that we’d have Ireland back within a week.”

Rodrigues shook his head in disagreement, “No, not another bloody woman. I believe the reports; no one, least of all the old men of the Privy Council, want that. They’ve had enough of being emasculated eunuchs at the court of the Virgin Queen.”

“Virgin or whore, she still has no heirs, bastards or otherwise,” said Heughan, “and she’s so parsimonious, she keeps James just this side of beggary. If Scotland had money, we’d have a deal less trouble.”

“And a deal less trade,” Rodrigues said astutely.

“You mark my words; we’ll be rid of the Armstrongs before Old Bess decides.”

“At the rate you’re going, they could both happen at the same time.”

“Don’t start on me, old man,” Heughan dismissed. “I’m just keeping my promises and this powder keg called the Borders under control. Old fights with grubby motives. I’m sick of it.”

“I suppose you think you’re better than that because you’ve found a cause to believe in?” said Rodrigues warily. “Do you think that The O’Neill is a bigger man, a better man because of his dreams? No, Heughan, it all boils down to the same three things: power, money and ambition.”

“Not for me,” Heughan rebuked hotly. “What do you know about The O’Neill, anyway?” He recalled the sealed package so carefully opened by Rodrigues’s hot knife. "What happened to the letters the witch gave you? Did you send them to Ireland or was there some misfortune in your stolen book you haven’t shared with me?

“As you have often heard me say, ‘misfortune’s wealth is an empty pocket’,” distracted Rodrigues, “which is why you and I, lad, work so hard to make sure our pockets are never empty.” He slapped Heughan playfully.

Heughan scowled as the spurs in his pocket knocked against him, dug them out and hurled them onto the table.

Rodrigues was surprised. “Are those Melisande’s?” he asked. “What were you doing with them at Sal’s? Did you try something? Is that why she went for you?”

Heughan laughed. It was the sort of laugh that told Rodrigues his questioning was inconveniently sharp. Heughan crossed the space between them to grasp his friend by the shoulders, “Roddy, I respect you for the sake of our shared history and our long friendship, which I value. But to let a woman, especially that woman, come between us?” He shook his head in disbelief.

“Get your pet witch under control or keep her out of my way. She’s too suspicious. I don’t like the way she looks at me, speaks as though she knows things I haven’t told her. I won’t tolerate her interference, and I don’t care who she was, or is, or what she is to you,” he held up a hand to stop Rodrigues’s protests. “She is nothing to me but a burr up my backside right now.”

Mercurially, he burst out laughing as he remembered another Irish proverb;

May you never meet a mad bitch, a red-haired woman or a man who lent you money first thing in the morning.

Today he had just dealt with all three.


* * *

Candlemas was by tradition a day for settling old debts. In the Borders, the tradition included old scores. Those labourers lucky enough to find hiring accepted their money gratefully and set about frittering it away on drink as quickly as possible. Those men who had been unsuccessful resented the others their good fortune but were happy enough to celebrate with them until the money ran out and drunken poverty made them socially equal once more.

There was a larger group of men though who needed no hiring and desired no master at all. Throughout the city, taverns and wine shops bulged dangerously. The various reiver surnames collected their families and allies around them, plotting cautiously, carousing carelessly.

Opposing families with blood feuds against one another were usually careful to keep out of each other’s way whilst within the city walls. As Big Man Maxwell delicately put it to his eldest son Billy, “Don’t shit on your own doorstep.” The Lord Warden and the City Watch kept a discrete distance and their fingers crossed. The reivers played by their own rules, and Ross Middlemore was happy enough to leave them to it, provided the customary tit-for-tat reprisals didn’t escalate. He felt sufficiently distant from London to apply the Leges Marchiarum, the unique Border Laws, with impunity. Ross’s punishments tended to be imaginative and terminal. He often said himself that dead men told no tales and accumulated no fortunes.

Perhaps the influx of the rural farm boys for the hiring meant that their usual haunts were more crowded than was comfortable. Perhaps the general conviviality had been contagious. For whatever reason, the rival families of the Maxwells and the Kerrs somehow found themselves unhappily cloistered together in the ‘Brothers Arms’ on Annetwell Street.

As is the way with bad fights, it had begun happily enough with plenty of drink and laughter. It took a long time for the shared jokes and the back-slapping to give way to traded insults and full-frontal assault. By the time tempers were souring, the red towers of the Castle opposite looked grey and the Cathedral buildings were huddled in gloom.

After a whole day’s drinking, young Billy Maxwell braced himself against the tavern’s dirty wall, feeling decidedly sick. It was an old argument and he’d heard it all before. Everyone wanted what someone else had. Old Man Kerr was standing nose to nose with his dad, jabbing a finger at his chest and complaining about his portion. Young Robby Kerr, big, dirty blond and dumb, stood to one side and cracked his knuckles menacingly. Big Man Maxwell laughed cruelly, “Fuck off, Kerr. You can’t chase me back down the years. What’s done is done. You got your share.”

Kerr was unpersuaded. “I know those weasel Routledges hid more than they’re telling. Give me an excuse to go to the Lord Warden. I guarantee he’ll listen.”

“Aye, go on then,” scoffed Maxwell. “And you’ll end up the same way; shunned by the rest of us and hunted across the border.”

Billy watched in a stupor of disbelief as Robby Kerr took a wild left-handed swing at his dad. Big Man Maxwell stepped backwards as Robby over-balanced and then retaliated with a vicious king-hit. Robby was dead as he hit the floor. An unkindness of Kerrs swarmed over Maxwell, pummelling him to the ground with their fists and feet, everyone trying to pull a dagger or a sword. Billy roused himself to join the fray but sober heads with bigger hands held him back and he found himself roughly handled out of the door and thrust into the gutter and the dank night. He had sense enough left to realise he needed to get away but the hue and the cry had already begun. The Kerrs were baying for the kill, tumbling and spilling out of the light of the tavern, brandishing torches and weapons aloft, marching the short distance towards the Castle and all the while screaming: ‘hot trod’.

The chase gathered followers and momentum, as those reivers who owed allegiance to the Kerrs answered the call and joined in the hunt, as they were obliged to do. Billy ran in the opposite direction to the mob, through other people’s gardens beyond Fisher Street, forcing a way through mud, mire and midden, trying to think what to do next.

He knew he had to get away back home and rouse the men, protect the steading. He didn’t know whom he was more afraid of facing; the angry pack behind him or his mother waiting for him at home. His mother’s tongue had more bite than the ice of the night air for sure. He stumbled out into Grape Lane, tripped over his own feet in his haste and bumped into Heughan in Sal’s doorway.

Heughan had half drawn his sword when he saw the look of pure panic on Billy’s face. He laughed out loud, “Billy, you look scared out of your wits! Fuck off home, you sad bastard; there’s no point in trying to crawl in here until you’re feeling more of a man. Go on home to your mam,” he said and booted him on the backside, sending Billy sprawling.

“Fuck you, Heughan!” Billy screeched as he lurched to his feet.

Heughan sneered, “Get away home, boy,” and walked away from him.

Billy wavered unsteadily and brushed the filth from his legs. He heard running behind him and turned, pulling out his knife. Two of his dad’s men caught up to him. “Come away, Billy. Before the hot trod reaches us,” one panted.

“Where’s my da’? We can’t just leave him,” he said obstinately.

“At the Castle, The Lord Warden’s tek him,” the other man said. “And if we don’t move, we’ll all be goners. Come away, lad. They’ll come looking for us tomorrow or the next. We need to be ready.”

Billy let himself be persuaded. With a last angry glance in the direction of Heughan’s disappearing shadow, he allowed himself to be pulled towards home, the final line of defence.









Chapter 6: The Cost of Living


Caldbeck Fells

It was a clandestine morning over the fells. Grey cloud swirled over the tops and mist hung in the smallest of the dips and nooks in the bracken on the lower slopes. Heughan knew it would be damp all day. His wounded leg ached as he stood and listened to the strangled cries of the crows in the distance beyond the limp trees, trying to conjure up the memory of the crack dry days of summer he longed for.

He turned back to what remained of the bastle tower. It was blackened at the base with the lingering effects of the fire and only partially intact. A staircase wandered halfway up a wall before petering out. “Damn you, Sim,” Heughan cursed under his breath. Inside the tumbledown stones, La’l Willie was banking up a warming fire with peat, and smoke filled the small ante room.

“Don’t bother, La’l Un’,” said Heughan. “Come on, let’s be off.”

Willie didn’t bother arguing; he grabbed his hat, a dandy confection in fawn wool, set off with a brazen pheasant’s tail feather. It was an ostentatious disguise for the robust felt, plate and leather helmeting underneath, the same construction as the reivers’ jacks. Willie slapped it onto his head and followed Heughan out. They saddled up their horses and walked down the track, settling into the gait of the horse and the uninspiring morning.

The crows at the end of Blood Lane lifted raucously, arguing constantly as they blackened the Caldbeck fells.

“They’re worse than us,” said Heughan over his shoulder to La’l Willie.

La’l Willie smiled, “Och I’m nae so sure, my laird.”

They walked on. Willie could hear Heughan cursing under his breath, which only made him smile some more. He tipped his hat forwards to a rakish angle.

“You’ve no choice but to hot trod for him. Ah it’ll nae be so bad, big man, we’ll dae oor bit an’ then bugger off.”

“I know; we’ll just show our dirty faces. It’s just I don’t fancy doing a favour for that miserable bugger Kerr. All right, he’s lost his son, but you’d never know it; he’s a heartless bastard.”

“Aye mebbe but he’s no’ as bad as the Maxwells. Now they are murderous, miserable bastards, and I don’t need an excuse to kill the fuckers, son or no dead son,” said Willie with real venom.

“Ach, they’re all the bloody same,” cursed Heughan.

“Fucking reivers, eh?” smiled Willie. They both laughed.

After about five straight miles, they arrived by the giant boulder in the crook of the river and there were the lads, a score of them. Hamish stood on the boulder, looking out for them. Heughan greeted them each in turn. It had been nearly a week since he had seen them, and he was pleased to be reunited with them, his dank spirits swelled at the sight of them. His reiver blood flowed in their veins too, and they were entwined in the river and on the wind of their fierce heritage. No help for it; dreamer he might be but reiver he undoubtedly was, with all the mire, blood and noise that came with it.

“How many are joining us?” said Heughan.

“A couple of the Carruthers boys were here. They set off already. They said they’d be waiting for us up ahead,” said Hamish.

Heughan shrugged. Last we’ll see of them, he concluded.

More riders arrived in dribs and drabs, jostling their horses alongside Heughan’s men. When the wet ground at the foot of the boulder had been churned ankle deep by the sturdy horses, they set off, spaced apart, single file, Heughan at the head.

After less than an hour, Heughan pulled up his horse and stood up in his stirrups; he sniffed the oncoming wind. He looked at Willie. Willie knew that look. It was the look that said ‘be prepared’.

Willie shifted in his saddle, “Fartleberries! Here we go,” he swore under his breath.

Heughan had the instincts of a hawk, and if he was downwind of a fight, he could tell before any other man what was up ahead. He shrugged the cloying damp from his shoulders and turned in his saddle, “Might be a wee bit o’ bother just ahead, lads,” he said.

“Might there now?” ventured Willie gingerly.

“Mmm, maybe worse than we thought. Maxwell’s place is in the dip ahead on the back slope, and I reckon Kerr’s getting himself a kicking,” said Heughan.

“Oh aye?” said Willie, certain Heughan was right.

Just then a rider-less horse appeared through the gorse, clearly panicked. Aluino stiffened. Heughan grabbed for the reins as the horse pulled up at the sight of the others.

“Tie him on, Willie,” instructed Heughan. “I don’t recognise him, do you?”

“It’s one of the Carruthers boys’,” replied Hamish, swiping his hand across the horse’s rump and holding it up to show them how it was soaked in blood.

“They didn’t wait then?” said Heughan. The men were quiet.

“Not one of ours,” agreed Willie. “So I’ll be hanging back then?”

Willie was never afraid of a fight but his joints were aching from a bad night’s sleep in a chilly draught and with another horse to handle, it seemed sensible.

“A big hat and no cattle, La’l Un,” teased Hamish.

The lads laughed; they knew Willie would crawl across fire with both his legs missing to fight alongside Heughan.

“Aye, hang back here a while. We’ll have a look,” said Heughan, more serious.

He tied up the top of his jack, pulled his helmet forward, sat square in the saddle and drew his sword. The rest of the men did the same, except for the two outriders, who held fast to their lances. Silently and with purpose, they moved off into the mist and through the gorse, reins in one hand, swords in the other.

Oh yer poor bastard Maxwells, thought Willie gleefully.

Heughan and his men quickly reached the ridge overlooking the small valley and sure enough there, on the far slope, was a frantic skirmish. Heughan assessed the ground; there was a horse and rider, down and clearly dead, in the brook running through the centre of the scene, with another body a few yards away. The Carruthers boys, thought Heughan. He counted a dozen Maxwells, and he could see Kerr and his lads back-to-back in a small circle, about eight of them, dismounted, trying to shield themselves and Old Man Kerr, still on his horse in the centre, from incoming arrows and fire sticks.

Heughan decided they would show themselves on the top of the ridge, as the very sight of them might just sway the faint-hearted to run; it had worked many times before. Heughan was clearly identified by his well-known and feared insignia, the pinioned hawk bright blue and bold on his chest and left arm. Everyone else wore their kerchiefs on their arms.

Immediately as they were spotted, there was panic in the Maxwell ranks; the arrows stopped and the shouting intensified as everyone drew attention to the new threat standing on the ridge. The Kerrs were quick and broke out screaming at the Maxwells, who ran uphill into the huts around the stone bastle.

When they turned to look back, Heughan was belting down the forward slope, already crossing the brook, with the others close behind him, “C’mon, you bastards! Come on! Come on!” screamed Heughan. He was in a trance, the sound of blood in his ears, the sweat running clean down the centre of his spine.

He could smell the smoke from the homestead, he could smell the stew in the pot. He knew exactly where his lads were; he was seeing in blurred double vision but each man in focus. Aluino was stiff with power, muscling his way up the hill and into the fray.

Heughan reached the Maxwells first, two of them running from him uphill. He drove Aluino into the back of one and slashed at the other. No need to dismount; his lad, Ricky, was right behind him and finished them both off. Hamish had reached the turf huts, and he stormed into the thick of them, with two of the liberated Kerrs alongside him, cutting and dropping the Maxwells. Heughan took two more men and circled around the fencing at the back of the homestead, just as Old Man Kerr was being pulled from his horse by a couple of desperate Maxwells. There was a bandit in the tree above the huts, loosing off arrows at a good rate into them. Heughan hurtled an axe at him, which hit the archer on the lower leg, tripping him out of the tree. Ricky and young Jackie dropped on him before he could get up. Leaving them to it, Heughan took off after the hostage Kerr.

“We’ll slit his throat, Heughan, come no closer!” screamed one of the Maxwells, holding Kerr.

“You stupid arse, Kerr,” cursed Heughan under his breath, and then out loud, “Go on! Kill him! I don’t fucking care, but you’ll never get another good night’s sleep, I tell you now. You’ll have to keep running for years, boys, ’cause you know I’ll hunt you down and cut off your fucking heads for this. You took his boy, that’s enough.”

“If we let him go, you’ll kill us anyway!” shouted Billy Maxwell, his knife at Old Man Kerr’s throat. Heughan could sense some calm, he knew Hamish and the others had things under control. No rush now, he thought.

“No, Billy, we’re done here. You’ll live to fight another day, son. It’ll be on my side frae now on, mind.”

“God above us, Heughan! I want to trust you but mam said you’ll kill me,” whimpered Billy.

Heughan laughed. “I will if I see you crawling into Red Sal’s place in Carlisle again. But then again, so would yer mam!”

Hamish drew up alongside Heughan, they exchanged brief glances; all was secure.

“Come on now, give me Kerr and we’ll no’ take the cattle. We only came to take revenge for his lad. That’s done. Now let me get out of this bloody awful morning.”

Three terrified women stood in the doorway of the upper floor. The attack had happened so quickly, they had only half-pulled up the access ladder. Heughan recognised Maxwell’s wife; she was clutching her girls to her side and screaming open-mouthed at him, terror in her eyes; scared, yes, but there was also a malicious hatred, a desire for revenge. Some of the reiving women were more terrifying than the men. They were resourceful women used to rough ways, hard men, the blade and blood.

Heughan looked at her just long enough for her to understand that he was in control and things would be done his way. She absorbed the look and stepped back.

“Calm now,” he shouted at her, “I say he can keep his eyes; for now.”

Billy barely glanced at his mother before throwing Kerr to the ground. He drooped, half bent, using a sword to hold himself up, utterly exhausted.

“Right, Billy, where’s your old man?” asked Heughan.

“The Lord Warden took him last night,” replied Billy.

“What fer?”

“Fer killing the Kerr boy.”

“That’s none of his business. We take care of that, the interfering bastard! Has he never heard of ‘hot trod’? That’s our right, our tradition, not his; the fucking incomer! It’s nothing to do with him,” ranted Heughan, as much to himself as to Billy.

Heughan went quiet, staring at his own thoughts. Don’t make a custom and don’t break a custom. Why would Ross Middlemore bother to interfere now?

Jackie stood next to Heughan, dripping in blood. “Yours or someone else’s?” said Heughan, looking at him with concern.

“Not mine, I’m all right,” said Jackie. “What did you mean, ‘he can keep his eyes’?” he asked.

“Don’t you know, boy? Have you not heard the ballad? How old are you?”

Jackie looked blankly at him.

“He’s not heard me sing ‘Tam Lin’,” Heughan called to Hamish.

“Lucky bastard,” replied Hamish.

“Old Man Kerr saw the faeries, lad,” Heughan told Jackie. “Someone will have his eyes out one of these days; either that or the faeries will cast him to the devil. Kerr’s luck won’t hold for ever but that’s still no reason to let the Maxwells have him just now.”

La’l Willie pulled up alongside him. “I counted eight dead, none of them ours; a couple of Kerr’s tho’. Who’s that in the brook?” asked Willie.

“The Carruthers boys,” replied Heughan.

“Well, looks like you had a good morning. Will I round up the cattle?” said Willie brightly.

Heughan looked at the sky; the sky looked down on him and darkened.

“No, we’re all right, come on, let’s away,” said Heughan, sparing the briefest of glances for Kerr before turning his back on him to mount Aluino.

Old Man Kerr still had some fight left in him. “Heughan,” he yelled, “this isn’t the end of it. Lord Warden or no, I have the right of hot trod. You’re my man.”

Heughan barely turned his head to speak over his shoulder, “Fuck you, Kerr. I’m no man but my own.” He clicked his heels to move Aluino forwards.

Kerr grabbed a dropped lance from the ground and speared a turf on it. He thrust it into the embers of one of the fire arrows and set it alight. “Heughan! You bastard whoreson!” he screamed hoarsely, brandishing the blazing turf aloft. “Hot trod!” The screech of a solitary hawk mocked him. Heughan kept on riding. Kerr pushed the lance angrily into the ground and spat at the base of his makeshift standard, where gobbets of heavy rain landed alongside in a sympathetic commentary.


* * *

Hard rain had continued to stripe the earth with raw, wet wheals for most of the day, making the ride to Maryport tedious. Heughan counted himself lucky that he had a fine horse with the good sense to find his own way. He hooked one knee over the pommel to ease up his injured leg but it jarred with every step that Aluino took, and Heughan was out of sorts when finally he reached the fishermen’s huts on the quayside.

He breathed in the pungent undercurrents of salted fish and oak smoke, the smell of coiled hempen rope, the sea breeze in linen sailcloth, and felt better. The light was fading fast and his boat wasn’t yet in the shelter of the harbour. He saw her riding the waves a little way off, bobbing up and down but moving steadily towards him under the shrouds of a tattered sky. The old jetty moaned warningly, big waves slapped themselves hard against the salted timbers. There’ll be rain on the decks, making them slippery, he thought. He strained for sign of the big man and the crew, wanting to reassure himself they were well. They were too far distant still for him to see clearly. He trusted their skills, trusted his instinct.

Aluino chewed the bit impatiently. Heughan turned towards the shelter of the ‘Sailor’s Return’ inn and stables, promising a good feed for both of them while they waited for Captain McGuire to complete the crossing. He thought of thick mutton stew with soft brown bread and clipped Aluino into a trot.

The stables were warm and dry. Heughan flipped the ostler a small coin to feed Aluino and rub him down. The horse snickered contentedly. Heughan settled to eat his stew in silence and waited for company, which never came.

An hour or so later, with a fuller belly but still hungry for progress, Heughan trekked back to the jetty. A greedy wind was inhaling the spindrift and breathing it back out over the land, making rain fall as heavy mist. The tide had turned before the cog had made it to shore. She rode at anchor, treading water. There’s no forcing the sea, he thought.

Guttering lanterns hung outside the huddle of huts at the water’s edge. Heughan took one and walked back around the curve of the bay. He waved it at the cog, seeking an answering response: Nothing. The river oozed slowly into the sea at this point of the shore, waiting to offload the waste and offal of Maryport’s wet industry into the gracious covering of the tide’s next embrace. Fish heads stared at him with silvered dead eyes, and the cradles of plundered mussel shells cupped in empty supplication against the crushing of his feet. Heughan slithered uncertainly and went down on his injured leg, gashing it against the razors of the mussel edges. He brushed off the clinging seaweed and ignored the fresh trickle of blood, limping further along the outlet, waving the lantern seaward. This time he saw an answering light.

Peering into the darkness, he could just make out a row boat straining for the shore. He started to wade through the pounding of the surf, twisting unsteadily on his injured leg as the white horses charged him again and again. The water was almost chest high when the boat crashed from behind a wave, nearly knocking him down. He grabbed at the side of it, banging the lantern against the boards. Two pairs of hands hauled him up; he cried out involuntarily as his leg was scraped over the side of the rough planking. Anxious faces thrust Heughan’s own lantern into his face. He looked past them, searching for someone he didn’t see. “Where’s Mac?” he asked.

“At the helm,” said a curly-headed stranger. “He wouldn’t risk it to us. Said the Maryport mermaids needed his lullaby to soothe the sea.”

Heughan smiled. That’s Mac all right, he thought. Full of his sailor’s superstitions.

“What happened to your leg?” said the other, holding the lantern over Heughan. Blood from the long gash of Melisande’s knife thrust was seeping through both the bandage and a rip in his trews.

“Oh, it’s nothing. Trouble with a woman.” He shaped a curvaceous outline with both hands, and the lads grinned at one another.

“I have to get back,” he said to them, pulling a bundle of letters from inside his jack. “Make sure Mac gets these to Carlingford. He’ll know what to do. Tell him I’ll see him next crossing.” He nodded to them and slipped back over the boat, paddling as flotsam tossed by the waves, until he found his feet and walked the last few yards to the beach.

The landlord didn’t make any comment as Heughan dripped through the inn door and wordlessly mounted the wooden stairs to a small room under the eaves. Heughan fell into an exhausted sleep, dreaming of gliding women with fish tails and silver dead eyes biting at his leg with their needle sharp teeth.

The next morning, his clothes were salt-stiff and grated against his skin as he tried to pull on his trews. He knew he would have to endure a few miles of being rubbed raw until he got enough ease back into them to make them comfortable. The small shuttered casement framed an empty seascape. The bay was calm and there was no sign of McGuire’s boat. Heughan smiled to himself. Perhaps Mac’s crooning seduced the sirens. He must have sailed with the turn of the tide. No matter, I’ll catch him next time, he thought.

He took a gentle pace along the coast road, occasionally looking out to sea, wanting some lingering trace of McGuire for reassurance. Heughan sat up in the saddle and stared at the horizon until his eyes burned. There was only the expanse of the sea itself. There were rumours that Ralegh was patrolling ships across the South West from his bailiwick of Jersey. Ralegh also held the monopoly on sweet wines, a tax that smugglers were keen to avoid. Rodrigues would know how to deal with Ralegh; he knew him of old. The mad Spaniard had survived the Armada shipwreck off Ireland, limping back after an infamous defeat that had made pirates of them both. Rodrigues had never returned to his homeland, and Heughan felt regret on his behalf.

Heughan rode through the empty dunes, staring across the endless rippling emptiness where the retreating tide pleated the Allonby Sands into ruffles, imploring the land to remember it as it faded out of site beyond the vanishing point. Like the sand, the land was his cradle, but he was shaped by the sea.

He strained against the horizon, hopeful of a glimpse of a new Armada sailing towards him, offering liberation. If an Irish invasion came, it would be unexpected, the coast undefended. Truthfully, the Solway coast needed no other protection when it was already guarded by wild unpredictability as jealous as a passionate woman wronged in love.

Melisande came to mind. Heughan thought back to the twisted story Rodrigues had told him mere nights ago. I thought I knew you, old man, and now it turns out you’ve been keeping secrets from me, Heughan mused. Again he remembered the package Melisande had given to Rodrigues. What else is there I don’t know? Heughan asked himself. Are you protecting me or hiding from me, Roddy?

At Abbeytown he turned inland, fording the same meandering river several times and skirting the fat edges of Lawrenceholme Wood until he reached ‘The Bird in Hand’ inn. He realised he hadn’t eaten since the previous night and pulled up hoping to find some food. The inn sat in solitude, like so many others in the Border landscape, but clearly did a brisk trade; Heughan judged by the scrubbed tables and tantalising smell of fresh cooking that met him as he dipped his head below the lintel. He loitered cautiously by the doorway until his eyes had adjusted to the inner gloom and he could better assess the occupants. He wouldn’t commit himself until he was certain and was surprised to see a familiar face sitting a few feet away.

“You’re a long way from home, Jon O’,” he said, pushing his hands firmly on top of the man’s shoulders in a not-so-friendly greeting, preventing him from rising.

“Piss off, Heughan, if you know what’s good for you,” said Jon O’ the Ward in reply.

“Well, that’s just not friendly, is it now?” joked Heughan. “Especially when I cut you such a good deal so recently.”

“I dunno what yer talkin’ about,” said Jon O’.

Heughan leaned in to him and said quietly, “You must think I’m soft, Jon O’, if you think I’d change my terms for a prettier face than yours.”

Jon O’ coloured slightly. “Wasn’t by choice. You want to think yersel’ lucky you only had the witch to deal with and not the paymaster,” he said morosely. “And if you don’t piss off right now, you’ll have them both together,” he added nastily.

“Meaning what?” said Heughan.

“Meaning that I’m not here for the rabbit pie on my own account, and I’m waiting for lord and lady nobby to finish their hunting so I can wait table for them,” gabbled Jon O’. “So there’ll be lean pickings for you here, lad, unless you suddenly turn highborn,” he taunted.

Heughan was thoughtful. “I thought Melisande said she was Ross’s chatelaine?”

“Aye, so she is,” said Jon O’ testily. Heughan frowned. Jon O’ smiled slyly, “Master Heughan can look as far as the foreign shore, yet still doesn’t see what’s right under his nose.”

He caught the way Heughan was glaring at him, saw him drop a hand to his dagger, “I could slice your nose right off for you, if you like,” said Heughan, fingering the blade. “It would stop you snivelling for one thing, and you wouldn’t be able to poke it into other people’s business for another.”

Jon O’ was cowed into servility, stumbling over an explanation, “I meant, she is his chatelaine but she isn’t just that. No, no, she’s not his lady wife, just his lady. No, not that sort of lady; not his lady, just a lady. Yes, that’s right,” he said, nodding agreement to himself, risking a look at Heughan’s eyes to check he had understood.

Heughan looked none the wiser, and his fingers were twitching over his throwing knives. Jon O’ took a deep breath and tried again, “Lady Melisande is Middlemore’s chatelaine but she’s not his wife…”

“Are you discussing me in a common tavern?” asked a haughty voice from the doorway. Jon O’ clamped his mouth shut and barked his shins on the table, trying to stand and scrape a bow at the same time. Heughan turned around to see Melisande’s dark silhouette slip from the framing brightness of the doorway. She looked very different from the last time he had seen her. She was dressed in hunting green with a velvet mantle, wearing hawking gauntlets. She carried a fine bird on her wrist, its head shrouded in a red hood. The jesses on its feet jingled as it turned its head jerkily, alert to confrontation. “And how exactly would you describe me, Jon O’ the Ward?” Melisande smiled like a knife.

Jon O’ mumbled under his breath, “My lady?”

“Good,” she said smoothly, stroking the hawk to soothe it, “and if you wish to continue in your employment, then it would be wise to keep your mouth shut, especially in front of a ragamuffin ruffian.”

“But you know Heughan…” Jon O’ started but was silenced abruptly with a glare from Melisande. He bowed again, happy to beat a hasty retreat to the kitchens.

“Get out of here,” she said to Heughan in a low voice. “Go around the long way. Ambrose Middlemore is on his way with the rest of the party. It wouldn’t do for you to be seen here with me. Jon has a loose tongue.”

“Perhaps you should relieve him of it?” suggested Heughan. “One quick cut with your poisoned knife,” he stuck his tongue out and mimed slicing through it. Melisande blushed and her eyes flicked to his leg. She frowned angrily at him, “It’s bleeding. What have you done to it now?”

“Kind of you to be so concerned about a ragamuffin ruffian, my lady,” said Heughan sarcastically, “but I am sure I’ll be just fine. Besides, I have no desire to be discussed in a common tavern,” he added as he swept past her.

Lady Melisande, aye? Interesting, Heughan cogitated as he hopped up onto Aluino and turned the horse around for a surreptitious look at the door. He half expected to see her run out after him imploringly, her lips parted, bosom heaving and her eyes beseeching him. Leastways, that’s what always happens in the ballads, he told himself, vaguely disappointed. She had a very nice bosom, he’d noticed.

Melisande thoughtfully ran one crooked finger down the hawk’s sleek feathers. Her voice from the shadows of the inn crooned, “You’ll find me. You’ll know where to look,” as he spurred Aluino into a canter away home.

The ride across country was hot and hard. Heughan heeded Melisande’s advice and rode a circuitous route to avoid unnecessary confrontation. It added many miles to his journey, and the day was drawing to a close as he slipped into the city to the melodious chiming of evensong.

He saw his horse settled before he thought about himself. Standing in Grape Lane between Sally’s and Rodrigues’s houses, Heughan deliberated where to go. He needed a welcome, wanted comfortable company where he could be at ease with himself. Bright lights flared, raucous laughter, the smell of too much ale being drunk by too many men swirled through the shadows beyond the Lanes. His leg was hurting again. Bloody woman, he thought. Defiantly, he limped off through Rosemary Lane towards the ‘King’s Head’, seeking solace and a good supper.

The tavern was serving nettle soup. Heughan gagged at the thought of it and handed the wooden bowl of pottage back to the tavern wench. He brooded over a cup of ale instead, avoiding the men around him, who were shovelling great spoonfuls into their mouths, tossing in hunks of bread after, all the while chewing and talking and supping. Dribbling green juice leaked from the sides of their mouths, running over their chins. A memory of Ireland surfaced and with it the sourness. He fought to keep both down.

There were things from his life he sought to suppress, monsters that lurked at the edges like all dark things. Sometimes, too often of late, he couldn’t hold them back. They crept through the caverns of his mind into the realms of men, where they had no right to be. Rebellion was always cruel. He shook his head, trying to settle the thought that he was going mad with hunger.

The image was still there; the small stone bridge at the crossroads near the hills of Louth, the ditch below full of emaciated corpses. Every starved mouth stained green. Clawed hands as brittle as twigs even in death clutched desperately at the nettles and the docks which grew along the bank. That was slow punishment by the English.

The mutilated women with their noses sliced off, forced to watch their own children killed before being raped and whipped naked through the streets. The children’s corpses hacked to pieces and left to feed the scavenging dogs. That was the swift revenge of the Irish.

He ground the heels of his hands into his eyes to rid himself of the memory. He swigged the ale. It tasted vile and he retched.

A voice at his back said, “They’d not sup so cheerfully if they realised what’s in store later. Nettle soup? Only good for priests and virgins. Who wants either?” Jack beamed. He sat down on the wrong side of the bench, next to Heughan, scanning the tavern with sharp, bright eyes. “Jaysus, Heughan, you look white as a bean-sídhe. Where’s La’l Un?”

“Up at the Castle probably, nosing about.”

“He’s heard anything?”

“You first,” Heughan offered.

“The O’Neill’s to be pardoned,” said Jack cheerfully. “Mountjoy wants an end to the war. He must be worried the Spanish’ll start up again, and the English need Ireland to be secure.”

Heughan shook his head, “Are you sure? Do you know the terms?”

Jack looked sceptical. “I had it from an Lucht Siúil, from the travellers,” he said. “What does Roddy say?”

“Roddy’s said nothing, except warnings about Scotland,” said Heughan.

“So how do we stand?” asked Jack.

A fiddler started up, a bright tune and a song of fey prophesies. It reminded Heughan of dark Irish nights, sneaking into the comfortable warmth of a turf fire in Carlingford, where a certain bold colleen would wink at him with the hint of counterfeit pleasures.

’True Thomas lay on Eden bank;

A ferlie he spied wi’ his e’e;

And there he saw a lady bright

Come riding down by the Solway Sea.’

Heughan took out one of his small throwing knives, using it to make a rough map on the boards of the table top. “Here’s us,” he said, stabbing at the dark knot of Carlisle. He scratched a rugged coastline, “Here’s Ireland to the immediate west. An army of The O’Neill’s, either on their own or supported by the Spanish, could threaten anywhere along the coast. At this time of year, the currents favour us here in the north even if Ralegh has ships blocking the South West passage.”

Jack nodded his agreement to show he was following.

“Meanwhile, a few miles over the border, King James of Scotland has hungry eyes for England’s prize. Does he have an army or doesn’t he? And then there’s us. Any one of us could trigger a revolution.” He dropped his voice, “So, the biggest worry the English have right now is that without a legitimate successor, there’ll be anarchy in the Borders.”

He grinned, happy to be harrying Cecil’s ulcers. “Cecil’s been hinting to James that he’ll champion his cause to the queen.”

Jack looked serious and whistled surreptitiously through his teeth.

Heughan continued, “So, peace to the north of us, peace to the west of us; that just leaves us. We’re the make or break.”

“Aye,” said Jack. “We can make trouble ourselves, or we can break up the border between us and The O’Neill. Unless it’s a peaceful pardon and we hold to the truce.”

Heughan was thoughtful. “Mind, there’s no guarantee Hugh would submit. He’s sent a list of demands to Cecil; the land of Ireland for the people of Ireland, free rights of travel, the right to an education, the right to choose what occupation or arts we follow, the right to build ships…” he trailed off.

Jack snorted, “He’s dreaming!”

Heughan wasn’t listening; he was dreaming his own dreams. Dreams that include a sturdy ship and a wishing star and the freedom to make a choice. Rhythmic knocking interrupted his thoughts. Jack was tapping his toes to the catchy ditty.

‘Her skirt was o’ the grass-green silk

Her mantle o’ the velvet fine;

At ilka tett o’ her horse’s mane,

Hung fifty siller bells and nine.’

Heughan thought about Melisande appearing out of nowhere, a hunting green witch straight from the ballads. He listened to the rest of the song,

’I’m but the Queen o’fair Elfland,

That am hither come to visit thee,

And if ye dare to kiss my lips

Sure of your body I will be.’

God, but he wanted to kiss her lips. Just the thought of Melisande made him hard. He shook himself. Where were these thoughts coming from? It was her breasts. He just wanted to touch her breasts, to cup them and kiss their softness. No, it was her eyes, the way they reflected her mood like the stormy sea. He wanted to kiss her and see himself in her eyes. Witch! How was she making him think of her? Her legs, the strength of her thighs. He wanted to entwine himself between them, have her straddle him. He could feel his throbbing desire. I should have had the nettle soup, he thought wryly.

Pain cut through his fantasising. It was his own leg throbbing. The wound on his leg was aching, pulsating with the rhythm of his surging heart. The tavern felt suddenly stifling. “I need air,” he said and rose to leave. Jack plucked at his sleeve.

“Mind how you go, Heughan,” he said easily.

Heughan nodded. He limped into Fisher Street and leaned his back to the lime-washed wall.

He didn’t feel like eating anymore. He wanted to feel the sea breeze of a cool night on his cheek. He started to make his way towards the West Walls, from where he could catch a hint of the Solway. Townsfolk were starting to make their ways home now. The streets were emptying. Pounding footsteps resonated down the street. Heughan could see it was La’l Willie hurtling towards him down Castle Street.

Don’t run, Willie lad, he urged silently. No need to draw attention to yersel’.

“D’ya hear? D’ya hear?” blurted out Willie gasping for breath.

“Hear what?” asked Heughan dismissively.

“Old Bess is bad,” puffed Willie.

Heughan looked around to see if anyone had noticed; just an old woman propped against the Cathedral wall, asleep. “What d’ya mean?” asked Heughan.

“The queen, man! They reckon she’s got nae more than a month to live,” said Willie seriously.

“Whusht, hold yer tongue out here, would you?” said Heughan, “Before you get us both hanged for spreading rumours.” He dragged him into the nearest alley; there was no one about. “Oh aye? Who told you?” said Heughan, hoping it wasn’t true.

“I heard some of Middlemore’s men talking; a message wi’ the week’s despatches. They’ll send extra troops up from York and a detachment frae Newcastle too. It’s a madhouse,” said Willie, gesturing over his shoulder at the Castle.

Heughan said quietly and firmly, “Well, if it’s close to true, we’d better get on home and get sorted.”

“Aye, they reckon it’ll be the biggest Busy Week of all time when she goes,” said Willie shaking his head and looking down at the ground. “The bloody Scots! Armstrongs’ll be pouring over the border thinking tha’ own the place wi’ that poxy king of theirs, the wee bastards!”

Heughan smiled, recalling Willie’s birthplace.

“Ne’er mind about that; get yersel’ home and move the bairns and your Jenny, lay low,” Heughan told him.

“Ah umnae! An’ miss all the fun?” smiled Willie. “Och we’ve seen ’em off afore, man,” said Willie drawing himself up to his full height. “If it’s a fight they want, all the families wi’ pull together. I’ll get on over to…”

Even as Willie spoke, Heughan could see the carnage, the fire, the blood staining the ground, the faces of the men he’d killed; he could hear the screams and the cries too. He could see McGuire; he was on the boat, his father in pain lying on the open deck, he was spewing his guts over the side. He was in the burning turf hut shouting for his mother; he could feel her soft hands on his face.

‘Accept her loss, accept the pain and it will pass,’ he heard Melisande whisper to him.

He was warm, the sun crested the hills and washed his face with love and the sea was quiet. He could feel the breeze in the rushes, the sound of his mother suckling his sister cradled in the secret of her elbow.

“Heughan? Heughan, man?” He was aware of someone tugging insistently at him. It was Willie. “Are you all right? Where d’ye go? I lost you there.”

“You still here, Willie?” said Heughan, feeling lightheaded as he came out of his reverie. “Bugger off home and get the family ready to leave. Once they’re safe, we’ll take all the cattle, but not north.”

“Aye dinnae worry, I know. I’m off, but when will you join us?” Willie asked.

“I’ve got some unfinished business here. I’ll get word to you and we’ll meet at Caldewgate cross,” replied Heughan.

“A wumman again?” suggested Willie. “Which one is it this time?” Heughan looked away, said nothing.

“It’s nae the Castle witch is it, laddie?” Willie spat on the ground and made the sign to ward off the evil eye.

Heughan smiled in spite of himself.

“I dinnae trust her, you know that. She’s mockit powers. She’ll kill you, I feel it,” urged Willie.

Heughan looked at him with wan gratitude, “Roddy seems to think she can be trusted. Willie, you’ve saved my life a few times, but she’s no power over me. I’m intrigued, that’s all.”

“Aye, right. Will Roddy be with you?” asked Willie, unconvinced by Heughan’s answer.

Heughan frowned. “I don’t know where he is; haven’t seen him for two days. I want to find him first, then the woman,” he decided.

Willie smiled, banged him on the shoulder and scurried away.

Heughan wanted to return the smile but he felt a rush of panic that he hadn’t felt in twenty years. It was definitely panic and not that burst of fear some called courage. He watched Willie disappear down the alley and for the first time, felt unsure that he would see him again.

Heughan rounded the corner back into Castle Street. He instinctively looked up; there was a purple-black cloud behind the Keep. The hue of the red stone had darkened. It seemed to be reddening further in front of his eyes, concentrating the power of nature; a conduit for the strength of the gods, divining evil into the world of man. He could see a detachment of troops riding down through the orchards, heading his way. It was bigger than normal, a plump watch. They’re fortifying the gates, he thought. Now they’ll throw us out and won’t let us back in.

He crossed Fisher Street and into the back of the market. He took the long way through the Lanes, wanting the time to clear his head. His leg hurt more with every hot step. His trews were tight against his thigh. Absently, he wondered if they had shrunk in the dousing. He pushed it out of his mind. He had other concerns, needed to find his man. He could just sense Rodrigues was in there, somewhere. He let himself into the front of the wine shop. Eleanor the housekeeper led him through the back to where the Spaniard was holed up, asleep.

Rodrigues was just stirring. He opened an eye and smiled. He didn’t need to focus; he knew it was his lad Heughan.

“I can feel trouble coming,” he said sleepily.

“The biggest trouble we’ve ever seen,” said Heughan.

Rodrigues swung his legs off the settle, pulled on his boots. Eleanor brought him a jug of spiced wine and some sweetcakes on cue, attentive to his needs, as she had been in so many ways over the years.

“How soon will we be fighting and where?” yawned Rodrigues.

“We’re not fighting,” said Heughan.

Rodrigues looked up at him and smiled a broader smile. “Well, I’ve seen you running but never away from a fight. I don’t believe you can run from a fight, it’s not in you. You always run straight towards trouble.”

“Not this time. I have another plan,” said Heughan.

“I thought we agreed that I do the planning,” Rodrigues checked him, pouring wine for them both.

“This is it, Roddy. La’l Un says that troops are already on their way from York and Newcastle. The queen’s health won’t hold.” Heughan put his drink down on the oak table and breathed in their scents of beeswax polish and mace. He still felt strangely light-headed. The wine was pungent and over-powered him. A look of disgust crossed his face.

“Well, they’ll be worried about your famous ‘Busy Week’ festivities,” said Rodrigues, misinterpreting his expression. “No one’s going to shout ‘the queen is dead, long live the king’, and avoid all the fuss. You and I both know that the second the bonfires are lit, the families will be riding hard, grabbing land, cattle and anything else.”

Heughan furrowed his brow, forcing his concentration. “Yes, but reinforcing the garrison like that means trouble for us all. It draws attention to us before anything’s started. I’m worried. The old boys will tell you that the Busy Week was a bit o’ bother but not revolution; there was reiving yes, but just the usual, and if the drinking and games got out of hand, we’d manage it ourselves. It’s the Armstrongs who worry me. Where do the Scottish Wardens stand in all of this? Ross has already locked up Big Man Maxwell. Kerr may stay calm but Sim’s dangerous, especially if he joins forces with the Grahams.”

Rodrigues sipped wine thoughtfully. “So, there’ll be an ill week, and then we’ll go back to normal. Sure, we’ll have to ride out and do our share of the fighting and pillaging, but in a month or so, we go back to running the business.”

Heughan shook his head emphatically. “No, not this time. We need to make ready. If the militia comes this time, they’ll come not only to kill us but to wipe us off the map, literally to rename the map. It’ll mean total war. If Busy Week comes with a new king, then this will be a new country. James Stewart will want to unite the two crowns and with one country, there will be no border; and if there is no border, we have no business, there’s nowhere to hide. They know we will fight. They will hit us with a massive army like we’ve never seen.”

“You are serious, aren’t you, lad?” Rodrigues looked at Heughan intently. “And what are you planning then?”

“I’m going to Ireland. I have my own affairs to attend to.”

Rodrigues raised an eyebrow.

“It’s not about Molly, before you ask,” Heughan assured him. “In fact, it’s not about a woman at all.”

“If you say so,” said Rodrigues slowly, not quite believing him. “Are you going alone?”

“Yes, I’ll go alone but I need your help.”

“What sort of help?” asked Rodrigues cautiously. “More money, is it?”

“You know I’m good for it,” said Heughan.

Rodrigues heaved a sigh of relief. “Sure, lad, sure,” he said, unconvinced. “Whatever you need. Tell me what you’ve got in mind, and we’ll work it all out together.”




* * *

Following a hunch, Heughan walked the backways to Sal’s. He found the girls sitting about the scullery table, gossiping. His hunch was good; Melisande was there. One look had her on her feet and straight over to him. She took his face in her hands and bent his head so that she could kiss his forehead. Her lips burned into him, like the sun flaring on his face. He held her close and kissed her hard on the mouth in return, feeling the hot coal of her heart and her breasts crushing to him, feeling her thumping fists on his back…he opened his eyes, confused, and relaxed his hold.

“Get off me, you oaf,” Melisande said. “I’d slap you except you’re obviously not well. Sit down.” She pushed him onto her low wooden seat.

It felt a long way down for his height and he landed awkwardly, the turned spindles at his back jarring against his spine, making him wince. Melisande ignored him. She had already crouched down by his feet, ripping the cloth of his trews open to look at his leg. As she had suspected, the wound was badly infected, angry red and festering with pus. She was doubly cross with him now. In an instant, she was bossing women, sending them scurrying in all directions – Sally to Rodrigues for the wine lees, Kitty to boil water in the cookhouse, Bridie for bowls – while Heughan sat dazed.

Melisande snatched at cooking ingredients and flung them on the table. “I’m fine,” Heughan said. “I don’t want anything to eat.”

The look she gave him made him wince again. To his surprise, she stuffed a whole clove of garlic and other greenery into her mouth and started chewing. He felt sick again. He wasn’t going to kiss her now, no matter what she did to him. Abruptly, she spat it all out into a bowl and started scraping honeycomb into it. He retched violently.

Heughan closed his eyes. His stomach couldn’t bear him to look anymore. He could hear different voices talking to him as though from a great distance. He felt the pressure of heat on his leg and bubbling pain, liquid trickling down his skin, the smell of something oozing, stinging nettles pricking at him irritably. He surfaced again, breaching consciousness after a long dive.

Bizarrely, Melisande had covered a long slice of his thigh with the mucilage of chewed vegetables and what looked like spiders’ webs. She was binding it tight with dry cloth strips. He put a hand down to touch it but she batted it away. “Leave it,” she snapped and then softened her tone, looking at him with grey dove eyes, “I told you to keep it clean, and you didn’t listen to me. It was infected. I’ve cleaned it out, but you must let it heal.”

“You cut me more, witch. Sorcery…” mumbled Heughan testily.

“Not sorcery, Heughan. This is healing,” Melisande said quietly. “You have a fever, there’s poison in you.”

“Poison you put there,” he accused. She shook her head but even as he said the words, she felt guilty. It was her hand raised against him, her knife that had cut him; she didn’t want his death to be on her hands too. He tried to stand but the blackness pushed him back.

“Drink,” she said, offering him a warm posset. She held it to his lips and locked eyes with him. He stared hard, defying her, but in her eyes saw himself reflected in softness; dark, steady vastness like the grey swell of the Irish Sea. He closed his eyes and drank warmed wine tasting of bitter thyme. He heard her low voice command him, “Sleep until you are mended. Forget the rest.” He smelled her breath, fluttering over him with the touch of a butterfly’s wings, brushing the skin of his cheek with transcending lightness, before the blackness drowned him.




* * *

Heughan next opened his eyes when a thin ray of winter-weak sunlight fingered his chest with cold warmth. He was lying alone in bed, and he was hungry. He felt like he was trying to think his way through fog, stumbling to locate his thoughts, as they loomed at him out of the murkiness like smugglers’ dark lanterns and drifted on past him as strangers in the street. A sharp memory bumped headlong into him, and he lifted the coverlet to look at his leg.

A laugh from the shadows startled him, “I don’t think you’ve lost anything down below, lad. You were all still there the last time we checked.”

Rodrigues peeled himself away from a dark corner and came to sit lightly on the end of the bed. He turned back the blankets and peeked critically at Heughan’s leg. Heughan propped himself up onto his elbows to see for himself. The plaister was gone; so too were the swelling and the infection. The skin was pink and soft, like a newborn lamb’s muzzle; no stitches now but a foot-long red track to mark their passing. He touched the scar hesitantly but the skin held together. That’s healing, he thought.

“How long have I been here, Roddy?” he asked.

“Must be more than four or five days now,” said the Spaniard thoughtfully.

“Oh God, no!” said Heughan, struggling to throw back the blankets and get out of the bed, which creaked warningly at him. Rodrigues put a hand on his chest and pushed him back down.

“Steady now, lad. No rush, no panic,” he said. “Whatever it is will wait.”

Heughan shook his head. “Time and tides wait for no one,” he said bitterly, collapsing defeated on the bed.

Rodrigues pulled at his moustaches thoughtfully, “But a crafty smuggler who’s received an explanation might wait a while even so. Especially if there is the prospect of gold. I’ve always said that the best way to keep loyalty in a man’s heart is to keep money in his purse.”

“Did you get a message to Mac? Thank you, but I don’t need to buy my friendships.” Heughan was both grateful and annoyed. “Mac means more than that to me.”

“Calm lad, calm,” said Rodrigues evenly. “Don’t I know it’s so? Business is business, however. That too, I have told you. The heart of a mercenary beats only for gold. Don’t hate me for what I am.”

“Someone who’ll sell themselves to the highest bidder?” said Heughan quietly.

Rodrigues leaned over him and skipped his one good eye right and left between Heughan’s two. “I will choose to believe that it is the sickness talking now. When you are yourself again, you will reconsider the irony that you speak so to me when you are in a whorehouse, surrounded by those who sell themselves and their services. And that includes you. You can delude yourself that you have a higher calling, a noble cause, but deep down you know that this is mitigation and money is the motivation. Whatever you plan to do, you can accomplish nothing, nothing, without money.” He nodded to emphasise his point. “Yes, Heughan, you still need my money.”

Rodrigues stood up, lifted a heavy leather bag of coin from the floor and dropped its weight onto the squat table near Heughan’s head.

“The truth, my lad, is the heavier the purse, the lighter the heart.” He smiled lopsidedly at Heughan before patting the side of his face inoffensively with the palm of his hand, the rough caress of a bluff man. “We are what we are, Heughan. Travel with a light heart; it is bought and paid for,” he said over his shoulder as he walked out of the room.

Heughan wanted to call him back, to apologise for his ingratitude. Instead he kept his mouth shut. Why did I do that? Why pick a fight with a friend? He had no answers.

In his head, he heard Willie say, ‘Heughan lad, you could start a fire with your temper.’ It was so true. He hated to admit it to himself.

Willie! He sat upright in bed and pushed a hand through his tousled hair. Damn but it had all gone so wrong. There was too much to do; too little time. He fumbled about looking for clothes, a shirt, some trews and his jack.

“Where are my riding boots?” he said out loud in exasperation.

“Right here, laddie,” said Willie, standing in the doorway, holding a boot in each hand. Heughan lifted him off his feet to embrace him, flinging him round like a whirligig. “Aye, weel now, affy nice to see ye’ too,” puffed Willie in embarrassment as Heughan put him down again. “There’s nae need for a fuss, lad. Nothing’s happening in the world without yer. Tek yer time, there’s nae hurry.”

Heughan shook his head in disagreement. “No, La’l Un, time is what I don’t have right now. I’ve lost a week’s worth of tides, and I should have been in Ireland this long while back.”

“Aye, well, I dare say the bonny lassie will wait,” grinned Willie, starting up one of his ballads.

"Oh waly, waly gin love be bonnie,

A little time while it is new!

But when ’tis auld, it waxeth cold,

And fades awa’ like morning dew

For my true love has me forsook,

And says he’ll never lo’e me mair."

Heughan opened his mouth to rebuke him, changed his mind and grinned back. “This is different, Willie. This time I’m courting my future.”









Chapter 7: Across the Sea


Maryport, the Solway Coast

Big gulls drifted overhead, yakking loudly in a rapidly darkening sky as Heughan reached the small cluster of huts that made up Maryport. He sat up in the saddle to catch a view of the sea, hoping that it was calm and would stay that way. A ribbon of pale gold lit the horizon reassuringly as he sauntered carefully through the small lanes, Aluino picking his way through the detritus. There was no one about; just the sounds of some children beating a pig and someone out of sight breaking firewood.

He cleared the huts and came out into the bay. He could see McGuire’s boat tied up to the old jetty, sitting squarely on the wet mud, waiting for the slowly returning tide to re-float it. He dismounted and walked Aluino onto the beach, where the tide made a narrow space of level sand. He scrubbed his face with his fist and breathed hard, filling his lungs with the sea and drawing into him the memories of crossings gone before.

The sea was its own kingdom, untameable, unpredictable; his wet road to other lands and other people he longed to know. It excited him looking across it in the evening light but like all sensible men, he was wary of it and knew to treat it with respect.

He stood on the creaking jetty and called into the wooden hulk. Captain McGuire appeared from inside his boat, where he had been sleeping. The huge man beamed a dishevelled smile, “Here at last, you bugger. What happened to you?” he said as he leapt from the plank onto the jetty.

“There’s no rush,” said Heughan as he was enveloped by McGuire hugging him to him. He spat out the man’s coarse hair and, despite the air being squeezed out of him, managed to say, “Carlingford will still be there, don’t worry.”

“It’s good to see you, lad. I’ve waited a week for you. We’ve missed some good tides,” he stood back to look at him, “but you’re a grand sight.”

Heughan immediately warmed in his company. He looked at the old man, his biography written in the lines on his open face. Heughan loved to drain him of his stories of the sea. He had only survived each crossing thanks to McGuire’s immense knowledge of the tides, the currents, the stars and his strength, which was that of a man twenty years younger.

He handed his bags to McGuire and went off with Aluino to find the stables. He took off the saddle and wiped the horse down with wisps of hay, talking to him softly, telling him to be calm and wait for him. The horse knew where he was, the smell was familiar. They had been here before. Heughan paid the stable lad, told him not to overfeed him and left for the sea.

McGuire’s boat was a fifty-foot craggy veteran of a cog he had had for years. It was originally a lily-livered Dutch coaster but even with just one sail, it proved to be as hard as nails and surprisingly agile on the Irish Sea, an unforgiving and bad-tempered place. It could easily hold two dozen horses in its belly. The two young lads he had working for him, Cooper and Greaves, appeared at the top of the beach. They had been to get bread and some cured meat for the trip along with some sour apples and a pot of warm stew they would eat now with the rest of the crew.

Heughan propped himself up against the boat and ran his eye along her curve. The shape of a woman, he thought; the grooved wood carefully worn over years of care and repair. He liked the smell of the tar drops blocking up the holes.

“So how’s your leg?” asked McGuire.

“Eh?” grunted Heughan through his mouthful of stew.

“The foot-long slice yer darling girl took out of it last time we saw you?” Cooper said.

“Oh, right. No, it’s fine; wasn’t too bad, just bled a lot. Mad witch she is,” said Heughan, in between bites.

“Curves in all the right places I believe tho’,” smiled McGuire.

Heughan didn’t reply. He didn’t want to think of her now. “I’ve brought your gold,” he said. “Roddy needs me to be back in a week without fail.”

“Grand, don’t worry about the money, I’m just pleased to see you. How is the Spaniard? Still the same mad bastard?”

“Still the same ugly bastard,” agreed Heughan.

“Aye, well, he wasn’t a pretty sight the first time I fished him out of the Irish Sea, and his looks haven’t improved with time,” beamed McGuire. “Shut up and eat! We’ve a wait for the high tide.”

Darkness came with the tide. A few lanterns dabbed yellow light amongst the huts above the shore. Heughan watched Greaves cast off the rope and push the boat away from the jetty, helping him leap into the stern. McGuire started humming. He claimed it calmed the sea, though Heughan knew it was to annoy him. Off they set, west into the distant sun already over the horizon.

It was a clear night, the sky bedecked with baubles of shimmering light. They had a good breeze in their back and with McGuire’s humming, they should be off the tip of the Man by late morning. With any luck, they would be just off Ardglass by late afternoon. Then a quick and easy few hours down the coast, they should be tucking into Carlingford by last light, by which time the Excise men should be deep into their ale and wouldn’t notice a ruffian and his old sea dog coming ashore.

“Ah, Molly!” said Heughan under his breath, hoping there would be a warm welcome for him after the sea had stripped some skin from him.

The sea was calm and the boat settled into a steady rhythm. McGuire was still humming. Heughan lay on the top deck and stared into the sky. It looked like the confusion in his brain. He thought he saw patterns, but he kept losing them and then he couldn’t find them again. He knew there were signs and predictions in the night sky that wise men and witches could divine into wisdom and foretelling.

"Go and catch a falling star

Tell me where all past hours are…"

The suppressed words to Mac’s tune tiptoed round his head, avoiding his other thoughts. To Heughan it looked beautiful for sure but there was no story there for him. The scale of the sky made him feel insignificant. Perhaps his wanderlust was an escape from feeling small, but where would he feel bigger?

"Teach me to hear mermaids singing

Or to keep off envy’s stinging…"

He had heard that the world was so big that no matter how far you sailed, there was no end. He saw the paths that the stars reflected onto the waves. So far he had followed only a few. Where could the others take him? Rodrigues talked of strange-looking tribes across the sea, savages that would eat a man. People spoke of life among the heavens, where a man never grew old and had all he wished to eat without killing.

"Or find what wind

Serves to advance an honest mind…"

Slowly, the rocking of the waves sent him to sleep.

He awoke feeling cold, standing by the rail, the whispering of the sea beneath him. The cloud had smothered the moon, and the wind was getting up. This was the time the monsters came after them, when the depth yawned open and the pitching black sea had drained the sky of light by swallowing all the stars to feed the devils of the deep. Heughan hated looking over the side at night to see his own face looking back at him from beneath the waves, a visage of anguish and failure. The shapeless, fathomless, dark hole was the emptiness in his own life, filling his lungs with water, drowning him.

He felt Melisande over his shoulder, daring him to look into the infinity of his soul, laughing with scorn at his fear of the water. He stepped back, recoiling from the intangible water slipping through him and felt for the rigging, something physical he needed to hold on. From the helm aft McGuire called him, but Heughan couldn’t hear him for the sound of Melisande in his ears, ‘Let go, I am with you. Let it take you. What do you fear? Set us free.’

Just then Cooper touched his arm and Heughan turning sharply, flooring him with one blow. He dropped onto him fiercely. Cooper flailed his arms and screamed to McGuire for help. Heughan was trying to bite his ear off and was tearing at his throat with his hands. Heughan felt his hair being torn from his skull and his heels dragging along the deck as McGuire hauled him off the bleeding and terrified Cooper. McGuire dunked Heughan’s head in the water barrel again and again until he had woken him, then hugging him to himself, he repeated in his ear, “Calm now, calm now.”

McGuire bundled him up in blankets and propped him up against the rail next to him at the helm. Cooper shouted in pain as Greaves administered rough aid and tincture to his wound.

“All right, boy, she’s not here, calm now, calm now,” McGuire soothed to the motionless heap beside him.

The old man gripped the helm knuckle-white until it might break and stared at the horizon. He had seen Heughan like this before, and although it disturbed him, he just wanted to protect him.

Heughan was unconscious, the boat lolled his head from side to side, but McGuire kept him close and kept them on course. A cowed and bruised Cooper sidled up to the helm and ventured a conversation.

“What’s the matter with him?” he asked. “Was he not awake then?”

“He didn’t know what he was doing, lad. He’ll be sorry when he does wakes, when his head has stopped hurting. How’s yours?” asked McGuire, turning Cooper’s head in his sailor’s hands to check the patching for himself.

“All right,” said Cooper, pulling away. “What is he afraid of?” McGuire looked at him. “Why is he afraid of the deep?” asked Cooper.

“He’s lost someone,” muttered McGuire.

“What? Someone drowned?”

“You could say that.”

“When?”

“When he was a youngster,” sighed McGuire. He looked away across the water and silently, more to himself than anyone else, he said, “He’s looking for himself in there.”

Cooper left it; he didn’t want to rile the old man. He’d already had one beating. He stood silently watching ahead, waiting to be wanted.

McGuire started talking; a monologue, as if reasoning with himself. "But he really was just a boy on his first crossing, completely terrified, still in shock. His father was wounded and slept all the while, and I just kept him near me. He held me, just stood there, couldn’t speak; struck dumb he was. I felt alone with him.

"He scratched her name in his arm; I couldn’t stop him. He kept going over to the side and peering into the depths. I tied a rope to him in the end and let him stand there. He cried big silent tears. He vomited over the side every hour, didn’t say a word.

"I took him to his father’s side but he wouldn’t look at him and wouldn’t stay there. I let him take the helm with me, and he stood longer than any man I know. He spat out the food and took no water. I expected him to die but, by God, he’s tough. He has a sword’s blade for his spine, but his eyes are like a woman’s.

“The crew wouldn’t go near him for fear he was possessed. It’s not him drowning; I could see him inside himself, I could see him, I could…” he trailed off and Cooper could see silver tears on the man’s face in the moonlight.

Cooper took the helm and McGuire slumped down beside Heughan and laid his hand on his back. That’s to steady them both, Cooper decided.

Heughan stirred. He could feel the comforting rhythm of the gently rocking boat on a calm sea. He couldn’t see but he could sense McGuire’s presence. He felt sick, not from the sea but from something else. His head was banging; he drifted away again.

Dark shapes and the heat of much hurry came into his mind. He was being carried aloft, there was noise all around…

He managed to half open his eyes but the grey sky above the Irish Sea blurred everything and wearily he shut it out again…

He was hurled to the ground at his mother’s feet, the door was closed shut and he could hear muffled noises of the battle raging outside. His mother scooped him up with one arm, she was holding his sister in the other, and half dragged him to the back of the hut behind the bed and into a small curtained-off alcove, into the darkness.

His mother’s hand across his mouth, he looked up pleadingly and could see the fear in her eyes. He wanted to run for help but his mother held him back from making a shape in the curtain. He could smell the sheep in the wool of the drape, the smell of sleep, of safety.

The sound of screaming became louder. He could hear the crackle of fire and the whinnying of frightened horses. The door of their hut was torn open and voices he didn’t know entered. His mother tensed and though she was hurting his face with her grip, he didn’t move. He could hear them smashing their possessions, searching the room for them.

They had stopped shouting and searching and were listening. Heughan held his breath, just as his mother was. Should he look around the curtain? Perhaps they had given up and left. His mother pulled him back gently to signal ‘no’. He was standing at an awkward angle and his back was aching. He was desperate to change position onto his front foot to ease the pain. His mother pulled him tighter to her; she stood behind him absolutely still.

Heughan could stand the pain no more and he shifted sideways. He disturbed an earthenware pot. He looked down to see it tipping; he couldn’t reach down to stop it for fear of disturbing the curtain. The pot fell onto the straw, making no sound. He stopped it from rolling out with his foot and sighed inside with relief, but it was half full of water, which silently and steadily seeped through the straw and under the curtain out into the room.

Heughan fixed his gaze on the floor. The curtain was slowly and deliberately opening and there stood a man, his boots in the edge of the water.

Heughan was released by his mother. He fell to his knees as she turned to grab a weapon of some sort but the dark-cloaked figure slit her throat with one move. She dropped the screaming child on top of Heughan as she fell. Heughan grabbed his sister by the arm and dragged her sharply past the hesitant figure. He was out into the room. The reiver had been alone.

Heughan ran out into the battle, dizzy with fear and dread. There were people running everywhere. He recognized his uncle barrelling toward him on a chestnut horse. He offered up his sister as the horse charged by, and she was whisked away.

He darted inside the first open door of an already ransacked hut, cast around for a sword, found one in a dead hand and ran out towards his hut and his mother. Arrows were landing at his feet. There was his best pal La’l Willie with his bow on top of the hut opposite, pumping arrows into the fray and, for some reason, at him.

“Dinna gae in there, Heughan! Get into the trees; get into the trees now!” La’l Willie screamed at him.

“Not without mother,” he shouted back.

“Heughan, dinna gae in there, they’ll kill you.”

Heughan ignored him and rushed into his home. It was burning now. “Mother!” he screamed. “Mother, I’m here. Come out, we can run.”

There was no reply, except the crackling of the flames rising and heating his face, his tears stinging in the heat.

He peered through the fire into the darkness, which bowed and warped into a wave of blackness shimmering behind the tremendous heat. He had lost her. He screamed and vomited up empty fear. He was rooted to the spot. He wanted to die he with her. That would be better. They could live a different life with God and be together. He let himself fall towards the flames.

He was jolted backwards. Someone had him round the neck, his heels dragging in the dirt.

“You eejit!” shouted La’l Willie in his ear. “Run for the trees, Heughan. C’mon. Run! Or we’re gan to die!” He stared at his friend; he knew it was La’l Willie, why was he in here dying with him? He didn’t want him to die. They fell out of the door into some air, both of them coughing, eyes streaming, their clothes smoking.

“Run, mate; let’s run for the trees! We’ll come back and kill all the Armstrongs, dinnae worry. Follow me.”

Heughan ran hard through the huts following Willie, heading for the trees.

He could feel a rush of wind from behind him. There was something coming at speed. He ran. There was shouting but he couldn’t hear it for the blood in his ears, the heat in his breath. He instinctively reached out his arm, heart and heels in time with the beating hooves and was hoisted aboard as they clattered into the trees and away.

Heughan could feel a thumping on his back, solid and repeating; he wasn’t afraid.

Gradually, he opened his eyes, his ears took in sound. He could feel the sway of moving but it wasn’t a horse, it was the sea. McGuire came into focus; the thumping stopped.

“C’mon lad, you need water and you must eat,” Heughan groaned.

“No arguing, son,” said McGuire and he offered a wooden flask of water to Heughan’s lips. The water was sweet; he felt it coursing through him, reviving him. He was suddenly cold and bathed in freezing sweat.

McGuire unwrapped him, pulled him to his feet and pressed him back against the rail, rubbing his arms to ward off the cold. Cooper appeared with warm dry clothes. Heughan could see the shape of a headland approaching as he re-dressed.

“Where are we, Mac?” he asked.

“Carlingford is around the head; you’ll be tucked up warm with Molly wrapped around you in no time.”

Heughan looked out across the sound, it was still blurred.

“You’ve been lost to me again, lad. This bloody crossing takes its toll of us both, and I’m not talking about the sea. You’ll be the death of me someday. You’ll either spear me in your sleep or drown me in the deep. You can’t get her back; she is not there, no matter how hard you look. I know you need her but stop searching for the dead and start living for the living. You can’t grieve forever; it’ll kill you and all around you.”

Heughan felt his legs again, some sense of feeing returning, the numbness easing.

“There is a love out there for you,” McGuire continued. “No one loves you like your mother, that’s just a fact, so stop searching for that. There’s many a different love, just as real and important. It’s hard to find, it’s hard to handle but you’re a strong man. You can kill as many men as you want, but it’ll never be the answer. You can’t murder the pain; you must rid yourself of this guilt.”

In shock, Heughan remembered Melisande’s urging, ‘Accept her loss, accept the pain and it will pass.’ How could she possibly know?

McGuire cupped Heughan’s face in his big hands and looked him in the eyes. “Does she want you bitter and angry, a killer like the murderers who took her from you?”

Heughan was listening but he wasn’t looking. McGuire had told him this before, each time a little more of it registered, but he still wondered if he would be dead before he was easy with it. He felt death would be his answer. Come sweet darkness and consume me, he invoked. Help me find my way home to her. Wash me up on the shoreline, drowned.

Many times he summoned death to him, times he was bathed in Molly’s sweat, times he was listening to Rodrigues’s stories in the dark, the times he despised Ross Middlemore’s corruption, when he stood on the scar above the Eden, face into the wind of his own land, and now, every time he thought of Melisande.

That woman; something about that woman. Could a witch hold the key to his answers? Perhaps.




Carlingford, East Coast of Ireland

McGuire sent Cooper and Greaves ashore in the rowing boat with a slightly revived Heughan. “Make sure he is locked in with the girl; tell her to get him some hot stew and don’t let him out till I come for him,” he had instructed them.

The little harbour was cocooned in a gentle dusk. Smoke was rising from every house of clay and thatch. There was dwindling activity in the dozens of currachs, a lone fisher tidying after a day’s work, abandoning his drying nets to the uninhabited sea-side. There didn’t seem to be any militia in sight, though King John’s Tower stood a quiet sentinel on the outcropping hill. There was no light in the harbour house.

They tied up at the end of the sea wall. Cooper helped Heughan out of the boat. Heughan slipped him some small coins. Cooper looked sideways at him.

“There’s no need to tell Mac,” said Heughan. “I owe you.”

He stood on the quayside, judging his balance on the solid ground before setting off for the inn. He pushed open the heavy wooden door, it was quiet inside. Cooper slipped in with him, leaving Greaves on the door.

Cooper went into the back to find the landlord. After some muttering, they both reappeared into the main room, where Heughan waited. The landlord eyed him carefully. He knew Heughan and he knew he could be trouble to those who crossed him. He offered him a nervous welcome. “I will bring you some warm stew, my lord,” he said. “The girl will be back shortly. She is on an errand in the village. You will be in the big room at the back upstairs, as usual.”

“I’ll show him up there now, old man,” said Cooper. He took the keys from the landlord. Heughan followed.

Cooper checked behind the closet curtains, looked out of the window. Heughan lay on the bed. Cooper nodded the all clear.

“Get back to the boat lad and make sure McGuire gets some sleep,” said Heughan.

“I’ll leave Greaves downstairs. The Cap’n will be over in the morning,” said Cooper as he left.

After a while, there was a soft knock on the door and there was the beautiful, bright-eyed Molly with the stew. Heughan ate it without speaking. He watched her as she undressed. She was more of a feast than the stew, and Heughan pushed it away, took off his boots and pulled her under the sheets. He laid his head on her breasts and let her caress him asleep.

They awoke to the sound of gulls bouncing above the boats, scavenging what they could. From the window Heughan could see McGuire’s cog at anchor just off the harbour. A small boat was sliding out towards it. The Excise men, he figured.

He turned back to Molly. She looked at him, disappointment on her face. “What’s the matter, girl?”

“Two months I haven’t seen you, and you fall asleep on me. I want my pleasure!” she said boldly.

He laughed. “It was a rough crossing,” he said weakly.

He looked back at the boat; they had time. He pulled the sheets back and took in her rough welcoming beauty, red curls, green eyes, full breasts, a small rounded belly and the cream of her strong working thighs.

She threw her head back to let him look. He liked her brazenness, most unusual in an Irish girl. She rolled onto her front so he could take her from behind, as he liked and she loved. He stroked her spine down to her beautiful firm buttocks, brushed the curls from her nape and kissed her on the neck and across her shoulders. He straddled her back and she lifted slightly. He reached round to cup the weight of her heavy breasts in both hands as she sighed with pleasure.

He was in two minds. Melisande was in his thoughts first. Molly sensed his hesitation and looked up at him, smiling. “What ails you, lover?” she said gently.

When he said nothing, she pulled him down onto his back. She knelt up, taking his hard cock in her expert hands to encourage him. He smiled at her. She wiped his creased brow and lifted herself onto him, sliding him inside her. She did all the work and took her pleasure.

Sometime later, there was a rap at the door. It was the landlord’s knock, so Heughan opened the door just a crack.

“The Excise is downstairs with Captain McGuire, m’lord. They ask you to join them.”

Heughan pulled on his trews. He looked at Molly, she knew what to do. She had to get across to MacShane immediately.

There were four men in the main room. They had farmers’ shoulders and faces the colour of beaten earth. They stood in silence behind the seated and resolutely cheerful McGuire, who was eating eggs gratefully. The landlord slipped out of the room as Heughan reached the foot of the stairs.

Heughan weighed up the size of each man, their age and their armaments, which were not obvious. He had only a throwing dagger in his boot and had no jack on. He cursed silently that his swords were on the boat. He noticed McGuire was wearing a jack, uncommon for him, which meant he had at least two daggers on him. They exchanged the briefest of glances.

The largest and most hirsute of the men spoke first, “You’ve come empty handed.”

“Empty handed?” asked Heughan.

“You’ve a cog for twenty horses and not one on board,” he said accusingly.

“You know very well horses are not our only business,” replied Heughan.

“Seems an extravagance to me, all that empty space you are paying for.”

“We don’t measure the value of every cargo by its size, same as a man,” said Heughan, pointedly addressing the Excise man, by far the largest in the room. "Besides, you wouldn’t thank us for English horses. Don’t the Irish breed the best?

“Depends what you are using them for. We certainly have some fine reiving horses for sure.” Heughan remained impassive but McGuire had shifted his weight in anticipation of moving quickly very soon.

“We are collecting, not delivering,” said Heughan.

“Well, you have either landed too early or too late. There’s no stock in the town,” said the Excise man, pleased with himself.

“We’re in no rush. Carlingford Lough is full of warm welcomes,” smiled Heughan.

“Not for visitors intent on smuggling,” growled the big man.

“In that case, we’ll be sure to let you know if we see any!” quipped Heughan.

“I want to see you gone on tonight’s tide,” said the Excise man deliberately.

“We won’t have finished our business, and I’m not paying for all that space empty both ways,” replied Heughan testily.

The Excise man stepped forward, giving himself more room to manoeuvre. The other three straightened. McGuire stood up, not too quickly, he didn’t want to make them jumpy.

“Good eggs, landlord!” he cried into the back. “Now lads, it’s already the middle of this lovely morning, and I’ve not had a pint of your grand Irish ale yet. So how about a drink? We’re paying.” He clapped a huge hand on the shoulder of the Excise man, holding it there long enough for the man to appreciate its power.

Clearly unnerved by McGuire’s strength, the man looked hesitatingly at his colleagues. “We’ve no gripe with you if you give us no trouble and your cargo is inspected and legal.”

“Legal is in the mind of the beholder, we always feel,” said Heughan. “Not a word we like that much.”

“We are the law here, mister, and we decide if it’s legal or not. Lord Ravensdale wants all crown taxes paid. He controls what comes in and goes out of Carlingford, you know that.”

“Perhaps he’s not seen anything like our cargo before. How would he price it? I wonder if any man can decide the tax to pay on love?” said a voice swooping low through the door. It was MacShane, followed by Molly.

“Love, I say to you, Declan, son of Fergus,” said MacShane addressing the large Excise man. “The lad Heughan here, a man I know and trust, has come to take his love away across the sea. We are grieving the loss of such a fine girl,” he said as he ushered Molly into the gathering. “Would you not agree, boys?” he said to the silent men.

Molly smiled and curtsied politely, making sure her generous bosom could be clearly viewed by all. She sidled over to Heughan and took his hand. Heughan was doing his best not to look too surprised.

“I’ll wager there’s no man born can put a tax on love, lads. Marriage, perhaps; and I’ll pay the license myself,” said MacShane loudly.

“You came here in a trader’s cog for this lass?” said Declan, similarly surprised.

“Have you seen her dowry, boys? Why I’ve been gathering it from all five provinces over the last month, waiting for Heughan to arrive. I’ll happily show it to you,” boasted MacShane offering them out the door. “You know my warehouse.”

MacShane was the largest trader in the Carlingford region: a man of influence who owned several ships and the loyalty of a hundred men. MacShane glinted dark and dangerous, brimming with equal parts of smug sinfulness and avuncular concern. That was sufficient to unnerve the Excise men, who exchanged wary looks, not wanting to embarrass him for fear of reprisal.

“That’s right, boys,” piped up McGuire. “I’ve known this lad since he was just a boy up to my waist high. Do you think I’d not bring him across the Irish on my own ship to collect the love of his life?”

Heughan was relieved. It looked like they might not have to fight their way out but he was just as worried about the excuse. He certainly didn’t want to take Molly back to the Borders.

“Let’s have a drink to toast the happy couple, and then you’re welcome to come up to the warehouse to inspect the goods,” MacShane assured the Excise men.

The three looked at the largest and they sat down. The landlord appeared immediately with four pints as if on cue, the sweat popping on his brow. Molly curtsied again and took her leave upstairs. “Don’t be long, my love,” she said pleadingly over her shoulder to Heughan.

Heughan took a pint from the flushed landlord and walked to the window. MacShane was berating McGuire for being over a week late, which became a discussion of the last storm. The Excise men were relaxing in the backwash of their banter. Across the bay, Heughan could see two eight-man long boats rowing out to the back of McGuire’s cog. There looked to be a dozen large wooden barrels stacked in each. He watched them disappear behind the ship. He knew the crew would be hauling them up. McGuire had rowed in behind the Excise men, Greaves taking back the cog’s tender. He’d be back for them at dusk.

MacShane was talking expansively, a tale of his exploits at Kinsale. Heughan kept out of it. He didn’t need to revive any more memories. Nevertheless, he could hear when MacShane lowered his voice to tell them that Heughan’s mother, ‘now dead, God bless her’, hailed from Wexford, a girl of the Isles, so it came as no surprise to anyone that Heughan himself wanted an Irish girl for a wife. The men all nodded sagely at this bit of sorry intelligence.

The landlord brought out more eggs and wheaten bread for the group. Heughan waved him away. He didn’t fight on a full stomach, and he was still wary how this might go. One of the eight-man rowers was clearing the cog. Keep talking, MacShane, you wily fox, thought Heughan. Once he saw the second longboat clear the cog, Heughan sauntered over to join the table. He leaned on Mac’s shoulders. McGuire didn’t look at him but he knew the signal.

“One more pint, lads,” said McGuire.

“We’ll take a ride up to your warehouse now,” said Declan, son of Fergus. “That’s all of us,” he said looking at Heughan and McGuire.

“Ah, I’ll not join you,” said McGuire. “I need to restock with victuals for the journey back.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Heughan quickly, nodding at Declan.

“Good,” said MacShane, settling the conversation by rising to pay the landlord.

After a suitable amount of time-wasting, MacShane returned. They all filed out into the light and noise of activity in the busy Carlingford harbour. Heughan could see the longboats tied up, both empty. The crew had been absorbed into the bustle of commerce on the harbour side, but he could feel their eyes continuing to watch MacShane, poised, alert and ready. Heughan clambered into the back of the Excise wagon and they set off for MacShane’s theatre of subterfuge against which the Excise men had no chance, would have no answer and would have no recourse.

Sometime later, MacShane and Heughan stood together and watched the Excise wagon bob and weave across the rough track as it went down the hill from the warehouse. They had been successfully bamboozled with the tributes of the five provinces. There were caskets of snowy lace in the Venetian style, gossamer interwoven with intricate thread of gold. There were heavy rolls of beetled linen, woollen plaids and twills, as well as weighty embroidered silk, woven painstakingly on the pegs of wooden looms that clickety-clacked endlessly like the zealot’s rosary beads. On the face of it to any sensible man, it was a dowry far too large for a girl like Molly. Perhaps the Excise men assumed it was because her betrothed was a fierce Border reiver, he could demand such a levy. Perhaps MacShane’s hints as to Heughan’s dubious lineage convinced them that Heughan and McGuire were not to be troubled.

“Is the gunpowder aboard then?” said Heughan finally as he watched the little wagon disappear behind the trees.

“Twenty-two barrels of it and every one of them trouble,” replied MacShane. “Thank God it’s gone! This past week I haven’t slept a wink, you bugger.”

“McGuire has the gold. You can have it tonight before the pair of us board,” said Heughan.

“You can keep the gold if you tell me what you’re up to.”

“Better that you don’t know. To be honest, I don’t rightly know myself. You’ll just have to trust me.”

“I do trust you, lad. That’s your secret, isn’t it, Heughan? Folk take you on trust; must be those eyes of yours.”

“The sword helps too sometimes.” Heughan’s grin was feral.

“That’s just a way of life, my lad,” smiled MacShane. “Now what about Molly? You’ll have to take her with you. The Excise lads will remember a bosom like hers.”

“Very funny. Was that all your idea? I wondered what you might dream up. She’ll leave by tonight for her aunt in Drogheda, kicking and screaming perhaps, but so be it.”

MacShane looked doubtful.

“Och, the life in the Borders is not for her. Besides, I have enough trouble with women there already.”

“Well, her so-called dowry will be loaded onto a boat for Brest in the early morning. You’ll be leaving on the same tide. Excise Declan and his boys will still be sleeping off the beer I gave them.”

Heughan looked directly at MacShane.

“Oh not those eyes, Heughan, please! My knees are stronger than Molly’s!”

Heughan spoke firmly, “You know you have my gratitude and that any help you need, anything you need for Hugh O’Neill, in Tír Eoghain, you can count on me.”

He clasped his friend’s arm and spoke insistently, "The Lords of Northumberland and the Marches are not to be trusted. Catholic or not, they’ll slit your throat for their own ends. The so-called gentry would do well to remember who’s been running the border for three hundred years.

"They praise us for our courage. Yes, we can ride all night into the face of a storm, sure we can handle a horse better than anyone, and so they haul us off to fight across the sea, to give their English army some backbone and expect us to be grateful for the pittance they pay for a man’s life.

"The sly ones keep their counsel, say nothing and pilfer away the gold. They’re the ones that worry me. We live by two rules in the Borders; family and the sword. If they’d come out into a field and face me with a sword, a sword and a hundred men, that’s what I know.

“I want an end to it, all this killing, running, hiding, plotting. I want the land I’m owed, settle my men there, and then I’m off on one of your ships and I’m just going to keep going until I fall off the fucking edge.”

“Well, God willing, it won’t come to that, and we’ll have our resolution soon,” said MacShane.

“I don’t care about your Catholic God. He doesn’t care about me. We look out for our own.”

“And others’ cattle, I believe,” MacShane interjected.

“That’s just a way of life,” smiled Heughan.







Chapter 8: Business as Usual


Carlisle City, March 1603

Sunday found Heughan back in Carlisle, back in his own bed, reluctantly alone and mindful of the Spaniard’s strictures to keep it that way. Old habits are hard to break though, and he found his thoughts wandering first to Molly, and then distractedly to Letty. There were worse ways to start the day.

The gunpowder was safely stowed well outside the city for the time being. The fewer people who knew about it, the better. Rodrigues would have to be told eventually. Heughan needed his network to move it to its ultimate destination – after he had worked out what to do with it. He lay abed thinking through various scenarios, trying to work through strategies in a straight line. Every time he thought he had found a solution, his plotting unravelled. Time and time again, he found himself back at the beginning of the problem. He let his thoughts roll back to Ireland.

The hoarse tongues of the Cathedral bells interrupted his pleasant, if idle, daydreaming, calling him to action. Bad habits were even harder to break than old ones. Heughan knew he had to go to church.

He found the massive Cathedral comforting, if for no other reason that it gave him a sense of proportion. God was astute like that: providing hope for even the worst people. Heughan was in the same business. His job on Sundays was to sit in the church porch and collect protection payments from all those who came to worship.

Willie was with him too, naturally. Heughan needed someone quick with a dagger to guard him and the coin, even though he sat with his back to the impenetrable mass of the Cathedral wall. Thieves were everywhere in Carlisle.

Early as it was, Heughan was far from alone. There were plenty of others here already. He smiled briefly at Robert James, the organist. A succession of black-robed clerics glided between the shadows of the soaring stone columns. Heughan watched an animated discussion between one of the sub-priors and a man he recognised as Jeffrie Nortbie, master mason. They were wrangling over a set of plans that Master Nortbie was holding, oblivious to his apprentice, who had picked up his tools and was looking longingly at the half-finished corbels. While they argued back and forth, the apprentice wrestled with his conscience and the impositions of Sabbath rest. Heughan recognised him as Nicholas Storey, a younger brother to Edward, who sometimes rode with them.

Nicholas had a craftsman’s hands and an artist’s heart. The reiver blood was all his brother Edward’s, known as ‘Black Ned’ for more reasons than his saturnine looks. Nick Storey’s only wickedness was in his sense of humour, and he often used his carving skills in subtle ways to have a dig at the queer folk in Carlisle who irked his gentle nature.

Red Sally had harried him from Lettice’s bed on more than once occasion, threatening that she’d ‘heave him out by his beard except that he wasn’t old enough to grown one’, and so he had carved her onto a seat of the misericords as a broad-hipped scold, holding a man by his beard as she beat him with a washing beetle.

The prior had considered that it would be irreverent for his monks to perch their backsides on depictions of holy subjects and so the uncomfortable wooden rests were carved only with secular scenes. Heughan grinned to himself at the naughty thought of a priest’s buttocks spread over Sally’s face. It probably wasn’t that uncommon an event in any case.

Heughan reckoned that if the priests were hoping for a religious angel atop the cathedral columns to make up for the misericords, they were going to be disappointed, for Nick had carved a pattern of trefoils, surmounted by what was clearly a green man with oak leaves sprouting from either side of his mouth.

While Master Nortbie and the prior continued to talk, Nick had put down his tools and seemed occupied with inscribing a wooden roundel. Willie strode over to take a look. Whatever Nick’s artistic endeavours, they clearly didn’t meet with Willie’s approval. Heughan saw him crumple his face and mutter his favourite curse about ‘sleekit kelpies’ before he sidled around the pillar to eavesdrop on other conversations.

Heughan, braced with his back against the wall, had just settled comfortably when La’l Willie reappeared at his elbow, making him jump.

“Bugger off, Willie, you prat,” he swore good-naturedly, as Willie laughed at his little prank.

“Och prat is it?” asked Willie. “You’ll nae say that when you ken what I ken. I’ve been listening to yon fellows, and I’m minded of some very interesting news. Where’s Roddy? Will he nae be at his devotions today?” He twisted about, expecting to see the Spaniard propping up a pillar.

“Ach. He’ll stroll by later maybe. He has some odd ideas about what a man should or shouldn’t do on a Sunday. Bloody Spaniard. So come on then, what’s the news?”

Willie turned his full attention back to Heughan. “The queen is frae from well. As she has neither chick nir bairn to come after her, they say that she’ll like as name her ‘sweet cousin’ as successor, and they’re in a right pickle to get the renovations done in case the teuchters comes south o’ the border any time soon.”

Heughan took a moment to digest what Willie had said. “You mean that the Scottish Court is coming to visit Carlisle?”

“Aye well, it’s no fa’ certain,” prevaricated Willie, “But they might if there was reason enough to.”

“Or if we could persuade them?” said a hopeful Heughan. “See if you can have quiet word with young Nick and find out if he knows anything else. Maybe offer to stand him a drink later?”

“Aye, well, as long as you’re paying and I dinnae ha’e to ta’e that evil bastard Black Ned wi’ us an’ all,” agreed Willie.

“I’ll pay as long as I’m paid myself today,” said Heughan. “So stop yammering like a gossiping woman and find me some custom.”

“Whisht! Wummin, is it?” said Willie indignantly. “Do I look like ‘Davy the Lady’ Armstrong to you? ‘Oooh Heughan,’” he minced, “‘you have such lovely eyes and your big sword is so long!’”

Heughan laughed in spite of himself. Willie had the measure of the man, even down to his distinctive gait but Davy the Lady was the younger brother of Sim the Laird Armstrong. Neither were men to be trifled with. Heughan thought grimly of their last abortive raid against the Armstrongs. The woman he’d killed was one of Sim’s, and he wouldn’t let it rest there.

“Piss off, Willie,” he said.

Willie tried a different tack. “‘Mind your manners and do as I say, yon naughty bad man, else I’ll cut your balls off and feed them to the chickens,’” Willie twirled, with a perfect mimicry of Melisande’s flouncing. Heughan scowled and tried to kick him but Willie was too nimble with the easy skill born from long practice. He laughed at Heughan’s discomfort. “Aye, laddie, she might have healed yer leg well enough but mind she doesn’t get into yer heid. She’s a crabbit skunner and no mistake!”

“I keep telling you, she’s no harm to me. Anyway, she’s not my type,” Heughan said evenly, meeting Willie’s mocking gaze.

“Aye, laddie. Nor you hers, so they say,” sniggered Willie cryptically.

The Jesuit brother was forced to kneel before the tall cleric in penitent submission. Within the hidden anchorite cell overlooking the high altar, they were locked deep, relics of another era and an older religion.

The Cathedral building had spiralled over the centuries, splitting as it pushed out and sideways like a crab enlarging its shell. Although the main supporting wall in the transept was a hodgepodge of architectural styles, its stoic heart was of Imperial construction; Rome’s best. Stoicism must have been sorely tested in such a posting on the inhospitable fringes of the Empire but the walls that Hadrian’s masons had built to keep England and Scotland divided still stood tall. They knew their business.

Past the anchorite cell indistinct prayerful murmurings, hope and guilt intermingled, were carried up to the vaulting bright blue and gold stars of the Cathedral heavens. All the way up to a pasty-faced god, who stared out from his gilded boss with empty eyes.

“Brother Vincent,” said the shadowy voice, “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

“I am no longer known by that name,” he said.

The cleric chuckled darkly. “You may have forsaken the Church, but the Hounds of God will always sniff you out no matter how far you run, no matter where you try to hide, no matter what name you call yourself.”

“What do you want?” said Brother Vincent, driving directly to the point.

Under the cover of his cowl the cleric shook his head, “Nothing other than to make your acquaintance. For the time being, I am content for you to go on being whoever and whatever you are.” He watched as the man sagged with relief before adding, “However, there may come a time when I will need to call upon you.”

“No.” The man was adamant. “Leave me in peace. I have paid for my sins many times over.”

There was a dark sigh, “Ah but the sins were so very many, weren’t they? You are well named, aren’t you, Brother? Named for a saint who betrayed his friend, famous for bringing the dead back to life and rescuing orphans. Or are you that other holy Vincent, who sacrificed himself rather than send a book into the flames? It’s the very parody of your own life story, isn’t it?”

“I have paid my debts,” he repeated quietly.

“No,” said the other, “you have tried to cheat us, stealing for yourself and forgetting what you promised. It must be the bad influence of the company you keep,” he smirked. “There will come a day when you will have to give an account of yourself, perhaps sooner rather than later. That would be a good time to ask for mercy, but don’t expect any from me. You have the heart of a traitor and I would pluck it out, burn it in front of you and smear your own head with the ashes before I’d believe you’re penitent. When you are squirming in the hell-fires and begging to die, then I’ll consider the debts repaid.”

Brother Vincent held his tongue.

“We’ve had a message, ‘The chatelaine holds the key’. What does this mean to you?”

“Nothing. It’s the first I’ve heard of it,” replied Brother Vincent.

“No more lies, please. I know that a certain package found its way to you. What happened to the messenger after they delivered it?”

Brother Vincent frowned and shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, I swear.”

“What was Dr Dee searching for and did he find it here?”

“I don’t know,” repeated Brother Vincent.

“Perhaps not. However, you will make it your business to know, and when you find out, we will speak again. Until then, you may go.” He waved a vague blessing, “In nomine Patris, et Filii et Spiritu Sancti and so on and so forth. You don’t believe it anyway, do you, you old rogue?”

The sole witness waited until the departing footsteps had died away to faint and distant echoes. Only then did the reiver detach himself from the shadows, standing silently and attentively.

“Keep a close eye on him,” the cleric commanded in a thoughtful tone, slipping a rose seal ring from his finger and passing it to Hamish. “And send word to me when you know what he’s doing. Watch your back though, he’s a dangerous enemy.”

When Mass was finished and the godly dispersed to Sunday pleasantries and appropriate observances, Heughan found Willie hunkered in a corner of the ‘Half Tun’ tavern at the far end of Peascod Lane. A quick conversation confirmed what Willie had earlier outlined to Heughan in the Cathedral. Heughan supped his ale thoughtfully and conjectured, not for the first time, how much advance intelligence Rodrigues had, what games the Spaniard was playing.

Rodrigues had used the excuse of Sim’s latest attack on Heughan to suggest that he needed an unassailable base in Carlisle, under the tacit protection of its Lord Warden. Ross Middlemore held no love for the Armstrongs. So there he was; borrowing a whore’s soft feather bed instead of sleeping wrapped in his cloak. Heughan was accustomed to a more nomadic existence, alternating between England and Ireland, following the cattle, his obligations and his hunches.

Melisande’s involvement was a new and entirely unwelcome development. All the long years he and Rodrigues had ridden out together in the Borders, he had never once, as far as Heughan could remember, mentioned any familiarity. He wondered if he hadn’t been paying close enough attention and had missed the important details. Jon O’ might have been right when he said I couldn’t see what was under my nose, he agreed reluctantly. Was it happenstance that he’d so seldom crossed paths with the witch, or a more sinister manipulation on Rodrigues’s part?

Rodrigues was his loyal partner, a man to be trusted, for all that he was a Spaniard. Prudence cautioned him to keep an open mind and ask more questions. Heughan thought back to what he knew of the Lord Warden of the Border Marches. Ambrose Middlemore had a deliberate understanding with the reivers; he was happy to ignore them, so long as they paid him well for the privilege. It was unusual for a Warden to conduct his business personally. Most preferred the comforts of the capital but Ross Middlemore was currently out of favour at court and banished to the lonely wilderness of his office. He had earned his promotion under Lord Scrope, Warden of the English West Marches. It was a nominated title, easily revoked, and Ross was desperate to secure the permanent entail, but for whom? His sons had been killed a number of years ago. Heughan wondered if Melisande was just Ross’s woman or connected to him in such a way that she would benefit from his right of succession. He remembered their encounter at Great Orton and frowned. Then she had seemed genuinely afraid of Ross. He swigged some more yeasty ale and reprimanded himself for being soft. The Castle witch thought like a man and acted like a thief. Bugger if she wasn’t a perfect reiver! If circumstances were different, he would have had her to bed before now and called her ‘wife’. He laughed at his own folly.

Life had become very complicated lately. He hated the politics but it was a means to an end. He had old and valued friendships, owed allegiances to powerful men and was himself responsible for many others. As much as he might desire, he could not, would not, shirk his responsibilities. Between his troubles with the Maxwells and Sim’s Armstrongs, there was a reckoning to be had.

Don’t make a custom and don’t break a custom.

Willie had been watching his silent deliberations and was quick to recognise the set of his chin. “Aye, my laird,” he said. “What’s it to be? Say the word.”

“We ride,” said Heughan.

They left before dusk, riding out of the various gates in small parties to avert suspicion. There were more than twenty of them in the raiding party tonight, including Black Ned, riding across the countryside by snaking paths in a long strung-out line. Heughan wasn’t happy about it but he needed the manpower and Ned was coldly brutal in a fight. Rodrigues had been ridiculous, refusing to ride on a Sunday. Scouts foraged ahead, with Hamish on his fast pony, and reported back. Heughan had Willie and Seamus hang back and watch the rear of the column.

There was no way they were going to arouse suspicion by making unusual noise in the gathering gloaming. If they needed to, they could signal to each other by yipping like foxes.

Most of the men rode hardy Galloways. Some of the hobbies were so sturdily small that the men’s legs were wrapped round their bellies, but this was the way the riders controlled them. The shaggy ponies were nimbly agile and could ride for a hundred miles without tiring. They picked their surefooted way across the stony beds of shallow fords, jinking across the uneven ground. A few men, Heughan included, rode horse and had to pay more attention to where they were going as the bigger mounts lacked the ponies’ ability. Slipping across steep hillsides, they trod more warily to find the steady footholds amongst the deceptive tussocks of sucking bogs. The column wound its way through lichen-shrouded boulders and lumpen hills, seeking an easy path like the winter snowmelt, while the wind whistled out of the west, bringing with it squalls of spattering rain.

Wrapped in their cloaks, the riders endured the misery of the cold and wet and rode grimly onwards. The mass of a solitary watchtower loomed darkly huge. Heughan saw no lights. If there was a patrol, he hoped for their sakes that they were looking the other way. If they heard anything shrieking out in the formless waste of the fells, they would assume it was nature at its most brutally raw. His men meant business tonight. He hoped the rain would be sufficient deterrent for the sentries to keep to their beds and not cause trouble. The simplest way was always the best.

It was dangerous to ride this deep into Liddesdale but they were after rich pickings; four-score head of cattle and oxen, over-wintered with barn-fed hay and newly turned out to the first spring pasture. Plump enough for the picking; not so fat they couldn’t run. Hamish had reported there were horses too, mostly mares. If any were in foal, it would be a double benefit.

In the comfort of the farmsteading, the dogs dozed and scratched at hopping fleas. The shaggy cattle snuffled in tentative groups, nibbling at grass, whilst the horses stood asleep on their feet. The night lay in wait, tense and secret, crouched in a corner. Speed and stealth were what Heughan’s men needed. He divided his group. Most waited to round up the beasts and catch the horses. A half dozen dismounted and crept towards the sleepy warmth of the shuttered farmhouse. Heughan kept back and hoped there would be no need for unnecessary drama this time.

Hamish lifted the latch and snuck inside. The family were sleeping, until Willie roused them by pricking a dagger point into some tender places. There was a moment’s resistance, quickly subdued by some rough handling from Black Ned. He dragged the cowering family into the corner and bound them. The head of the family protested when they started to ransack the house looking for valuables until Ned dragged a squealing daughter outside with a dagger at her throat. Hamish kept his daggers turned on the family. Everyone held their breath, straining not to listen to muffled sounds of sobbing and rhythmic thumping. After an agonising wait, a leering Ned slammed the door open again and thrust the newly submissive girl back into the relieved embrace of her family. No one made murmur after that.

Out in the fields the raiders gathered the cattle into a tight pack, wheeling the nimble ponies about to herd them close. The ground was softly muddy and the cattle were slow to drive. The ponies kept up a steady push, forcing them onwards. Jack and Desmond led the men to catch the mares by their halters and string them together in pack lines, ready for their escape.

Willie doused the hearth. The family could shiver together to stay warm and were less likely to have the nous to raise a signal if they lacked a fire.

The moon hadn’t had time to rise before the reivers were done. Heughan lead his men back the way they had come, the ponies sniffing for the scent of home. It was slow progress goading the lumbering cows even when the ponies could find ground firm enough to trot. Heughan glanced anxiously at the sky. The border was close but the dawn seemed closer. He rode up and down the line, urging men and beasts onwards.

As the first pale blue of the new day crept along familiar ridges, they lurched downhill and across the boundary burn. The party divided. Hamish and Willie took a handful of men and the cattle onwards to the Beeftub. Ned and others headed south with the horses. Heughan, Seamus and the last remaining men turned towards Carlisle.

Heughan had a smile on his face. He was well pleased with the success of the night. He could ride into the city with the pre-dawn traffic, pay his compliments to Letty and be through to meet with the men by the Solway Crossing.

He surprised Seamus by whistling a happy tune to himself as they picked up the pace to head home.

Beyond the divide of the channel, along the lonely track out to the marshes between Burgh-by-Sands and Bowness-on-Solway, the laneways were empty until Heughan caught sight of Adam Routledge. He was morosely digging at the lumpen soil of his ramshackle holding. Adam looked up nervously as he heard the horses and grimaced into the dazzle of low lying sun, relief lighting his face when he saw Heughan. Heughan smiled sympathetically; what reiver wanted to be caught out farming? The Routledges had the nickname of being ‘every man’s prey’ but Heughan liked Adam; he was an uncomplicated, stubborn man. His mother would have called him ‘t’ick’, in the way the Irish had of speaking, meaning he was too stupid to know that he was stupid.

Heughan could make out the rounded silhouette of Adam’s heavily pregnant wife Elaine, standing a little way off in the lee of the stone pele tower. Even in this remote area, a man needed a secure stronghold where he could retreat from raiders. The coast might look deserted but it was peppered with squat fortifications. It was rare to catch the reivers unguarded. Elaine appeared to be in earnest conversation with someone else, talking in the language of the Scots. Heughan glimpsed her companion was wearing leather breeches and shifted a hand to his quillon reflexively.

Adam caught the movement and shouted to Elaine, “Company, woman! Shut your jabbering, you daft bitch, before someone thinks I married a Scotswoman and tries to hang me for it.”

“It never seems to bother Willie,” observed Seamus.

Adam wiped muddy hands down the front of his smock. “Aye, well La’l Un’s got friends in high places to watch out for him. The rest of us have just got to watch out for ourselves,” he grumbled, looking sideways at Heughan.

“Just keep paying your black rent to Old Man Kerr, Adam, and we’ll all keep on friendly terms,” Heughan said easily. He looked back to Elaine, wanting to identify who else was abroad so early in the day. The other figure was still hidden behind the wall of the cottage, and Adam was acting shifty. He gave him a hard stare and Adam dropped his eyes.

Seamus eased sideways in his saddle to check Adam’s efforts. “You’re late in the year for planting, aren’t you?”

“I’m not putting it in, boy. I’m digging it up,” replied Adam tetchily. He picked up the spade and resumed his unproductive turning of the sods.

Heughan had only half an ear on the exchange; he was watching the figure with Elaine. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled warningly. The figure shifted but still with their back to him. From around their neck they took a gold ring on a chain, the sun’s first rays betrayed the glint of it, and held it over Elaine’s swollen belly, watching it swing. He knew in an instant it was Melisande.

“Morning, my lady,” he called out boldly and watched in satisfaction as she whipped round with a look of wary surprise on her face. “You’re a long way from home so early in the day. Busy night of mischief-making, was it?”

“I could say the same to you. Why don’t you mind your own business, and I’ll mind mine?” she replied tartly, turning back to Elaine and rudely resuming the conversation in Scots, purposefully excluding him.

“Shut your mouth, Elaine, and never mind that popinjay,” Melisande said.

Elaine pulled her thick blond eyebrows together in consternation, making her long square face look even more mannish than usual. She was a tall, strong woman, a good match for Adam’s height and build, with evidence of her Viking heritage through her colouring. She dragged her attention back to Melisande and watched the small gold band swinging back and forth.

“Well,” she asked impatiently, brushing long tawny tresses away from her face, “is it a boy or a child?”

“Oh, it’s a boy all right,” said Melisande confidently.

Elaine smiled and looked over to Adam. She patted her belly and nodded at him. He smiled back vacantly.

“You’ve little enough to go yet,” said Melisande, replacing the chain around her neck, “another moon, I’d reckon, no more.” She reached inside her satchel for a small hessian sachet. “You can start to drink these in a warm posset. A few leaves only, just once a day, mind; it’ll help with the ripening. How many’s this now, Elaine?”

“Seven still above ground,” she said, “including the wee lasses. This boy’s impatient. I’ve been feeling the pains already.”

Melisande shook her head. “You’re overdoing it. You need to get more rest.”

Elaine snorted, “Piss poor time of the year to be trying to rest. There’s a raid on most nights, and it’s all we can do to keep hold of the cattle we have, never mind fetch any more in. Adam can’t manage by himself and is all for taking the lads out but they’re young yet. Aye, ‘big enough to sit a horse, big enough to fight’, I know what they say round here. But they’re still my wee bonny boys, and I want to keep them by me a whiley yet.”

“Is that why Adam’s working the land to keep paying the black rent?” asked Melisande, scowling forcibly at Heughan.

“He told Heughan the truth; he’s taking it out, not putting it in.” Elaine half laughed but wouldn’t say more. From a leather purse around her neck, she pulled out two coins and offered them to Melisande, who smiled her thanks but refused it. Elaine was persistent. “Nay, tek it, please. You’ll be there for me when I need you.”

“I’ll be there, Elaine. Keep your gold. You don’t need to try to buy me.”

“’Tain’t buying. It’s protection.”

Melisande stiffened with offence. “I’m not some bastard reiver who can be bought off, Elaine. Keep your money for those who give some value to it.” She glanced disapprovingly at Heughan.

“It’s got value to all of us,” Elaine said stubbornly, her eyebrows twitching. She pushed the coins into Melisande’s hand and closed her fingers around them. “If you don’t want it, use it to buy some good for others. It’ll be lucky for you, it’s faerie gold, see? Just be there for me when I need you.”

Melisande frowned and opened her fist again to look at the winged man on the uppermost coin. The gold angel was so-called because it carried the image of the archangel Michael crushing a serpent underfoot. The touch of many hands over time rubbed away the gold until the image was distorted into a winged figure with a fish tail; a faerie. Two such coins represented a lot of money for the Routledges, especially when they were harried by other reivers. Melisande scowled in Heughan’s direction.

He was watching them. Without understanding what they were saying, he knew it concerned him somehow and that Melisande was displeased with him yet again. He tried to shake off the feeling of guilt she managed to engender in him. That way she looked at him with the same eyes as his father; shuttered doors that closed politely and firmly in your face even as you approached them.

He sat unmoving as she grasped the pommel and swung herself hard into her saddle like a man. She wheeled her horse around as though preparing for a parting exchange with him. He said nothing; just stared through her. She glared back, resisting a childish temptation to stick her tongue out at him, before spurring her horse into a fast gallop along the edge of the sand towards Monkhill, its hooves taking furious bites from the edges of the incoming tide.

It was mid-morning when Heughan and Seamus reached the edge of the Solway. Heughan searched for the wind on his cheek; the direction would tell him if it was safe to venture out onto the mudflats. All was still. He shifted in his saddle; he hated this place, he hated this crossing. He looked behind him at the hamlet of dirty huts that made up Bowness-on-Solway. A wisp of smoke rose vertically from one. His belly ached for breakfast but he didn’t want the company.

The north lay a short distance across the Firth, enticing in its proximity. Heughan licked his lips, feeling the salt spray on them as he tried to make up his mind. He heard Rodrigues’s voice in his head, ‘The haste of a shortcut will just leave you all the longer to rue taking it.’

He looked at Seamus. The boy was scared. This would be his first time and he knew all the stories. “All right, lad,” said Heughan. “Don’t worry yerself, I’ll get you over.”

They climbed down to walk the first mile to reassure the horses and to get their hooves used to the soft ground. Heughan looked at the current. It was already higher than he would have liked. He figured he had less than an hour. He watched the tide shimmering to his left. If it started to bubble, he knew the incoming rush of the Irish Sea would kill them if they were not already through the middle.

They pushed on steadily but deliberately, weaving in and out of small water deposits. Down they would go into sculpted gorges of soft mud, avoiding the deeper water, then back up again onto the as yet uncovered grass. The landscape was different after every tide, so Heughan was going on instinct as much as memory.

After half an hour, they were in the main channel, waist deep. Aluino was pulling against him at times. Sometimes he would slip under and haul himself back out on the edge of the rein. Heughan had put Seamus downstream level with him. He could see his marker, the line of rock they were aiming for, indicating firm ground. The water was so cold it numbed both his mind and his blood but his heart was pumping hard and he was only focused on that rock. Gently, they drifted into the current, off the ground now. Heughan held onto the pommel of the saddle and the horse was in charge. They floated a little too quickly but there was nothing Heughan could do. He trusted God, anyone’s god, he didn’t have a favourite; any would do at a time like this.

He kept shouting to Seamus to reassure him. “Don’t panic, lad. Keep going for the rock. Hold onto the horse, boy, he’ll take you.”

After ten more minutes, they were too far down and still in the middle of the channel. Heughan urged Aluino on, “C’mon boy, pull it, you know where we’re going, we’ve done this dozens of times,” and at least this time it was in daylight, he reasoned. He mustn’t panic the horse. He started to paddle too, pulling Aluino with him. He was aching, his arms burning.

Seamus was panicking. He was scared and his horse could feel it. Seamus was shouting louder in his confusion but still Heughan could only make out half of what the lad was saying. He thought about throwing him his own rein but knew the boy would never catch it.

Heughan heard the noise first. Seamus was too busy flapping about to notice. Heughan stared at Seamus, unable to speak. He didn’t want to frighten the boy just before he died. He looked back at the rock, dragging it closer with his eyes. The noise was louder now and Seamus screamed, “What is it?”

Heughan shouted over his shoulder, “Push, boy, come on,” but the rumble of the bore was upon them and under they went, Seamus and beast. Heughan caught sight of the boy’s hands above the water. He thought for a second about trying to reach him but knew if he was to live, he had to look ahead and hang on. He and Aluino were being swept along riding the top of the bore. Seamus’s horse appeared above the foam but the boy was nowhere to be seen.

Heughan knew he had lost him. He could see the shallows on the other side now. The water slackened a little behind the bore and they might make it. Just then he felt the bottom, the earth rising to meet him. He planted down both feet but too early. He sank into the mud and his head dropped below the water. He was taking in seawater with very little breath left in his lungs. He thought that if the horse stood down too, they’d be gone. He tugged on the reins to pull himself into the air, hoping he would not submerge the horse. He was dragged along but still under the water. Drowning was never the end he had in mind. He pulled again. The horse was still moving, floating. “Good lad!” he encouraged. “Get us up and out of here.”

He breached the water and could see a flat plain of dry grass very close. Aluino was thrashing his head about looking for him. Heughan called to him with what little breath he had left, ordering him up and on, up and on. Down he went again but this time he felt the grass brush against his shins. It was firm; he stood down and pushed himself up for air. He knew he had to let the horse go. He was closer to the shore, he could make dry land now, and he couldn’t let the horse make a mistake and pull him back into the channel. He looked at him for perhaps the last time, shouted encouragement to Aluino and released him.

Heughan thrashed through the shallows with the last of his effort and landed on the bank, way past the rock he had aimed for but safe. He was exhausted but he couldn’t rest. He dragged himself to his feet to look for the most important partner he had in life. He could see Aluino floundering in the shallows half stuck in the mud but his head out of water. They looked at each other. Heughan called to him firmly, lovingly, “C’mon, lad, we’re not done yet.”

Heughan edged gingerly towards him, laid down in the shallow water and reached for the rein with his fingertips. Slowly, very slowly, he got more tension on the line till he could pull him, stretching the horse’s neck till he could smell his breath, both of them panting. Out walked the horse till he stood motionless in a puddle of dirty water on solid ground. He shook himself all over Heughan, which seemed reasonable.

They scanned the Firth behind them for sign of Seamus and his horse: nothing.

Aluino shifted and Heughan caught sight of a horse about a mile downstream, stood up to its flanks, not moving. The horse was either frozen with fear or waiting for Seamus. He was going to have a long wait. Heughan wanted to find the boy, but he knew the underwater currents in the Firth might keep a body down there for days. It would be a while before it washed up.

The sun was up now, it felt warm on their backs. They stood taking in the energy until they had stopped breathing so hard before setting off along the bank to pick up the spare horse. Heughan looked back at the channel. He wanted to scream. Instead, he cursed the place quietly and wondered why he’d got it wrong this morning. It was always a last resort, the most dangerous crossing to the north by far, but one the law and the Armstrongs avoided at all costs. Only the sea would catch them out here.

Heughan had been walking with his head down most of the morning, deep in thought about the young Seamus he’d left to drown the day before.

“Just a wee boy,” he kept repeating to himself.

He had spent an uncomfortable night bedded down in a byre outside Lochmaben, a day’s ride north of the Solway. All night he had stared at the torn skies of a storm above the marshlands. He could see Seamus’s hands clutching at the sky as he reached through the rushing clouds for the light of the stars that illuminated his nightmare.

Heughan’s father had taken him across the Solway his first time. It was just after his thirteenth year. His father had warned him to tread carefully; “If the mud doesn’t get you, the tide will,” he had said. As they crossed his father had kept shouting at him, “Only a man can cross the Solway,” again and again. Heughan had called out for help but his father never looked around. He left the young Heughan behind to fend for himself in the swell and foam of the terrifying flood. When they reached the other side, his father had still said nothing to him.

Am I a man to let a boy drown? he asked himself.

‘Only a man can cross the Solway.’

He pulled his jack tight and wrapped his cloak around his head against the wind. The horses walked behind him on the rein. He looked up for the first time at the sour sky above him; the rain was set in and would be with him the whole way.

He was heading for the Devil’s Beeftub, a place of legend. A place that, as a boy, the very mention of had made him shiver. His father would threaten to abandon him there if ever he made trouble as a child. The Beeftub was a naturally-formed, deep, secluded hollow surrounded by fells and a perfect place for the reivers to hide their stolen cattle before dividing them up for sale, driving them off to different markets to avoid detection. It was marshalled by the Johnstones, the family of reivers known to all as the ‘Devils’. Heughan knew it well; he’d been more than a few times but he hated the place. He never slept the night in it. It was as haunted as Hermitage Castle and that was the most haunted place in the Borders.

The Spaniard would have brought other cattle in from the southeast with the rest of the men. Heughan pondered on the welcome at the Beeftub, who else might be there, how many cattle had made it, would there be hot food, the arguments about the next raid, what his split of the sale would be? He started to notice the markings on the path. He didn’t need to look up; he knew where he was although it wasn’t his land. It wasn’t anyone’s in his mind. It was only the Wardens and the Church, in their corrupt and devious ways, that laid claim to this land, any land in fact. They liked to give it a name, to declare a right to it, so they could administer it for their own gain and exploit the local families but this land was fluid land; it fell to the victor of the day, to whoever had the balls to stand on it and defend it. Sure, this side of the Solway was the Johnstones’ patch, and if anyone was going to get the drop on him now, it would be a Johnstone, but Heughan also knew that Rodrigues was dealing with the Devils. They had an uneasy agreement. All reiver agreements were uneasy.

He could see tracks he didn’t like in front of him; at least six men and horses. Who was it? If it wasn’t the Johnstones, it’s probably the Armstrongs, he deduced. As the largest reiving family of all, they were everywhere and had their fingers in everything.

Sim’s meddling bastards, Heughan decided. They can fight though, he warned himself.

He looked at his horse with intent that told the animal it was time to carry his master. The horse could feel Heughan’s tension and he stiffened. They pushed on smartly. Gradually, the land rose more steeply and the wind whipped the tops, cowing the grass. The treeless landscape was empty and always haunted, even in sunshine. They passed the ‘gate’, a featureless point on the route but a place everyone knew was within the realm of the Beeftub.

There should have been someone there as lookout; Heughan could see the remains of a small fire recently extinguished. He looked ahead, sniffing the air. The horses shifted impatiently. They could no doubt hear what was happening ahead. Heughan hobbled the spare horse and picked up the pace with Aluino alone, more worried now. The land carried them upwards. He paused before the brow and dismounted. He held the reins in the tips of his left hand and removed his sword from his belt. He pulled hard to the left. Aluino knew the signal and dropped to roll onto his side, flattening himself into the cover of the scrub grass and wind bushes. Heughan let go of the reins, told the horse to stay down and dropped to his belly. He crawled the final yards to the crest and peered over the edge into the tub.

The crowns of the four fells that crowded together to form the Devil’s Beeftub looked empty, no sentries as far as he could see. The endless wind off the Irish Sea cropped the grass like a scissor and kept it short. There was no shelter. It was never a good place to hang around. Heughan surveyed the landscape as it curved gently but purposefully down into the huge bowl of grassed land. He could see what he had feared; there was a hand-to-hand battle going on below him.

The six he had followed had hurled themselves down the scree slope and fallen on his men. Judging from the numbers, they must have linked up with others who had perhaps tracked his lads herding the cattle all the way from Caldbeck. The usurpers must be Armstrongs, unless the Devils had double-crossed them.

“Bastard Armstrongs,” he cursed. Sim and his boys had made it a point of disrupting any trade but their own, and his men were now in danger of losing their hoard of prize beef.

Solid cattle stood munching on grass at Heughan’s end of the tub, oblivious to the melee. Heughan slipped silently down the slope in the grass and dipped into the herd. Once in amongst them, he urged them onwards by beating the beasts across their backs with the flat of his sword and panicking them into running. Hundreds of them shuddered through the tub, now aimed directly at the fight. Startled, the combatants looked up; some of them leapt up the slopes, some lay down in the grass staring at the oncoming weight of beef. The cattle snorted and rumbled on through the fight, scattering the Armstrongs, who fled to their horses.

Heughan was still amongst the cattle, probably the most dangerous place to be. He threw himself to the ground out of the path the animals were driving. He hid his head in the reedy grass. He noticed it was bleached at the base and thin like green whips at the tips. He clenched the soil in his fingers; he could smell his whole life. He checked his sword. Blood was coming. He took the crossbow slung around his neck and without looking, slid the bolt into place. He ground his pelvis deeper into the hollow of soft ground and laid his shoulder into the stock. He picked out his target, one of the raiders sitting on his horse, directing the operation. He’d only get one shot.

Heughan felt the breeze stroke his face and he knew he would have to aim off. The view became fixed before him. Nothing moved; there was no sound, the air was heavy and slow, framed as if at a funeral. He squeezed the trigger. The muscles in his shoulder flexed. He felt the thrill run down his arm and into the whisper of death unleashed as the bolt shivered through the northern wind to strike the heavy-set reiver in his ribs just below his shoulder. He toppled from his horse. Heughan was up and running, sword in hand. He needed to drop on his prey while he was still down in the grass and immobilised. His eyes were narrow and set, his talons wrapped tight around the pommel. He pounced on his victim’s neck and pierced him through the throat. That was the end of Archie Howloose. He wiped Archie’s blood onto the grass, left it with him.

He stood up to assess his position and figure out who was where. He could see the canvas tents, some flattened, pots and pans spread across the ground. He whistled their signal and got a response immediately. He could see a hand waving off to his right; someone was hiding behind a dead man. He scampered over half-crouched to La’l Willie, who was clenching his teeth against the pain of a gored hole in his arm. Heughan bent down by him.

“Armstrongs?” he asked. Willie nodded agreement. “Where’s Roddy?”

“Should be behind me,” said La’l Willie.

Heughan looked up and could see two more bodies face down on the moss. He ran over, upright now as he did not feel in immediate danger. He knew which one was Rodrigues, so the other he ran through with his sword, just in case. Rodrigues’s hairline was thick with matted blood as Heughan turned his friend over, leant his head to the man’s lips and felt a faint whisper. Instinct had told him as much. He would have felt his death from miles away. He shouted for water and a flask was thrust into his hand. Heughan removed the burgonet helmet and gently offered some to Rodrigues’s lips, but he didn’t respond and it ran away through the ravine of his scar. Heughan poured some more into the palm of his hand. He massaged it across Rodrigues’s cheek, coaxing him to consciousness. He felt the Spaniard grip his forearm.

“Mmm…ele,” stumbled Rodrigues, “am I hurt bad?”

“What did he say?” Heughan asked Willie and looked back at Rodrigues suspiciously.

“I thought you were Eleanor,” said Rodrigues slowly and quietly through gritted teeth. “My head hurts.”

Heughan smiled but let his head drop onto the springy turf. “Hurts now?” he asked. “Yer all right, you bastard, you’ll live,” said Heughan, looking around and taking stock of his men.

“Hamish, where are you?” Heughan shouted to the fells, where the question echoed round four times into fading.

“Is that him, heading up onto Annanhead?” said La’l Willie, pointing at a distant blur. “Good lad if it is. That’s where I was gonna send him anyway. What about Robbie?”

“He’s probably deid,” said Willie. “He was up on Peat Knowe and I think that’s where the bloody Armstrongs came frae,” said Willie, wincing from the pain in his arm.

“What about the Devils?” asked Heughan.

“Nae one o’ the bastards in sight,” spat Willie.

“I thought that’s who Roddy had done a deal with for the Caldbeck cattle?”

“Aye, that’s what he said but they weren’t here when we arrived, and we’ve been waiting hours,” replied Willie.

“Sim will have bought them off, I bet,” said Heughan, casting his eyes about the scene. “So what’s the story, La’l Un?”

“Weel, I’m nae feeling tae gud, now that ye ask,” said Willie sarcastically.

“Willie, yer wife gives you more than that after a night on the drink,” Heughan rebuked but knelt down to tie a rag around his arm to stop the bloodflow.

“Roddy and me got dropped on. Jimmy’s done for; he was out a’ the gate and came hurtling back wi’ two arrows in him. He’s on the far slope, he never reached us.”

“How many of them?” asked Heughan.

“Ach, I’m nae sure. A few dozen, mebbe,” said Willie.

“I counted six coming in from the Solway, so the others must have been waiting for you. Someone’s got a loose tongue and if I find out, I’ll cut it from their mouth myself.”

“What were you doin’ coming across the Firth, you nutter?”

“Aye; I lost Seamus,” said Heughan looking into the wind. The coming dark was floating like a cloak over the ’tub, soon to gather them in its folds.

“Aw fuck! He was jist a wee loon. Whae d’ye risk the tides?”

“I was in a hurry to catch you, and it was just as well, by the looks of you.”

“Aye, but the Solway, in March?”

Heughan looked at the ground. “I’ll tell his ma’,” he murmured.

Rodrigues had now come round and was shouting to be brought an Armstrong alive, so he could cut off the man’s hands himself.

“Pipe down, old man,” said Heughan. “They’ve all gone; you killed one of them at least.”

“The bastards took my gold. Find it or get after them.”

Heughan turned over the dead man he had found next to Rodrigues and pulled out a pouch of gold from the man’s jack. A few big coins spilled onto the ground. Heughan picked them up, frowning at the embossed crosses marking them. “Here, keep your gold and put your sword back in its scabbard,” said Heughan.

“No. I’m going to ride them down and kill every one of them; now and through the night and then I’m going to kill all the Devil Johnstones in their beds. They’ll never use the Beeftub again. Double crossing bastards…” roared Rodrigues, struggling against the ground, trying to rise up.

“You’re not going anywhere. You’ve a gash in your head that needs stitching.”

“Let me get to Melisande then.”

“You’ll no’ be able to balance on yer horse, you fool,” Heughan dismissed.

“I can ride yer arse into the ground, lad; bloodied, pissed, blind or any other way you care to mention,” Rodrigues spat out with a mouthful of blood.

“We’ll get even, you mad old dog, but once we’ve cleaned up the lads and sold this herd,” reasoned Heughan.

Rodrigues’s good eye rolled crazily shut, he fell back onto the turf and began to snore. “Stitch him up, Fletch, while he’s out cold,” said Heughan, motioning to another of his men.

The Armstrongs had gone but Heughan worried they’d be waiting not far off. He didn’t fancy chasing them into the night. A couple of his boys were up on the edges as lookout. He’d have to clean up Rodrigues and Willie. The cattle were dispersed throughout the tub. Tomorrow they would divide them up and drive them to market. He wasn’t going to let the Johnstones, let alone the Armstrongs, have them at any price. He’d deal with them later.

“Mud, blood and money,” he repeated to himself, “mud, blood and money.”

He’d have to sleep the night in the ’tub: His penance for Seamus’s death. He shook off the creeping shivers. Somewhere towards Annanhead, a solitary hawk shrieked above the menace of the lonely slopes. Heughan could barely make it out against the barren heights.

He returned to the upset campsite and righted a pot or two. The campfire had been scattered in the melee but the ashes blowing in the wind felt warm to his touch. He crouched down carefully and rebuilt the protective wall of small stones, blowing gently on the embers, breathing life back into the hearth. They glowed encouragingly red. Heughan grabbed a stick from the ground and snapped it quickly. He banked the twigs around and blew again. This time the flame erupted and crackled at the wood. It didn’t take him long to stoke the blaze and he looked around for the pots he had discarded.

A light away in the distance to his left caught his eye. Heughan turned cautiously. He had seen an answering beacon on the adjacent fell, and another and another, flicking into life, a rippling chain dancing over the hills and away into the dark border hinterlands, lighting a path to guide a queen’s departing soul.

Heughan looked at the skies. Except for the wheeling dark cross of the hunting hawk, the brooding heavens above the Debatable Lands were bare, stripped by the awakening north.







Chapter 9: The Beginning of the End


Richmond Palace, the Day Before Lady Day, 1603

When the end finally came, James Stewart’s loyal supporters in London moved swiftly to ensure his succession. Dressed from head to toe in sombre black bombazine, the queen’s carlines flocked into the corners, hopping from one foot to the other and watching shrewdly as the elderly Elizabeth lay unconscious and fading. Avice Middlemore rustled over to the bed to perch by the bolsters, purposefully separating herself from the rest.

Ross’s beldame of a sister was very fond of Elizabeth, even having endured a whole lifetime of sterile spite as lady of the queen’s bedchamber. She held the queen’s senseless hand and dabbed with a large white handkerchief at her own soft tears, her grief punctuated by the occasional loud snuffle. However, Avice Middlemore was also Borders born and bred; hard with the granite of the mountains and ruthlessly cold.

It was no easy matter to ease the queen’s coronation ring off her gnarled fingers and was taking far longer than Avice had anticipated. Philadelphia Scrope, herself the wife of a Warden of the Marches, surreptitiously helped, smoothing the fine-textured goose grease into the skin of the queen’s hand as she gently stroked it. She met Avice’s eyes and nodded imperceptibly. As Avice gave a loud sob, Philadelphia snapped the queen’s finger, slipped the coronation ring off and tucked it into the handkerchief. Only their corsetry constrained their emotions as the ladies quit the chamber together. The guards watched the two severe women glide funereally away, shedding the occasional feather plume as they sculled down the long galleries. Once absorbed into the shadows, Avice gathered up her skirts and bustled through the looming corridor in a flurry of rapid moulting to find Lord Ravensdale, who was waiting for her. Philadelphia knotted the ring into the handkerchief and dropped it out of a window into the secure hands of her brother, Sir Robert Carey, who was waiting discretely below.

Carey retained a Borderer’s sense of weather-change from his time served as Warden of the Marches. He had sensed which way this particular wind was going to blow at the turn of the year, after his chat with Cecil. Age had not cowed him but the queen’s chronic stinginess and his own fondness for fine living made him a likely candidate for well-paid intrigue. Astutely, the Duke of Rohan had picked him out for a risky mission that bordered on treason. Certain of his man, he sent his old ally, the Irish Lord Ravensdale to intercept Carey.

Ravensdale wrapped an embracing arm around Carey’s shoulder and waved away the guards with the cheerful dismissal of a gold angel apiece as they made a move to stop him from leaving the Palace. “Let us pass! Sir Robert’s accepted my challenge and I mean to get the better of him today,” the guards grinned amiably. Sir Robert was given to extravagant wagers and Lord Ravensdale’s thirst for gambling had its own notoriety. Seeing little threat from either, they chose to uncross their halberds and let them pass without a search, in spite of their strict orders to the contrary.

Having smuggled him away, Ravensdale saw Carey saddled up and rode with him as far as Charing Cross, urging him to take a circumspect route north via Doncaster and avoid interception or assassination. Their brief conversation was guarded. They were both men who knew the value of words. Too few or too many either way would be sufficient cause for their heads to be spiked on London Bridge, left to rot as the crows picked out their eyes. Robert Carey was sufficiently alert to heed the advice and sped away in a frantic gallop. Lord Ravensdale hung back, making sure no one was following before turning his own horse in a different direction.

Two days later, Ravensdale rode north across a western frontier whipped wild by March winds. Few would have recognised the suave courtier who had left London. He was a man nearing the limit of both his strength and endurance, urging a spent horse to carry him the extra miles to Carlisle. His clothes were plastered with mud and his head ached. Dried blood, from a head wound sustained when he had fallen and his horse had kicked him, caked his scalp and ran anew down his face in fresh rivulets, resurrected by the slanting Borders rain. He swiped a tired hand across his forehead to clear the bloody drips from his eyes. He thought briefly of Carey and hoped he was faring better; they were two sleuth-hounds following the same trail. Carey had to be the first to reach Edinburgh if he was to change the course of history and preserve a future for himself and his own dear family. It was the ghosts from his own past that were urging Ravensdale to Carlisle.

The beacons had reached Carlisle a long time before, but he was confident that no messenger was ahead of him. He intended to keep it that way. While the men of Westminster vacillated, he wearily rode the last few miles along the London Road and entered Botchergate on his way to the Castle.

Lady’s Day had also been a Quarter Day. The shambles were still slippery with the business of slaughter as the butchers took advantage of the lull in weather and the lapse of Lenten strictures. Steam bloomed in fetid bursts as hot blood overspilled the fleshing tables and onto the road, running away with the rain to congeal in dark puddles. The pounding of heavy cleavers hitting through bone and gristle splintered into the wooden backboards. The rhythms of dismemberment. The killing was necessary if people were to come through the winter in fighting form. Everyone would be better with a warm bowl of good stew inside them.

The morning’s first rain had eased. Melisande and Sorcha were treading their way past the many puddles in the Outer Ward, laughing and splashing water at each other with their pattens as they crossed to De Ireby’s Tower. Sorcha was holding Melisande’s hand and felt her grip stiffen as she saw the lone horseman arrive and ride straight for the Barrack Stables. Habitually, she stepped in front of Melisande, ready to address the servant when he came looking, on behalf of her lady. Melisande moved her to the side gently, “Easy, Sorcha. This messenger needs to find me with some haste.” Sorcha knew better than to ask how Melisande could be certain. She had been with her long enough to have learned to trust her lady’s instincts.

Melisande put an arm around Sorcha’s waist, “Come away now,” she said quietly. “Let’s just walk over here.”

She steered Sorcha towards the tower but with a wisp of sight, she continued to watch the solitary rider. She saw a stable lad run out to catch the bridle of the steaming mount. The rider practically fell off the horse and stumbled across the yard, shouting at the lad to fetch him a new horse and keep it moving. He covered his head with rough sacking cloth against the drizzle and obediently walked the panting horse around the circuit of the Ward.

Melisande left Sorcha watching the drawbridge and returned to the Ward. The rider was making a slow rotation of the Castle, pivoting to get his bearings. He frowned as though confused by the displaced familiarity, looking for something or someone amongst the muddle of building works. She looked at his clothing and chewed her lip thoughtfully. He was wearing a thick and warm cloak, or one which would have been if it hadn’t been sodden with the local grey rain. Under the caking of mud, he had a good quality silk doublet. Merchant or messenger? Had he dressed in haste or travelled far? He seemed unprepared. He eased a hand over his forehead to brush his hair away in a familiar gesture. She saw his injury and recognised his aquiline profile. “Lord Ravensdale,” she called out as she hurried over to him but stopped when he turned suspicious eyes to her, grabbing automatically at his rapier.

She stopped in her tracks and pushed back her capuchin hood, so he could see her face. He frowned in recognition and relaxed his careworn features. He was a handsome man, with a disreputable reputation. He wore his age lightly; it dusted his hair like hoar frost settled on the high peaks. “My lady,” he said, bowing with a courtier’s flourish, which belied his parlous appearance. His hand was still on the elaborate pommel of his expensive-looking sword, and he saw Melisande’s eyes slide to it. “The Borders never leave you peaceful,” he growled apologetically, before smiling with that easy charm which had been the ruination of many a court lady.

Melisande replaced her hood and hurried to him. “This way,” she said, taking him through into the Inner Ward. She was permitted to stay just long enough to usher him into Ross’s chambers in the Captain’s Tower and no longer. Ravensdale eschewed all offer of her help to dress his injuries, politely but disdainfully. Ross poured wine for them both by himself and called for food before pointedly shutting the studded oaken door in her face and ordering guards posted outside. Melisande was left with no alternative but to return to Sorcha.

Together they sat on a thin cushion either side of a narrow window that had once seen service as an arrow slit in William Rufus’s day. Now it was trying to masquerade as ornamental rather than a fortification, like much of the new building in Carlisle Castle. However, it still lacked glass or horn and the rain, which had picked up again, blew delightedly into the room whenever Melisande twitched the small leather covering to one side. She looked out at a slant, trying to avoid getting any wetter as she watched the horse and boy tramp the Ward in squelching circles.

A man wearing the familiar reiver jack sauntered across from the Ward Stables with a fresh horse. Melisande spotted Heughan’s blue kerchief tied on his arm. One of Ross’s soldiers approached them from the direction of the Captain’s Tower. He barked at the pair of them and held out a scroll. The reiver took it. He exchanged brief words with the boy and the guard before giving the scroll to the lad and sending him scampering off towards the city. Melisande watched him run past her and under the portcullis. She crossed to the other side of the gallery and peered out across the drawbridge. Through the brightening gloom she could see him running through the Castle orchards towards the city.

She turned her attention back to the reiver. He too had pulled a split sack over his head as a hood, meaning that she couldn’t see his face but she was sure she recognised the brute. He made the hairs on the back of her neck rise. Not a man she would trust. As she continued to watch, she saw Lord Ravensdale return briskly and snatch the reins of the fresh horse. He accepted a boost into the saddle and vanished into the rain, leaving Melisande and the unknown reiver staring as he galloped towards Scotch Gate, his horse’s hooves kicking up a slurry of red Eden mud.

Throughout the short afternoon, Melisande watched tight groups ride purposefully from the Castle. Dusk settled quickly and the remaining guards on the northern walls stoked the beacons with renewed vigour. She wondered what message Ravensdale had carried and what new mischief the night would bring.

By the time James turned out of his bed in Edinburgh to accept his late cousin’s sapphire ring and the crown of England from Carey, balefires lit up the night sky throughout the Borders and the reiver companies were riding in full muster. Hard-faced men with pointed lances converged towards Carlisle with a single purpose. The general held belief in the Borders was that when a monarch died, the law of the land no longer applied until the new monarch was crowned. During the interregnum, it was all for one and each to their own. Reivers could commit crimes with impunity. Who would dare stop them?

The Cathedral bells shouted a warning and every man with a horse was out of bed and mounted within a heartbeat. The bishop of Carlisle barely had time to grab the sacramental vessels, the golden ciborium, chalices and patens, and run to the safety of the Castle with a haste unbefitting to a man of such episcopal dignity. His Lordship fairly sprinted down Paternoster Row to Castle Street with his cassocks held up that high, he nearly tripped himself with his own crozier.

Death came in many forms. The lawless Borders had seen them all many times before. Sim and the Scots Armstrongs came swiftly into Rockcliffe, lining the height of Etterby Scaur with grim silhouette. His local ally, Hutcheon Graham, overran the villagers of Cargo, who only managed to escape with their lives and wives intact by promising to provision his men for free. With the Castle securely closed against them, the reivers ripped through the outlying communities, dividing the Carlisle countryside like the executioner’s knife quartering a traitor’s entrails. Thanks to a combination of protection and local family allegiances, most of the city escaped largely unscathed. Looking from the safety of the Castle ramparts, the bishop could only wring his hands in mingled despair and supplication as he watched the reivers ride beyond the bend of the Eden, packhorses trailing out behind them, laden with the spoils from the rape of the neighbouring Cathedral properties. They waved merrily at him, shouting insults and making obscene gestures.

The bishop crossed himself and prayed for deliverance from the godforsaken city he was forced to minister to. He tackled Ross while they dined together.

“You are Lord Warden,” he pleaded to Ross. “For the love of Christ, do something! Those thieves have taken everything.”

Ross paused from spearing another chunk of meat into his mouth. “I thought the Church was tolerant of thieves?” he said smugly.

“Only if they repent,” replied the bishop tartly, “and in all my time here, I have never yet found one truly repentant member of the reiving community.” He pursed his lips primly, “Even in death, they stick together and demand to be buried in this side or the other of the cemetery. As if they have any hope of influence in the hereafter. They’re all destined for hell.” The bishop crossed himself as punctuation. And, as an afterthought, protection.

Ross was solicitously quiet before he resumed eating. Through a mouthful of food, he replied apologetically, “My hands are tied, my lord. These are undoubtedly Scots malefactors and they have robbed from Church property. The Border Laws don’t extend to religious houses and therefore, regrettably, I can’t intervene. The best I can do is to contact the Scottish Wardens and demand they pursue the villains on their own side of the border.”

“Who is the Scots Lord Warden?” asked the bishop.

Ross’s smile expanded slowly before he replied, “The Laird Johnstone.”

The bishop exhaled noisily. “The Devils? What justice will we get from that bunch of ruffian outlaws?”

“Justice? No, perhaps not. Recompense? Now that’s a different matter,” Ross said, swilling wine with his food and chewing thoughtfully. “The Laird owes me the return of a favour for services rendered. Let’s just say I gave him some helpful information that led to the recovery of stolen cattle. And I’m holding a prisoner who could be of interest to him. I might be able to broker an exchange. In return for a small consideration, my lord,” he added deferentially.

Privately, the bishop nurtured the suspicion that Ross had already done a deal with the Johnstones in return for a cut and was now playing both ends against the middle. He decided to take himself off to the safety of his residence at Rose Castle at the earliest opportunity and entrench himself there while he petitioned for a change of tenure. Carlisle had become far too dangerous for a simple man of God who longed only for an easy life of comfortable servitude doing the Lord’s work.

I curse them going and I curse them riding, I curse them standing and I curse them sitting, I curse them eating, I curse them drinking, I curse them walking, I curse them sleeping…the bishop stopped himself from carrying on with his mental recitation of Archbishop Dunbar’s great cursing of the reivers even though it was a great solace to him. Reciting it end to end had sustained him many a cold night since he had first come to the northern offal pit which called itself a city but was, as far as any civilised person was concerned, a squabbling dung heap full of fighting cocks. I condemn them perpetually to the eternal pit of hell, he allowed himself indulgently before taking his leave of Ambrose Middlemore.

North across the border, the many plumes of grey smoke spiralling heavenwards told a sorry tale of plundering in the Debatable Lands. For the thick three miles’ width across the Scots dyke, families who had them retreated into the protection of their fortified towers and watched helplessly as the reiver companies took away anything that could walk or be carried and burnt the rest.

Those forced to defend themselves died where they stood, casually murdered by rough men seeking to relieve them of their goods and chattels. Limping back across the blighted countryside after the fiasco at the Beeftub, Heughan and Rodrigues found a trail of battered, sullen women and weeping bairns clutching at the tattered remains of their existence.

Ross Middlemore kept his promise and appealed to his fellow Wardens for their assistance. The other English Wardens had taken the threat to border security seriously enough and had sent extra troops from both Newcastle and York. The Scottish Wardens remained strangely silent.

The additional troops promised to Ross arrived in smaller numbers than he had hoped for. Deep down, Ross knew it was an exercise in futility; most of the capable fighting men in his own garrison were related to the reivers somehow through ties of blood or marriage. Up and down the Borders it was the same story; men were reluctant to take up arms against family and would rather fight a common enemy than each other. Ross fully understood that the arbiter of law was one enemy all reivers would oppose. He was content to flounce around the Borders without engaging anyone in an actual skirmish. That way he could write reports in all good conscience, without making any new trouble.

He left the city of Carlisle to its own devices and led the plump watch, his own men and the extra muster of troops, on endless, exhausting patrols into the Debatable Lands in pursuit of criminal elements. It was a policy of setting a thief to catch a thief, and the bishop mentioned as much in his many verbose letters of complaint to Cecil. He wasn’t alone in suspecting that Ross’s real purpose was to make sure he grabbed as much of the action for himself as he could, taking cattle, horses and anything portable, as he went the rounds.




Carlisle, Busy Week 1603

They were all on edge. The Cathedral bells rang a canon that went round and round, recalling the events of the busiest of ill weeks the city had ever known.

Once the Scots Armstrongs had withdrawn to their own side of the border, the general consensus was that it was reason enough to celebrate. In the Borders’ traditions of blood feud, everyone knew perfectly well who they were or weren’t at war with presently. Heughan was as relieved as the next person. His men were injured and needed time to heal before they could think of tackling Sim again.

The city was hardly still from dawn to dusk. During the day, the roaring boys held races up and down the length of Blackfriars Street. The losers were lifted bodily from the saddles and hefted over the walls into the town dyke. The taverns and bawdy houses were doing good trade, pleasing both Rodrigues and Sally.

It was late on the third afternoon, when Sally had had to turn away Old Man Kerr, who was already deep in his cups and slurring his speech. She had watched with concern as he staggered unsteadily towards Bessie Musgrove’s alehouse. Bessie took him in hesitantly, as she was struggling to make enough ale to meet demand. After he’d downed several pints, she flapped her fat little hands helplessly as he threw yet more coins onto the counter. “I’ve nothing left, I tell you,” she said flatly, shrieking when Kerr grabbed her by the throat with one spade-like fist.

“Ish my money not good enough anymore, Bessie?” he stumbled. “I’ve got plenty, so dish it all up,” he snarled, reaching into his purse to shake the remainder of the contents rolling over the wooden serving board.

“I’m dry!” she shrieked in panic. “It doesn’t matter how much you have; there’s not a drop left, I tell you!”

Willie looked up from the corner table, where he was sharing a furtive drink with Jack, Desmond and a few of the lads. He was hiding from his Jenny and didn’t want to get dragged into any more trouble.

“Is that right, Bessie?” he called out casually. “Will we have to move on after this ’un?”

“Willie, I swear,” she coughed, slapping Kerr’s hand away and pulling on her bodice to straighten her stays. She wriggled and rearranged her soft, dumpling breasts, “There’s not a drop more to be had today. Not even if you had gold to offer me.”

“Gold?” rumbled Kerr slowly. “I kin get yer gold to pay for a drink, wumman. I know a wee frightened faerie who’ll find it for me…” he broke off with a staccato laugh.

Jack and Desmond exchanged looks and made the sign against the evil eye.

Kerr saw them and laughed some more. “Yer bloody neth superstitious women,” he sneered.

“They’ll tek yer eyes, Kerr,” Willie cautioned. “Yer know they will.”

Kerr laughed harder. “What fer? Just cause that bastard Heughan says so? You should worry more about him, La’l Un. He’s got prettier eyes.”

Willie pushed his stool back with an angry scrape and turned to face Kerr with his sword half drawn. “Say it agin and I’ll have yer tongue from yer head and toss it to the faeries along with your eyes.”

Kerr looked down on him and laughed hugely. “You’d take me on, by yerself? By God, you’ve some balls, La’l Un! But I need to piss. So don’t stick me when I turn my back on you, and then I’ll buy us both a drink when I get my gold.”

“There isn’t any more drink,” Bessie insisted.

“Shut it!” Kerr roared.

“I dinnae want yer drink and I dinnae want yer cursed faerie gold neither,” Willie said evenly through gritted teeth, but Kerr was already lumbering away, swatting at Willie’s words as if they were so many flies.

“Bloody superstitious wummin,” was the last thing they heard him mumble as he shambled off into the alleyways.

Willie and the lads waited a while and then took themselves off in search of the afternoon’s rumbustious distractions. A battery of young men had descended to the flat fields within view of the Castle walls for a pugnacious game of football. Even the apprentices had been keen to join in the rowdiness, much to the disapproval of the city goodwives.

Later that night, the city walls reverberated as Borders ballads were mangled by a never-ending caterwauling of drunken singing. In the narrow Lanes, the raucous clang of swordfights bounced crisply into the night air as gambling cheats settled with one another. A frowsty pall of piss and vomit hung over the city. Even the night soil men were evidently too busy or too afraid to clear the streets and the city wallowed in its own filth. Everyone was holding out for a peaceful end to an ill week, provided that the drink kept pace with the Lord Warden’s tolerance.

At some point during the evening, Old Man Kerr’s horse found its own way back to the city, with the rider slumped drunkenly to one side, leaning heavily over the horse’s neck. The Watch let him through the Irish Gate and the horse plodded resolutely onwards, finally halting outside the ‘Brothers’ Arms’, where Kerr’s troubles had all began.

Red-hand-Will, the dyer’s apprentice, had walked past him twice before realising that Old Man Kerr wasn’t moving. He worried at first that the man was dead; he didn’t want to be the one to call for the Watch in case no one believed his version of events, and he suddenly found himself with more enemies than he had managed to see off after the football game earlier in the day. Red-hand-Will rubbed a few tender spots in unhappy recollection and gingerly touched his eye, which had coloured as lividly as the bruised sky. He sorely needed a drink to soothe his aching face.

Truthfully, he knew he lacked a nimmer’s skill, but if he was caught, he would claim he found the money. What was one act of petty thievery compared to the rest of the reiving? He squared it with his conscience and cautiously felt around Kerr’s belt for his purse.

Out snaked one strong hand to grasp him by the wrist, making him yelp involuntarily. He wriggled to get away but Kerr held fast. Red-hand-Will was panicked, “Let me go,” he whimpered, “I dun nothing.”

Kerr made a throaty, gargling sound and turned his head, searching in the dark for the cut-purse trying to rob him. He stared at Red-hand-Will with a bloodied face empty of eyes.

Red-hand-Will screamed in terror and pushed Kerr away. He bolted into the tavern, jabbering wildly, pushing the rest of the patrons into the night as he fought towards the safety of the fireside, which he refused to leave once he had claimed sanctuary there. He got his much-needed drink, but his hands shook so badly he spilled more than he swallowed.

A reluctant Heughan had been called out to take matters in hand. There would be no hot trod, he decided swiftly. On Rodrigues’s advice, he had seen Kerr settled with the infirmarer of the Poor Clares. As a silent religious order, forbidden to speak, the nuns would neither respond to his questions nor let him ask his own. Heughan had no answers for his lads when they pressed him.

As far as he was concerned, there was a certain inevitability about the whole matter. He said as much to Hamish, earning him sharp looks from his younger lads, Ricky and Young Jackie, who privately decided they didn’t want to hear Heughan sing ‘Tam Lin’ or any other ballad that was going to turn out to be a prophesy.

Heughan’s foot kicked off the table, where it had been precariously balancing the chair as he swung back and forth, jolting him to wakefulness. He righted himself and crashed the chair back squarely on the ground, before he realised that all eyes were upon him, waiting for an answer to a question he hadn’t quite heard. Rodrigues sighed with exasperation at his inattentiveness.

Heughan rubbed his palm up and down his thigh, bouncing the ball of his foot energetically and setting the table knocking against the floor. “I can’t think like this,” he complained to Rodrigues, scraping the chair back and standing to pace instead. Rodrigues said nothing and watched him stride up and down the small room in tight confinement.

Willie and the men stayed silent, picking at the remains of food and drink on the table in front of them. Ricky amused himself spinning a dented pewter plate around in wobbling circles until Jack put a hand out to still him. There would be a conclusion to Busy Week and they needed to be prepared.

“We have an opportunity,” Heughan folded his arms across his chest. “We have to use it to make the king sit up and pay attention.”

There it is, thought Rodrigues, scanning Heughan’s face. A spark of sedition and he’ll fan it into an inferno, if I don’t do something. Out loud he spoke with a calm he did not feel, “What did you have in mind?”

Heughan slammed a fist onto the table with enough force to make both the plates and men jump. “Take control of the Castle and with it control of the Borders.”

As he bent down to retrieve a fallen cup, Rodrigues barked a short laugh, “Mere weeks ago you were telling me that we weren’t going to be fighting, that you had a plan and you were going to Ireland. The queen dies, we’re all at each other’s throats and now, when there’s finally a truce of sorts in sight, now, you want to fight? You’re mad!”

The other men shuffled their feet and coughed awkwardly. Heughan glared around the room but no one would meet his gaze. Even Willie kept his head down, intent on stabbing his knife rapidly between the spaces of his splayed hand. He pricked out the pattern of his handprint on the table, toying with injury and idle vandalism, as he kept one ear on the conversation.

When Heughan didn’t reply, Rodrigues continued in a more even tone, “It makes no sense, lad. Have you forgotten that there are still extra troops at the Castle from both Newcastle and York, even if most of the garrison are exhausted with the night patrols? Why risk it when the enemy has the strength of numbers?”

“Because we have the element of surprise,” Heughan replied. “Besides, the strangers in our midst could work in our favour; there’s much confusion at the Castle, unfamiliar faces coming and going all the time…”

“Increased security and checks on the gate,” Rodrigues interrupted. “You can’t even make a simple delivery without a writ.”

“But then again, as long as we have the correct passes, entry is guaranteed. Once inside, we are amongst more friends than enemies. You know as well as I do that Ross’s forces are drawn as much from the families as from the standing militia. And we know how to apply the right kind of pressure to remind a family man where his loyalties ought to lie.”

“Fartleberries! The only pressure that gets results is the warm comfort of gold pressed into the hands to persuade the eyes to look the other way,” piped up Willie.

“Gold is no guarantee either, Willie,” Rodrigues insisted, looking pointedly at Heughan. “It does strange things to men, makes them unreliable.”

“Good thing yours is all reliably locked away in a chest, then, isn’t it,” managed Heughan with a troubled laugh, not liking the implied censure. “In any case, I don’t need your gold, not this time. This time I have twenty-two barrels of fine wine, which will prove very persuasive.”

Rodrigues caught the darting looks the Irishmen exchanged but Heughan seemed oblivious. Before Rodrigues could interrupt, he whirled around to face him.

“So let’s talk about another unreliable man with a high price on his head. How much exactly is a king’s ransom these days?”

“You can’t be serious?” hissed Rodrigues with a sharp intake of breath. “You’d try to kidnap the king? It’s treason.”

“Why not, Roddy?” countered Heughan flippantly. Without waiting for a response, he resumed his pacing, talking animatedly. “Ransom is a fine Scots’ tradition and he’s not king of England until he’s crowned. Think about it. James Stewart must come south to England to claim the throne. He has to make a move soon. He has both a funeral and a coronation to organise, and he needs to be sharp about it. The longer he hesitates, the more likely it is that the country will split itself into factions and we’ll have civil war.”

“There’s no reason for him to come to Carlisle even so,” Rodrigues was quick to point out when he could get a word in edgeways. “The surest way to Westminster would be via the Great North Road; Berwick, York and so on.”

“I don’t think he’ll do that though,” smiled Heughan, trying to display a confidence he didn’t really feel.

“Why not?” asked Rodrigues.

Heughan could hardly tell Rodrigues it was just a feeling he had. No man would risk his life, his future or his fortune on a hunch. He paused to marshal his thoughts into arguments that Rodrigues would appreciate. “Well, for one thing, it’s obvious and expected. When have the Scots ever been predictable? For another, James Stewart is curious. He’s a man who likes to flirt with danger, even if he doesn’t want to put himself in the thick of it. I think the trouble stirred up with Busy Week will have been enough to have piqued his interest. Ross will encourage him to attend the Truce Day because he needs to have the ear of a London-bound king to make sure his position as Lord Warden of the Border Marches is secure.”

“Go on,” said Rodrigues, unconvinced. “What else?”

Heughan nailed him with a sharp look, “James Stewart’s other interests are well-known. We just need to find a compelling reason for him to come to Carlisle, something that he can’t resist.”

Rodrigues was sceptical. He eased back into his chair with both hands clasped above his head. Heughan recognised it as the gesture Rodrigues made when he felt he had already won the argument. His heart hardly felt like it was beating as he waited for Rodrigues to skewer him with the next question. “And what are you going to tempt him with, Heughan? Faerie gold from under the hill?”

Ricky suddenly pricked to attentiveness. Jack and Desmond sucked in breath sharply. Willie swallowed ale the wrong way and spat it back noisily with a spluttering choke. Rodrigues looked at them all incredulously before laughed derisively, “You superstitious women!”

Young Jackie shook his head, suddenly serious, “Aye, that’s what Old Man Kerr said too. But Heughan had warned him long afore the faeries plucked his eyes out. He was cursed from the singing.” The other men nodded gravely.

“Having to listen to Heughan’s singing is curse enough for anyone,” Rodrigues agreed genially. “But it’s just a damn song. It’s not real. More likely someone took his eyes because he saw something he wasn’t supposed to. When he comes round, he’ll tell you himself.”

“He’ll tell no one,” said Heughan. He stuck his tongue out and mimed slicing through it. The action made him recall he’d also suggested the punishment to Melisande as a remedy for loose talk. Who had they been discussing?

“The Beeftub, was it?” asked Rodrigues keenly. “He crossed us to the Devils and you took his tongue for it? No more than the greedy bastard deserved.”

“What? No,” denied Heughan. “I would’ve done if I thought he’d betrayed us. What makes you think it was Kerr? I hot trod for him.”

“Aye, but you didnae tek the cattle from Maxwell when he asked ye,” Willie reminded him. “Johnstones and Maxwells are old enemies. Mebbe Kerr could nae resist the chance to pick the scabs off the wounds and make them bleed afresh. Mebbe he got into a fight wi’ someone who was prepared to make a stand of it.”

The rest of the men focused on Willie, remembering his threats in Bessie Musgrove’s alehouse. Willie evidently remembered them too. He swelled with indignation like a pot threatening to blow its lid, “I ne’er touched him. I just said…”

“Shut up, Willie, no one’s blaming you,” said Heughan. He was sure it hadn’t been Old Man Kerr he discussed with Melisande.

From the muttering that rippled round the table, clearly the rest of Heughan’s lads were not as convinced of Willie’s innocence as Heughan. Willie was determined to remind them they’d witnessed the exchange.

“Ye all heard him,” he stammered. “He said he knew a wee frightened faerie who would give him gold.”

There’d been gold too; Heughan remembered the sunlight glinting on it. It had been the first light of a cold day across the Solway, the day he drowned Seamus.

“There, ye are then. It must have been the faeries did it ter him,” concluded Jackie hotly.

“There are no such things. It’s just a silly tale for the simple-minded,” Rodrigues said with tired patience. Young lads or not, they needed to learn discipline their minds. He was irrationally angry that Heughan hadn’t made more of an effort to steer them away from nonsense. Could the boys even count or read? Probably they made do with the dialect of the fells, the counting rhymes the shepherds and reivers used. Every society had its own secrets.

Heughan spoke softly. “Simple-minded? Aye, Adam Routledge had reason enough. He was running out of money to pay Old Man Kerr protection.”

“Adam Routledge? He would never dare take on Old Man Kerr!” scoffed Rodrigues. The others added their agreement. “The Routledges have no backbone at all.”

“Maybe not,” Heughan agreed, a bit more strongly than he should have, “but there’s a certain witch watches over them, and she has sharp hearing and a sharper knife.” Would she be willing to use that knife to such devastating effect, to carve a man to pieces? That was the question Heughan needed an answer for.

“Be careful, boy,” warned Rodrigues, “don’t frighten folk with stories that just aren’t true.”

“There are a lot of stories concerning witchcraft that are true though, aren’t there, Roddy?” answered Heughan with cold assurance.

Something in his tone disconcerted Rodrigues. Heughan’s eyes bored into him, glassy and dead. Rodrigues could feel his heart pumping hard, the breath from his nostrils heavy and forceful. He laughed to cover his discomfort. “It was a long time ago. There are just stories now. Perhaps some that don’t merit the re-telling and are best forgotten,” he ventured more cautiously.

Heughan shrugged easily, “You don’t believe in it anyway, not without your proofs. What if we could conjure up a witch with a magical book? Would you believe then?”

Rodrigues opened his mouth to protest but found that his tongue was cleaving to the roof of his palate. He managed to croak out just a few dry words, “From superstition to heresy in one easy move? Have you no scruples, Heughan?”

The room seemed to have grown smaller. Heughan was aware only of the dialogue between the two of them.

“I’m just trying to do what needs to be done, Roddy. There are few things that James Stewart finds more irresistible than intrigue. That’s the bait that we need.”

Heughan’s mind was already forming a tale of a witch who disguised herself as a beautiful woman so she could steal men’s souls. She had a cinder from hell in place of a beating heart. To look into her eyes, see her false heart revealed, was to catch a glimpse of an eternal horror so terrifying it would sear your eyeballs, shrivelling them so that she could pull your soul through the empty sockets. When you were blind and damned, she would kiss you, biting your tongue from your mouth with teeth like daggers so that you had no chance to scream. Only then would she turn your empty husk loose to be consumed by a world of demons.

He shuddered. Even Old Man Kerr hadn’t deserved such as fate. It was a good story though, guaranteed to be spread by the gossips. If a succubus could entice James Stewart to Carlisle, Heughan could do the rest.

Rodrigues waited until the two of them were alone before waggling an admonitory finger at Heughan, “Lad, you are playing with fire, and you will get badly burned. Save your stories for the ballads.”

He helped himself to wine and poured one for Heughan.

“Don’t call the witch-finders down on us. They’ll ne’er be satisfied until they have wormed out someone to burn. Whom do you hate so much that you’d have them killed as a witch? Face them like a man with a knife and the truth, not with lies and superstition. Or else you’ll as like end up at the stake yourself.”

It always cost a woman’s life for him to cheat the flames, Heughan thought. Was he ruthless enough to sacrifice another’s life for the chance to kill the king? On the other hand, was he foolhardy to incite a witch?

“Is this your own folly or are you following someone else’s orders?”

Heughan bridled. “I’m my own man, Roddy.” He put the cup down too forcibly and spilled wine onto the table, fat blood-red drops. He scowled and wiped them away with his cuff.

“If you stand alone, you’ll hang alone.”

“Meaning?”

Rodrigues hesitated, trying to judge the moment. He braced himself against the arms of his chair before choosing his words carefully, “Hugh, Earl of Tyrone, has capitulated in Ireland.”

Heughan was white-faced and speechless. He didn’t want to believe it. “The O’Neill’s surrendered? No. Never! Says who?” he whispered angrily.

Rodrigues shook his head. “A reliable source but the message was delayed. It happened this past week, while we were being distracted by the Armstrongs. Bastards.” He spat at the memory of the Beeftub.

Heughan collapsed onto a chair and put his head in his hands. The questions came tumbling out of him. “What happened? Why did The O’Neill surrender? The queen’s dead, for fuck’s sake. He didn’t have to. He just needed to hold out and trust us to do the rest. I’d never let him down. Why did Hugh betray us?”

“He didn’t, lad,” said Rodrigues quietly. “He was tricked. Mountjoy offered Tyrone safe conduct to Mellifont Abbey to offer formal entreaty. The earl got down on one knee and agreed to a formal surrender in London before he even knew of the queen’s death.”

“To have come so close and still failed…” Heughan looked away, sick to his stomach.

Rodrigues let silence settle back on the table with the dust and the afternoon sunshine before he slipped his question in like an assassin’s blade. “What were you planning, Heughan? You never told me.”

“Gunpowder,” Heughan said morosely. “Enough to take the Castle and if needed, blast it from the face of the earth.”

“What!” Rodrigues protested. “And what precisely did you hope to accomplish with such an act?”

Heughan heard the criticism in his voice and looked up sharply. “Distraction. Destruction. An end to Ross’s meddling. Leverage to bargain with.” He pressed the heel of his hand into his forehead, leaning his elbow wearily on the table. “I just want an end to it. I’m sick of it.”

Rodrigues shook his head disbelievingly but softened his questioning. He talked soothingly in the voice he used to gentle horses when he was trying to break them. “Easy, lad. Talk to me. Tell me about it.”

Heughan spat out disconnected details, “At Kinsale…Jack and Desmond… gunpowder…”

Rodrigues abruptly cut him off. “Kinsale was a disaster. Mountjoy always had the upper hand. Don Juan del Aguila didn’t get his troops and gunpowder. The bad weather blew the Spanish ships off course.” His laugh was hollow. “History repeats itself. God favours irony.”

“I know,” said Heughan quietly. “And I know what happened to the wrecked ships and their cargo.”

“McGuire?” guessed Rodrigues. “Fishing up trouble from the Irish Sea, again?”

“More or less,” agreed Heughan. “Gunpowder is what the lads and I helped salvage. I’ve had Mac’s help to keep it hidden. Now I just need someone who can show us how to use it.”

“Why not just buy guns?” asked Rodrigues.

Heughan shook his head. “Dags are expensive. Big Man Maxwell has a matchlock pistol but he spends more time trying to keep the slow match alight than anything else. Even when he does get a shot off, it’s wild and he’s as like to shoot his own men as anyone else. Besides, Dumfries or Dundee are the only places where they make guns hereabouts, and the Johnstones keep a close eye on who’s buying.”

“Well, why not smuggle them in from somewhere else, instead of gunpowder?”

Heughan shook his head again. “Roddy, do you not think I’ve already asked these questions myself? I’m not as stupid as you think I am. How many times have you told me when we’re buying wine that we need to know the source to know the quality? And how many times have you drummed into me when I’m buying cloth that I have to check the suppliers myself and not take anyone’s word for it? ‘Test the quality between your finger and thumb. Hold it up to the light, look for the flaws. Check the dye is mordanted properly and won’t sweat out.’ I hear your words in my head all the time. If I would take this much care with wine and cloth, how much more careful do I need to be with weapons?”

“Aye, well, that’s true enough,” Rodrigues agreed begrudgingly. “I just never thought you were actually paying any attention to anything I said.”

“Well, I was,” said Heughan peevishly. “So, I don’t want to buy ordnance from some foundry that produces shoddy work and have them jam or explode in my face on the first firing.”

“Mmmm,” said Rodrigues, rubbing his scarred cheek thoughtfully, "that would spoil your pretty looks somewhat, wouldn’t it?

Heughan decided to change tack. “Desmond doesn’t think we need all twenty-two barrels. I thought I could sell off the surplus…”

“Twenty-two barrels!” Rodrigues exploded into interruption. “Madre de Dios, Heughan! There wouldn’t be one stone left standing on top of another.” He remembered the look that had passed between the Irishmen earlier. He narrowed his eyes shrewdly and guessed, “You have twenty-two barrels of gunpowder disguised as wine?”

Heughan laughed guiltily, “Yes. Oh gods, yes, Roddy.”

“Why are you laughing?”

“Because it feels so good just to be able to confess it to you, finally. Isn’t that insane?” Heughan said in a rush of relief.

Rodrigues rolled his eyes to the heavens and held up his hands. “Oh praise the Lord; an honest thief!” he sneered, wiping the smile from Heughan’s face.

“I told you before that I just don’t have your talent for playing games, Roddy.”

“Where is it now?” Rodrigues asked suspiciously. “Please don’t tell me you’ve done something stupid, like store it in our wine cellar.”

“I’m not a bloody fool!” Heughan said indignantly. “I sent it to Ross’s cellars, with the rest of his goods on the last delivery.”

For long seconds Rodrigues said nothing. Then he slapped his thighs and howled with laughter until the tears ran down his cheeks. Eleanor came running through from the parlour, concern writ large across her face, but he waved her away with a flap of his hand. She looked bemusedly at Heughan, who shrugged uncomprehendingly, before shutting the door behind her, leaving them alone together.

Rodrigues clutched at his side and wheezed to get his breath back. He sniffed loudly, patting his quilted doublet, feeling for his snuff box. He opened the little silver tin and put a pinch on the hollow on the back of his wrist, snorting it into his nostrils and breathing heavily until he regained his composure.

“Ach,” he said, rubbing the tips of his fingers at the corners of his eyes, where the salt had crusted dry. “You will be the death of me, Heughan. What the hell am I supposed to do with you now?”

Heughan ran a hand through his long hair. “I told you; I have a plan.”

“And I told you, I do the planning,” Rodrigues bantered. “’Twould be better if we worked together. Or at least didn’t get in the way of one another.”

“Capturing the king; that’s my objective. Now more than ever, it’s important. I can barter an exchange for Hugh.”

“And the gunpowder?” queried Rodrigues.

“Security,” said Heughan sternly. “If we don’t need it all, can you find someone to buy the surplus from us? Or can you find us an alchemist?”

“What do you know of alchemy?” asked Rodrigues. He worried about the circuit the conversation was taking. In revealing his past story to Heughan, he might have put himself and others at risk.

“Nothing,” Heughan admitted cheerfully, “which is why I need your help.”

Rodrigues nodded smoothing his moustaches thoughtfully, “Perhaps. There is a man who helped us at Kinsale, but it would take time to get a message to him. You need to have patience. There are others who might yet be turned to the cause if we can find the right arguments. Let’s just say that negotiations are hanging in the balance at present and there’s a delicate tipping point.”

Heughan smiled, “In that case, my future’s in your hands, Roddy.”







Chapter 10: Checkmate


Carlisle Castle, May Day, 1603

The hanged man was not yet dead. He twirled from the rope looped over the cross-beam with a look of benighted surprise on his empty face. He hadn’t expected to die. He had expected to be rewarded. Traitor that he was, they executed him upside down. His payment fell to the ground from his upturned pockets, betraying him twice.

The Hanged Man. The Traitor’s card. Betrayal and surrender. Someone needed to watch their back. This could be a card for any of them. Still, a warning should never be ignored.

Melisande massaged her temples with her fingertips, trying to crystallise the question that she needed answered: what is he doing here?

Six of swords. The Charon card. Like the ferryman of the River Styx, moving the souls of the dead. Meaning? A life lost in the past was influencing the future. This could be card for Heughan. Perhaps he had left a woman behind, and he missed the intimacy they had shared. That mean she had an opportunity.

The Chariot. Opposing forces pulling themselves apart. A strong man trying to maintain control. He had her zodiac belt about his waist. And the symbols for The Lovers.

Damn. That was a cause for concern. Not quite the opportunity she sought. A message within a message, perhaps portents of things to come? Personal preferences apart, there were strong emotions that had to be wrested under control. Perhaps that too was a message for her.

Melisande sighed her customary blessing of thanks as she put the cards away.

They were thrice busy today: a Truce Day, May Day and a king come calling. Just after dawn and already the solid wheels of the carts rumbled with uneven slowness over the moat bridge, vibrating the ground like buried giants snoring blissfully. This was, after all, a land of giants. The undulation of their sleeping forms gave shape to the great hills, surrounding the Castle like soldiers around a campfire. Melisande envied the forgotten, who could sleep endlessly; she, like others, had work to do.

Heughan kept up front with the drays, urging the big horses on and minding where they put their heavy feet. The horses were wont to become impatient, Duarte Stobart, the drover, even more so, and it was not the day to watch an accident unfold.

The cavalcade wound up Castle Way until, eventually, Heughan passed under the shuttered portcullis. The courtyard beyond was awash with activity. Heughan marvelled at the mass of people scurrying to and fro, absorbed in the business of preparation. May Day excited everyone’s passions. Heughan paused only briefly to confer with the carter before he jumped down. Rodrigues’s man would see to the unloading and obtain the necessary bills of sale from Jon O’the Ward. It was probably best if Heughan discretely kept out of everyone’s way.

He hadn’t been inside the Castle to oversee a delivery since the start of the raiding season, Michaelmas Truce Day it had been. The weather then had been bad, an ominous warning of the winter that was to follow. They all should have paid more attention. He stared with interest at the bustling scene laid out before him.

The Outer Ward was a huge area, almost a town within the Castle confines. Cattle, goats, sheep and horses grazed on a central commons. The military barracks and stables shouldered together against the northern walls, where the threat from the Scots was ever-present. There was a forge, smithy, workshops and cookhouses ranging down the West Walls to meet the armoury, kennels and the stump of the West Tower; the grizzled and battled-scarred survivor of previous conflicts.

The half-moon battery up the other end, thrusting into the courtyard, protected the triple towers of the Inner Ward. The Captain’s Tower guarded the gateway. Lady Mary’s Tower was a private domain lurking in a corner. The massive dominant Keep stood defiantly between them. Only those on the Warden’s business were admitted to the Inner Ward.

Few of the garrison on duty seemed to pay him any attention but Heughan noted those who noted him. The really trustworthy were completely ignored. Outwardly, some merited the briefest nod, eyebrows tipped up, head twitch like a horse loosening the reins. Others got a wink or a half smile. He was just another arrival, waiting to offload, but within five minutes he had assessed everything and knew to a man who was friend or foe. The tally was in his favour.

Aside from the militia, there was the dairy, buttery, brew house, wash-houses, stables, stores, wells and a family of ramshackle huts all huddled around the grazing. As Heughan turned to look around, he saw women sat on low stools plucking chickens. Escaping feathers floated like thistledown in the wind when the children couldn’t gather them up fast enough to stuff them into sacks. Girls stitched greenery together into long garlands to hang inside the halls and galleries. Maids beat the hangings and turkey rugs with all the effort of Drake repelling the Armada, raising a dusty storm cloud big enough to blow the fleet all the way back to Cadiz.

Butchers and cooks cannibalised an entire litter of piglets, stuffing them with their own sausages, puddings and sweetmeats before threading them onto long skewers, ready for the spit. The rangy Castle dogs begged under the tables, optimistically dreaming of growing a little fatter on the discarded entrails before someone’s boot could kick them away. Messengers scurried backwards and forwards, tripping over their own feet, running into the flapping hands of Jon O’the Ward. Jon O’ batted pot-boys back and forth, smacking them in all directions like human tennis balls.

Commerce swirled around Heughan as he turned full circle back to De Ireby’s Tower and the Gatehouse, where had entered through the portcullis. Heughan quickly realised he’d get no answers from the busy quartermaster. Everyone was absorbed with their own small domestic missions and when he asked, they all said the same thing: ask the chatelaine, ask Lady Melisande. He scowled at the memory of her.

Melisande had not seen him and was distracted with organising a flustered goose-girl. The young girl was barefoot, unlike her charges. They had been forced to walk through hot tar and then sharp grit to equip them with shoes to protect their feet during a long walk from some outlying farm. Melisande called up a page from the kitchens and gave him the girl’s switch to guide the geese away to a waiting pen. He seemed reluctant to undertake the quest handed to him but could not well refuse a lady, so with a knuckle to his forehead, he made a polite obeisance to her and shuffled off, uncertainly accompanied by a hissing protest.

Melisande stooped to pick up the girl’s leg, like Heughan would have examined a horse. She frowned with disapproval at the rawness of the girl’s blistered feet before, Heughan watched in astonishment, lifting her kirtle and ripping a strip of linen from the underskirt. She bound the girl’s foot before gently leading her away beyond the Captain’s Tower. He didn’t follow.

There was a rich chuckle at his elbow and La’l Willie behind him said, “Aye, well done, ma bonny cutty sark. She lapped it wi’ a fine clout, she did.”

Heughan snorted. “She could’ve used a rag, like the rest of us.”

“Aye, but dinnae fash yersel’, laddie. She’s making the job easier for you. She’ll have noo skirts at all by the time yer gets round to liftin’ them with yer pyntle!” Willie laughed and dodged out of the way before Heughan could cuff him.

There were so many extra folk at the Castle that Jon O’the Ward had ordered trestle tables arranged in the Outer Ward. Hungry labourers, servants and retainers grabbed a moment’s respite, a quick bite to eat and a stoup of water or ale. Heughan was inconspicuous amongst so many. He ate his mutton pie slowly and watched sharply. A couple of ladies caught his eye and he waved them over.

“Well, girls,” he smiled pleasantly. “Are you working the crowds?”

Kitty giggled and Bridie, ever taciturn, merely arched an eyebrow at him. “What’s it to you, Heughan?” she said.

“Nothing,” he shrugged, “just taking an interest in the scenery.”

His eye roved to a girl with hair the colour of sunset-tinged sandstone. Heughan always noted redheads. In his experience, they were fiery in more ways than one. He had loved to smooth the cream of Molly’s skin and find her freckles in interesting places. Such a shame he’d had to send her back to Drogheda.

“One of yours?” he asked.

Both girls followed the direction of his gaze.

Kitty shook her head, “Well, she would’ve been if Lady Muddlemore hadn’t got there first.” She yelped as Bridie pinched her on the fleshy part of her arm and rubbed at the tender spot. “What d’ya do that for, you scabby wench?”

Heughan grinned cheerfully at Bridie and patted the seat beside him, “Sit here, Kitty, and tell me all about it. Bridie’s clearly got some place else she wants to be.”

Bridie scowled at the pair of them as Kitty tucked herself securely into Heughan’s outstretched arm. He flicked her a coin, which she caught deftly.

“Go on, clear off and give a man some privacy. I’ve paid for her time,” he said dismissively.

Bridie looked down at the coin as though she might argue. She gave them both a hard stare before stalking off in the direction the other girl had taken.

Kitty giggled again, “You might have wasted your money. That’s one miss you won’t be bedding soon, Heughan. I reckon Bridie’s gone to warn her off. That little pigeon has a high price on her head now. You should’ve made your move sooner, when you had the chance.”

She nodded to herself with the confidence of having made a wise pronouncement and sipped Heughan’s ale.

Heughan withdrew his arm from round her waist. “What are you babbling on about, woman? I’ve never seen the maid before.”

“Nay,” disagreed Kitty in genuine surprise. “Sal’ bought her a while back, hoping to auction her off, before your shenanigans put paid to that.”

She kicked at Heughan’s foot and leaned out sideways, looking at his leg. Spreading her hand over his thigh, she slid it upwards from his knee, until he abruptly caught at her wrist and stopped her.

“Lady Meddlesome cut you deeply, didn’t she?” she asked slyly, meeting Heughan’s eyes. “Why do you call her those names?” Heughan changed the subject, a few suspicions falling into place in his mind.

Kitty laughed boldly.

“Not me, boyo. They’re the Spaniard’s nicknames for her. I’ve overheard him talking to Sal’ about her many times. She’s a’ways making trouble, that one.”

“Aye, she is that,” Heughan agreed easily.

He reached up and caressed her earlobe. Kitty softened and flexed her neck coyly towards him, until Heughan stiffened his arm to hold her tight, still gripping her ear.

“You’ll find yourself in much more bother if you don’t learn to keep your big ears away from closed doors and private conversations. Take a look at Half-Lugs Elliot over there. You’ll not look nearly so pretty when you’ve nothing to tuck your curly brown hair behind.”

Kitty glanced at grizzled Jock Elliot seated on a nearby table. Tufts of spiky hair sprouting at odd angles from his scabby head were signposts for the chewed remains of flesh where his ears should have been. His battle-worn featured slumped across a grotesquely wizened face. If man was formed from clay by the Creator’s hands, then Jock Elliot looked like he had been spun round the potter’s wheel by a giddy apprentice. Kitty wriggled uncomfortably.

“Heughan, you’re hurting me. I know to keep m’ mouth shut.”

Heughan let go of her ear and slid his hand round to stroke the back of her head; keeping the stretch of his fingers either side of her neck, he squeezed gently, reminding her that he was in control. He felt her move as she was distracted by a commotion on the other side of the grazing in the centre of the Ward. Honking geese were hissing and flapping uncertainly as Melisande’s young charge struggled to keep them together. The page sidestepped them warily, and they circled around him, holding their wings outstretched like court ladies fanning out their dancing skirts.

Heughan smiled in spite of himself. It reminded him strongly of the last time he had been to dinner in a castle but that was at Bunratty, before the rebellion. There had been a lot of dancing that night. He remembered the faces of the girls haloed in a corona of soft butter light from the fine candles, brought all the way from Wynetavern Street in Dublin especially for the occasion; the way they had held out the full width of their skirts and curtsied to him. They had been merry that night, dancing recklessly, loving carelessly. What had become of them now?

Were the girls of his dreams now, like him, harried with the trials and tribulations heaped upon them by the arrogant English and their god who heeded no prayers? Kitty fidgeted under his fingers, bringing him back to the present. He loosened his hold.

“Why is she Lady Middlemore if she’s just his quean?” Heughan asked out loud, unintentionally.

Kitty turned to look at him with sharp, hazel eyes.

“Bless us, Heughan. She’s ne’er his whore. She’s his daughter-in-law; widow of his son, Walter.” She laughed at the look on his face, “You really didn’t know?”

Heughan didn’t reply. He was trying to assimilate this new information and puzzle out why Rodrigues hadn’t volunteered such an important fact.

Kitty mistook his silence for considered interest. She tossed her unruly hair back. “You’re wasting your time if you think she’ll have you. She’s a hoyden, that one.”

Heughan didn’t contradict her but he knew Kitty was wrong. He vaguely remembered kissing Melisande and the way she bent in to him when he pressed against her. He hadn’t imagined it, for all the feverishness.

“Who else is in the Castle?” he asked Kitty. “Is Letty here?”

“No,” she said, sounding petulant. She smoothed down her skirts over-carefully. Linen creased easily, and it took her some time to arrange the folds to her liking. Heughan said nothing and waited for her to elaborate.

“She’s with Nick Storey, if you must know.” Heughan tipped his chin, “And?”

“Nick’s nearly out of his indentures and mighty keen on Letty, and she on him,” she added querulously.

Heughan laughed roundly. “Mistress Nortbie would never let one of her apprentices marry, never mind marry Letty. What’s gotten into the girl?”

“Well, you haven’t been around much of late, and we all have to earn our keep,” Kitty grumbled. “Letty just doesn’t fancy the idea of spending all her time on her back, fumbling with small fry. She’s got plans to land a bigger catch, that’un.”

She rose to leave, “Heughan, who knows? She might even consider you. It is May Day after all,” she sniffed disdainfully, before flouncing away in the direction Bridie had taken.

Willie eased into the space she vacated, his eyes twinkling with merriment. He’d heard their exchange.

“Well, my laird,” he said playing serious, “if it looks like you might be considering a marriage proposal soon, ye’d better find yersel’ a decent dowry because none of the mistresses you’ve collected so far have two pennies to rub together.” He added knowingly, “Mind you, it’s probably not their pennies that you’re interesting in rubbing together, aye?”

“Nobly shackled is still shackled,” Heughan said. “Marriage comes with a price I’m unwilling to pay. I value my freedom.”

A snatch of ballad being played on a hurdy-gurdy floated across the Ward. Everyone was in the mood for good-humoured festivities. Dancers circled the maypole on the green, weaving the white ribbons in and out of each other. Heughan recognised ‘Tam Lin’ but the faerie tale instinctively brought Melisande to mind,

‘Janet has kilted her green kirtle a little above her knee.’

What would compel a lady to bother to rip up her skirt and bandage the feet of a poor child? “I’ve a plan, Willie,” he said.

“Don’t you always?”

“Would the Queen of the May prefer a song or a dance?” Heughan asked mysteriously. Willie frowned suspiciously, sensing trouble behind Heughan’s jesting.

“Begging my laird’s pardon, but if it involves a certain sleekit kelpie, it’ll end up costing yer dear, you mark my words.”

“Ah whusht, Willie, would yer? Quit yer bellyaching,” said Heughan testily. “I’ve heard Mac sing his songs for calming mermaids often enough, an’ I reckon they’ll work on kelpies and any other sort of slippery woman just as well.”

Willie poked the remains of Heughan’s meal with a thoughtful finger and picked out some bread. “You say you ken the price of freedom and then the next breath, ye tell me ye’ll trade it with a mermaid’s song. Yer a mad bastard, and don’t say I didn’t warn yer. Are we off then?”

He made to rise but Heughan held him back and shook his head as a singer floated another verse of ‘Tam Lin’ over to him;

"And once it fell upon a day

A cold day and a snell,

When we were from the hunting come,

That from my horse I fell."

He was singing along to the melody before he even realised what he was doing. Willie stopped chewing and gaped at him open-mouthed. Were the lads right in thinking that Heughan’s singing of ‘Tam Lin’ was a prophecy of doom? Heughan rubbed a hand over the bristles on his chin.

“I think I need a shave, Willie, to smarten myself up.”

Willie shrugged and with a mouthful of bread said, “Aye, weel, I daresay there’s time enough to visit Finkle Street. Best make haste though. Yon Scottish git’ll be here soon enough, and then we’ll all ha’e to stand to attention with our pizzles out.”


* * *

James Stewart, nominally king of both Scotland and England, was awkwardly nervous at Naward Castle. As much as he was delighted to be away from Scotland, he wasn’t sure he cared for England in spite of the gracious attendance of his host William Howard. Naward was his recent purchase from James and whilst there was no doubting Howard’s enthusiasm for renovations and improvements, it was fractious close to Carlisle. James himself reposed in easy angst; everyone else was slightly unsettled. It was to become a familiar theme.

As a counterpoint, Howard made sure that the royal party spent a lot of time in the gardens and that there was plenty of hunting. The weather was uncharacteristically obliging, providing a rare, bright Borders’ day of high blue skies. White blossom puffed on early cherries, though most were still grey and spindly-thin with ragged lichen. The year was on the cusp; it wasn’t yet summer but the endless slanting rain of spring seemed a distant memory. It was a time of promises unfulfilled with the hope of what might yet be.

James was very satisfied with the morning’s hunting; even more satisfied to be parted from the company of his wife. He had been happy to leave her in Edinburgh, making a big show on the Royal Mile and kissing her a tender farewell in front of the huge crowd that had gathered for the send-off. She was in tears, as were many in the crowd themselves. No doubt many Scots sincerely felt they were losing James to England and getting nothing in return. James himself managed to shed a tear, but it was a mummer’s deceit. He had heard that every English noble kept a well-stocked hunting park and made it clear that it was his intention to visit as many of them as possible on his way south. He had wept tears of joy anticipating the entertainment the royal progress would afford him.

However, now that the moment to move on had come, James found that he was not at all enamoured of the prospect of further travel into the Borders. Those ballads, which at a distance were easy to dismiss as romantic hyperbole, acquired new menace so close to Carlisle. James had a lifelong terror of kidnap, with good reason. He’d experienced it first-hand. Torn between a tendency to tempt fate and the need to understand, he had questioned Howard at length about the reivers. The responses he had received had done nothing to quell his fears. His most pressing need was for a safe haven. The royal household was all on edge as James called Mark A’Court, his most trusted advisor, to meet with him.

James was a tall man but Mark A’Court seemed taller yet. He strode with confidence where James would only shuffle. He had the fiery Plantagenet colouring and owned his heritage; yet for all that, the cleric was a shadowy figure, currently displeased with his king’s vacillation.

“Highness,” he coddled, “the people of Carlisle have made extensive preparations to receive you. My Lord Middlemore…”

“That whining shit Middlemore, who steals land and cattle and minds no boundaries,” interrupted James.

Mark A’Court ignored the outburst and carried on phlegmatically, “Middlemore, who has planned a banquet in celebration of Your Highness’s arrival the like of which is without equal in the whole of the north…” he got no further.

“I dinna give a rat’s arse,” said James irately. “I’ll nay put myself in danger. And in aye truth, I feel close enough to danger already, here in an openly Catholic household, where a Jesuit could lurk in every closet,” he shuddered and paused to look anxiously around the room.

Mark followed his gaze with the bemused raising of one eyebrow. “Highness,” he appeased, “you are perfectly safe here.”

“Pish! Am I though? Am I?” rebuked James. “Reivers, I hear tell, the scourge of society. Plots to capture me, assassinate me, replace me. Such wickedness against the Lord’s anointed.” He looked at Mark with sunken, sad eyes.

Mark exhaled slowly through his patrician nose and tried a different persuasion, “The city will want to present Your Highness with gifts. A gilt cup filled with gold is traditional, and the city’s sword and key.”

“And whit good wi’ a cup of gold be to me when I’ll have to use the sword to beat off the skunners who’d try to steal it back from me as soon as I look away?” argued James hotly. “I ken scarce believe the villainy of these reivers. How dare they fail to show me love, fidelity, duty and obedience? I’m their king,” he said indignantly. “They stir up war and rebellion, they encourage my enemies and have nae fear of God in their hearts. I dinnae wonder that they have been moved and seduced by the devil. Or a witch,” he added as an afterthought.

“Highness, the people want to see you,” Mark A’Court began anew.

“God’s wounds!” scolded James. “I’ll pull down my breeches and they’ll see my arse!”

“And I am sure they will be delighted to kiss it just the same,” said Mark serenely.

James looked at him sternly and then burst out laughing. “I dinnae give a turd for your preaching, Mark. If you’re so keen on Carlisle, you can go there in my place. But mind whit I say. There’s a witch at the bottom of this. I feel it in ma water. A witch, or an Irishman or a Jesuit; or, God forbid us, all three!”

Mark A’Court was thoughtful.

“Highness, who has been feeding you such fantastic stories?” he asked, piqued.

The king had an abiding interest in the occult. Over time, he had come to consider himself quite an expert on the subject and in ‘Daemonologie’, his own treatise on witchcraft, he had concluded that all women were extreme with demonic partialities. Mark suspected that the resurfacing of James’s old twin fears over the involvement of witchcraft, real or imagined, in a kidnap plot or assassination attempt, again real or imagined, meant that some new pernicious influence had penetrated the royal sphere.

“Did Sir Robert present other messages to Your Highness or has Lord Cecil sent new intelligences?” he hazarded.

“It is base deception practised on us,” James said bitterly, ignoring the question. “These Borderers are cruel pagans, that’s all. Pagans who think they have us in their thrall. Bewitch us, aye they would.”

He chewed his pouting lower lip thoughtfully, plucking absently at his sparse beard, plucking at a memory. When he did speak, it was soft poem,

"The azur’d vaulte, the gleaming faerie torches powdred there,


Thy hallowed magyck light, that drawest me where I did wander ne’er.



The music of the bees, and water bubbling from the fount,

My heart thine conquest now includeth, thou must count.

“Esme loved pretty stories of faeries. He brought her to me from France to amuse me. He knew I was interested to learn. Esme said she had the power to bewitch us both,” James said wistfully. “He said that she understood our…” he hesitated, searching for the right words, “…duality,” he finished.

Mark frowned, trying to follow the ramble of the king’s monologue. Esme Stewart was a name he knew well. James’s older cousin had been an elegant, glamorous Frenchman who brought privileged debauchery into the Scottish Court and corrupted the innocence of a teenage James, setting him on a path that forever deviated from Biblical straightness. James had adored Esme, loved him deeply beyond his merit, promoted him beyond his ability and had been shattered when Esme was ousted in a power play. Exiled to France, Esme died of a broken heart. Fittingly, it was sent back to James in a casket; it was his by right, after all. Mark wondered who Esme’s companion might have been.

“I wonder if she is yet at Carlisle.”

“Highness?” quizzed Mark, confused.

“Lady Melisande,” the King answered. “The music of the bees, water bubbling from the fount.” He cocked a look at Mark, who was still deeply perplexed, “That was Esme’s wee tribute to her. It’s a word play on her family name: Melisande Fonteyn.”

Mark exhaled, comprehending. “The Lady Melisande, widow of Walter Middlemore, Ambrose’s son,” he recited the genealogy, straightening it in his mind, nodding. “Yes, Highness. I believe she is.”

“Walter was a charming fellow. He didnae deserve what happened to him. Married to such a harpy.” James smoothed out his moustaches and twisted his other features into a disapproving face.

"Esme said she was a curiosity. Arrogant woman! She told me that we should all be curious, that an educated mind was a knowledgeable and inquiring mind. Aye, right enough if you’re a man, but not women. They have nae capacity for it and I told her so. Curiosity is the way that the devil recruits witches, so it follows that women should be discouraged from being curious and thus falling into sin. The weak-minded have the greatest inclination for it.

“Esme felt sorry for her on account of her father being burned as a heretic. In the end though, as I pointed out, it was her natural condition of ignorance that saved her. If the Inquisition had thought she had read his writings, they would have burned her too. As would I, same as any true witch,” he added as an afterthought.

The king stared out of the mullioned glass of the window, one of Howard’s new improvements. High above him, a hawk hung poised in the stillness of the air and called to him. James spoke quietly to himself,


"Draw farr from heir, mount high up through the air, to gar thy heat and beames be law and near

That in this country which is colde and bair, thy glistring beames als ardent may appeir."



Mark kept his silence. This poem he knew as one of James’s own, dedicated to the lost love who had the king’s heart.

“This is aye a cold and bare country, for all the brightness of the day,” James said, his words sharp with thistle spikiness. Mark watched the king’s lips draw into a thin line, private thoughts once more hidden.

“A proclamation,” said James, rousing them both. “As my right to the crown of England and Scotland is united in my person, so my Marches are united by land and common boundary. My course will be betwixt both, to establish peace and wealth and religion betwixt both. And if one country had wealth and the other men, so ye may split the difference and as one they may help each other. I’ll astride them both and master them as one. Borders no more. Are your men ready?” he asked abruptly.

Mark A’Court nodded curtly. James had started to pull on his gauntlets and held up one already gloved hand to halt Mark’s further comments.

“Nay, Mark. I’ll say nae more. I’ve nae desire to expose myself to the corrupting influence of women, so I’ll ne’er go to Carlisle. I’m minded a queen of Scotland was imprisoned there. It was an ill omen for her that ended badly. Let’s not lose the king the same way.”

Mark kept quiet. James was referring to his own mother, Mary Queen of Scots, who had indeed been briefly imprisoned in Carlisle Castle, one of several prisons she had endured. Throughout her life, she had pursued joint regency with James. James had always been stubbornly independent. That much was consistent in his nature.

“I will forge my own kingdom, my own kingship,” James said, as if reading his thoughts. “Awa’ frae the meddling of women. One true kingdom, kingdom, mind you, with a king to lead. As the Lord rules above, so I will rule below. And you, Mark, you will be my archangel, to smite my foes and make my annunciations.”

Mark bowed reverently.

"Howard says the queen, God rest ma sweet cousin, talked of her subjects’ love and good affections. Did they love her here in the Borders, aye? Look at the welt of trouble they whipped up the minute they heard she was dead. Nay, Mark, I dinnae need their love. I’ll settle for their fear and subjugation. I’ll be the keeper of my own fields. These reivers have gorged themselves on riches that aren’t theirs, and I will have an end to it.

“So, ye’ll deliver my message to Middlemore at Carlisle and see what account he has to give for himself. You think he’ll refuse?” James questioned.

Mark A’Court nodded, “Most certainly Highness. He’ll find some way to wriggle out of it.”

James rubbed his hands gleefully, “Damned if he does, damned if he doesn’t. Either way, Mark, ye’ll take the men, ye’ll make the Borders kneel. I am the lawful king. Whether they love me or nae, they’ll obey me. Whistle up the dogs, Mark. The hawk is hunting and so will I.”

High on a hilltop others also watched the hawk in its freewheeling span. The fields and backways of Naward’s Black Woods stretched out below in a dark patchwork across the border, the deep earth smelling of freshly turned soil and wet bark slowly drying. A crown of oak trees with newly green leaves hid the tangled paths. Through a break in the trees, there was a brief glint of reflected sun, the flutter of a dark cloak. In the distance, faint and distant but growing stronger, the baying of the hounds.

Shadowy figures snaked through the trees. They were dressed in greenwood colours, the ragged garb of petty thievery, but betrayed themselves by the way they moved; too arrogant and lacking the stealth of someone trying to snare coneys.

The screech of the hawk drew their attention up once more. Perched high above on the wind, it twisted and turned away, angry that it had missed the opportunity for a kill. There was a flash of movement lower down the slope as a stag broke cover.

Further down, men at the foot of the slope also heard the commotion and looked up. They saw the stag bounding towards them and heard the noise of pursuing horse crashing through behind. The thieves ran through the woods to the right, where they could just make out the tree margins by the break of light onto open grass. The stag overtook them and burst into the open before them. Hunting hounds and a party of horse appeared, skirting the trees at full canter. The hounds snapped at the ankles of the stag, which kicked out desperately. Down it fell, and the hounds were upon it.

The pursuing hunters barrelled into the two running men. One horse tried to pull up to avoid them, the rider yanking the reins sideways. The horse obligingly toppled and the rider was thrown. All was confusion as grim men rushed to encircle their fallen companion.

James had hit the ground hard and cradled his left arm painfully. When Mark A’Court had pushed tentative fingers along the collar bone, the king yelped in pain. It was clearly broken. Even so he insisted on limping over to his beloved dogs. The stag was newly dead, its throat ripped out. James drew his hunting knife and gleefully slit open the stag’s belly to gralloch it. Its warm entrails slithered out with a whoosh of hot blood and steam. The dogs went berserk. James pulled off a glove to push his good hand deep into the carcass, then withdrew his arm, dripping with gore to the elbow. Laughing, he daubed it over the faces of the men nearest to him and petted the snarling hounds. Only then did he permit someone to bind his injury for him.

The two rapscallions had been cuffed to a kneeling position. Howard was furious with them. “Thieving bastards!” he shouted. “Poaching the king’s venison is a hanging offence.”

The men cowered and pleaded that they were not after deer, only rabbits. Two soldiers rifled through the men’s meagre possessions, laying them out onto the grass in front of them. There was an assortment of knives, two shepherd’s slings and a small mound of lead bullets – the flattened oval projectiles for use in the sling. Howard picked one up. ‘Ouch’ was cut into the side of it. He picked up another. It said ‘hit my mark’. He picked up a third. It said ‘Goliath’ on it. Howard paused. He called a guard over to him and in a hushed exchange of words, asked the guard if he could identify the men as locals. The guard frowned and gave a cursory glance before shaking his head.

Mark A’Court was keeping a sly eye on the proceedings. He eased himself closer to Howard and asked, “Is something amiss?”

Howard felt the ice in his words. The king, who was his guest, had been injured on a hunt that he had suggested and organised. At the very least, Mark A’Court would be wondering whether Howard was incompetent or treasonous. Trails of sweat trickled down Howard’s spine, yet he was cold in spite of the heat of the chase. He didn’t bother to wipe the sweat beading on his brow. He figured he would be lucky to keep his head at all, unless he could do some quick reasoning and rapid talking.

And then there was the matter of the two men who had so inconveniently blundered into them. They were strangers to him but could yet hang him. Howard kicked out at one of them, knocking the man to the ground and cursed them as rebels for bringing the fight to his own door.

Mark A’Court chose that exact moment to ask, “What are the markings on these?”

Howard turned to see Mark toeing the bullets on the ground, peering at them with a courtier’s lofty height. Howard scooped them up into the concealment of his fist.

“Nothing,” he said gruffly, “just the crude weapons of undisciplined men.”

“Indeed,” said Mark, injecting the syllables with disbelief. “I wonder how much discipline it took to train the horse to collapse to the rein signal. That’s a reiver trick, is it not?”

Howard grunted. He didn’t trust himself to parry words.

“Take them.” He barked orders at the guards. Then turning to Mark, he said, “I should have thought you would have more concern for the person of His Majesty, rather than the trickery of reivers.”

“Indeed,” repeated Mark. “Unless of course, both concerns are in fact one and the same,” he added cunningly. “What will happen to them?”

“They can expect the same justice I mete out to all Armstrongs,” said Howard bitterly.

“Armstrongs?” queried Mark. “You can be that certain they are Scots?”

Howard nodded curtly. “They aren’t local men. No one knows them. Even the English acknowledge their own villains,” he challenged.

“If they can recognise them,” offered Mark smoothly. Howard heard the veiled threat.

“I hide nothing,” he said crossly. “I am who I am. Here in the Borders, we own our names and own true to ourselves. I have never denied that I am a Catholic, but I am also His Majesty’s loyal subject.”

Mark flipped him warningly across the thighs with his riding gauntlets, “I am well aware that His Highness has seen fit to reward your family for your loyalty across the years not just to him, but to his mother. However, you would do well to remember that whilst James may tolerate Catholics, he won’t tolerate Catholicism. Make sure you are clear as to the difference. His Highness certainly is.”

Howard bowed briefly but not humbly and watched as Mark sauntered away to check on the king. He cursed to himself. He needed to suppress any rumours that this was anything other than an unfortunate accident quickly or the repercussions would catch him out. He prayed that Mark A’Court would have no reason to doubt him and would not pursue his own enquiries.

The hunting party moved on. The hapless poachers were in the custody of Howard’s guards, who had gagged them. They weren’t permitted to defend themselves against accusation. The other riders mounted up and rode away, taking the deer carcass with them.

Mark A’Court was pensive by the time the party returned to Naward. He worried the large ring he wore on his thumb, turning it over and over thoughtfully. Something about the glibness of Howard’s answer nagged at him. Mark understood his host’s nervousness. Howard was wondering whether the men were assassins. He debated whether to share his suspicions with the king but decided against it. James was customarily timorous in the presence of strangers. The threat of yet another Catholic-inspired plot could easily tip him over the edge. Mark preferred the detached control of the Stewart schemer. Besides, Mark wasn’t certain of Howard’s involvement, and the king was genuinely grateful to the family. Mark didn’t want to be the accuser who brought down yet another royal favourite. The king would neither forgive nor forget, especially after his emotional reminiscences earlier in the day.

Mark’s thoughts turned to Melisande. He hadn’t met her in the days of Esme Stewart but knew that she had been connected with the French Court and had travelled to Scotland as part of the retinue. After Esme’s banishment, she had been bartered away to Walter Middlemore in exchange for peaceable border relationships. Mark smiled; from what James had said, he doubted very much that Walter had found any sort of peace in marriage. Melisande’s personal history meant she had little love for Catholicism and was therefore an unlikely conspirator for someone like Howard, but in any case, Mark had always considered that the bigger threat by far would come from Spain or Ireland, either singly or together.

Carlisle enjoyed a quirky geography, sat astride the Borders but looking over its shoulder to Europe. It was wild here in the west and the men had big ideas. Ideas they nurtured through generations of conquest and invasion. The border spirit was indomitable. Walls, wars, kings or emperors, none could master or contain the anarchy of the fells. James had charged him with bringing law and order to the very place which gave definition to the word ‘lawless’. Mark knew he would have a fight on his hands. He crossed to the Royal Apartments to speak with the king.

James reclined on soft cushions. His padded doublet and breeches looked enormous, splayed out and making his movement more clumsy than usual. The king had one arm in a sling; he hadn’t bothered to change his clothing or wash and his hand was still sticky with the stag’s blood. Mark winced with distaste. James rarely washed, only ever dabbling the royal fingers in water, whereas Mark himself was fastidiously clean. James was popping sweetmeats into his mouth and swilling them down with plentiful quantities of Morillon wine. Mark thought uncharitably that Carlisle should count itself very fortunate not to have to dine with the king. Perhaps the northerners wouldn’t notice. They were as coarse as the Scottish nobles. Rough men, rough ways. Manners were a by-product of civilisation. Who here would have any use for them?

James waved him to a seat and spoke insistently through a mouthful of food, spilling half-chewed debris over his beard and chin.

“Where are the prisoners, Mark? I want to question them. I should very much like to know who caused them to harry us. I should like to know if there is a witch at work or are they simple villains.”

“Good men gone bad or just bad men, what difference does it make, Highness?” Mark asked.

“It makes a deal of difference to me,” replied the king. “In as far as I am the Lord’s anointed and rightful king, I need to ensure mastery of my realm. I will fight the physical fight with righteous sword and bloody death to my enemies. But I must have my subjects’ complete obedience and that includes their spiritual observance too. I need to know who I am dealing with, on all counts, Mark.” The king paused in his eating and looked shrewdly at Mark. “If I can unite secular and spiritual powers, Mark, I need a man of authority who will fight the good fight for me, a Constable of the Realm, as it were.”

Mark bowed his head, “I am Your Highness’s humble servant.”

He called a page to him with a request to find Howard and summon him to the king’s presence. The king shifted his position and winced at the pain in his shoulder.

“Truce Day or nae, I canna go to Carlisle now, even if I were minded too. I dinnae think I can ride like this.”

Mark reacted promptly. “Highness, normally we would have taken a direct route south to York. However, in light of developments, I think it would be best if Your Highness went by carriage to Newcastle instead.”

James had opened his mouth to argue that he didn’t want to go to Newcastle, before realising that he could work the situation to his advantage. He now had the perfect excuse to ask Cecil to meet him earlier with a state coach and some new clothes. He nodded his agreement. Funds were running low, and he wanted to enter the second largest city of England in appropriate style. Without Cecil’s cooperation, there would be no royal largesse. James was astutely aware that gold, and large quantities of it, would help to smooth a path for him.

“And one more thing, sire,” Mark added, “May we agree that this plan is to be kept between the two of us?”

James sat bolt upright. He patted himself all over, checking he was secure. The additional layers were a vanity to enhance his musculature but had the added advantage of protection against an assassin’s attack. Mark’s words had him jumping in panic like a bloated tick on a griddle.

“Fie, fie, Mark. Did I not say there was villainy here? Is it Howard? Is it the Jesuits?”

Mark was alarmed at James’s reaction. He didn’t want him to panic and start calling out. He rushed to soothe his fears by appealing to James’s love of intrigue.

“Why don’t you question him yourself, when he comes?”

James twiddled his beard with grubby fingers and smiled nastily, “Aye,” he said.

William Howard was unaccustomed to having to give an account of himself. His mood swung rapidly between indignation and mortification with every stride he took towards the king’s apartments. James didn’t worry him; he felt secure in his understanding. Mark A’Court however was too shadowy for Howard’s liking. He reminded him of a big pike that lurked in the fishponds. He chided himself to be on guard.

He was admitted immediately. James came directly to the point.

“I would speak with the captives,” he said.

Howard frowned. “Your Majesty has no need to concern himself with petty villains,” he said airily. “The matter is already dealt with.”

“In what way?” asked Mark A’Court.

Howard took offence at his tone.

“In the only way that befits a lord who wishes to control his estates: they have been hanged.” He drew himself up defiantly, “I have an oak tree that I keep especially for the joy of hanging Armstrongs. The two today takes the tally to sixty-two this year.”

James let out a sigh. “Oh that is a disappointment.”

Mark’s response was thoughtfully phrased. “I thought that English law required a trial before execution?”

He saw high spots of colour rise in Howard’s cheeks and continued seamlessly, “But of course, I am no expert in the legal niceties of the Leges Marchiarum, the Marches Law.” He bowed deferentially to Howard.

“English law requires a man to be tried before he is hanged, yes true,” said Howard. “Here in the Marches, there are particular powers for dealing with the reivers, dispensations for Marches treason. There are special arrangements between the lords of the Marches on both sides of the border, as Your Majesty must know,” he said drawing James into the conversation.

James nodded sagaciously. “True, true. But when there is no border, only one country joined under one king, as England and Scotland must be, whit do ye say shall be the law then?”

Howard frowned before questioning, “Majesty, there must surely be English law on English soil?”

He saw Mark raise his eyebrows barely perceptibly and wondered what sort of trap was being baited for him. Fear grabbed him in a dry-throated clutch. He barely found enough spittle to say, “The king’s law must cover the whole of the country, surely?”

Mark exhaled slowly and gave Howard a sidelong appraising look for his diplomatic answer. “Exactly so,” said James patronisingly, the schoolmaster praising the apt pupil.

Howard bowed, relieved to be excused and backed out of the door.

James waited until he had gone and turned to Mark in controlled anger.

“Cut it down. Cut the damn tree down and burn it. I’ll have no man tell me who may or may not be hanged.” James saw hesitation on Mark’s face and became mutinous, “What? You defy your king?”

Mark shook his head, “Never, Highness. But a good oak takes a long while to grow, may lay down the keel for a fine ship for Your Highness’s Navy, and provide the timbers of a comfortable house…”

“Pish!” interrupted James. “Next you’ll be counselling your king to climb up into it and find a safe roost with the crows! Hold your tongue and do as you’re told. I want it felled afore we leave for Newcastle. If there’s aye hanging to be done for nimming, I’ll be the one to decide.”









Chapter 11: The Devil’s in the Detail


Carlisle Castle

As dusk began to fall, final preparations were put into place for the May Eve’s festivities. While Heughan sought the services of a barber, Hamish sidled off behind the West Tower, muttering something vague concerning collecting on a debt. When neither had returned, Willie tired of waiting and decided to make some new friends. He joined a group of likely lads lounging by a brazier in the hopes of persuading them to a game of dice, thereby lightening their pockets.

Returning on his own to the Castle, Heughan found the herb gardens by accidental necessity. Rodrigues had pestered him to remember to bring the traditional May Day flowers for the hostess; a nosegay or sweet-smelling posy. Heughan had forgotten the minor detail. He vaguely recalled something that Rodrigues had said about a white flower being Melisande’s favourite. He glanced around in a quandary; there were about twenty different white ones that he could see. He risked a sniff at a promising green bush with tiny white flowers, only to have a somnolent bumble bee buzz up his nose. He stepped back, crushing a handful of leaves. They released a sharp, woody scent that curled languidly into corners of his mind, quietly overpowering in the way that peat smoke on a damp day choked a room. It was a homely smell.

Why did Rodrigues want him to be bothered with such petty gestures? He pulled off a few woody sprigs. He turned on his heel to leave, remembered Rodrigues’s insistence and turned back again with a harrumph of disgust. Angry snatching, stalks breaking, shaking to dislodge further lurking insects, before binding the stems with a piece of grass, shaking his head at his foolishness. It was all a waste of his time.

Making his way back across the courtyard to the Ward Stables, he spotted a familiar figure crossing from the opposite direction. Heughan waited until they had both made the shelter of the low building before he stole up behind Lettice, grabbing her quickly from behind, reiver-style. He whirled her around to him and her wide-eyed shock softened. She kissed him hard.

“Where’ve you been then? I’d given up on you.”

“So I heard. Who’s the lucky man? Nick Storey, is it?”

Two high spots of colour appeared on her cheeks. She caught sight of the posy in his hands. “Is a bunch of meadow flowers all you’re going to offer to woo me? Sorry, love, but I count myself worth more than that,” she sniffed.

“Ah Letty,” Heughan teased, “I’ve still got a smile and a song for you.”

She pulled the corners of her mouth down, “Mebbe so but Sal’ and the Spaniard say you can’t afford me. So if that’s all, I’ll take my leave of you and thank you to stop wasting my time.”

Time-wasting. Picking flowers for a woman he could never have. Suddenly angry with Rodrigues again, Heughan impulsively decided that he had other plans. As Lettice turned to leave, Heughan whirled her into him and kissed her again, dragged his mouth to her over-spilling breasts and groaned with pleasure. He tossed the flowers into a corner while he fumbled Lettice’s stays with one hand, lifting her skirts to rub her leg with the other; he got nowhere fast in either direction. He gave up and kissed her some more. The horse in the next stall turned against the wooden partition, bumping against the wood panels. He banged with the flat of his fist, answering: go away. Give me some time to myself. “Be my Queen of the May, Letty, and who knows what’ll be in it for you.”

She pushed him away with a taunting laugh, a harsh sound from her pretty face. “The man who wants the keep of me would need deep pockets. You’ve got nothing but that Sim hasn’t taken from you.”

“Fortunes change, lass. This time tomorrow, I might offer more. A throne or a castle. Would that suit you?”

Her eyes glittered as she began to undo her own stays and guided his hands to her. Heughan looked questioningly at her. “I thought you were spoken for?”

“Where’d you hear that? Fortunes change and you might offer more, is what I heard.”

Heughan sighed happily at her collusion and eased her gently backwards onto a conveniently placed mound of soft meadow hay.

The dusk had lengthened when Heughan leaned across her to take his leave. Lettice had closed her eyes, anticipating a parting kiss, but Heughan had simply retrieved the crushed posy from behind her head. Lettice pretended to be preoccupied with dressing as she watched Heughan transform himself before her eyes. His rough stubble has been expertly scraped off to leave a fashionably-trimmed beard and when he’d slicked back his hair, he looked very different to the rough reiver who’d bedded her. With his usual clothes bundled into a sack and shoved in a corner, the Heughan who now strode confidently across the courtyard away from her and towards the flaming torches of De Ireby’s Tower was a noble she had never met, but she liked the look of him. As she adjusted her bodice, she wondered where he’d acquired his courtly costume for the evening and what other secrets Heughan had.

Heughan held back until a large party rode through the portcullis, surreptitiously joining the group as they dismounted with noisy fussiness. He managed to insert himself amongst them and exchange pleasantries as they made their way up the narrow wooden stairs together to the small hall in De Ireby’s Tower beyond the Outer Gatehouse. It lacked the grandeur of the Great Hall in the Keep, but tonight’s gathering was meant to be intimate, there would only be a hundred or so.

The garlands he had seen earlier now hung uncertainly about the uneven walls, trying to drape themselves nonchalantly and look intentional. They didn’t want to be mistaken for common ivy that had scrambled in from the gutters amidst the general neglect that characterised ancient castles. Heughan empathised. Fires crackled in every hearth, filling the series of chambered rooms with warm resin fragrances. The shutters of the minstrels’ gallery were opened wide. The Castle was relaxed, inviting invasion. It made Heughan nervous. He fought down the impulse to tap his sword hand on his thigh and warm the muscles, readying for action, looking for the best defensive corner, the nearest staircase.

Rodrigues was already in place, as he had promised, and came forward with affable greeting when he saw Heughan’s party, scooping him into the throng.

“Where’s Howard?” Heughan asked, searching under a barnyard of fancy hats for a familiar face. Rodrigues shrugged. “He’ll be with our royal visitors, I expect. You remembered the flowers?”

Heughan waved the nosegay at him in exasperation and grabbed a goblet from a passing page.

Thirsty after his long day, he took a large swig of the wine and turned to Rodrigues in surprise. “This is ours?” he said, “The quality stuff, from France?”

“Everyman has his price,” said Rodrigues glumly. “Middlemore’s is unreasonably high but do I have a choice?”

“No, I guess not,” said Heughan and drank some more.

“Did you find out where they stored it…?” Rodrigues began but was cut off as a fanfare of trumpets made them turn.

Ross and the royal party had arrived at last. Pages gathered up armfuls of woven flowers, pleating the great red arras, holding it aside to admit the Lord Warden. The tapestry was a very fine piece from the Low Countries and wouldn’t have been out of place in a royal palace. In the centre of it, a virginal pale lady stood in garden of a hundred modest flowers; daisies, strawberries, plantains, the decorative, the edible and healer’s herbs intermingled. A lion and a unicorn flanked her, rearing up on their hind legs to hold banners for her. As the tapestry was released and swung to rest, the animals advanced to intimacy and then retreated discretely, dancing in a beastly threesome backwards and forwards.

Heughan scanned the new arrivals eagerly. Ross was accompanied by an elfin girl, who tripped daintily alongside him, small marmoreal fingers lightly possessive against the blue velvet bulk of his slashed doublet. On his other side stalked a tall ascetic cleric, whose sleekly groomed red-gold hair and neatly pointed beard marked him as a man of discernment. He presented elegant high cheekbones as he took time to note the details of his surroundings, pausing to murmur some enquiry to Melisande. They turned inwards to each other as though they might kiss, their attention on the cavorting animals. He said something to make her laugh. Heughan jealously wondered what? Melisande did not strike him as the sort of woman to laugh frivolously. The women looked glorious arrayed in fine silks and jewels. Ross’s escort was positively angelic with her plaited white blonde hair and pale-blue gown.

Heughan wasn’t quite sure what words he would have chosen to described Melisande. ‘Diabolic temptresses’ sprung to his mind. She was a contrast with her dark looks, burnished hair upswept, elaborately coiled on her head like Medusa’s serpents wrangled under control. Her tightly-laced gown of green embroidered velvet, samite and elaborate embellishment of seed pearls confirmed what he had earlier noticed: she had a very nice bosom.

Rodrigues chuckled darkly beside him. “Roll up your tongue, lad, before someone stands on it and stop drooling. Did I not tell you she would have a lovely new gown from that silk?”

The small party mingled their way through the guests, exchanging pleasantries, making introductions, until they reached the guild members, and Master Mason Jeffrie Nortbie with his shrewish wife. Ruth Nortbie was dolorous in black wool with a trim white falling band below a permanent sneer. They were old adversaries and Melisande looked elsewhere for a quick distraction. She spotted Heughan and arched one prurient eyebrow as she looked over his newly acquired finery, pricing him in his unaccustomed luxury. He had either been busy or working hard. He was svelte in velvet so darkly blue that it seemed to swallow any light that fell on it, like the cold depths of the ocean dousing the stars’ reflections. Affinity with water, she assessed. A good portent for her. Melisande graced him with a brief smile in spite of his affected disdain.

Jeffrie had taken it upon himself to act as spokesman for the rest of the guild masters, “Of course, you are acquainted with Don Rodrigues…” Curtsey. Bow. Just so. “Please permit me to introduce Master Corwin…” All so polite, as though they really didn’t know each other’s dubious dealings, everyone pretending to be someone they were not. Melisande kept a straight face and curtseyed with appropriate decorum. Heughan remembered to produce his manners and bowed in return before offering his, slightly squashed, posy to her as courtesy required. Her hesitancy to accept put him on his guard straightaway. He knew she would not miss the opportunity to expose any gaffe he made.

Attack being the best form of defence, he started, “I was told these are your favourite flowers, my lady,” with a Judas’s look at Rodrigues, who was already melting inconspicuously away behind a convenient wall.

Melisande interpreted his glance. She made a pretence of sniffing the flowers tentatively, though she knew them all by sight.

“This is indeed a charming posy,” she replied. “A countryman’s choice, and indeed, they would be my favourite…”

He bowed too prematurely in acknowledgement of her approval and had nearly allowed himself to relax and breathe when she slipped the cut in deftly before he could stand,

“…for seasoning tonight’s lamb; for you have given me rosemary, thyme and wood sorrel.”

There was a ripple of tittering, quickly stifled as he righted himself, smoothing his hair back into place to cover the struggle he was having as he adjusted an unfamiliarly congenial smile of polite amusement into place.

He was quite sure Melisande hadn’t missed a heartbeat. She fingered an umbrella of tiny white star flowers whilst waiting for him to catch up. “This one, valerian, would make us all sleepy long before the revels. Or is that your plan, Master Corwin?” she fluttered her eyelashes coquettishly, “to persuade me to be your Queen of the May before I’ve a chance to judge your fancy footwork?”

There was sudden intake of breath from Ruth Nortbie, who grimaced as though she had sucked on a sour plum.

“The godly should have nothing to do with pagan customs. I myself could not countenance the impropriety of such lewdness and frivolity,” she said with dour rectitude, “being a sober and dutifully married woman.” She curtseyed with the smallest of movements, which was much too shallow to lessen the insult.

Melisande sparked flintily. “You have perhaps forgotten that I am a widow, Mistress Nortbie. I never do. But it would be indulgent in the extreme to mourn in perpetuity, not to say, prideful, to seek to impose my own misery on others. We can’t all wear black forever. It is a most unforgiving shade, which quite stifles entertainment. Surely, we should be celebrating joyously for our royal guests?”

“Would it not be more appropriate to give thanks prayerfully? There are many who find it neither burden nor misery to behave in accordance with the Scriptures. As to dress, sombre colours are most decorous, reminding us all of the solemnity of marriage vows, of the duty we owe not only to our husbands but all God’s anointed who deserve our fealty.”

Jeffrie fiddled nervously with the ruff at his neck, where his golden chain of office seemed to have become suddenly and unbearably tight. He was turning a patchy bruised red like unwashed wool steeping in madder root. Matrimony could be quite scalding, Heughan thought.

Melisande smothered her own spite to meet Ruth with a face devoid of any readable expression.

“The company gathered tonight is here because their loyalty is not questioned. I should trust that I am included. As a widow, I lack both my husband and a lord to guide me; therefore, I must make my own decisions and behave in accordance as I see fit.” She couldn’t resist adding, “Though I am fortunate to have the benefit of my noble Lord Middlemore, who is husband enough for anyone who’ll have him.”

Across the room, Phillice had overheard a part of the conversation and diffused the awkwardness of the implied censure by clapping her hands and piping up, “Oh but I adore dancing! Do you dance, Master Corwin?” she asked, turning huge lilac eyes on Heughan. “Oh, do say that you do!”

“Yes, do say that you do,” lisped Melisande in an appalling parody, and was then forced to babble on, aware that she had become the unwitting focus of attention.

“Phillice and I love the tassel dance, don’t we? Though Mistress Nortbie may wish to forbid it to us,” she added, looking downcast.

Heughan could see that although she hung her head modestly, her eyes were glittering with mischief as she risked cocking a look askance at him under her lashes.

“Nonsense!” boomed Ross, oblivious to the feminine treachery lurking in the undercurrents. He kissed Phillice’s hands to his lips. “What is May Day without dancing?”

Rodrigues appeared at Heughan’s elbow and under the guise of a bow, managed to steer him away before the conflict between the women threatened to escalate. Melisande and Ruth were glaring like two cats assessing the measure of each other before a hissing and clawing spat. Melisande twitched her skirt train and stalked away with a victor’s arrogance. She held everything proud and high; her head, her nose, her shoulders, and if she had a tail under her skirts, that too.

“Now look at what you’ve started. I hope you know what you’re doing, lad,” Rodrigues said, making it perfectly clear that he thought Heughan didn’t have the slightest idea what he had let himself in for.

Heughan grinned confidently. “I can dance a jig as neat as the next man,” he said. “What of it?”

A page approached them. Rodrigues took the silken cord he proffered and hung it about Heughan’s waist, taking his sword belt in exchange.

“Yes, but the tassel dance?”

He looked down and Heughan followed his gaze. Suspended from the cord about his waist, and level with his groin, hung a large and robust golden tassel.

“Uuumm…?” started Heughan enquiringly.

“Fancy footwork, lad. Guard your tassel well or you might find your own twig and berries getting slightly snapped. And then you won’t be jigging anyone,” laughed Rodrigues, turning a bewildered Heughan onto the dance floor.

Suddenly, Melisande was on one side and Phillice on the other and they were following similar trios in a stately pavane. Heughan bluffed his way through, watching the couples in front and to his side carefully, perusing why Ruth could find this pedestrian activity so objectionable. He turned to Phillice as he sprung onto the balls of his feet in a bouncing step, she mirroring him. Then he had to turn to Melisande to do the same.

“Why is it called the tassel dance?” he risked.

She smiled spitefully, “Because of this,” she said, tapping her toe on the floor and kicking high to catch the tassel and set it swinging.

Heughan winced involuntarily.

Phillice sniggered. “You are supposed to tussle for the tassel,” she said in her girlish voice. “Use your feet.”

Heughan caught sight of Rodrigues at the back of the room. He was shaking his head and had split his face with a huge grin.

You bastard, Roddy, thought Heughan.

It was the most ridiculous sport he had ever undertaken, trying to stop two women from kicking him in the groin by fending them off with his feet. Melisande in particular was determined to find her mark and had hoisted her skirts up the better able to lash out at him. She had a way of flicking her toes that had Heughan jumping backwards with alarums. Phillice giggled wildly and was so overcome that she could hardly breathe to dance. The music drove faster and faster, and just when Heughan was seriously considering that he would put Melisande over his knee and spank her roundly if she didn’t jack it in, abruptly the final chord sounded and they were bowing to each other with tremendous civility.

Melisande was a picture of doe-eyed innocence as she curtseyed to him and escorted an over-excited Phillice from the floor and over to Ross, trying as she did so to persuade her to let out her stays a little until she caught her breath.

Heughan was dripping with sweat and leaned on the wall to steady himself. “What the fuck was that all about?” he asked a laughing Rodrigues.

“I’d say that was foreplay,” answered Rodrigues, handing Heughan his sword and dragging him to their places at table.

An expectant hush filled the room as the tall cleric rose to speak. He addressed them all briefly, bearing the sad news that His Highness, King James, regretfully would not be joining them due to an injury sustained in the day’s hunting, but bade them to enjoy the dinner all the same and drink to his swift return to health. He thanked Ross as their gracious host, said grace and sat down to eat.

The company cheered loudly for the king and toasted His Majesty’s health.

Heughan was nonplussed. He looked enquiringly at Rodrigues, who just shook his head and whispered, “Not now.”

Heughan turned his attention to his food but his thoughts were spinning off in all directions as he considered various possibilities, and he found he had little appetite, which must have angered the cooks mightily. Ross had certainly prepared a feast fit for a king. It was just a great disappointment that one wasn’t in attendance, though from the gusto with which the other guests fell to the feast, clearly Heughan was in a minority of one.

When the candied fruits, gilded gingerbreads and marchpane appeared, there was a brief commotion. Someone had contrived to form the gingerbreads into the shape of oversized gold coins. Ross threw them out to the tables, where eager diners scurried to catch them as though they were the real thing. Not until the tables were pushed back and the dancing resumed did Heughan judged it safe to continue his conversation with Rodrigues, who had been silently contemplating the angel on the gingerbread coin held in his fingers.

“Is this just another Truce Day ruse? Where’s the king? Howard was supposed to provide information about the royal progress. What am I supposed to do now?”

Rodrigues shook off his questions. “Melisande has been in close conversation with His Majesty’s emissary this whole time. She might be able to tell us something.”

Heughan looked at the high table, where Melisande sat next to the tall stranger. She was talking animatedly and her companion was smiling obligingly. His gaze, however, never left the room, and Heughan was reminded of a cat stalking mice.

“Who is he?” he asked Rodrigues.

“Mark A’Court, if my intelligencers are correct. He’s a well-connected cleric and has the ear of the king. They say the royal emissary is himself royally related, to judge by the cast of the complexion, but no one is prepared to say how exactly. We should beware if his temper matches his hair.”

Heughan regarded the man with interest. He seemed to have his emotions well under control, and Heughan didn’t judge him the sort to indulge in rash outbursts. This man was more dangerous by far, he decided. A cold killer if ever he saw one.

“Royal emissary, eh? Why is he here alone? He is staying tonight?” Rodrigues had no answers for him.

He debated whether he would be able to winkle anything else out of Melisande. “Why is it you omitted to tell me Melisande was Walter Middlemore’s widow?” he asked Rodrigues.

Rodrigues looked vague. “Did I? A minor detail; not important. Manners and titles rarely are. It’s only when we have to face a king that we remember where we came from.”

“You trust her, knowing that she’s connected to Middlemore?”

“Perhaps more so because of it. She has access to places I can’t go. It’s useful.” Rodrigues was quickly serious. “As you know, Melisande and I go back many years. There is much more to her than meets the eye, although what does meet the eye is favourably endowed, to be sure.”

As if she knew they were discussing her, Melisande hesitated in her conversation between Mark A’Court and Ross Middlemore and glanced at Rodrigues. A look was all that passed between them, but Heughan knew instinctively that it was a signal.

“Melisande knows something. Are you going to meet with her?”

“I can’t, not without arousing suspicion. Not here. Later maybe.”

Heughan shook his head. “Later could be too late. My plans are already in motion, and I still need to know where she’s put my wine.”

“Then you might be best to ask her yourself,” Rodrigues offered simply. “Perhaps another dance?” He saw the look on Heughan’s face and tugged at his moustaches, coughing slightly.

“Melisande, like you, is fond of the Volta,” he suggested. “Be bold.”

Heughan looked up at the top table. Phillice was yawning and Ross was casting covetous glances in her direction. He would be keen to conclude the evening’s formalities. It was time for action.

“I don’t even want to know how you came by your insights,” said Heughan, “but I don’t like you prying into my personal business. Keep your spying for your so-called friends and never forget who your real friends are.”

He unbuckled his sword belt, leaving it with Rodrigues, and walked away, calling a page to him for a hurried conversation.

“My enemy’s enemy is my friend, even so,” muttered Rodrigues to his departing back.

Heughan strode boldly up to the top table and made a deep bow. He addressed himself directly to Ross, judging that his lapse in protocol would appeal to Ross’s vanity more than to any sense of indignity he might feel on behalf of his prominent guest.

“Before the ladies depart and take all the light of the evening with them, my Lord Middlemore, would you grant me the pleasure of one more dance with the Lady Melisande?”

Phillice fluttered excitedly like a disturbed butterfly. Melisande turned stony grey eyes on him. Mark A’Court looked simply amused. Ross beamed expansively, the indulgent host, and waved his approval. However, his eyes were shrewd as he watched Heughan. Melisande had no choice but to comply.

Heughan held out his hand to her and escorted her to the dance floor. He looked up to the gallery and nodded his head. The musicians began to play. The drum beat out a steady pulse, like the pounding of an aroused heartbeat: the Volta.

She circled round him, twirling her skirts, and stopped back in front of him. “You are ridiculous,” she hissed.

He bowed low. They squared up to one another across the floor. He flourished his arm in front of him and kissed his fingers to her, “You underestimate me, my lady.”

She jutted her hips to him. The other musicians took up the theme; the pipe was brazen, the cittern scornful, the shawn sultry. The dancers matched them all.

They sketched a cross step with each other, flirting dangerously, and skipped around opposite sides of an imaginary ring, two adversaries circling one another. Closer and closer they spiralled in to one another, watching each other’s eyes, feet nimbly manoeuvring. Heughan grasped her hand as she came too close and held her fast.

“I have no time for bully-boys,” Melisande said, noticing his surprisingly large hands, feeling again his strong grip as she tried to pull away.

He twirled her in to him and lifted her high into the air on his raised knee. There were gasps of admiration from those watching.

“Again, you misjudge me,” he said.

Her feet had barely touched the ground again when he spun her to face him and lifted her high in front, letting her slide down the full uneven length of his body back to the earth.

“I am no boy,” he said, meeting her eyes with a bold blaze of blue.

He timed the landing nicely; before she had the opportunity to land a well-placed knee on him, he managed to get his own knee behind her again and lifted her once more, kicking her around him, none too gently this time. When he spun her back to him, her eyes were dangerous. He looked steadily back with eyes ignited with the fire of Celtic passion.

He put one hand directly onto her pelvis and cupped her to hoist her high, “And I bet I could make you forget you were a lady.”

She gasped at the intimacy of his hold as he flung her aloft, smouldered with dark mischief brimming as she came back to land. She wrapped her arm around the back of his neck, raking him lightly with her nails as she passed.

“Be careful what you wish for,” she threatened.

He grasped her round the waist, just under her breasts and hoisted her up above his face, holding her there just a little longer than the beat called for.

He lowered her to the ground, where she stood stock still. He circled behind her and leaned in to kiss her neck. “A private conversation with you, my lady,” he breathed insistently into her ear.

The music stopped. The spectators clapped. He bowed to her and before she could escape, he clasped one hand and held her firm into him with the other around her waist in a dancer’s hold. Smiling and bowing to the company, he escorted her hurriedly from the room, crushing a path through the flat red flower meadow which rippled and settled behind them, and into the series of antechambers.

Heughan steered her into the alcove at the entrance to the stone staircase, with the flat of his hand pushed firmly into the small of her back.

“I need to speak with you alone,” he whispered.

Once they had made the haven of the shadows, he kissed her steadily with parted lips. He felt the damp hotness beneath her skirts as she bent into him. Parting them easily with his free hand, he cupped the fork of her legs and watched her face eagerly as he drove two fingers deftly into her. Melisande’s eyes flicked wide open with her sharp intake of breath and her mouth made an ‘O’ of aroused surprise. Heughan smirked and kissed her quiet. He crossed his fingers and moved rhythmically inside her, feeling her spine stiffen and arch.

Like rubbing a pearl through silk. The thought danced across his mind, as he planted encouraging kisses on her reaching neck, whispering enquiringly, “Well, Mistress Meddlesome?”

Stormy eyes flashed open with a blaze of sudden angry fire. “You mock me, Master Corwin? You, who’s even had to steal a name for yourself?”

“No,” he drew out the single syllable into a long cadence of denial. “This one is my own and I am my lady’s humble servant.”

She moaned softly with pleasurable agony as he pulled his hand free, placing a glistening finger on her parted lips.

“Hush,” he crooned encouragingly. “Or I will have to find another way to stop your mouth.” Melisande flicked her tongue around the tips of his fingers and held his gaze with studied wickedness.

“A little fornication is traditional on May Day, is it not?” She curved her head downwards and looked up at him through coyly lowered lashes. Then she hitched up her green skirts and squatted in front of him, releasing him from the constraints of his hose. His hard cock sprung forwards, and he gasped as she took him into the warmth of her mouth, licking him with lascivious strokes. Hell but the woman was brazen!

Laughter and strains of music floated through to them, muffled by the thickness of the walls. Heughan was aware that in the silence of their seclusion, it was his breath coming in ragged gasps, no longer hers. He grunted. “Oh fuck, oh fuck…”

Her scornful voice was low and sultry, “Be careful what you wish for, I said…” In one svelte move she stood, lifted her leg onto his hip and thrust him inside her. They gasped together with shared delight; he at her soft moistness, she at his velvety iron. Heughan cupped his hands around her taut buttocks and she wrapped one leg higher, encircling his waist and bracing her back against the wall so that she could lean into his urgent thrusts.

Heughan found her hands everywhere on him. They fluttered gently around the nape of his neck as she looked him boldly in the eye. They stroked the hard muscles of his back with firm flatness as he continued to drive his full length into her. Unexpectedly, she cupped him; damp fingers stroked his shaft as he plunged into her. She probed between his legs with experienced dexterity. Heughan couldn’t stop himself from erupting into sudden climax. He felt Melisande’s muscles grip him powerfully, she pulled him closer to her and he felt her bite down hard into his neck.

Afterwards, they clung together, breathing heavily and battling for control.

As Heughan readjusted his hose, the cresset torches flickering unseen on the curve of the steps above them caught the flecks of Melisande’s dark-enhanced eyes, dancing with unnatural fire. Heughan felt his hackles rise warningly.

She was inspecting him, he felt sure of it, and yet, when she spoke, her voice was modulated and intimate, designed to soothe, as she questioned, “Who are you, Heughan?” more to herself out loud than in the expectation of a response from him, it seemed.

With a lover’s touch, she stroked the curve of his head above his neck and withdrew two small pieces of dried meadow flowers. Heughan reddened involuntarily. She feigned surprised and examined the small flowers with exaggerated interest.

“You’ve hidden another posy for me? Heather and,” she raised one eyebrow delicately, “common bog grass?” A sly smile played on her softly curving lips. “You are a country boy.” She kissed him again. “Mmm,” she mused, “I taste salt and the Solway.” Her eyes glinted, “And sedition, I believe?”

Voices in the room below them echoed up the stairwell, and Heughan snapped to alertness. He grasped instinctively for his sword, forgetting that he’d left it with Rodrigues.

“You’re no nobleman, in spite of your fine garb. You’re just another bastard reiver who’d rather fight than think,” Melisande said evenly.

“What do you see in me that irks you so?”

“Heughan the Hawk, an unpredictable thief, whom I am forced to trust. Small messenger to a big man, tell Roddy, look about you, it’s all about numbers. Carpe diem, mañana.”

There was the rising sound of approaching footsteps on the stairs, distracting him to see whom the spiral would disgorge. Abruptly, the noise veered away in a different direction, and when he turned back to Melisande, she too had vanished. Blood coursed through him and he took the stairs upwards two at a time. When he reached the torch, he realised that he could see no shadows, so she wasn’t ahead of him. Cursing, he pounded back down the short flight into the antechamber.

A serving woman dressed in homespun drabness emerged from the gloom carrying a covered basket. He stopped her by the arm as she made to pass.

“I seek a woman. No,” he corrected himself, “a lady. Did you see anyone?”

With her face lowered deferentially, she bobbed a small curtsey and shook her head. He released her and stalked down the dark passageway to a screened stone recess in the outer wall. He cleared his throat into the silence. After a moment’s hesitation, he jerked back the battered leather curtain of the garderobe. Unreasonably, it revealed barren, if somewhat pungent, emptiness.

Heughan strode back to the alcove in search of the servant he had passed. Finding no one, he ruefully adjusted both his dress and demeanour to return to the merry hubbub of the main chamber. He slid sideways with practised inconspicuousness onto the wooden bench next to Rodrigues, who glanced at him for the briefest of discrete moments, just long enough to take in the newly-formed bruise which was just visible above his ruff, before pushing a goblet of wine in Heughan’s direction.

Rodrigues coughed delicately and brushed his moustaches from his top lip, shaping the ends into rapier points with studied thoughtfulness. "Does my eye deceive me or do you have a new Queen of the May?

Heughan scowled at his drink and took an intemperate scull. He covered his mouth but Rodrigues was too quick even so to see his eyes crinkle.

“Ah, so I do see true. You have better acquainted yourself with the Lady Melisande? That’s her mark upon you?” he mock-bowed in deferential acknowledgement to Heughan.

Heughan slid his hand away from his mouth and quickly took another swig. His fingers brushed the bruise on his neck. “Willie has the right of it. ‘Sleekit kelpie’, he calls her.”

“Hmmm,” was the only repartee from Rodrigues, who found a sudden fascination for a distant point on the minstrels’ gallery. The quartet of players had yet another assortment of instruments between them, pipe and tabor, rebec, dulcimer and psaltery. They were biding their time with sawing melodies of no consequence; harmonious, nothing too fractious to disturb the many muted conversations being carried on.

Rodrigues tried to redirect the conversation. “Did Melisande have anything helpful to offer?”

“Not really,” confessed Heughan ruefully. “One minute we were…then she said…” he found himself unable to complete any of his sentences. Just the memory of her hard against the wall, locking eyes with him, completely blocked his other thoughts.

Rodrigues stared into his wine and tried helplessly to keep his shaking shoulders under control. He sniffed a couple of times, but the muscles in his jaw were clenched with tension, and Heughan could see he was trying very hard not to laugh and failing dismally.

“It’s no fucking laughing matter.”

He sounded so annoyed, it caused Rodrigues to snort wine through his nose and then cough and splutter until Heughan thumped him hard in the back. He hit him harder than was strictly necessary, but it felt good to do so.

Ross Middlemore turned his attention to the noisy commotion. “Can’t you hold your own wine, you evil Spaniard?” he boomed and laughed uproariously at his feeble joke.

Rodrigues was suddenly serious. “Where is Melisande now?” he demanded.

Heughan stared back at him in surprise. “She hasn’t returned ahead of me?” He looked around the room. The other ladies appeared to have excused themselves in the interim. There was only the company of men now.

“Did she say nothing to you?” Rodrigues pursued. “Think, lad! Anything at all?”

Heughan was drink-confused. He rubbed at his forehead with his fingertips, trying to work up the memory, but all he could think of was her buttocks cupped in his hands and her tongue and the feel of how she slid upon him. A jolting memory broke. Melisande telling him he was the small messenger to a big man. He hated that.

Heughan glared. “She said, ‘Small messenger to a big man, tell Roddy, look about you, it’s all about numbers. Carpe diem, mañana.’”

Rodrigues thought some, looked around the great chamber, solidly built from dressed stone carved by masons long dead. His eye was caught by the oddly shaped lintel above the doorway and as he studied it more closely, he noticed the carved inscription, deeply etched. It was one of a number of stones the Castle had borrowed from Hadrian’s Wall. Rodrigues let out a low whistle as realisation dawned.

“It means something to you?”

Rodrigues dipped a finger in the spilled wine and traced the letters C and D on the table, copying what was written on the lintel. “Carpe Diem, it’s Latin. It means ‘seize the day’.”

“So what?” snorted Heughan.

The Spaniard ignored his rumblings, focusing on his own deductions as he continued to think out loud, “All about the numbers, eh? Roman numerals guarding the gateway. C is a hundred. D is five hundred. C before the D means a subtraction.” He paused to calculate.

Heughan was quicker, “Four hundred. It means four hundred. Four hundred what, Roddy?”

“Soldiers guarding something maybe?” suggested Rodrigues. “Carlisle is the gateway to the Borders.”

Heughan scoffed derisively. “There aren’t than many garrisoned men in the Castle. That would be…”

“An expeditionary force?” Rodrigues finished for him.

Heughan was silenced. The larger reiving families could command an army of thousands. Heughan shivered. The memory of pitched battles in the long feud between the families made his blood run cold.

Rodrigues was worrying his thumb up and down the furrow of his scarred cheek. Most named it as a Lockerbie lick, the kiss of a sharp sword and a memento of a decade. Heughan watched sparks of fire twist inside the black ruby ring Rodrigues wore, his breath clouding the facets as on that terrible day ten years previous when they’d torched the last surviving Maxwells in Lochmaben kirk. Much time had passed since Heughan had ridden into battle for the first time, but it was still the largest and bloodiest action he’d seen.

Heughan blamed Scotland’s king for the bitter feud between the Johnstones and Maxwells. As James had sought to keep his options open, changing allegiance between Spain and England, the fortunes of both families wavered with the machinations of the Scottish Court. He could still remember that cold December day when Lord Maxwell’s vast force of two thousand grim men rode with the sole intent of wiping the name of their old enemy from the face of the earth and settling the matter.

Somehow, the wily Laird Johnstone caught wind of the attack before Maxwell arrived to torch him out of Lochwood Tower. Jamie Johnstone had had a mere four hundred ‘Devils’ in his muster but not one of them wanted to die in their beds. A punishing ride over winter-hardened ground had put them at Dryfe Sands in the narrows on the approach road. A reiver would always come out to face you in the field.

Heughan had gone with Rodrigues and the rest of his party when the call had come. For hours he’d lain in wait on brittle winter bracken, feeling the even rise and fall of his horse’s warm belly, patiently waiting for death to come to meet him. There had been no panic. Lying beyond the trees lining the shallows, he remembered feeling only an empty acceptance. He’d fought against the numbing chill by moving his fingers and toes one by one to keep his blood flowing and remind himself he was still alive. Even though the cold had hurt him slowly, he had found it strangely comforting.

Heughan counted that he had lost sensation in six of his smallest toes before they heard the jingle of harness across the clear air. They were mounted in an instant, all personal discomfort forgotten. Screaming their savage battle cry, the Johnstones swarmed over the banks, across the field from two sides, trapping the enemy between them. The ambush was their only chance for survival and the Devils had fought like men possessed as they tore into the flanks of the enemy. They understood all too well that to lose the fight was to lose their name, not just for a generation but forever. Their ferocity turned Maxwell’s overwhelming force into a panicked scrum of jostled confusion.

Trapped in narrow places, unable to turn and manoeuvre, the Maxwells were hacked down mercilessly. Horses shied, ponies bucked, men were thrown and trampled underfoot. Pitched battle swiftly turned to rout with the Devils pursuing the Maxwells all the way to Lockerbie town. Heughan had closed his ears to the screams of horses as they were skewered on thrusting pikes, men shrieking as their limbs were hacked off. The Johnstones had charged again and again, striking out with back-handed cuts to the faces and heads of their fleeing opponents, slaughtering with murderous desperation. Bodies butchered beyond recognition left the runnels of Lockerbie red with the blood of the dead and dying. There had been no mercy even for those who had sought sanctuary in the church.

Heughan knew from personal experience the damage that a weak king and four hundred godless reivers could do. Was Melisande reminding them of that?

As if reading his thoughts, Rodrigues chose that moment to say, “Where did Melisande go, Heughan?”

Heughan scowled. “She slipped away when we were disturbed.”

“But you saw no one?” insisted Rodrigues.

He shook his head. “We heard voices and footsteps but there was no one. I had a look. When I came back, there was only a serving woman and Melisande had vanished.”

“What? Where could she have gone?” Rodrigues was incredulous. He lifted the patch he wore to cover his scarred and empty socket. “If I had looked with this good eye, I would have seen more than you,” he said with measured sarcasm. Heughan frowned as Rodrigues tapped him insistently on the forehead with one finger and spoke in the even tones he used for bewildered children and especially stupid idiots, “Only a serving woman?”

Comprehension dawned. “You’re saying that was Melisande?”

“Christ Jesus, Heughan, you’re a hard bastard. You just fucked her and you can’t even recognise her face mere moments later?”

Rodrigues shook his head in disbelief, rubbing one knuckled hand into the palm of his hand as he thought carefully, “Once more, Heughan. What did she say?”

“’Small messenger to a big man, tell Roddy, look about you, it’s all about numbers. Carpe diem, mañana,” repeated Heughan, his head suddenly clear.

He cavilled at the idea that Melisande had doubled back and then brazenly walked past him. Why play games with him? He called her a bitch, and a few other choice names for good measure. It didn’t make him feel any better. He was angry with himself for falling for yet another one of her ruses.

“Seize the day. Tomorrow,” translated Rodrigues. He clicked his tongue and quoted to himself, “Carpe diem, quam minimum credula postero,” musing. “That’s the original Horace and it better translates as ‘Plunder the day, trusting as little as possible in the next.’ And ‘tomorrow’? What does Melisande mean precisely?”

“Does that mean Melisande knows what we have planned?” asked Heughan. Was she encouraging them or warning them off? The thought irked him. How would she know? Not from him, that’s damn certain. He had warned Rodrigues before to keep Melisande out of his way.

Rodrigues, meanwhile, was lost in his own whispered musings. “Who uses numbers, big numbers? Someone big using numbers? Diablos! That’s it! No, no, no.” He shook his head in disbelief. “‘Small messenger’ is Cecil. Cecil the hunchback, the stunted man, it has to be. A code with numbers, he’s the small messenger, the small number, number 10. The biggest number must be King James himself. Big man. Who is bigger than the king? What’s going on?”

“Are you sure?” queried Heughan. “Perhaps she means Big Man Maxwell. Is this something to do with Johnstones’ feud or perhaps that idiot Kerr is just stirring up more trouble?”

Rodrigues gazed at the lintel, deep in further thoughts of ancient languages and old grudges.

He muttered to himself, declining under his breath, “Carpe, Carpo. You pick, pluck off, crop, gather, cull…” he tailed off. “Not a riding day. Not a raiding day. Truce Day. The day tomorrow when we should have peace. Every one gathered together in one place. Is Ross rounding us up for a cull? Four hundred men, here in Carlisle with King James and an unannounced emissary? Who are they, Heughan?”

Heughan shook his head. He knew to a man which reivers were in the Castle that night and had seen neither unfamiliar patch nor face, barring the contingent of personal guards who had accompanied Mark A’Court. The patches the men wore showed their allegiances. Intermarrying and the complex arrangements of border feuds meant that men might be connected to more than one family but a reiver’s first loyalty was always to the ties of blood and clan.

“No one here yet, I think,” he replied. “Balefires would have been lit to warn us. Someone would have seen them, sent word along the line somehow. A troop that size could never pass unnoticed overland.”

Fire was always the quickest way to send an urgent message. There was a great iron basket at every milepost along the length of old Hadrian’s Wall. Any trouble from east to west would light up the border within minutes. The coasts had flambeaux and light towers, built on high ground and natural outcrops. In the Debatable Lands, the reivers had constructed their own watchtowers. Their system was crude in its simplicity. One bale for a small force. Two if it were bigger. A conflagration to light the sky ensured total panic. If there was no watchtower, it was always acceptable to burn a cottage or two. If there was time, the inhabitants were often allowed to leave first. Every pursuit had to be preceded by the lit turf on a lance, the so-called ‘hot trod’. Fire legitimized your fight.

Rodrigues was thoughtfully pondering the implications. “They might not need to come overland, at least not all the way.”

An expeditionary force coming from the north could cross the Solway by land or boats, depending on the tide. Likely they would make landfall at Burgh-by-Sands, from where it was not a day’s march to Carlisle. Mark A’Court was the guest of honour at Ross’s table. If he had brought troops with him, his intent could be by securing the Borders to stake a claim to the greater prize: the throne of England itself. Perhaps James was unwilling to wait for Westminster and was executing a plan to unite the crowns and join the lands of both England and Scotland under one monarch. This was Cecil’s ambition, begun in secret communication.

Heughan frowned to himself. Tomorrow was a Truce Day and families from both sides of the border would be gathered in Carlisle. Ross was supposed to have Big Man Maxwell locked up in the Keep dungeons. He didn’t know where they stood with the Johnstones after the fiasco at the Beeftub but he would never trust the Devils again. He had half a suspicion that Ross was in league with them. The Devils would know how to cross the Solway too, as Rodrigues had suggested.

For his part, Rodrigues was thinking that Ross Middlemore, as Lord Warden of the Border Marches and keeper of troubled peace in troubled times, had his own ambitions to control the Borders. He would certainly oppose an intervention when he meant to secure his entail for generations to come. Dominance, independence or freedom? Rodrigues worried for Heughan’s sake, uncertain of his planning.

With his unusual knack for directness, Heughan thrust straight at the heart of the problem. “Even if King James is waiting to rendezvous with an army, he doesn’t have one now. This is the closest we’ve ever come, the best chance we have. Maybe Melisande’s message isn’t so secretive. We just have to seize the day and the would-be king with it.”

Rodrigues looked doubtful. “Melisande is usually more discrete. More likely, she disguised her message in case you were overheard. Four hundred men could put an awful big dent in our plans. It’s a warning to be wary of a trap, Heughan.”

Heughan shook his head. “I don’t see how. Remember the last time the Truce Day was broken? It nearly cost Ross his head for crossing the Scottish Border with his English troops. James has no jurisdiction here in Carlisle until he’s crowned king of England. Besides which, he himself has no gold to pay an army and neither does Cecil.”

The mention of gold caused Rodrigues to look again at his gingerbread counterfeits on the table. “So who is driving this? How do we know who to trust?” said Rodrigues.

“Why disguise a message in Latin?”

“A safeguard. Who in Carlisle uses Latin?”

“Priests and lawyers.”

“Los diablos,” Rodrigues inhaled sharply. “That might have been part of the message. Priests and lawyers with deep pockets, and gold enough to buy a king a crown. Or maybe two. You say Howard’s not involved, but he is noticeable by his absence tonight. Perhaps King James doesn’t intend to be as tolerant of Catholics as they have been promised, unless they can pay for that privilege.”

“Melisande has been cosied up to the king’s envoy all night, and she’s part of Ross’s household. I’m not convinced that she isn’t just part of the problem,” said Heughan. “I intend to find out exactly what she knows and what she means.”

“There is no time for this distraction,” said Rodrigues abruptly. “We have a plan and you are expected at York.”

“Fortunes change, my friend,” smiled Heughan, taking the gingerbread from him and biting into it. “Perhaps I should heed Melisande’s words and seize the day, intercept the king before he gets to Westminster.”

Rodrigues still had his eyes on the gingerbread. “I don’t think that was what she meant at all.”

Heughan shrugged carelessly. “You are right in one detail; I have no time for distraction. I’ve had enough of her game playing. If she’s any sort of threat, I need to keep her out of the way or eliminate her entirely.”

“There’s no need for that,” Rodrigues said in consternation. “Melisande just needs the right sort of persuasion.”

Heughan looked at Rodrigues, outstaring him with an inflexible challenge. “Then tell me what I need to know. Tell me everything there is to know and yield her to me.”


* * *

Willie was lounging against the walls, trying to look inconspicuous. Mostly he was succeeding. He saw Melisande descend by the outside staircase carrying her basket. His face cracked into a broad smile as he surmised correctly that she was sneaking out for her own purposes. Her disguise was good but there was something about her gait which had alerted the sharp-eyed Willie. He frowned as he tried to figure out what it was. She was too eager for a serving maid; that was it. She fairly bustled, where everyone else toiled with weary resignation.

Willie was minded to have some fun with her, perhaps offer to carry the basket, but he thought better of it. She might recognise him. He settled for following her at a discrete distance. He trailed her from the safety of the shadows as she crossed the Outer Ward, skirting past the Captain’s Tower and through a small gate into a corner of the Inner Ward. A finely tuned sense of self-preservation cautioned him to hang back. He watched her re-emerge from a small lean-to and retrace her steps to De Ireby’s Tower. There was a moment where Willie thought she had seen him as she paused briefly and glanced in his direction. He concentrated on small thoughts and willed himself invisible. It seemed to work; she shook her head and moved on past him, putting them both beyond a dangerous confrontation.

Deciding there was safety in numbers, Willie finally found Hamish and together they went back to the hut. Willie had Hamish check for traps. He didn’t trust strange women and would heed his own warnings, even if Heughan would not. “Sleekit kelpie,” he muttered to himself. Against his better judgement, he had made a sly wager with Desmond and Jack as to how long it was going to take Heughan to bed Melisande. The Irishmen were incredulous; they had heard the rumours about Melisande’s predilections.

“She’s a tom,” sniggered Jack. “She don’t like men, that one, not at all. Got rid of her husband, sharp like, so she did. Took a knife to Heughan last time he tried it on wid’ ‘er. She’ll be having none of it but I’m happy to take your money, La’l Un’.”

I know my laird, thought Willie stubbornly, an’ there’s something between them for sure.

Leaving Hamish on watch, Willie eased open the door of Melisande’s stillroom and slipped inside. A sleek black cat curled on the bench next to a charcoal brazier opened one large green eye and looked at him balefully. Willie didn’t like to move while it was watching him. It was a witch’s familiar for sure. He stared at it until it pushed itself up onto its paws, its question-mark of a tail punctuating a lazy yawn full of fangs that asked why comfortable sleep was being disturbed. When Willie didn’t supply an answer, the cat hopped nimbly off the bench with the brief patter sound of raindrops and disappeared quickly on the other side of the door like the echo of a fading knock. Willie’s eyes flicked back to the bench and widened at the collection of pots and vessels simmering over the red glow of the charcoal brazier. One in particular caught his eye; it was a wide-bottomed copper bowl with a long snout like a badger. It was poking itself into another tall-necked vase held on a retort. Hubble, bubble, all sorts of bloody trouble brewing, thought Willie.

Willie picked up a small crucible, turning it this way and that to watch the light reflect off its interior. He picked at metallic flakes with a fingernail and frowned. There were the wooden roundels of gingerbread moulds. He turned one over in his hands and sniffed at it. He was surprised to recognise the carving of the fish-tailed faerie. The last time he had seen it, it was unfinished in Nick Storey’s fine hands.

He turned his attention to the shelves lining the walls, twisting small pottery jars around and lifting off the lids to peer inside. They seemed to contain nothing more than crushed herbs and powders, like his Jenny’s cooking stuff. At the back of a shelf, tucked out of sight, he found some irresistibly pretty blue-glazed pots, each bearing the sign of a double-tailed mermaid. “More sleekit kelpies,” he muttered under his breath as he pocketed one, half expecting the cat to return and make complaint.

His quick eyes scuttled into every nook and cranny. The smoulder of the brazier caught a glint of something on the floor, something the cat had disturbed in its leaving. He bent to have a closer look and picked it up. He turned it this way and that, catching the light. It was gold, old and worn and marked with the familiar faerie figure but feeling like a gold coin should, although the edges were roughly shaped as though it had been clipped.

Gingerly he bit it, testing just to be certain, in case it was that kind of faerie gold that vanished unexpectedly. He held the coin up to the light again and locked greedy eyes on it in case his teeth had left a slight mark; the coin was genuine. It was like the old rhyme said, “They should take, who have the power, and they should keep who can.”

He pocketed the coin gleefully and eased out of the hut into the shadows, slipping though the dark. Once he reached the edges of the Outer Ward, he felt bold enough to brazen a swaggering walk and challenge Hamish to a game of dice.

Mischief wove himself in and out of legs and shadows, enticing the attention of yet another woman, waiting to have his head scratched appreciatively by the hand of the fickle seductress. Together they watched till Willie and Hamish vanished.

The shrewdly astute Mark A’Court noted that Heughan had come back alone after a brief interlude and frowned to himself. Although not a betting man, he would have risked a small wager that the Lady Melisande had been intent on providing a May Eve’s entertainment for her young conquest. It wasn’t often that he misread a situation, and he pondered what subtlety he had overlooked.

For some time he watched the animated discussion between the two men on the distant table and stacked gingerbread coins on the table. He couldn’t hear what they were saying above the general hubbub but the story their body language and demeanour told was one of an older man counselling the younger against rash action. He sighed to himself. Perhaps the younger man had misjudged the situation and his wooing had fallen on stony ground. Perhaps the Lady Melisande was ambiguous in her preferences, as James had hinted. Satisfied there was nothing left to see, Mark A’Court turned back to Ross.

He cleared his throat to attract Ross’s attention.

“My Lord Middlemore,” he began evenly, “you have had a lot of unrest here since the death of the queen.”

It was more of a question than a statement. Ross was wily and made no reply, so he continued, “The king is concerned for the scale of lawlessness visited upon the Borders.”

“Not on the English side,” Ross reproached. “I hold the whip hand here.”

“Are you suggesting that I tell His Highness he needs to get his own house in order first?” Mark A’Court asked smoothly. “Do I need to remind you that in a very short space of time, His Highness will be king of both England and Scotland? Everything that goes on hereabouts is of utmost interest to him, including those loyal supporters,” he emphasised the words, “who have given him sound service.”

He was gratified to see Ross shift in his seat and pull himself upright as he continued, “I need hardly say to you that when the time comes, His Highness will want to reward diligence in an appropriate way.”

“What might that entail?” Ross asked.

“Entail. Indeed,” said Mark A’Court. “I can speak for His Highness when I say that what is most dear to his heart would be an end to the rapacious activities of the reivers and a return to law-abiding godliness. A servant of the crown who could provide peaceful continuity would be a most valuable asset.”

He paused to sip his wine and let his words sink in. From inside his richly-embroidered doublet, he pulled the thick package of the warrant and placed it on the table between them without speaking. He pushed it to Ross.

“What is this?” Ross asked suspiciously.

“This is a summons for you to answer for hot trod on the next Truce Day. So that would be tomorrow, by my calculations.”

Ross snorted derisively and pushed it back at him. “Give His Highness my best regards and advise him to tear this up. Who will collect the double or triple-fold penalty on anyone found guilty? I ride against none, nor never have done, who have not harmed me.”

Mark A’Court didn’t take back the warrant, contemplating Ross’s response. He waved away the overly-persistent serving woman clearing the table and waited until he was certain they were alone.

“This is a royal warrant,” he reminded Ross.

“True,” Ross agreed, “but a warrant currently only executable in Scotland, since King James is not yet also crowned king in England, and it’s a long way from the Borders to London. The last time I checked, Carlisle was in England, and I am the Lord Warden of the Border Marches here.”

Mark A’Court smiled imperceptibly. “Do I understand you correctly? You are refusing to enact this warrant and denying the authority of His Highness King James.”

Ross shook his head, “No, I am refusing to enact the warrant of his Highness King James of Scotland on English sovereign territory,” he said smoothly. “There is a discrepancy. And until such time as His Highness makes the safety of a proclamation at Westminster Palace and instructs otherwise, I will continue to carry out my duties as Lord Warden of the Border Marches on this side of the Borders only, with concern solely for my legal jurisdiction. Now, if His Highness ever makes it to London, and then sees fit to increase the extent of my influence…” Ross left the sentence unfinished and smiled at Mark A’Court, his eyes glittering with avarice.

“Do I understand that you doubt His Highness will reach London safely?” Mark A’Court asked.

“This is, as you said yourself, a lawless place,” Ross shrugged. “I lack men and resources to cover such a large area. I can’t be responsible for every attack by thieving bandits.”

“And yet in the same breath, you ask for your shareholding to be increased,” marvelled Mark A’Court.

“It’s a question of men and arms,” snapped Ross. “I could do better with more of both.”

“Indeed,” replied Mark A’Court reflectively. “However, you would have no objection to me presenting His Highness’s writs and using my own resources to try to enforce them?”

Ross beamed expansively with the sort of smile that said he found Mark’s notions so inane as to be terrifically amusing.

“If you have manpower to spare and time and resources to waste, you can chase about the hills all day and night trying to outfox the bastards,” he said. “Good luck to you. It will be a fool’s quest.”

Mark A’Court allowed a tight smile to flash across his face as he pushed another document in Ross’s direction. "This confirms me as His Highness’s emissary. I have responsibility for His Highness’s personal safety. In this capacity, I thank you for your generous invitation to assist you with securing the Borders.

“I enjoy the hunt but I have found that in the matter of foxes, it is often more expedient if I simply leave the chicken house open and keep watch. Sooner or later, they will be tempted inside and then I shut the gate. I may lose a few chickens, but I’ll get all the foxes and it’s just a matter of picking them off one by one.”









Chapter 12: Star-Crossed Lovers


Carlisle Castle

As the party broke up and guests twisted down the staircase into a vortex of hospitable departure, Heughan slipped into the company of other shades, banished by the torchlight. Amidst the confusion of farewells, he was confident that he would not be missed.

The sheer height of the night-clad fortress walls cast slender shadows of deception to cloak him and so unseen he made his way to the Ward Stables. Horses snickered friendly acknowledgements. He stroked a nose or too, missing Aluino. A reliably fast partner was always a bonus in troubled times. Tonight, he would have to trust that his wits alone would be swift enough to carry him out of danger.

He recovered the bag he had earlier stashed and exchanged his finery for ordinary work-a-day clothes. No one would see any resemblance to the erstwhile nobleman who had earlier dined with the Lord Warden. He would be just one more domestic retainer engaged in a humble mission for the great and the good. Melisande herself had proven the truth to him that no one bothered to scrutinise the servants. Heughan smiled to himself. Carpe diem, indeed.

He bundled the remainder of his clothes back into the sack. He didn’t want to leave his sword behind but a servant carrying such a weapon would be instantly suspicious. In the end, he decided to strap it diagonally across his back and disguise it further by shouldering the sack, confident that no one would stop a man who looked like he was labouring to move a heavy weight, in case they were instructed to help. His strategy worked, and he made his way across the vast courtyard unchallenged.

Although the hour was late, the Castle was still alive with activity. Heughan kept his head lowered with deferential servility and was careful not to rush. He matched his pace to others moving about him, joining the flocking throng until he was an indistinguishable part of the choreography. The usual complement of guards and men-at-arms were bristling with security issues at the Outer Gatehouse and so the Inner Ward was unusually deserted.

Heughan hesitated at Lady Mary’s Tower. He stowed his sack out of sight in a dark nook and decided to follow his nose. His luck held true as he spotted a bronze-haired girl carrying a night tray to an open wooden door. He remembered what Kitty had said and felt instinctively that Melisande was close at hand. Silently, he crept up behind her and followed inside, easing along the furthermost corners where the flames from the hearth failed to reach, allowing the shadows to envelope him once more.

Sorcha placed the tray carefully on a small table and went to attend Melisande, who sat brooding by the fire. She turned cards idly but he sensed the tension of her thoughts. As Heughan gazed at the way the dancing flames caressed her profile, he was startled to think that he could have failed to notice her beauty even disguised with a servant’s rough clothes. Perhaps she was a witch after all and had put a píseog on him that made her invisible to him? The thought made him smile. She was bewitching, but he didn’t believe for one moment that she had any sort of power over him.

Melisande watched the flames and willed herself to relax, calming her breathing. Even if the cards hadn’t warned her, she had sensed a presence come through the door. The disturbance was dizzying, just as every time she came into contact with him. She turned to the cards she had drawn for him once more.

The Hanged Man. Someone had betrayed her. She should be on her guard.

The Six of Swords. Something in the past concerned him.

The Chariot. He was being pulled in different directions. He wanted her to make his mind up for him.

She debated if seduction was on his mind, and if so, to what purpose. She stayed Sorcha’s hand as she bent to untie her hair, brushing her lips to the inside of her wrist, “I want to be alone,” she said. Sorcha looked hurt, but Melisande kissed her on the forehead, then lingeringly on the lips.

Heughan watched from the shadows and stored the revelation away for future discussion with Rodrigues. Melisande’s ambivalent tastes complicated the situation for him. Heughan frowned, thinking how best to handle this unexpected, and most diverting, development.

“I need to be alone and undisturbed tonight,” Melisande said simply to Sorcha, who nodded understandingly, although she did not. She was accustomed to Melisande’s peculiar ways and did not think to question if she chose to roam the Castle alone at night, or even, as she had done before, to leave by the postern gate. She went through to the smaller alcove room obediently and shut the door behind her, resigned to spending an unaccustomed solitary night on a servant’s hard truckle bed.

Melisande waited another long minute and then whispered, “The darkness can’t hold you forever. I have waited too long for you.”

“And yet you ran away like a shy maiden just when we were just getting to know each other,” he said with bravado, stepping forwards.

She said nothing, just raised an eyebrow in delicate disbelief. Heughan frowned. For a brief instant, a look had flashed across her face that said she had been expecting another. Then, just as swiftly, it was gone and she wiped her expression blank.

“What do you want from me, Heughan?” she asked. “I assume that you do want something? Otherwise, you would have more sense than to be here. Did Roddy send you?”

“I keep telling you that I’m not his servant,” Heughan said. “I’m here on my own account. Your message was too vague for a country boy like myself.”

“I have nothing more to tell. Just a conversation overheard.”

“Between Ross and Mark A’Court?” Heughan asked.

She shook her head. “No. A message to Mark A’Court, brought when we were already at table. Not Ross’s concern.”

Heughan wondered if she was still toying with him. “I have a challenge for you,” he said. He saw the momentary glint in her eyes quickly shuttered, which said that he had successfully divined the measure of her.

“You accepted my posy, so that makes you my Queen of the May. As Lord of the May, it’s the custom for us to spend the night together.”

She smiled. “You think a borrowed title and some mutual indulgence entitle you to share my bed? Think again, fool.”

“Spend the night with me, and I’ll show you something more,” he replied. She laughed at him, as he thought she might.

“Again, you misjudge me. A lesser man would be wounded by your cruelty. I realise that I may not appeal to your tastes,” he said, “so I’ll just sit by the door and promise I won’t move unless and until you ask me to.”

Melisande narrowed her eyes to look at him, but she could detect no guile in his manner. He was either being very clever or very honest. She could not fathom which.

“But when you do ask me, you have to answer all my questions,” Heughan added.

“And I’m supposed to trust you?” she said disbelievingly.

“My will is my own, my word is my bond,” he replied.

“Meaning what, exactly?” Melisande asked.

“It’s an oath we swear. A reiver oath, yes,” he affirmed, as she raised an eyebrow enquiringly at him, “a binding oath, nonetheless. It means that I am my own man, I bow to none, but I will do what I say I will do.”

She was sceptical and voiced her concerns with a proverb she knew he would recognise, “Three things never to trust: the advice of a fool, the oath of a villain and the honesty of a thief.”

He folded his arms across his chest and stood to his full height so that he could look down on her. "That’s insulting, Melisande. I’m here in your chamber yet you haven’t called out to the guards. One word from you and I’d be a dead man, hanged from the Castle Walls before sun up.

“You’ve cheated me out of money, you’ve drawn blood and committed fornication with me. I’d say that makes us equal parts sinner. So, as to which one of us is the villain or the thief…” he left the sentence hanging. He saw her eyes widen and nodded. She didn’t deny it, and she was too brazen to blush. He liked her for it.

“Who is more foolish? The fool, or the fool who follows the fool? I’ll just be over here, when you want me,” he repeated and taking his low stool with him, went to sit with his back to the door.

Melisande was truly perplexed by his behaviour. She sensed that in spite of all evidence to the contrary, he believed himself to be an honourable man, if such a person really existed. Mentally, she scolded herself; she must not let her prejudice cloud her judgement. Alchemy had taught her that opposite elements attracted and forged unbreakable bonds. The brittle coldness of metal could melt and temper with the heat of the fire. The problem was that she didn’t want to be bonded to anyone. One man on his own might prove too limiting for the woman she was.

She rubbed her eyes and felt suddenly weary. As with all complex problems, a night’s sleep before a decision seemed like the only reasonable solution. Melisande walked round the massive security of the bed until she was farthest away from Heughan and hitched up her skirts so that she could climb onto the middle of the creaking mattress. Deliberately and finally, she drew the heavy curtains and shut herself from his sight.

Heughan unstrapped his long sword and laid it carefully. He pulled off his boots and placed them next to it with equal care. If he had to make a quick getaway, he needed to know where his clothes were. He glanced over to the bed. He heard no further movement and so he had no way of knowing if Melisande was undressing or waiting. He eased himself to standing, making no noise and pulled off his trews, leaving just his shirt to cover him.

He perched his naked backside on the edge of the stool and started to sing softly,

*Translation

’A la claire fontaine By the clear fountain,

M’en allant promener While I wandered on my way

J’ai trouvé l’ eau si belle I found the water so enticing

Que je m’y suis baigné That I lingered there to bathe

Il y a longtemps que je t’aime I loved you once a long time ago

Jamais je ne t’oublierai.’* Never will I forget you.

Melisande grabbed the two edges of the curtain and thrust her head through to stare at him. Heughan stopped immediately. She took in his state of undress and retreated through the opening. He was shut out once more. He sang the second verse about the rejected lover whose flowers wilted.

Melisande snapped back through again and demanded, “Do you even know what you are saying?”

“Of course,” said Heughan with confidence. “It’s the song of a broken-hearted man who has lost his love, whom he has loved for a long, long time and yet can’t forget.”

“Well, aren’t you the surprise romantic? What else are you hiding, I wonder? No. Don’t bother to impress me. I feel certain you would only disappoint.”

“If you don’t let me try, how will either of us ever know? Although,” he couldn’t resist adding, “It does seem unfair that a lady would reject a poor man simply because he gave her the wrong flowers. It was an honest mistake.”

Melisande closed the curtain on him. Heughan laughed to himself under his breath. He sang the third verse, slowly.

Melisande was quite taken aback.

“Who taught you this song?” she asked, her voice muffled from behind the curtain. “It was Roddy, wasn’t it?” she answered for him. “Did he tell you what it really means? I bet he did!” She muttered a few curses that weren’t quite subdued by the curtains.

She was correct. The Spaniard had taught the melody to Heughan a long, long time ago. Heughan thought the song was befitting to the subject. It contained layers of meaning and subtle complexities. On the face of it, simply a lovesick ballad, underneath it was redolent with sexual innuendo. He realised belatedly that he had not thought to ask Roddy who had composed such calculated poetry.

Heughan decided to move a little closer. Quietly, stealthily, he crept across the room towards the bed, taking care to keep out of stabbing length of the curtains, just to be on the safe side. He lowered his voice to a barely audible whisper, it was all that was needed now, and sang the final verse, completing the seduction,


*Translation



’Je voudrais que la rose I would that the rose

Fût encore au rosier would blossom once more

Et que ma douce amie And that my sweet friend

Fût encore à m’aimer would be my lover o’er

Il y a longtemps que je t’aime I loved you once a long time ago

Jamais je ne t’oublierai.’ Never will I forget you.

He hoped that Roddy had given him good counsel and that he had chosen correctly. From the wrapping of his cloak, he took a strange white flower spike cut earlier from Melisande’s garden and put it on the floor by the bed, before retreating a few paces. She opened the curtains more slowly this time and parted them further. She had undressed too and was wearing a gown of some translucent material. It covered her nakedness without concealing it. Her body shimmered with myriad flickering lights reflected in the cloth. Heughan could clearly discern the outline of her breasts and the erectness of her nipples.

He was immediately and intensely aroused. His faded serge shirt barely covered him and disguised nothing, revealed instead the arrogance in his blue eyes. She looked from him to the proffered flower and back again, taking in his erection.

“And you once wondered why a lady would have need of more than one dress,” she teased, shaking with laughter. She slow-handclapped him, “Oh well done, that was some performance. I am quite seduced.” She put the back of her hand to her forehead and swooned backwards onto the groaning bed.

Heughan didn’t move, so she was forced to spoil the dramatic effect by kneeling up again to look at him. He smiled his lazy smile, one forefinger resting on his lower lip and said, “Ask me.”

He saw her fierce eyes and for a nasty moment, thought he had overdone it.

She inhaled long and deep, breathing in the fragrance of the tuberose which was fast filling the room. It was a strange smell, reminiscent of rotting corpses, with an underlying sweetness which was overpowering. Melisande darted the tip of her tongue round her lips, parting them and moistening them. As Heughan watched, she plunged both her hands between her legs, cupping herself, mounding her palms between her thighs. The thin fabric of her shift was trapped and stretched taut. Her full breasts strained to escape as she knelt up high and arched her back, thrusting them forwards.

“Come to bed, Lord of the May,” she whispered breathily.


* * *

In the languor of the aftermath, Heughan stroked the tattooed symbols encircling her waist and debated whether to ask her about them. He recognised certain ones, last glimpsed on the maps he had loved so much as a child. Elusive memory whirled, eddied and was whisked away on the current of time. He watched it float away to the dark edges, where the monsters still lurked.

He traced the outline of a star on her inked girdle with one finger. “What is this?”

She writhed under his touch, deciding how to answer. “My story,” she said. “We all need to know who we are and where we come from.”

Heughan kept his thoughts to himself, lying on his back, watching shadows collecting on the ceiling. In his mind, he heard the reedy echoing of music blown through foreign woods He saw the dancers’ naked feet twirl and stamp, looked into their veiled exotic eyes and watched them vanish with the susurration of wind on sand.

In Carlisle the northern wind breathed a harsher sibilance through the stones and Melisande nestled closer. She fitted comfortably, and he felt oddly at ease. Neither wanted to speak and break the moment, so they lay wrapped around each other, breathing together but thinking separate thoughts until they drifted into sleep.

Heughan woke when she moved; he felt cool air flow in to fill the warm space she left behind. He turned sleep-slowly to watch her flit to a dark niche and vanish. Curiosity slapped him into full alertness. He dressed quickly and followed, slipping behind a thick screening curtain. Heughan frowned at the blank wall facing him. He lit a candle from the embers of the fire and carried it over to the corner. It flickered in a slight draft. Heughan felt along the edges of the sandstone blocks but couldn’t find any gaps. There was a pattern of five dots carved into the wall. No doubt it was the work of a bored guard, worrying the stone with the sharp end of his dagger. Curious, though, that there should be a guard in a corner without a door. Heughan fitted his fingers into the pattern. To his surprise, he felt the stone give under the slight pressure of his hand. He pushed fully and a door swung open. The Castle was full of surprises.

He blew out the candle and slipped between and beyond where a spiral staircase led both upwards and down. Heughan put his back to the central column and slinked cautiously upwards, listening carefully. His skin rippled with the frisson of arousal. He shook it off. There was no doubt in his mind that the lady was doubly-dangerous. He wasn’t armed, apart from his dagger and his wits, but he was certain that Melisande was carrying the same weapons. Experience told him one at least was sharper. Perhaps the same wasn’t true of all her senses though, for as the staircase opened out onto the top of the tower, Melisande was revealed sitting with her back to him, gazing up at the night sky.

“Well Heughan,” she said, without bothering to turn round. “I see you found another of my secrets.”

He cursed himself for his complacency.

“Witch,” he said, stealing up behind and cloaking himself about her.

She sparkled with a half-smile and no denial. She was studying the stars, and Heughan’s curiosity was piqued by a book she held. It looked old to him; the uneven edges of the papers were well-thumbed. He glimpsed annotations and stained markings, writing in different hands and colours, some symbols that seemed familiar or perhaps merely half-remembered.

“What are you doing?” he asked her.

“Looking for answers,” she replied enigmatically.

“In the stars or in that?” asked Heughan, indicating the book.

“Both,” she said.

Heughan kissed the back of her neck. “Are you a fortune teller?” he asked lightly. “You promised to answer my questions. Is my future written in the heavens?”

She laughed gently and turned to pages in the book depicting concentric circles of naked women tethered to different stars. She stopped on a page where two fishes chased each other in the centre and then pointed to a forking collection of stars low on the horizon, two straight paths which merged into a single line. “That’s Perseus, the slayer of monsters, the quaestor who travelled to distant shores seeking adventure and exotic women, and found them both. A man of destiny.” She looked shrewdly sideways at him. He laughed at her blatant flattery. She pointed to a large square constellation to his right, “There is the noble steed, Pegasus, the winged horse for the hero.”

“So where are the exotic women?” Heughan asked, feigning wide-eyed innocence. She pointed at two zigzag lines of bright stars directly in front of them.

“Two?” Heughan asked with a raised eyebrow, and she slapped him playfully with the flat of her hand.

“In your dreams!”

“Not in yours?”

Melisande pointed to the lower of the two lines, “Andromeda, with the chained girdle about her waist.”

“Like you?” He felt her stiffen and knew that he had said something wrong.

“Waiting for a hero to rescue her? I don’t need rescuing,” she said bluntly.

Heughan cupped a hand over one of her breasts and stroked around it with the flat of his palm to distract her. He nuzzled her neck and said softly, “You can’t blame a man for trying.”

Suddenly, she was terse. "You want to know if the stars have meaning for you, but do you dare to face the answers you seek?

From a pouch in the back of the leather cover, she withdrew a thick deck of cards. “Arrange them as you wish,” she said, “and then pass them back to me.” He took the cards from her curiously, flicking through the brightly-painted images before handing the shuffled cards back to her.

She turned over the first card to reveal The Fool. He laughed. “Aye, a fool I am all right for agreeing to this nonsense.”

“The Fool is the seeker of truth – the querent,” she smoothed. “The man looking in the mirror represents someone who searches for an answer within himself. He is prepared to travel to find what he seeks, but mark the hare,” she pointed to the creature darting between The Fool’s feet, “Wisdom might trip him up.” She turned the next card.

Two of Wands. A card of decision, a card of location.

“The explorer seeks a new horizon. His boundaries are too small. Lands across the sea call to him, offer him more promise, more opportunity.”

He felt the thrill of excitement, sensing forbidden knowledge, an answer perhaps to the heresy which said the earth went around the sun. Was the earth truly round and not flat? He wanted to find where the edges of the map should lie, the tantalising blank spaces and the places where the monsters lurked. If the earth were round and there were no edges, perhaps there were no monsters after all. He was intrigued and looked enquiringly at Melisande.

“What opportunity?”

Nine of Pentacles. Material success for past efforts. A card for reassessment.

The centre coin showed a hawk. Melisande hesitated. Conflicted, she wondered what to tell Heughan. His own sigil was the pinioned hawk. The card showed that someone of influence constrained him. Did that mean her?

“Plans come to fruition. Life gets easier.”

“Can’t you be more specific?”

“If you are expecting absolutes,” she told him, “you will be disappointed, because I can only show you possibilities.”

Three of Pentacles. Building something lasting.

“Careful planning pays off. Build on strong foundations for the future.”

Heughan frowned at the familiar sight depicted in the image of the card. The coins reminded him of the gilded gingerbread, and of Nick Storey’s carvings in the Cathedral. Jolted, he realised they were the same trefoil images. He pondered if there was a coincidence.

The Two of Swords. Decisions about beliefs. Painful choices.

Heughan rubbed his hand over his face thoughtfully. Crossed swords protecting an eye and a heart. “Why all the flowers?” he asked, pointing at the rose motifs in each corner. “Are these women’s weapons?”

When Melisande finally answered, she had grown strangely quiet. “She hides her eyes. The eyes of a woman hold secrets. Secrets that others seek are deliberately withheld, so no one knows who to trust anymore. This is an important card for you. You will have to make a decision between two alternatives, and eventually, you will have to face what you fear.”

He folded his arms and hugged his hands under his armpits. “She hides her heart also. Masks it with ambiguity. A cross can be a show of strength, an unyielding border. Or the sign of ultimate sacrifice. She fools you into feeling pity, and you forget that she can scythe your head off with those two long swords. I say it’s for you. Always armed with sharpness.”

She smiled secretively. In that moment, she was so vulnerable his instinct was to pull her to him. Sometimes she seemed like two different women trapped in one body; light and shadow in the same place. Heughan considered what effect that might have on a person, musing what a brightly sunny Melisande might look like; it was a surprisingly attractive prospect. Perhaps the bitterness of her past experiences kept her turned inwards to the sorrowful dark. The longer he looked at her, the more overwhelmed he felt. Burdened with a sense of loneliness that didn’t quite belong to him, he wished, not for the first time, that they had remained in bed.

He shook the sparring thoughts away. With two swords his lady might be twice as desirable but was also doubly dangerous. He should never let himself forget that. Worse followed.

Ten of Swords. The card of betrayal.

“A man’s death. There’s a traitor in your midst.”

“Cecil,” Heughan said. “Roddy said 10 is Cecil’s number. Perhaps it’s he who dies. Or is he the betrayer?”

Melisande shook her head. “I see a man who looks across the seas to another horizon. Swords represent a fighting man. He is trapped betwixt two armies. See the pattern of waves made by the swords? He dies within view of safety but caught out by the sea.”

Heughan thought of Seamus and felt the guilt of his death afresh. “You show me the past. It is the future I seek.”

Melisande shook her head again. “This is the imminent future, not the past.” Heughan scrutinised the card intently, trying to resolve it into meaning.

“Traitor in our midst, you say? What did Mark A’Court want from Ross? Why did he come alone tonight?”

“He had papers to present for Truce Day. He wanted Ross to foul them and answer for hot trod. Ross won’t do it though. Not after last time. He won’t ride out against anyone unless he has a personal grudge or a vested interest.”

“So why the drama, if that’s all there is to it? You dressed up a dull message with a cloak of intrigue just to excite Roddy and draw him to you. What’s all the nonsense about four hundred men? What are they supposed to be fighting? Ross’s inertia? It would take a whole army!”

“Or just one very determined and ruthless man.”

“So you don’t really know for certain if there’s anything to be worried about?”

“Just one very determined and ruthless man.”

Heughan exhaled with a grunt of exasperation and ruffled a hand through his hair, sending his noisy, cluttered thoughts flapping into the night like bats disturbed from their roost. “We’ll have answers soon enough. One way or another.”

“You want me to tell your future or someone else’s? Last card, Heughan.”

The Tower. Sudden Change. Enlightenment.

Long tongues of flame licked into the night sky and falling figures plummeted downwards with outstretched arms. Meanwhile, two men escaped from the ruins, looking pleased with themselves. This time Heughan didn’t need Melisande to interpret for him. The meaning was immediately clear to him; resolution. The destruction of the Castle and Ross Middlemore’s power in Carlisle. He liked that idea immensely, and he said so out loud.

Melisande’s eyes glinted and she said flirtingly, “I told you that you tasted of sedition,” Heughan remembered.

One by one, Melisande began to pick up the cards and stow them away. “Come back to bed,” she offered to Heughan.

He nodded but didn’t make a move to follow her. He stood sentry alone, with his thoughts focused on a distant horizon where a weak light gathered strength. It looked suspicious to him. Sudden change? How quick was sudden?

His back was to her. She turned a card for herself that he couldn’t see.

Queen of Cups, reversed. A wronged woman. Never forgive. Never forget.

A card for her own element of water echoing the constellation of Cassiopeia she saw in the night sky now right in front of her. Frowning to herself, she thought some more about the present political situation. Perhaps this card wasn’t meant for her personally; it could also represent a queen overturned and an uncertain future. It was a neat conclusion. ‘An elegant solution,’ Rodrigues would say. As though he had arranged it.

It was also too much of a coincidence to be ignored. Like Cassiopeia, this queen was turned on her head, and the card reversed meant a deceitful person who was not to be trusted. Who though? Heughan? The thought sobered her and she shivered, turning back down the stairs to a bed grown cold with solitude. Warmth was a fist curled around the knife nestling under her pillow.

Heughan remained distracted by the strange lights. At this time of year, sometimes there were only a few hours of dark silence either side of the moon before the birds recommenced their paeans to the green man. It was a time of persistent skies filled with lingering grey brightness. It energised him and exhausted him by degrees. At first Heughan thought there was lightning out at sea. He strained to hear a faraway thunderclap but there was nothing. Strange luminescence lit the Solway Firth. Heughan watched entranced as rippling spires of light coloured the night sky purple and orange, like an ominously darkening sunset over the city.

Bursts of brightness showed the underside of gently curled clouds, the sparkle of stars revealed in softly dark sky strangely void of sound. Here at last was his needfire, his warning of impending doom. He inhaled with the calm satisfaction of a man who has anticipated the worst possible outcome and is pleased not to be disappointed. As waves of orange light washed the horizon, he searched for sight of tell-tale plumes of smoke that accompanied fire, sniffing the air for the smell of burning or gunpowder, anticipating the dull thud of cannon shaking his feet. There was only the silence of the dark riven by the compelling light. He frowned, confused. He was abruptly cold. He could feel his guts shrinking smaller to hide within him, yielding to his other self. The one who would be prepared to make a fight of it. The one who would face overwhelming odds, even such an enemy who could cause the whole night sky to burn.

The blood rushed in his ears. He heard the hooves pounding on the boggy turf, the snorting of horse breath, steaming sour grass into his face and leather harness scraping. The wind plucked his hair from behind his ears; he pushed it back with his sword hand, feeling the blood smear against his face, catching the metallic trickle at the edge of his mouth. The Lochmaben kirk and the hills ahead of him were burning; he saw once more the panicked silhouettes outlined against the flames, fleeing into the smoke which consumed them.

His legs were tired, muscle-hardened, shaking from the strain of keeping his horse turning. He urged the beast onto the sands. The sea was at his back, malevolent and heaving, trapping him. He felt a guilty rush of panic and fear; fear that chilled him to the bone…

Heughan collapsed with his back to the parapet, not trusting his legs to hold him at the great height. The dampness of the stones seeped into his spine. He stretched his hands out along the wall, spreading his fingers to grasp the crevices, anchoring himself as a tree spreads its roots. He watched the unnerving heavens, waiting for his ragged breath to calm.

Shouting at the postern gate drew his attention.

There was the sound of the Night Watch grunting as they struggled with the heavy wooden bars. A solitary rider in unfamiliar livery was admitted. Heughan peered around the parapet to see the rider walk his horse to the Barrack Stables. He braced for the sound of activity, expecting the garrison to be roused from their beds, hoping that Willie and his lads still inside the Castle wouldn’t be caught out. Long minutes passed. The night eased back into deeper stillness.

Slinking back down the tower staircase, Heughan felt as shaky as the young boy who had vomited up his burden of guilt into the sea. His heart hammered hard against his chest. Cold sweat beaded on his forehead and snaked down his neck, running down his back, a wet corpse finger scraping at his terror.

He fought against himself, fought to keep his head above the dark which threatened to drown him. The blood pounded in his ears. He panted in shallow breaths, focusing on the moment. Don’t think, he told himself. Just keep going, got to keep going…

He was past the door to Melisande’s chamber. He kept moving.

He could hear the roar of the bore, huge and massive, racing towards him. He saw Seamus mouthing empty words…

He edged round the bottom of Lady Mary’s Tower. There was someone waiting there. His mother’s eyes silently pleaded with him…

His sister screamed as she was torn away…

Willie punched him on the arm. “Whusht but you look like a wraith,” he said looking concerned. He grabbed Heughan’s chin and twisted his head sideways, the better to see the bite marks on the side of his neck. “So it’s true then? She’s a succubus and drained you of your vital fluids?”

Heughan grinned wanly. “Willie lad, you don’t know the half of it.”

“Aye, well you wait ’til you see whit I found out,” said Willie proudly, “it’ll bring some colour back to your cheeks.”

Heughan let Willie do all the talking, grateful for his trusting friendship that anchored him. He listened and let his breathing slow. Only when Willie showed Heughan the small jar and gold coin did he find himself ready to speak. He unstoppered the jar and shook out three black cherries into his palm, sniffing cautiously. He crushed one between his fingers and tasted the sweet, inky black juice with the tip of his tongue. Then he spat it quickly away. “Dwayberry, I reckon,” said Heughan seriously. “Could just be women’s medicine but it’s nasty all the same. Likely, she uses it for one of those potions she brews herself.” He stroked the twin-tailed mermaid, another symbol he remembered was also etched on Melisande’s waist, “Aye, don’t remind me; she’s a sleekit kelpie. You were right.”

Willie puffed himself up at the acknowledgement and wisely made no additional comment. He’d won his bet but at what cost? Heughan turned the gold coin over, looking at the worn markings and gave it back to Willie.

“Where did Melisande get gold like this?”

Willie shrugged. “It tastes real enough, but Hamish reckons it’s faerie gold. P’rhaps she brews it up with a potion? Is that her sort of magic?” he asked.

He was half hoping that Heughan would laugh, but the big man was quietly thoughtful. Worryingly so.

Heughan for his part was amused with Willie’s utter confidence in him. Willie genuinely expected Heughan to have everything figured out by breakfast. Heughan imagined him rolling home to his Jenny and his boys with a tale that began, “You’ll never guess what we found out last night…”

That was Willie’s little secret. He went in the straight lines of tamed domesticity. Walked to a problem. Walked away again. Home to his wife and back to Heughan. Out with the riders, in with the cattle, other people’s cattle. It was just a way of life. Take the money, back to Jenny, like the tide shuffling to and fro. Heughan neither envied Willie nor judged him. He had been his friend forever. How could he begrudged him his happiness, wherever, however he found it?

Where would he find his own happiness though? Somewhere where he could be free to make his own choices. At the helm of his own ship, following a star to the blurred lines. He was thinking about Roddy’s stories of Josef Moriscos and the magical book, the ‘Key of Solomon’. What if Melisande was her father’s best pupil? That might mean that her book could contain not only hidden maps and stars but more treacherous matters such as how to make poisons, or set the faeries to rob a man of his eyes in exchange for their gold. Heughan pulled himself up. He’d spent too much time listening to his superstitious lads! Then again, Melisande had interpreted the signs in the heavens for him, so perhaps she also knew the secrets of alchemy. Could a woman wield that much power? He doubted it. She felt softly yielding under him just the same as any other woman, and yet there was something indefinable about her. He didn’t want to believe that Melisande spoke with faeries. That would antagonise Willie to no end. There were too many questions and he needed his answers.

“Listen, Willie,” Heughan said with some urgency. “I saw a rider come in not so long since. Something’s going on. No, I don’t know what,” he said, anticipating Willie’s questions even as he opened his mouth to speak. “Here’s what we do. Find Hamish and tell him to ride out to Burgh and keep his eyes open. We’re looking for a party of some four hundred men. They might be together. They might be spread out. They’ll be somewhere between here and the Firth. Tell him to take care. He’s to come back and pass word to Roddy.”

Willie nodded.

“Get away now and take the lads as we planned. Bring Aluino and I’ll meet up with you after sun-up. At the sandbanks, the bend in the river; you know the place. James Stewart will have to take the same route to York regardless. I wouldn’t have thought the royal party would make an early start, especially since Mark A’Court stayed tonight in Carlisle. If they break off for the hunt, we should be able to intercept them somewhere along the way and drive them as easily as rounding up cattle.”

Willie grinned cheerfully. “Aye, and we’ve had plenty of practice.”

Heughan slapped him across the shoulders encouragingly. “Go on,” he said. “I’ve got to get back to bed.”

Willie was serious again, his eyes flicking to Heughan’s throat. “Aye, well mind yourself. She’s sleekit more than magical,” he warned as he slipped away into the contracting night.

Melisande the magical? Heughan smiled inwardly. She was the dark of the mirror, drawing him into her.




* * *

Long after cock crow the next day, Heughan was unaccustomedly still in a deliciously warm and very comfortable bed. He was in no hurry to move, luxuriating in Melisande’s sensuality. She eased out of the bed and left him softly snoring, giggling under her breath at his oddly masculine snickering. It reminded her that she had a horse with the heaves to look after. She threw on her working clothes and wooden pattens. A high-stepping palfrey pranced softly across Heughan’s dreams as she clip-clopped her way out of the room and faded out of earshot.

Bleary-eyed servants had risen before dawn. Many of them had not enjoyed the indulgence of sleep and were stumbling about at one with the dazed livestock constrained in the courtyard and waiting to be turned out to grazing.

Melisande was fretting over the horse, wondering if she should ask Rodrigues for his opinion. As she was about to lead the gelding out into the restorative fresh air, she spotted familiar small flowers in the strewn hay; heather and common bog grass, plus a few withered stems of rosemary from her herb garden, snagged on a nail with some long blonde hairs. She picked them up, rolling the leaves between her fingers to release the sharp, woody fragrance that stabbed at deeper memories. “Bastard,” she swore under her breath, now having a shrewd idea how Heughan had come to have dried grass lodged in his hair the previous night. Who told you to bring flowers? She couldn’t exactly define her feelings but was vaguely disappointed to discover that she was, after all, just another of Heughan’s casual romances.

Queen of Cups, reversed. A wronged woman.

Ah well, Mele, she reminded herself, if you want to play, you should sort out three things first: the rules, the stakes and the quitting time. Heughan, I think it’s about time you left.

Heughan was oblivious that he had just overstayed his welcome.

Breakfast was a mean affair, Heughan decided, after the extravagance of what had been offered the previous night. He was quite famished and had hoped there would be marmalade but all Melisande had to offer him was a common breakfast of sourdough rye bread and cold meat. He wolfed it down. Melisande didn’t even have time to banish him; he left in such a hurry.

Lettice spotted Heughan walking purposefully across the Ward towards the Gatehouse just as she was discretely emerging from the guest chamber in De Ireby’s Tower. She had spent a satisfactory night, for which she had been well-paid. Feeling pleased with herself as she crossed onto the outer staircase, she was about to wave to Heughan and catch his attention when he put his hand up. She thought he was signalling to her until he simply raked his hair back off his face. Her sharp eyes missed nothing and she saw the purpling mark on his neck, not quite hidden by his shirt. She stood back into the shadow of the doorway, silently watching with bright green eyes as he passed her by obliviously.

She sniffed in loud disapproval, smoothed her skirts and headed into town, to the market place where a certain young man who was good with his hands was likely to be buying something to sustain him on his way to the Cathedral and work. Lettice decided that it was high time her apprentice started to think of how much he was prepared to invest in his future, not just his breakfast. She had a sample of his work tucked into her bodice and he needed to answer a few questions about why he was carving fancy gingerbread designs for another woman. Her companion last night had been oddly concerned about the same matter. If Nick Storey had a satisfactory explanation, she would educate him as to what exactly his money could buy and how he could advance his position.









Chapter 13: Hangman Blind


Eden Valley

It being both Truce Day and market day, there was no difficulty in Heughan slipping out of the gate as a welter of traders pressed inwards and onto the Scots Road. Country women argued spiritedly with the clerk and guards collecting tolls on the gate for produce. Parties of burly men were already gathering in small clumps at the roadsides, preparing themselves to shoulder their way through in a show of masculine solidarity, waiting and judging the moment to do so when there was least risk of antagonising the red-faced, brawny women who could snap the necks of chickens with peremptory indifference. Bravado required delicate timing. No one wanted to cause offence. Every man was armed but all hoped the Truce Day peace would last until they were safe by their own firesides.

Heughan wended his way against the tide of humanity flowing into the city. He had passed the milestone at Rickerby before he was clear of bleating sheep, cackling geese, panniers of clucking chickens and the cacophony of farmers’ wives, all littering spoiled produce across the highway.

Glad of the solitude, he tramped along the lazy curves of the Eden to make his rendezvous in a grove beyond the sandbanks. Willie had brought up Aluino and with Heughan mounted and armed, the party of stern men set off.

By mid-morning when the Cathedral bells began to chime sonorously, commerce was brisk in a packed market place. Lowing cattle at the edge of the Greenmarket set up a tremendous din, which was augmented by the shouts and cries of the street traders. Self-important burghers of the eight guilds met in the Guildhall, with its brightly coloured flags and banners fluttering in the late spring breeze. Young apprentices accosted passing customers, encouraging them into the shuttered stalls of the solid houses which fronted the Market Square in a flaunting display of premium prosperity.

The Lanes by comparison were a criss-cross of mean gable-ends and narrow alleyways, shouldering for sunlight. Along Grape Lane, knots of people exchanged gossip and coin more furtively. Sally did a roaring trade, as always when happy men were flush with cash and eager to enjoy themselves. Rodrigues had barricaded himself in the counting house with his strong box, as was his normal routine. Only those who came to make deposits with him, either of coin or of information, were to be ushered into safeguarded secrecy, with the doors bolted tight behind them. Black Ned had been posted as a guard but found distractions surrounding him. When it became apparent that Rodrigues was not to be disturbed, he left him to his own devices and ambled off to find amusement elsewhere. Black Ned was a man of basic pleasures. If he wasn’t going to be able to knock a few heads together on Rodrigues’s account, he would pick his own fights.

Hawkers and peddlers touted for custom with noisy cries. There was the delighted hubbub of business being well-conducted; the normality of trade, the bartering and exchange of both legal and illicit merchandise.

By the time the bellman pushed his way through the crowds, swinging the clapper heavily and shouting ‘Oyez, oyez!’ the city was eager for fresh news. A thrum of anticipation went up when those closest to the steps realised that a royal herald accompanied the town crier. Neighbours standing shoulder to shoulder shushed one another to hear a proclamation read.

In a clear voice the herald began, “In the name of His most gracious Majesty, King James, burghers and citizens of Carlisle be advised that the late Marches and Borders of the two realms of England and Scotland are now at the heart of a united country. Those who have frequently and maliciously conspired to harry the governance of England and Scotland have disturbed the tranquillity of the nation and have failed in their obedience towards the king. Proclamation is to be made against all rebels and disorderly persons; no supply shall be given them, their wives or their bairns. That any person who does knowingly receive, harbour, comfort or succour a reiver is as guilty as if he himself bore arms.”

The herald paused for dramatic effect. He didn’t expect the substantial crowd to start laughing.

“Och aye, is that all ye have to say for yoursen,” mocked a voice. “We’ve heard it all before from the good bishop of Glasgow. He didn’t leave anything out the last time, and I doubt you’ve any extra to add. We get it, we’re all cursed anyhow. Might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb.”

“Or forty head of cattle!” piped up another.

There were jocular outbursts and catcalling around the crowd. The herald was dumfounded. He wasn’t used to being made a laughing-stock. When there was a lull, he made a brave effort on carry on, “All those guilty of the foul and insolent outrages lately committed in the Borders are required to submit themselves to the mercy of His Majesty under penalty of being excluded from it for ever.”

There was a moment’s hush and then as one the crowd roared with angry voice. “He ain’t king here yet.”

The bellman found himself pulled backwards into the crowd, losing both his hat and bell as he was dragged down. Grasping hands reached for the herald, who clung to the pillar of the Carel Cross like a drowning man on a ship’s mast and shouted his final message.

“His Majesty commands the names of the Borders are no longer to be used.” Black Ned Storey in fighting mood was one of the first to reach him.

“Eat those words and fuck off back to Scotland, you miserable weasel shit!” he growled at the terrified herald.

“Aye, Ned!” cheered others behind him. “Make him a meal of it, for he looks like he’s about to lose the last one he had!”

They guffawed as Ned grabbed the proclamation and tore strips off it, shoving them roughly into the herald’s mouth. The man began to choke and turn blue.

“Turn him up!” they shouted as Ned hauled him upside down by his ankles and slapped him on the back until he vomited the parchment back up. The crowd were callously raucous and laughed at the spectacle.

“King, be damned!” shouted Ned to the crowd below him. “There’s no law here but reivers’ say.” The crowd cheered back with encouragement. “Right you are, Ned!”

Someone grabbed a hurdle from one of the cattle pens and passed it over the heads of the crowd to the steps. With cries of “Scrag him!” and “Royal arseholes!” ringing in his ears Ned bent the herald over the hurdle and pulled down his breeches, exposing his naked backside to the crowd. They roared their approval. Someone passed Ned a horse’s bridle, which he swung around his head.

“We’ll ne’er stop riding on the say-so of some arse, royal or not!” he shouted to a chorus of cheers as he whipped the leather straps across the herald’s buttocks. Other men clamoured for his attention, grabbing the bridle from him, keen to leave their own mark on the hapless herald.

Some wit called out, “Leave him to Buggerback Elliot,” and a scuffle broke out.

Soon there were pockets of men swinging and punching as they settled their own scores. Unsteady feet slithered on the cobbles and the dung as the scrum struggled to right itself. The unfortunate were kicked underfoot and had to crawl away through the cattle pens, trying to avoid a stamping.

Afterwards, no one could remember when, in the general mayhem, the soldiers had appeared or how they had managed to encircle the town centre without anyone raising the alarm. In the confusion of the melee, no one even noticed that the three city gates had been firmly shut. The trap had been closed.

Mark A’Court’s troops were trained, disciplined and ruthless. They were more than a match for the scrapping reivers and the fights were quickly subdued by the simple expediency of herding people together so densely packed that they didn’t have room to swing a punch and were rendered immobile. Pike men armed with wickedly sharp halberds as well as their long pikes held the shafts cross armed and fenced the crowds.

They pushed against the mass of humanity and forced a path for Mark A’Court, who clanked angrily through, two high spots of colour burning on his cheeks. When he reached Ned Storey, he smashed a straight-armed mailed fist into his nose, felling him with one blow. Ned crumpled in a mess of blood and crushed bone and was held on either side by two guards.

Mark A’Court pulled the barely conscious herald off the hurdle and signalled to another two guards. They hauled him away face down with his feet dragging across the cobbles but his dignity restored.

Mark A’Court stood on the uppermost step of the Carel Cross and spoke with the quiet confidence of one accustomed to being obeyed. The crowd was stilled.

"You would do well to think before you dare to defy a king, especially this one. There is no mercy here except through His Majesty’s divine intervention. Think on that and hear what I have to say. There is one king and one rule of law for the whole of the land. The Borders are no more. England and Scotland are no more, do you hear me? One country, one king, one law.

“You will, all of you, submit. The days of the riding surnames are over. Armstrongs and Grahams, Elliots, Johnstones or Maxwells, Kerrs, Moffats, Storeys, Tailors or Routledges, it matters not. Your names are no more. On the king’s authority, and on pain of death, their use is forbidden to you. Heidsmen submit yourselves to His Majesty’s justices and beg for his mercy or it will go hard with you, I promise.”

An upright burly man elbowed his way through the crowds and shouted defiantly at Mark A’Court. “What name am I supposed to use if not my own?”

He turned to the crowd, “Who can I be, if not me, not a Routledge?”

A cheer rippled through the crowd until the nearest pike man hit him on the forehead with the metal studded shaft of his weapon. Two others had him by the arms before his knees hit the ground.

Mark A’Court walked down the steps and grabbed his chin in his gloved hand, squeezing until he saw the man wince. He looked him in the eye, which was swelling shut and dripping clotted blood.

“Haul him up,” he said brusquely.

The two guards holding Adam Routledge pulled him to his feet, facing Mark A’Court. Adam squared himself and looked into Mark’s green eyes.

Mark kicked out suddenly and caught Adam between the legs. As was the Borders custom, Adam had put his money purse in his codpiece. The kick dislodged it and sent coins tumbling onto the cobbles. Adam crumpled between the guards.

“God, I hate the north,” complained Mark, straightening his tunic and wiping the toe of his boot on Adam’s prostrate figure. “It’s so bloody uncivilised.”

“You need to learn some manners,” he snarled at Adam and raised his eyes to look at the fractious crowd, “all of you.”

Adam struggled to rise again. Mark put his boot on Adam’s shoulder and pressed down, forcing Adam into the mire and offal of the street.

“Civilised people know to kneel in front of their betters,” he said. “You need to kneel. And then you need to beg for mercy. And if you do it quickly, I might be inclined to listen to you.” Mark kicked Adam hard in the stomach and he fell over on his side, retching.

“Does anyone else wants to protest?” Mark said. He was met with stony-faced silence.

On his signal, the pike men nearest the Cathedral lowered their weapons to make an opening. Other soldiers ran up around them and stood in a grim avenue. People were funnelled towards them as cattle driven to the Beeftub. The Captains began the long process of asking everyone their name and sifting through the crowd. The soldiers examined the shapes and colours of the patches on men’s jacks, though once they saw what was happening, most were swift enough to rip them away and throw them on the ground. No reiver wanted to be accused of betraying his allies and soon coloured rags were blowing everywhere in the wind, lifted onto the skeletal fingers of the trees around the Cathedral, causing them to bloom with sudden garishness.

One by one people, were turned this way or that. Some of the heidsmen owned to their names, though none so recklessly as Adam Routledge. They were taken to a waiting cart and bound hand and foot. Others were pushed roughly to one side. The soldiers jogged into a tight phalanx surrounding the cart and the other stumbling captives and marched decisively up Castle Street. There were muttered rumblings from the crowd, who followed at a suitable distance, lagging behind the procession. When they reached the moat, the cart rolled on alone over the drawbridge. The unhappy passengers craned their necks, stretching for a last glimpse of freedom and family.

The main force turned and barred passage for others, spreading themselves out in a line along the orchard boundary. The crowd hesitated, confused. Walking, shuffling and semi-conscious prisoners were prodded along the line to the Sorceries, each with their own personal guard who marched sternly behind them. Ned Storey was rattled but not subdued. He kept turning around to glare at his captor and received another thump every time for his troubles. Nick Storey ran along the outside palisade of pike men, shouting for his brother, who stared through him with unrecognising, dilated eyes.

Melisande was in Lady Mary’s Tower when the commotion below reached up to her window. One swift look had her running for the stairs. She didn’t pause until she reached the top and then peered cautiously over the edge. Looking down onto the ramparts below, she could see archers levelling from every slit and opening. Beyond the walls of the Inner Ward, commanding a view over both Battail Holme and the Sorceries, she could make out Ross and Mark A’Court. She kept crouched down, not wanting to alert them to her high vantage point.

Even from a distance, she could recognise a few familiar faces. She saw Jeffrie Nortbie, noticeable for his highly coloured headgear, trying to calm a distraught young man. She thought she saw a few of Heughan’s men in the crush but she couldn’t be sure. Desperately, she scanned the crowd for sight of Heughan, willing him not to be there. As they reached the curve of the walls, the soldiers fanned out along the banks of the river beyond the moat, each taking a man with him. Although this part of the river was a lazy ox bow, today it was in full spate; the influence of the high tide and the Solway bore. It heaved with swollen malevolence as an evil water serpent.

The captive men were cuffed and kicked to the ground, forced to kneel on the banks at the water’s edge. The Captain turned to look up at the battlements. Mark A’Court swept the entire scene with one hard look and nodded.

One after another, rippling along the line in a killing crescendo, the soldiers kicked the men into the water and stood on their backs, holding them under. Flailing arms turned the water into a frothing white maelstrom. Helpless friends and family screamed with despair, sobbing women shrieked above the shouting. It was all over in minutes. One by one, the soldiers stepped back, leaving a tide line of death along the sand.

The crowd still had some fight left in them and gathered themselves against the guards along the moat. Furious townsfolk turned and attacked with reiver ferocity. Desperately, they clawed, kicked, punched and butted. Those who had swords and daggers pulled them out and launched themselves into a birling assault.

Without warning, a whistling rain of death hailed down on them as flights of arrows soared high overhead and plunged to earth. People stampeded in all directions. Women screamed as they were trampled underfoot. Men fell where they stood, pierced through and pinned to the ground.

Nick Storey sat in the slump of defeat, rocking his body backwards and forwards, weeping as he looked along the river, vainly searching for a sign of his brother. His clever hands were cut to shribbons where he had tried to fend off the swords of friend and foe alike. Rough hands hauled him up and dragged him away.

Melisande watched with tears coursing down her face as the soldiers dragged survivors across the soft ground of Battail Home and flung them into open-sided hay carts, binding their hands to the timber rails. Only when the carts began to roll could she stir herself to action, stumbling over her skirts and knocking her head against the wall in her haste to get down the stairs.

The portcullis was down. Melisande was as much a prisoner as the hapless reivers. She paced for a while in the shadow of the Lady’s Walk, trying to clear her head and think straight. She caught herself asking what Heughan would do in the same circumstances. Bluff a way through? Probably. Fight his way out? Maybe, if he had to. What option was left to her? The one choice that always helped her to see clearly. She drew the cards quickly.

Two of Cups. The partnership card. Man, woman and the serpent. There was coercion at the heart of a contracted arrangement.

Nine of Swords. Imprisonment. Suspicion, fear and doubt. The card of bad dreams. Next to the cups, meaning relationship problems.

Death. Unequivocal.

She remounted the stairs to her rooms and watched the carts disappearing beyond Hangman’s Close. Her heart was leaden with the knowledge that the journey was one-way.


* * *

Lonely miles from anywhere, Heughan, Willie and the trusted few sat under the shelter of dark trees and waited. Heughan’s thoughts were elsewhere, and Willie watched him sideways as he whittled curlicues off a green stick. Heughan caught him out and, half-smiling, shook his head.

“We’re hanged men if we get this wrong, Willie lad,” he said.

Willie’s face cracked into a broad grin, “Och, is that all that’s troubling you? Nothing new,” he joked.

“Aye but I’ve never stolen a king before,” replied Heughan, “And your king at that.”

“He’s no more my king that he’s yourn,” said Willie hotly.

Heughan shook his head. “But you are Scots born and bred.”

“Och insults, is it now?” said Willie. “Well, I say that it’s not where you’re birthed that matters, for you have no say in that. Nor even is it where you live, for you may have no choice o’er that either, that makes you a man o’ the land. No, I reckon it’s where your heart truly lies. And mine is right here,” he said, driving the sharpened stick forcibly into the ground to make his point.

Heughan said nothing.

Willie looked again at him. “And I reckon your heart lies just above your sword hand at the moment.”

Heughan frowned as he looked down at his hand and back at Willie quizzically. Willie roared with laughter and slapped his thigh. “On your sleeve, you eejit!”

“Ah fuck off!” Heughan said and turned his back to him.

There was silence again in the greenwood, broken only by the strange popping noises of trees filling out with leaf and rising sap, the rustle of small animals burrowing and the more disturbing sounds of a twig cracking out of place or a bird screeching in alarmed flight.

The men sat lightly with their ears straining for the smallest indication that their quarry was close at hand. As the long minutes turned to hours and the day wore on, the doubt began to set in. Heughan got up to stretch his legs and scuffed at the new show of grass around the margins of the trees where the horses nibbled quietly.

“We should have brought Hamish,” he said in accusing tones to Willie.

Willie shrugged. It could have been a shrug of agreement or disagreement. Heughan couldn’t tell. He carried on talking, “Hamish could have ridden scout and tracked ahead.”

Willie shrugged again and fiddled with his hat. It was beginning to annoy Heughan. “Did no one hear back from Hamish before you set off?” he asked the group.

One by one the men looked at each other and shook their heads. “Did you see Roddy when you fetched my horse?” Heughan asked.

Willie shook his head. “Naw, we wus awa’ affy early this morn. Eleanor would nae disturb him, but she gave us bread and cheese. We had no time for more,” he said in disappointed tones.

His stomach growled at the memory of a meal eaten long ago. They were all hungry and irritable at this stage. Heughan didn’t mind for himself.

He looked up through the leafy canopy, seeking the sun on the meridian. It was behind the uppermost branches of the trees, and he just glimpsed a bright corona across the straight arm bough. He thought about the cards Melisande had showed him. She’d shown him The Fool. Was he being naïve? She’d warned the hare would trip him up. The hare was a creature of magic, like her. Two of Swords. What had she said? Difficult choices. His choice always boiled down to fight or surrender. He would never surrender while there was any fight at all left in him; never. Why should he believe a witch who disguised herself as a whore in plain apparel, telling him his future was linked to the turn of a card? He snorted with exasperation.

Rodrigues had mused about a cull. Four hundred men sent to Carlisle to cull. In a flash of inspiration, he realised that it wasn’t just the Borderers James Stewart was concerned with; it was the border. If James were king of a united kingdom, there would be no border. But to get rid of the border, James would first have to rid himself of the Borderers. Fear twisted low in Heughan’s gut. Ten of Swords. Stabbed in the back. He had walked out of the city today as the rest of the reiving community walked in. They would be trapped within the walls just like the Maxwells had been in Lockerbie. He felt the sickness, knew he was right, knew he was already too late. They had been betrayed by a traitor in their midst.

“Take the lads, Willie,” Heughan said quietly. “Go back but watch out for yourselves. There’s treachery here.”

Willie muttered about ‘sleekit witches’ under his breath.

“Aye, maybe,” Heughan said noncommittally. “Lay low and wait for me, mind. Don’t do anything mad.”

“Noo jist haud on!” said Willie indignantly. “If you ken I’ll leave you here by yoursen, I’ll gie ye a skelpit lug!”

Heughan smiled at the thought of Willie trying to box his ears but shook his head. “Willie, I should go on to York. With or without a hostage, we had a deal to do.” Willie looked sceptical.

“Least said the better,” said Heughan cryptically. “I’ll tell you about it later. Right now I need you to get back to Carlisle and find Roddy. I’ll be back in a day or two.” He put his foot in Aluino’s stirrup and swung himself up.

“Aye, well, gie it laldy and haste ye back,” said Willie grumpily and slapped Aluino on the rump.

He watched Heughan ride away through the trees until he was just a speck in the distance before he mounted and turned back to the city with the rest of the men.




* * *

Secluded in his counting house, Rodrigues had been perusing the contents of his latest interception and a matter which commanded his full attention. He had been so immersed in his scrutiny that he noticed too late the lack of sound. He emerged onto a Grape Lane strangely deserted. Cautiously, he went by the back lanes to Sally’s. Here too was a pocket of survivors who had been saved by their sinning. Melisande would say that God had a warped sense of humour, he thought.

He walked briskly across the Market Square, certain that he had sufficient influential protection to armour him should he need it. He carried both sword and dagger but no one challenged him. Perhaps they already knew to leave him alone.

Once inside the Guildhall, as a respected member of the Merchants, he made his opinions heard; he himself offered to lead a delegation to the Castle. He held little hope of an audience but wanted to try. He knew that Heughan ought to be well away from the trouble, hopefully out of sight and, therefore, out of mind. He wasn’t sure he could count on the same security for Melisande. Trouble swarmed around her like flies round a honey trap.

While the diplomatic envoy from the city sought an audience with Mark A’Court, the last act of the day was being played out elsewhere. Jeffrie Nortbie had followed the carts to Harraby Hill along with a few other dignitaries who felt secure enough in their civic rank to risk further confrontation. They offered reparation. They offered forfeiture. They offered to stand surety.

The Captain shook his head and repeated in a monotone, “Orders is orders.” There were few spectators to the day’s end.

One by one, the captives were strung up and turned off the cart. As the sun began to set in eerie silence, those still able to walk turned back to the city and trudged home, burdened with heavy hearts and sombre thoughts.

The Harraby high jig was an ugly dance. Most had died an agonising death of slow strangulation. Geordie Nixon had helped hasten a lucky few by pulling on their legs. Nick Storey hadn’t been one of them.

A rough wind picked up from the north, causing the hempen ropes to creak and twist, turning his lifeless eyes to the Cathedral he had helped to build. His blackened tongue thrust from his mouth, a heinous parody of the gargoyles he had carved on the buttresses.

The party of guards remaining at Harraby watched the dead twirl in dizzy spirals.

The sun was low behind the tower, collapsing crimson into the west, when Rodrigues finally gained admittance to the Castle. Ross was furious at being out-manoeuvred. He expressed regret but was otherwise unapologetic. Rodrigues came away from the encounter frustrated. The only concession granted to him was permission to gather up the dead for burial. Having conferred briefly amongst themselves, the members of the guilds dispersed for the night, unable to do more until the next day.

Rodrigues sought a private audience with Melisande.

She admitted him and sent Sorcha away. As soon as they were alone, she rushed at him like a frightened child and hugged him tightly.

“Is Heughan safe?” she blurted out.

Rodrigues took her at arm’s length and looked at her in surprise.

“Mele, what is this?” he asked. “When did Heughan become your concern?”

She coloured slightly, her beseeching eyes the colour of heavy rainclouds threatening to spill.

He kissed her cheek and felt the track of a solitary tear rush down to meet his face. “Poor little peacock,” he said pityingly, shaking his head. “A fish and a bird may fall in love, but where would they build a home?”

She pushed him away from her and brushed at her eyes and nose, sniffing loudly. “I saw it all, Roddy,” she said softly, shaking her head, “so many dead.”

He came up behind her and pinioned her arms. “Yes, but he is not one of them.”

He felt her stiffen and then soften beneath his hands. She shrugged him off, and he let her walk away.

After a few moments, he said, “There are too many dead, Mele. I will need your help.”

She turned around and looked quizzically at him. Her eyes widened with realisation, “Women too?” she asked.

Rodrigues pursed his mouth and nodded, “Worse.” She looked at him in disbelief.

He gritted his teeth and nodded. “Big enough to sit a horse……”

“They hanged children?” she covered her mouth as soon as she said it, wanting to take back the awful words. She crumpled into the outstretched arms of a large oaken chair.

Rodrigues didn’t answer immediately. “The guilds will organise the collection of the bodies,” he said. “The prior will help, but we will need somewhere to lay them out until they can be identified. And we will need help to make some of them presentable,” he added as a request. “Out of mercy, it is the least we can do.”

Melisande remained quiet, rocking back and forth.

Rodrigues was suddenly sharp with her. “Yes, I know it is my belief, not yours. But you will help me to bury the dead even if you won’t pray for them.”

Melisande looked at him with slate-hard eyes. “The dead hear no prayers,” she said.

“Stop it!” Rodrigues shouted at her. “I don’t want to spat with you. We have been over this so many times, and it always ends the same way. Sometimes we all have to make painful choices. Just stop playing the wronged woman, can’t you, and say you’ll help me this once?”

Melisande nodded imperceptibly but it was answer enough for Rodrigues.

After he had left, she pushed herself further into the chair’s embrace. How could she have misinterpreted Heughan’s cards so completely? She had assumed that he would have been asking about his own personal destiny whereas, she realised now, he had been asking about wider ambitions.

The Fool. She was the fool. It had never been about Heughan. It was the story of James Stewart, a man entangled with magic and learning.

Two of Wands. The man who has outgrown his world: James Stewart seeking to expand his borders and boundaries.

Nine of Pentacles. Success for past endeavours: the years of careful negotiation with Cecil finally paying off.

Three of Pentacles. Building something lasting, a realm, not just a single country.

Two of Swords. Crossed swords symbolising the Saltire cross of Scotland. A blind eye and a heart symbolising the secret deal done with England’s queen. Painful choices, a legacy that required the sacrifice of the border, the very thing that defined Scotland as separate from England.

Ten of Swords. Betrayal; of so many, the reivers, of those Scots and English nobles whose lands were in the Borders.

The Tower. Sudden change, so sudden she hadn’t seen it coming until it was too late.

Queen of Cups, reversed. A queen overturned; deceitfulness. Elizabeth had been betrayed by her own ministers. Her beloved England, her people, all lost. James Stewart would be king of them all.









Chapter 14: Gunpowder, Treason and Plot


Border Ridge, Drover’s Trail

No birds sang as Heughan rode past parched river beds, where only moss flowed freely over scattered branches and broken rocks. For a long hour, the rock-strewn path climbed steadily upwards in silence. Heughan loosed the reins and let the horse pick his own way. They both knew the Thief Road well and had smuggled cattle along it many times. Hooves struck rhythmically across shale. Shards slid in all directions with the sharp cracking sound of breaking pottery.

When the climb became too steep, Heughan dismounted to lead the horse cautiously over the upland marsh. Wiry sheep moved aside for them with disinterest, fading in and out of the uneven landscape. Heughan pressed on, making for a shieling he knew to nestle in the leeward crest of the hill. As the mist and drizzle combined forces to produce a sloping curtain of rain, he picked up the pace anew.

At last he reached the rough wood shanty and lifted the firm bar from its latch to lead Aluino inside. The hut was a summer refuge for the mountain shepherds, and there remained a small amount of sweet hay. Heughan was glad that there would be both fodder for his horse and a place for him to rest in relative comfort. He unsaddled Aluino and let him feed before pulling off his boots and stuffing them with straw to help remove the worst of the dampness from the leather.

Mindful of the need for concealment, Heughan forbad himself the comfort of even a small hearth. He made do with some brown bread and leathery sheep’s milk cheese from his pack before settling down in the straw for the night.


* * *

The solidity of Newcastle made James feel more comfortable with his surroundings. His injured shoulder ached and the journey by carriage had been far from pleasant. He was glad to rest and gather his men to him, sharing a cup of Malmsey wine with them.

Mark was engaging in a discrete conference with George Home, Master of the King’s Wardrobe, when James asked for an account of what had happened at Carlisle. He smiled as Mark described how he had manoeuvred around Ambrose Middlemore. Even in Newcastle, the man’s avarice was remarked upon.

“So it’s all true what they say about Middlemore?” James asked.

“That he’s a shallow, venal man, lacking in morals, Highness? Yes,” replied Mark A’Court.

“Oh well, I wouldn’t hold that against him,” smirked James. “I like shallow men,” winking to the page as he passed his wine-cup for refilling. The young man laughed nervously.

“And the witch?” he continued.

“Witch, Highness?” replied Mark.

“Don’t play games with me, Mark,” reproached James, waggling an elegant finger at him. “Did you find me a witch?” he asked, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.

“Highness, I know this is something of a personal interest…” Mark began.

James interrupted him, “Personal? Is God’s work personal?”

Mark A’Court knew when to hold his tongue and bowed submissively.

“Did I ask to be king?” James continued stoutly. “I have been placed here by divine will. Years of entreaty, a throne not mine, a murdered mother…” he reached out for the nearest hand to steady himself, overcome with emotion.

Mark noticed the accommodating page ease to the king’s side to hold his hand tenderly. He murmured soft assurances, exchanging sympathetic, sidelong glances. He had a whore’s cunning eyes that slipped and slid before they once alighted. Then they would flit away again slyly as a blowfly on a sheep’s carcass.

Not for the first time, Mark found himself speculating how many of the rumours of intimate relations between the two men were true. He disliked the king’s catamites and mentally planned how he was going to manage the situation. Perhaps he could persuade the London Court that their relationship was biblically more akin to the friendship of David and Jonathan than Sodom and Gomorrah. Perhaps not. Those seasoned courtiers, like Robert Carey, who had attended Elizabeth as well as James’s Scottish Court would know the truth. He could achieve damage limitation by doubling up the Scottish and English courtiers so they could spy on each other. Then he would have to eliminate the old guard; Carey, Ralegh and the others who knew too much. One problem at a time, he thought, his eyes on the king.

James, meantime, had found the strength to continue, “I have been ripped between Scotland and England, lectured by Presbyterians, bloody Presbyterians, I hate the dour bastards, Protestants, Puritans, Catholics and Jesuits, who are just puritanical papists, and I say enough of it. No man has suffered more than I,” he said, allowing his head to droop.

Mark nearly clapped at the pitiful piece of theatre and caught himself just in time. James held the rapt attention of all the other men. Only George Home winked at Mark and rolled his eyes to show what he thought. Mark sighed to himself. He wondered why the king felt the need for these affectations of manner. He was a shrewd and clever man but did so seem to enjoy the drama of an audience.

The king was speaking again, “God has raised me high, like Job after his tribulations, and I know what I have to do. I have to bring His holy word to the land. Unite the land. One people; one king. One law; God’s law,” he shrugged. “My law. It’s all the same.”

Mark A’Court ignored the garrulous speech and bowed, “As you say, Highness.”

James looked sternly at him.

“Come, come now,” he chided. “See here, today I have been given one thousand pounds as a loan from the good people of York,” he gestured to a money chest, iron-bound and padlocked. “One thousand pounds mark you, from a town that alleges it is ‘very poor’, in the words of Alderman Askwith.”

He turned to the quiet man, astutely observing from the corner. “Whit do ye say, George? Can ye procure me princely raiment now?”

Mark raised his eyebrows just a fraction but George Home had already perceived what being asked. “Highness, I shall be happy to have the management of it, but I fear it will put my young page Robin Kerr out on the street if he does not have Your Highness’s stockings to darn.”

The King looked at the young man serving him wine with assiduous attention as though he had noticed him for the first time. He smiled unevenly. "I’ve had the loan of his stockings before now when the Duke of Rohan came calling. Perhaps we will both be better suited elsewhere. If Robin has other talents, we can find another role for him in our household. He can’t use that rough border name any more though, George, I won’t have hoodlums around me.

“I would be magnanimous and there will be no more frugality. Manage this small thing I ask of you, and you shall not find me ungrateful. If you cover me well, I might even put you in charge of the Exchequer when we reach Whitehall,” James teased.

“Your Highness is generous to a fault,” Home bowed gratefully.

“The people all shall know of my generosity,” James said brightly. “Let it be known that it is our wish that all prisoners except those held for treason and murder are to be released immediately.”

“Highness?” rumbled Mark.

“No, Mark, leave the Borders scum where they are. You can deal with them at your leisure. They offend me. They love me not, any more than the papists do. Make sure the papists stay in gaol too,” he added as an afterthought.

“Your Highness could exercise some leniency,” Mark suggested tentatively.

James cut him off, waving a sheaf of papers in a clenched fist.

"Nae, nae, good faith we have no need of the papists now. Absolutely not. Do ye know whit these are? Petitions requesting reforms; petitions requesting me to root out evil, to cleanse the corruption. I will write to the Privy Council and ask that they announce it is my earliest intention to hold Parliament at Westminster.

“In the meantime, you can write to Cecil and tell him that the funeral can take place before I arrive at Whitehall Palace. I’ve seen enough mourning to last me a lifetime.”

He shuddered at a childhood memory. Himself as a small boy trapped between the cold, immoveable palms of death, black sheets pinning him mercilessly to a bed of nightmares. He was constantly haunted by whey-faced women.

First, there had been Elizabeth the Glorious, she of the Byzantine leaden countenance. Sweet cousin, his terrifying cousin, whose sneering disapprobation of him reached out across her letters, her borders and even at last, her death. Then there was his mother. He had no recollections of her; he’d been much too young when he had been taken from her. She lived only in his imaginings, her ghost pale face floating transiently across the slit of sky between wakefulness and sleep wherever he couldn’t screw his eyes quite tight shut to keep her out. Finally, there was his wife; an empty head in an empty bed.

Bloody women. Full of sinfulness, for which he was made to suffer and remember. Those bastard Presbyterians determined he wouldn’t have any sympathy for his mother and the old religion. Relentless George Buchanan, bully and tutor, who had hectored him from a young age with the five doctrines of grace: first tenet, we are all totally depraved. He had the right of it.

George Buchanan, chief tormentor, whipping his back and buttocks, softening the ground to plant the tulip of Calvinism: first and foremost, the people are unlikely of their own inclination to love God…

“The people love me, Mark. Did you no’ see the unalloyed delight in the faces of the welcoming crowds? I must show that I am a king who has English interests at heart, not just those of Scotland.”

Second tenet, unconditional election…

“I must consolidate from London and show that I am a king for all people, for the relief of everyone’s grievances. We must be united.”

“But the Borders, Highness,” Mark A’Court tried again.

Third tenet, limited atonement. Not all can be saved…

James rounded angrily on him, “I don’t give a turd for the Borders. Miserable, ill-begotten place, full of miserable, ill-begotten misfits. They can all burn in hell!”

He paused, breathing zealously.

Fourth tenet, irresistible call. Bring the sheep into the fold…

“Find me the witch, Mark. There has to be wummin’s heretic meddling somewhere behind all of this. Nothing but the wickedness of wummin could persuade good men away from the fear of God and the love of their king. I have heard tell of a Borderers’ witch. Find her. Get Middlemore to help you. Find her and burn her.”

James relaxed and smiled, calm once more.

Fifth tenet, perseverance of the saints. Eternal security…

“Then we shall be at peace.”




* * *

If the Borders weather had had any decency, it would have rained a steady grey sleet for the next week. As it was, the next morning the sun rose just the same and mocked the day by blazing brilliantly in a blue sky.

The death carts were heavily burdened as they rolled over the drawbridge and through the raised portcullis. They brought the bodies to the West Tower and hurried them into the old dungeons, where it was suitably cold.

Rodrigues brought with him the Poor Clare nuns and their Minoress. It was an astute choice on his part; as a contemplative order, they had nothing to say to Melisande and so they managed to work alongside each other in the spirit of a truce. Melisande was able to supply them with the herbs, salves and linens that they needed for their grisly mercies.

Then the women had come for their kin and acknowledged their own. Every sad reunion cut Melisande with a pain that was physical.

At the end of an interminably long day, there were just the two of them left to bear witness to the scale of the tragedy. Melisande lifted the shroud to look at the cold corpse face. The stranger stared back, as though he expected her to recollect him. She lifted the cloth further. The man was dressed in the rough jack of a reiver. Tears burned behind her eyes. It could have been Heughan, if she hadn’t been in such a hurry to turn him out of her bed.

The thought chilled her. She had believed that Heughan had come to her of his own choice, but what if he had been sent? What if someone had intended for them to be found together? It would have made his capture so much easier, and she would have been humiliated, perhaps even implicated. She gnawed at her thumbnail, recollecting the sequence of events at dinner. It had been Ross who had acquiesced to the request for dancing, Ross who had granted Heughan’s suggestion. After she had given Heughan the slip, she had lingered a while in her servant’s disguise, eavesdropping while Mark A’Court discussed matters of state with Ross, before he had waved her away. In spite of her snooping, she hadn’t heard the end of their conversation and couldn’t be certain whether either or both of them had colluded to trap Heughan or whether they had used her as the bait.

She thought then of the song with which Heughan had seduced her, the flowers that he had brought to her. Only one person knew her in such detail; Rodrigues. She could scarcely believe that he would use her as a means to bring down his own heidsman. Then she recalled his mockery of her when she had asked after Heughan, realising with a start that Rodrigues had been as surprised by her reaction as she was herself.

She wondered where Heughan had vanished to. He had a knack for eluding trouble, except when it came in the form of a buxom wench. She remembered the small flowers she had picked from his hair, the rosemary she had found misplaced in the hay barn. She was fairly certain now that Heughan had been passing the time playing ‘tickle my pickle’ with some obliging piece of skirt, probably Lettice. Melisande had to ask herself was that before he had spent the night in her bed; or was it both before and afterwards?

The Chariot. Pulled apart in different directions. A man who turns his back to pursue his own desires.

Looking back with fresh eyes, she could see that perhaps she had misinterpreted. If she wasn’t the object of his affections after all, she had been as much deceived by him as he had by her. She hated to think herself so stupid.

Heughan had turned his back on the city? That must have been why Rodrigues was so certain that he was safe, he knew where he was. They had planned this deception from the beginning. She wondered if Heughan’s men would have such a high opinion of him if they thought that he had knowingly abandoned them to their fates. She looked at the corpse in front of her and felt a flicker of pity. She didn’t know the man. No one seemed to know him. Moreover, no one seemed to care. He was just one anonymous man; a nameless man.

That jarred with her. The atrocious evil had begun with men being denied their own names. It wasn’t right that this man should lack his.

Curiously, she started to look more closely at him, trying to pick up some small clue as to his identity or his life. She stopped herself. She didn’t need to pursue the matter any further. The man was a reiver. How many of the women she had seen today had suffered from him and his kind? She poked a finger into his lifeless chest.

“Bastard,” she said.

She looked at her finger and frowned. He had bled. After she turned him onto his side, it took her a while to find the slim knife wound beneath the ribs where even his jack, damp and rimed with salt, could not protect him. She looked at his neck tentatively. It was bruised but there was no rope mark, so he hadn’t been hanged. He was badly bruised about the face. When she looked closely, she thought she could make out the impression of a hand across his mouth and nose. She fitted her own hand into the purplish palm. A man’s hand, she thought, much larger than her own. Was that the mark of a ring, a thumb? Perhaps if she could find out, she would be able to give a better account of him if anyone came to claim him. Rodrigues wanted her to believe that the man would be giving an account of himself to his creator. She dismissed his belief scornfully. He was a godly fool.

She thought of Rodrigues. She would be able to find some proof to settle one of their old arguments and show him that the man’s soul wasn’t in his body at all. Whoever this reiver had been in life, he wasn’t a tall man in death. She reckoned that she could manage him by herself. The old dungeons weren’t often used; not since the last reiver escape, back when she had still been saddled with a husband. Was it really so long ago?

Everyone knew her story. Ross had been beyond the Debatable Lands, negotiating with James’s intermediaries from the Scottish Court during the Truce Day that saw his son Walter capture the infamous Kinmount Willie Armstrong. Walter and the English Warden, Lord Scrope, brother-in-law to Robert Carey, had imprisoned the Scottish reiver in Carlisle Castle, against the strict observances of Truce Days. As far as reivers on both sides of the Debatable Lands were concerned, that was unpardonable behaviour. Walter Scott, the ‘Bold Buccleuch’, Keeper of Liddesdale, on whose lands the arrest had been made, protested impotently to the English Warden. When Scrope refused to release Armstrong, the Bold Buccleuch himself had led a daring raid on Carlisle Castle. No one quite knew how but a party of men secretly entered the Castle, rescued their compatriots and escaped across the river by the water gate at the West Tower. There had been only one death. No one spoke of it, and no one acknowledged it, even after all this time. The whisper was that Walter Middlemore had been singled out for reiver revenge. When the Scots had completed their rescue, they had unceremoniously tossed him to his death from the ramparts.

Ross had returned to find his son and heir dead, his prisoner gone and the full ire of the queen turned upon him. James Stewart hadn’t escaped entirely unscathed either, since the queen had wanted his assurance that he hadn’t sanctioned the whole episode in an attempt to foment border discord. He had blithely blamed Ross in order to exonerate himself. Ross’s alibi was more treasonous than other explanations, and so he was forced to suffer both the wrath of the queen and the ridicule of the Scottish Lord Wardens. As a further insult, the ballad singers didn’t even mention him.

When the queen’s temper had cooled enough to listen to reason, Cecil had counselled her to recall both Scrope and Carey to Westminster and keep them under closer scrutiny. In a final twist of irony, she promoted Ross to the very position he had been trying to negotiate from James.

Ross’s success had soured for him and he was sworn to bitter revenge. He harboured an irrational suspicion that Melisande was implicated in the plot and had contrived to let the raiders into the Castle through the postern gate. He had no proof of her treason but had promised himself that if he ever found it, he would strangle her himself and then enjoy her lingering death as she burnt at the stake.

Disused for nearly a decade, the crumbling West Tower was now a slowly subsiding labyrinth of cold, damp dungeon cellars, the driest of which was useful only for storing wine. And as long as no one came looking for either of them, Melisande knew she would be undisturbed. For the final time that day, she rolled up her sleeves to drag the dead away.




* * *

Nothing stirred on the mountain until the first tinge of pale dawn brightness filtered through the rain-polished slats and woke Heughan. He winced as he stretched, testing the overnight stiffness of his back, and grunted uncomfortably as a few muscles objected to the exertion. Aluino did likewise. Rubbing a hand over the back of his head, Heughan yawned himself awake.

The day was more amenable to travel. Heughan found himself amidst verdant woodlands, pastures and fields. He judged that he was still a good day away from York. The country was growing richer as he rode south. Here and there he glimpsed fine brick houses with elaborate chimneys cresting mullioned windows and fish-scale roofs. He kept to the outskirts of farms and villages, not wanting to draw attention to himself.

Seated on a ridge overlooking the far-distant town of Topcliffe, he marvelled at the great white horse carved into the hillside. He patted Aluino’s neck and grinned to himself, taking it as a good omen. However, once into the fertile countryside of the Vale of York, Heughan found his progress slowed by James’s court entourage.

Despite the orders for officials to remain at their posts, courtiers continued to stream both north and south to petition the royal progress. People had quickly discovered that payment to one of James’s favourites was all that was required to secure a knighthood or other honours.

For a man who had once been so poor that he had been forced to borrow stockings from his servant in order to make himself presentable to a visiting diplomat, James was suddenly and delightedly flush with new found wealth. En route from Newcastle, he had paused from his pursuit of the hunt just long enough to write to the Privy Council, requesting them to send Elizabeth’s possessions into Scotland for his queen. He wanted to make sure that his wife Anne was regally equipped for her journey south in a manner befitting the consort of the divine king he had become.

In every small village, traffic clogged the routes in and out, growing ever heavier as Heughan drew nearer to York. The roads were thronged with anxious men burdened with heavy purses, keen to strike a bargain.

Sir John Fortesque, Keeper of the Great Wardrobe, cited this as the main reason in his reply refusing James’s request. Mark A’Court knew that secretly the Councillors still regarded Scotland as a foreign and potentially hostile country. Sir John was a wily old fox who would want to ensure that James would be offered the crown with conditions attached. George Home would be much more amenable and Mark approved James’s choice. The king, for all his faults, was a shrewd judge of a man’s character and motivation.

James was at Topcliffe when he received the news that the Council refused him. He was doubly angered when they announced they would meet him at York rather than at Burghley House, as he had originally suggested. He was in acid mood when he summoned Mark A’Court to him.

“Write this to the miserable misers of the dung hill,” he instructed.

“To our trusted and well-beloved Councillors, our Keeper of our Great Seal of England, our High Treasurer of England, our Admiral of England, and our Principal Secretary, for the time being,” he paused as his cleric chuckled darkly.

“Highness, do you not think that you are taking the gilt off the gingerbread,” Mark A’Court suggested.

“I would make it perfectly plain,” sneered James. “I want those miserable little men to squirm and writhe beneath me like the worms they are. Do they think themselves so secure in their tenure that they can refuse me? I’ll have their jobs, and then I’ll have their backsides. I’ll split the offices between the two nations and we’ll see who falls over themselves to gain preferment.” He laughed and rubbed his hands together gleefully. “I’ll make them jump. Come, Mark, let’s finish this letter and get on to York.”

York was indeed jumping. Lord Burghley had ordered the streets swept and the outsides of the houses painted. The scum had been swept up too, all the vagrants shipped out to Hull, drubbed into the militia bound for the Low Countries. By the time a tired and dusty Heughan eventually rode through Bootham Bar, he was amazed to see proud householders hanging their tapestries and painted cloths out of their windows. Looking down, he saw that Aluino was treading an interested path across herbs and rushes strewn across the cobbles. People shouted at him to ‘get the horse off the street’ and ‘clear up the dung’, so he was glad to make the shelter of the ‘Lamb and Lion’.

The small hostelry was wedged between the pallid roundness of the gatehouse and its larger and grander neighbours on High Petergate. With the great Minster looming over it, the inn sat shoulder to shoulder like a small fidgety child between two plump aunts, facing a disapproving parent. The tap room was warm with the fug of busy tongues and thirsty throats, and the underlying stink of something stale.

Heughan sniffed a couple of times, trying to place the smell. It reminded him vaguely of summer land clearances when the gorse was in full, bright incandescence. The smell here was similarly tinged with small deaths and recklessness. Tobacco it was, another of Ralegh’s lovely legacies. Few in Carlisle had ever heard of it, much less smoked it, but here in York people were well-mannered and easy, lacking the raw incivility that characterised the Debatable Lands. The king was disapproving; of tobacco, of Ralegh and of the Borders, and not necessarily in that order, thought Heughan. There was nothing for him to do now but wait.

He hadn’t meant to doze off but the room was warm and he was bone weary. He’d jerked himself awake once or twice before succumbing to the inevitable. A sharp kick to the soles of his feet woke him suddenly. I’m getting slow, he thought, staring blearily, trying to get his bearings in the unfamiliar room.

He focused on the kicker; a liveried soldier with a surly disposition. “Awa’ lad, what’s the problem?” The soldier appeared surprised, “You’re Scots?”

“Ach, no more than you are,” bantered Heughan, “but home’s away to the north, aye.”

“Oh, a Borderer,” said the soldier dismissively. “Here for the king?”

“Not today,” said Heughan ruefully.

“Are you staying or aren’t you?”

“What’s it to you, lad?” said Heughan. His manner was easy but he had started to tense.

“If you’re staying, you’ll need to hand over all your weapons. I’ve got my orders,” said the soldier pompously.

Heughan sized the fellow up and dismissed him of no consequence. He could drop him and be out of the door before anyone had even had the time to draw a blade against him. Bloody soft southerners, he thought, reaching lazily for the hilt of his sword as though he were going to hand it over. Someone put a restraining hand on his arm and a trencher in front of him.

“Nay, Master,” the tall stranger spoke with the flat vowels of a local man. “No need. See here, I have your food. Sup up and we’ll be on our way.”

He smiled warily at the soldier, “‘appen we can be out o’ t’ city afore dusk.”

The soldier looked between the two of them and walked away, with Heughan’s eyes boring into the back of him. His ally sat down with two cups of ale. Heughan kept his eyes down, watching the soldier sideways to make sure he really was going to leave them alone. He pretended to be interested in the food but wasn’t going to eat an unsolicited meal.

“Thanks, friend,” he said under his breath. “Do you have a name?”

“John Johnson,” the man replied so glibly that Heughan knew it for a lie.

“Call yourself whatever you wish. You’ve got my thanks all the same.”

“He said you were sharp,” John said, all trace of accent vanished. “‘As a dish of spurs’, I think was the exact phrase.”

Heughan eased back in the chair and appraised him. John was a dapper man, with a neat goatee beard. He reminded Heughan of Davy the Lady. I bet you’re a wicked little fighter too just the same, he thought. Bright eyes caught his own briefly, then darted away again. Heughan recognised the nervousness of the fugitive. “York makes you uncomfortable?” he asked.

John shook his head. “I was born and bred here. Went to school over yonder,” he said, jerking a thumb towards the Minster.

Heughan wondered what he wasn’t telling him.

As if reading his thoughts, John added, “Let’s just say that the fewer people who see me today, the better. I’ve been out of England for the past fourteen year’ or so; I’ve got other places I’d rather be and a liking to get there quickly.” He jabbed a finger at the trencher, “Eat up. You never know if it’s going to be your last meal.” He picked a small onion out of the stew and popped it into his mouth, chewing with relish. Heughan picked up the spoon to eat the rest.

“I hear you have some Spanish wine to sell. I trust you are keeping it away from the king’s party?”

“It’s safe,” Heughan mumbled through a mouth crammed with stew. He hadn’t realised he was famished and the food was good.

“You didn’t bring it with you?”

Heughan shook his head. “No. The roads are thronged and twenty-two barrels is a lot to move by horse alone. Better to use the waterways.”

John nodded approvingly.

“There’s a problem though,”Heughan lowered his voice; “Ralegh is energetic in his pursuits off the southern coast. Anything coming round the Lizard and through the Narrow Seas would be stopped and you’d as like lose your cargo. We could take it by cart as far as Berwick and then down the East coast with the coal, that’s less conspicuous, but there’s no guarantee that you won’t be bothered by pirates from the Low Countries anyway.”

John smirked. “Pirates are no bother to me,” he said airily, “neither the Dutch nor the Spanish.” The soldier had left to check on other households and the tap room had emptied. Heughan felt it safe enough to risk a more open conversation.

“So you know our mutual friends from Kinsale?” he hazarded.

John nodded briefly and dropped his voice, “Don Juan del Aguila was too quick to give up the fight. I never even had the chance to use my skills.”

“Which would be?”

John sat appraising Heughan, deciding how much to tell him. His eyes looked trustworthy, he decided. “I make petards, grenadoes and the like, mainly for tunnelling or making openings. I’m an engineer.”

Heughan looked at him with new respect. “Dangerous work if you get it wrong,” he said cautiously.

“I don’t,” said John without a boast. “That’s why I’m not troubled by either the Spanish or the Dutch. I’ve got friends on both sides.”

“You’re for hire,” Heughan said snidely, “like all bloody zealots.”

John laughed, unoffended by the comment. “He that serves God for rewards will serve the Devil for better wages. As a younger man, I lived in the shadow of the Church. It takes payment to break free; gold is easiest but it’s not the only way. Take your good friend, for example; once a soldier of God, now as keen on commerce as the rest of us, with many a lucrative business.” He raised his cup in a toast before swilling the remains of his ale in one gulp.

Heughan finished eating and belched loudly in appreciation. “You’re right, that was good. So now what?”

John rubbed his palms over his thighs, thinking and deciding. “Nothing as yet. The roads are still chock-a-block. We sit tight until James gets to Westminster. Time enough after that. I know how to get a message to you.”

Heughan was dismayed, “If the king reaches Westminster, it’s too late for us all. I need my money,” he said. “There’s been a lot of outlay. I owe people.”

“Easy, easy,” said John soothingly. “There’s more than one plan here. Speak to the Spaniard. He holds gold for me. He’ll see the debt paid once you deliver the wine.”

Heughan frowned. “But he lent me the money in the first place. Why would he do that if you had already made the deposit to him?”

John shrugged, “Up to his old mischief, I expect, ever a tricky one. It’s true what they say about him; he can’t see what his right hand is doing from his left. I think he’d rob God to pay the devil.” He barked a hard laugh, “In fact, I believe he once did just that.”

Heughan had more questions but a kerfuffle outside the inn drew their attention. A cart with a heavy load too big to pass through the gate had become trapped between the narrow shambles. A crowd had gathered, offering advice and abuse in equal measure. The carter belaboured the horse to pull through but the wooden cart scraped against the lathe and plaster walls of the overhanging buildings, gashing a dirty furrow.

Heughan caught the man’s hand as he went to hit the horse, “Do and you’ll have to pay someone to piss for you, because you’ll never have the use of that hand again.”

The carter scowled and dropped the switch.

“Where are you headed?” asked Heughan, peering beyond the man to the load. It was an elaborate stone fountain carved with mermaids.

“St Mary’s Manor,” he said waving vaguely past the Minster. “Master Rawlings fettled this so thon king can get gradley kaylied. It’s t’av’ wine flow through it and the lasses’ll spill it o’ their bosoms like mother’s milk, see thee. What d’yee reckon?”

What would Nick Storey make of that? Heughan wondered, planning to tell him when he got back to Carlisle.

Heughan faced the carter sternly. “I’d say that’s a pair of tits I could suck and never want to be weaned.”

They were both silent and then the carter let rip a guffaw like a thunderclap. “By gum, lad, tha’s a rum’n. Tha’s allus sharp tha’d cut tha’self!”

He let Heughan grasp the big horse by the collar and noseband, speaking gently to it, persuading it to back up to manoeuvre the cart through the tight turn. The horse bowed its neck as it took the strain and Heughan watched his feet under the big horse’s hooves. With the cart creaking ominously, man and horse sweated together to pull the load around and face it away from the gate, back in the direction they’d come.

“Is there another way round?” Heughan shouted to the crowd.

People waved at another of the streets. The carter grumbled that it would take too long as he’d have to go right around the Minster until Heughan said, “Aye, well you’d best hurry up then and not keep the king waiting,” as he patted the big horse on the rump to send him on his way.

“Give the Spaniard my regards, and here’s my recipe for success,” said a voice at his elbow and someone pushed a folded paper into his hands. The crowd were melting away, taking John Johnson with them. By the time Heughan walked the few steps back to the ‘Lamb and Lion’, he had vanished.




* * *

“The mermaids were a delightful touch, Alderman Askwith,” said Mark A’Court archly. “I don’t believe I can remember the last time His Highness cupped a woman’s breast so enthusiastically.”

The Alderman heard the sneer in his voice but bowed low anyway.

“And don’t trouble yourself with His Highness’s little slight; it will be remedied,” Mark continued. The Alderman seethed. By rights he should have had the sword of state from the king to process through the city. Instead, the king had handed it to the Earl of Cumberland, showing his blatant favouritism and preference for a pretty face.

“His Majesty did receive our gift in Newcastle?” questioned the Alderman.

“Gratefully indeed,” replied Mark. “Do not worry little man, your ennobling is bought and paid for.” Privately, he worried at the large number of knighthoods that James was bestowing. A month ago, it would have been an honour. Now it was simply a transaction. If this keeps on, we’ll have to invent a new title because every Tom, Dick and Harry Askwith with a bag of gold can buy a knighthood in this court lottery, thought Mark anxiously. He would have to speak to James.

James, however, was in truculent mood. He refused to speak to anyone in English unless Mark was there besides him. He had angered Cecil by pairing the two Gentlemen Ushers who had come up from London with two Scots, surrounding himself a number of young, handsome gallants like Robin Kerr and disdaining all protocols.

Cecil tried to tackle him about it. “Your Majesty must appreciate the increased workload this will cause,” he objected. He bowed low to the king but kept his eyes on Mark A’Court, who stared back unwaveringly and thoughtfully stroked at his beard.

The king made no immediate reply and the diminutive Cecil was forced to remain uncomfortably stooped. Mark A’Court coughed discretely and James turned round with a perplexed look on his face. He peered across the room and said, “Where is my Lord Cecil?”

Mark looked downwards slowly so that James would follow his gaze. “Oh there you are! Pray stand up, my lord,” commanded James imperiously.

Cecil coloured and drew himself to his full short height. Mark A’Court cleared his throat with a warning growl but the king was smiling merrily. He glanced away to the distant corner of the room before flicking his attention back to the hapless Cecil.

“Nay, my lord, stand up. Must your king command you twice?” he said teasingly.

Cecil glowered at Mark A’Court, who replied with a look of knowing wariness. Cecil swallowed and tried again.

“Twice the number of Court Gentlemen will mean an increase strain on the Privy purse, Your Majesty. I must have a care for Your Majesty’s well-being…”

James cut him off, “My Lord Cecil, if I were twice as well looked after, it would be no more than the half of what I deserve. It is only right and proper that you continue to concern yourself with my well-being.”

Cecil looked at Mark A’Court with pleading desperation. Mark took pity on him and tried to intervene.

“Your Highness,” he began, “I think what my Lord Cecil is trying to communicate is that you have doubled your staff and doubled his workload, so he is now twice as busy.”

The king chuckled to himself and announced to the assembly, “It is well my Lord Cecil is twice as busy as any other man for he has only half the legs.”

There was a ripple of polite laughter around the room at the king’s joke. Cecil smarted under the king’s rebuke but was powerless to do anything other than submit graciously and withdraw. Mark followed him to a discrete corner.

Cecil was tight-lipped in his anger. “I am not some capering idiot to provoke merriment.”

“His Majesty enjoys a playful jest, my lord,” Mark appeased. “That does not make you his fool.”

“He has no need. He is himself the wisest fool in Christendom,” Cecil snorted and stalked away.

Mark turned the rings on his fingers thoughtfully and skirted the edges of the room in solitary contemplation until he managed to corner James alone.

“Highness,” he began, folding down from his height with an elegant court flourish.

The King hiccoughed and laughed, slurping more wine from an overflowing cup. Courtesy of the mermaids and Robin Kerr, no doubt, thought Mark.

“Majesty, Mark, call me ‘Majesty’. We are in England now. York is fine, isn’t it, Mark? The further we gi’ frae Scotland, the better I feel. Should’ve come south o’ the border years ago. Cannae see mysel’ gan back any time soon.”

Mark knew it wasn’t polite to comment to your liege lord that they were fox-drunk but he was sorely tempted. He contented himself with reminding the king of his Edinburgh speech made less than a month before.

“Your Majesty promised the people to return to Scotland at least once every three years,” he began gently.

“Aye, weel there’s nae hurry, is there, then?” said the king, as though they were in perfect accord.

Mark tried again, “A king must be seen to keep his promises.”

James beamed. "Aye, aye, I can tek a hint, Mark. I’m nae so far in ma cups as to be incapacitated.

“I’m in a gud humour after such a fine meal, so ’tis time to honour our hosts. Fetch me my sword Mark and round up the guests.”

With the dignitaries duly gathered, James kept good Mark A’Court’s promises to Alderman Askwith and others. If they were irked at having to pay for the privilege, they gave no sign of it, accepting their honours with dignity and delight. The king was very merry but he held his drink well. No one except Mark suspected the degree of his inebriation, until the point where he called for the beef.

“The beef, Majesty?” queried Mark, thinking he had misheard.

“Aye,” said James expansively, “the good roast beast I ate today.”

Mark signalled to the pages and had them bring in a haunch of roast oxen, carrying the meat on a large platter that took two of them to lift it. The king rose to a standing position, everyone else duly knelt, including the pages, still holding the platter.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “as fond as I am of all of you, yet I have a still greater favourite.” Mark smiled secretly and braced himself in anticipation.

“The loin of a good beef,” said the king. “Therefore, good beast, I knight thee ‘Sir Loin’.”

He unsteadily placed the sword on the haunch of meat, much to the amusement of the pages, who tittered under their breath as much as they dared.

“Majesty,” hissed Mark warningly from the side of his mouth, trying to catch his eye. James heard him and stooped down with his head to one side like an inquisitive cockerel. “Yes, yes, I remember,” he said testily, approaching the kneeling Mark.

“I create thee, Mark A’Court, Constable of the Realm. Arise.”

A confused Mark got slowly to his feet and caught the tipsy king by his elbow as he started to fall. The two men appeared to embrace one another and the gathered assembly erupted into gallant applause.




* * *

The man beside her was naked. He slept soundly. He had given her three gold coins, a payment she hadn’t expected. Melisande smoothed his hair from his face, stroked his shoulders and thought of another, her thoughts slipping to Heughan.

Nine of Swords. Suspicion, fear and doubt. That meant danger.

Two of Cups. Powerful sexual attraction. That meant danger too.

Death.

This man’s skin felt cold beneath her hands. Regretfully, he would never wake again. She picked up her knife and slit his throat.









Chapter 15: Ghosts from the Past


Carlisle City

Willie sat on the wooden box settle in the hallway, turning his hat between his hands and swinging his legs. Heughan had arrived back in a flurry of sweating horseflesh and rushed them both to Rodrigues, but then he had left him kicking his heels while he went to speak to the Spaniard alone. Eleanor took pity on him and fetched him a cup of ale. Aye, she’s a gud wumman, thought Willie appreciatively.

Heughan was pacing. Rodrigues was waiting. Heughan was exhausted from a desperate ride back from York but the energy bristled within him as static in storm clouds. His face was bright with trouble. He had told his tale to Rodrigues, had heard about the rout and now was trying to marshal his thoughts. Rodrigues waited but had nothing to contribute.

Eventually, Heughan summarised the situation, “So most of the lads are locked up, barring the ones who were with me chasing shadows, Ross and that bastard Mark A’Court have murdered the others, and Hamish is still missing. Were we betrayed, Roddy?”

Rodrigues pulled at his moustaches, “Don’t be hasty, lad. You are leaping to conclusions. Perhaps you don’t yet have all the pieces of the puzzle.”

“Puzzle, yes,” said Heughan. “Roddy, I need your advice.” He pulled the paper John Johnson had given him from out of his jack and spread it on the table in front of him. “Look at this. His ‘recipe’ he said.”

Together they pored over the document. It was inked with diagrams and neat annotations in small, precise handwriting. Rounded pomegranates sat in the middle of numbers and symbols, the careful machinations of John Johnson, engineer.

“This looks to me like it’s to do with ordnance and your Spanish wine. What does he intend, I wonder? Shall I ask Willie to fetch the boys?”

“No. Not just yet. I want to ask you something first.”

“I felt it coming; it’s about Melisande, isn’t it?”

“Yes, you old witch; it is, but how did you know?”

Rodrigues twitched the smile on his lips. “An old broom knows the dirty corners best. Why else would you ask to see me without Willie?”

“These symbols, I’ve seen them before. Are they to do with alchemy?”

“Perhaps,” said Rodrigues, continuing to twiddle with his moustaches. “Where did you say you’d seen them?”

“Melisande. But that’s not all. The night of the banquet, La’l Un had a good snoop. He described this…” he broke off to jab a finger at one of the diagrams on the paper.

“Hmmm, interesting,” mused Rodrigues noncommittally. “An alembic, a retort, the process of sublimation perhaps…”

“Willie found gold.”

“Did he now? I suppose you’ll want to ask me next if it’s faerie gold.”

Eleanor brought bread and some cold meat for Rodrigues. She offered Heughan the same but he waved her away.

“Eat lad, you need to eat,” said Rodrigues. “Ellie, give the lad some food.”

Heughan took off his jack and sat down on a bench opposite the older man, tearing the bread apart and hacking at the meat animatedly.

Rodrigues let him swallow a few mouthfuls before he asked smoothly. “Did Willie find anything else? Did you perhaps see anything interesting, say a book, at any time when were with her?”

Heughan nodded quickly, mumbling through a mouth crammed with food. “Melisande? Mmm… she keeps a journal. There was other stuff, Willie said.”

“She let you see it?” Rodrigues rubbed the inside of his wrist, feeling the old scar itch beneath the fine linen of his shirt.

"Yes. No. Not really. I can’t understand her, Roddy…’ Heughan began. He thought of their night spent together. He thought of everything that had happened since. He started to put food into his mouth and stopped, dropping it back onto the platter to look directly at Rodrigues.

“She is the woman I desire the most, I’ve never felt a need like it; yet I’m not sure it is love,” he hesitated.

Heughan banged the table with his fist. “She also maddens me, embarrasses me, makes a fool of me and yet I am amazed by her. I can’t stop wanting her and it’s not simply lust, not this time.”

He exhaled softly, “She has a hold on me for no reason I can fathom. Is she really a witch?”

Rodrigues smiled; he wasn’t afraid of the word or the woman. He stroked his moustaches and constructed his answer carefully.

“Well, her father was a truly special person; different in a way that frightened others. They thought he was from the devil, if not the devil himself. I knew him to be a wise and brilliant man. She’s not a witch. No, I don’t think so. It’s worse than that. She is that most terrible of creatures; an educated woman too familiar in dealing with the business of men.”

Heughan would not be deflected. “But she has more secrets?” He took hold of Rodrigues’s arm and looked him steadily in the eye, “What?”

“Secrets?” smiled Rodrigues. “It’s the secrets of knowledge she seeks. I told you of her father and the ‘Key of Solomon’?”

Heughan nodded, remembering.

“The ‘Key of Solomon’ is a book full of wisdom and intelligence, which is why it frightened the established order and which is why they were prepared to burn anyone they thought had it.”

“And what else?” Heughan asked. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Rodrigues shrugged indifferently. “It incites curiosity and doubt. And there are those who would have us believe that doubt creates holes in the mind for the devil to worm his way through.”

“Why would anyone be so afraid of a book? What’s in it? It’s a pact with the devil in exchange for secret treasure, is that what you’re saying?”

Rodrigues didn’t reply.

“You said it is a book. You think it still exists and Melisande has the ‘Key of Solomon’. You think that’s what Willie and I saw? Alchemy – the secret of how to turn base metal into gold?”

Rodrigues pulled a wry face. “No, as an answer to all of your questions. It was just a slip of my tongue. Melisande does not possess her father’s book. She was just a child when he died. What business would a young girl have with alchemy?”

“Melisande is no girl.”

Rodrigues smiled. “She will always be just that to me, lad.”

“You’re jealous, Roddy. And I’ll tell you something else, she does have a book and I’ve seen it.”

“What have you seen, Heughan? A woman’s scribblings? Recipes for love potions? Divination in the heavens to foretell the future?”

Heughan reddened. He knew Rodrigues was bluffing. Bloody Spaniard!

“Ah yes. Cupidity is always so much more slickly romantic under the night sky. We imagine the stars illuminating a certitude for us, mapping out a pathway. It’s much more comforting to believe in fate than free will. It avoids having to acknowledge the responsibilities of making one’s own choices. Did she tell you that your destinies were written together in the heavens? There’s nothing! She’s taken you for a fool!”

Heughan produced the blue mermaid jar full of poisonous berries, placing it on the table between them. “Do you want to try and convince me that this is nothing as well?”

Rodrigues lifted the jar’s stopper suspiciously and peered inside. His eyebrows shifted up a furrow. “It’s just Nightshade,” he said dismissively. “Women’s medicine is women’s business, Melisande’s business.”

“Poison is a woman’s weapon,” said Heughan.

Rodrigues snorted, “And also that of an assassin, I’ve heard say. That it might be but in my experience, most ladies just use dwayberry to widen their eyes and look pretty. You want me to be frightened by a woman’s love philtres?”

Heughan stayed silent. Rodrigues was taunting him and yet underneath his carefully placed jibes, he sensed the same shared unease that Melisande knew what she was about. He knew the Spaniard was holding something back from him and that he needed to pick his way through the caltrops of his insults carefully.

Rodrigues mistook his silence and relented.

“Ach, lad. I’m very fond of Melisande, you know that. Her instinct is not evil. She has the lore of plants and healing but not the wit to see how it endangers her. An enquiring mind is an evil affliction in a woman. It creates those dangerous doubts. Melisande has too vivid an imagination.”

Heughan looked at him, questioning. “Perhaps it’s not imagination but insight. Perhaps she just doesn’t trust you enough to let you share her secrets.”

“And she trusts you?” Rodrigues was jocund again. Heughan stared him down across the divide of the table.

Rodrigues sighed. “Perhaps she does, who’s to say? You have the knack for making people trust you. Must be your eyes.”

“What if she has more than one book, Roddy? What if she has the ‘Key of Solomon’, and she doesn’t even know it?”

Now it was Rodrigues’s turn to stay silent. He pulled at his beard, thinking through the implications. “Do you know what it looks like?” asked Heughan. "Or even what it contains? Come on, Roddy!

“Why won’t you tell me? Is it about power or gold or secrets of the dead? What’s meant to be in this dangerous book?”

“Lad, lad, so many questions all at once! I can’t recall. It was all so long ago. I did read some of it once, but I don’t believe it. Melisande’s father showed me. But that was before he went into the flames, before I left Melisande in the Languedoc, as her father asked me. If it could have given me powers, then I would have taken it and used it for my own protection, and to make me rich, of course.”

“Why don’t you believe it then?”

Rodrigues laughed hollowly, “Josef had no fortune in gold that I ever saw. He spent his time plotting the stars and the heavens. He might have had a wealth of knowledge maybe. Even so, that’s a cumbersome commodity to trade. Josef tried to offer proofs that the earth and other spheres revolved around the sun. Heliocentricity is a dangerous idea and a heresy in itself. As to a book giving you power, my answer is no. Would Josef have given up if he could have used the power to save himself? They threatened to burn Melisande too. What father wouldn’t use his power to save his daughter if he could?”

“They threatened to burn Melisande too?” repeated Heughan.

“Yes, but they didn’t find the book, just as she didn’t burn.” Rodrigues shook his head. “There was no power, no gold, no treasure. Just an old man with his books, maps, stories and crazy philosophy.”

“Sounds a bit like you,” Heughan said without smiling. “You can’t cover your bad conscience with the cloak of pretend ignorance. I know there’s more to this. Maybe Josef didn’t want you, or anyone to know the secrets.”

“I told you once, the rumour was that Josef had entrusted the book and its secrets to an apprentice. The Inquisition was hungry for the necronomicon. It was death just to possess it. But in spite of their threats and their thirst, the trail went cold for the Hounds of God. It’s just an old story.”

“Aye, but there’s plenty still willing to believe in old tales. What if the story is true? What if Melisande had the book all along? What if she has it still? Would it continue to protect her, even if she didn’t know what she had?” Heughan persisted.

Rodrigues was mollified. “It might.”

“Can it protect others?”

“Only if they believe, my lad.”

“Do you believe, Roddy?”

“I believe in no one and nothing; no kings, queens, priests or devils. Or God,” he added.

“You’re lying and you’ll burn for that.”

“Burn me, try it,” said Rodrigues, leaning back in his chair.

A suspicion was beginning to form in Heughan’s mind. He wasn’t ready to share it yet. “So if we had the book, it would give us powers?”

Rodrigues sighed. “You can read words, Heughan, but I doubt you can read Melisande anymore than you could read a book like that; and even if you could read either, would you have the understanding of it?” he smiled gently. “You need a guide, and I’m not offering. Or a key, for the ‘Key of Solomon’, maybe. Perhaps, Melisande is the key, and she’s waiting for you to help unlock the secrets of the book? Is that what you want to think? At least you could have fun trying.”

He mimed inserting a key into a lock, a crude amusement that failed to reach his eyes.

Heughan didn’t respond. He was thinking about Melisande and the night they had spent together. He remembered the stars they had mapped together, the turn of the cards; he pulled himself up. That card, The Two of Swords. Painful choices.

He wondered if he should share his thoughts with Rodrigues. For the first time, he hesitated. I’ve let a woman come between us, Heughan thought and felt oddly ashamed. He prayed he’d never have to choose between them.

“Leave her ghosts in the past,” Rodrigues said. “There’s nothing to be gained by disturbing the dead.”

Heughan pulled John Johnson’s paper over to him and looked at it again.

“I don’t want to know all her secrets. I just want to know if she can help. Where is she now?” he asked Rodrigues. “If we are going to break the lads out of the Castle, we’ll need someone on the inside, like the Armstrongs did, and she’s our best chance.”

Rodrigues shook his head in disbelief, “Ye gods and little fishes, Heughan! You really have no idea about women, do you? What are you going to do? Go down on one knee to Melisande, declare undying love and offer to make her part of a seditious prison break all in the same breath?”

Salt and the Solway and sedition, thought Heughan. “We need to speak with Melisande.”


* * *

Melisande had worked with unhurried persistence although dampness stroked her ankles. Water was always the only element able to slip by unnoticed. Here, it slithered with green malevolence, surreptitiously wearing away the walls of the prison. Sound couldn’t penetrate the air of the old dungeons, which was already thick with silenced voices.

The body was laid out on a large sandstone slab with gouged channels designed to allow blood to drain away. She tried not to think about its original purpose.

She examined the body and made an addition to an anatomical drawing in her precise, neat hand. His death-veiled eyes scrutinised her. The head lolled to the side where she had turned it away, the purpled tongue protruding through the teeth. Truth will speak out, even though the tongue is stilled, she thought.

Working down from the neck, she had reached the abdomen, which was flayed open, flaps of wax-white skin grotesquely preserving the dead man’s modesty. His ribs protruded as the hull of a wrecked ship. With one hand inside the chest cavity, she was prodding carefully, searching for the path of the knife blade that had killed him, when uninvited shadows barred her meagre light.

The sight of her clawing slaughtered entrails was the stuff of Heughan’s worst nightmares and rooted him to the threshold in horror. Rodrigues crossed himself instinctively, “Madre de Dios.”

Melisande withdrew her hands and wiped them on the front of her apron.

“What, in the name of Christ, have you done to him, Melisande?” Rodrigues hissed at her.

She hesitated momentarily, looking at Heughan, who stared blankly with empty eyes. She shrugged, not understanding the intent behind the question. Rodrigues strode over to her. He dragged his thumb and fourth finger down the man’s eyes and closed them with finality. He sketched a quick benediction over the corpse before rounding on Melisande with righteous indignation. He raised his hand to strike her, quivered at the apex of the arc and clenched his hand into a fist. Melisande stood her ground. Her eyes glittered with malevolent, impotent tears at the betrayal of his threat.

Seething, he reined in his anger and dropped his arm, lashing out to swipe the book and her tools from the table and onto the floor. She bent to pick them up but he grabbed her by the shoulders and swung her around to face him.

“How dare you?” he hurled at her. “You condemn this poor soul to an eternity of suffering. Who the hell do you think you are, girl?”

“You know full well who I am,” she snapped back at him. She squared her shoulders, “I am my father’s daughter. Did you not know that I must be about my father’s business?”

The crack of Rodrigues’s hand hitting her face ricocheted around the chamber, shattering into tortured colliding fragments. Rodrigues clenched his fist and held it still with one forefinger extended in accusation, though the rest of him shook rigidly with barely suppressed fury.

“Do not subvert those holy words for such a blasphemy,” he panted, struggling with the effort of speaking evenly. Melisande kept her head turned away from him. “You have split him open like a gutted pig, loosed his soul and forever denied him the Lord’s redemption.”

“Redemption?” snarled Melisande with spirited disbelief. “For a reiver? A bloody ruffian who robbed and raped until someone knifed him. His Judgment Day has been and gone.”

She shook herself free from Rodrigues, rubbing her hand down her face as angry tears tracked rivulets through the smeared gore.

Spitefully, she thrust her hand back into the chest cavity. “Come feel for yourself, you doubting Thomas,” she goaded. “You’re always telling me you don’t believe in gods and priests, but I call you for the hypocrite you are.” She snatched a small wooden box and turned it so they could see that it contained a human heart, nestled in a box of salty white crystals. The shock on Rodrigues’s face perversely gratified her.

“This is a slab of meat, nothing more. I’m just trying to understand how it all fits together and make some sense of his death, so I can help those who yet live.”

Rodrigues stood shaking his head. “You can’t do this, you go too far,” he kept repeating. In the fury of their old disagreement, they had forgotten Heughan.

Melisande had stripped the clothes from the corpse and abandoned them in a hasty pile. Heughan stared at the familiar patches on the jack. He hardly dared look at the cleft body with its arms akimbo and meat hewn from bone. Sour bile gouged the back of his throat. He was ashamed at his relief in finding no sense of recognition in the distorted features.

Although he was accustomed to facing death, it was in the heat of battle when blood ran hot. Reivers died violently and with unexpected brutality, finding consolation when they transcended epic ballads. This cold end unnerved him.

Jack’s right, he thought. The fighting’s merry and the songs are sad.

He gave the corpse one last pitying glance, intending to leave. The broken body before him spoke with dumb eloquence. Beyond the putrefaction, the man had a name. It was Hamish.

Sorrow swept over Heughan in a huge drowning wave. Anger rushed in behind and clutched at his heart with scraping claws. In a trice, he was across the table, with his hand round Melisande’s throat, propelling her backwards in a macabre dance. The wall met them abruptly, winding Melisande and knocking all the air from her lungs. She scrabbled at Heughan’s hands, arms flailing wildly, feet kicking at the ground. He had her neck stretched upwards, her eyes were wild with panic. As in the far distance, Heughan heard his own voice shouting at her, spittle-flecked screaming of the man’s family, the desecration of his friend, one of his own. Her eyes were fluttering; she faded in front of him. He discarded her on the ground in disgust, where she lay collapsed and sucking air in heaving gasps like a stranded fish. Heughan turned his back on her.

He stood staring into the dark void, unwilling to face Hamish, unable to face Melisande. When her gasping slowed, his voice had the menace of stark control.

“You are wrong. I care. Hamish was my man, my friend and my family. Not by blood, but by bond.”

“I am sorry, Heughan,” she rasped.

He cringed to hear it. “Why do this? Why kill him?”

“I didn’t kill him. No one came to claim the body,” she whispered and then, realising her callousness too late, corrected, “No one came to claim him.”

“How could they when his family live beyond Annan?” he growled. “How could they when Ross and those Scottish bastards have all the roads so closely watched?” he shook his head. “Ross has guards on every gate in and out. Do you honestly think that strangers coming into the city to collect a hanged man would be allowed to leave unmolested?” he winced at his own candour. “They’d as like end up on the end of a rope themselves.”

‘He didn’t hang, he was…’ she started to say but Heughan interrupted her, “Give it to me.”

He didn’t trust himself to look at Melisande. He snatched at the box. “His heart at least will find some rest.”

He half turned his head to Rodrigues. “Take care of him, no matter what the cost. Pay in coin or pay on your knees. I don’t much care which but make sure you buy him lasting peace. And if you can’t afford it, fucking well steal it for him!”

Rodrigues jumped after him as Heughan strode angrily out. He skipped up the stone stairs, trying to keep pace with the bigger man, clutching at his elbow but grasping only handfuls of air. Puffed, he reached the courtyard in time to see a grim-set Heughan swing himself into the saddle of the nearest horse. The surprised groom jostled with him for control, but Heughan kicked him away and clattered across the drawbridge. The soldiers jumped out the way with angry shouts but let him leave; the return journey would be a different matter. The Spaniard knew in his soul that Heughan would take the road out to the Beeftub and prayed that he would stay away from the Solway crossing. He had too many deaths on his conscience already.

Belatedly, he thought of Melisande. He turned and descended to the charnel house.

It took some time for his eyes to become accustomed to the gloom after the comparative brightness of the outside day, and he couldn’t find her. The candle flame guttered momentarily, catching Rodrigues’s eye. Frowning, he picked his way to the gilded lettering flirting with the light. Hamish had given him the surprise of an unexpected reunion. It seemed it was the day for it. He picked up Melisande’s book, stroking the soft leather of the cover with the confused tenderness of a lover long-denied. It fell open to the centre pages, where thirty naked women tethered themselves to stars and stared at the sun and moon in the heavens. Not noticing the cards spilling onto the floor in a quiet cascade, he hugged the book to him and stole away without a further thought of Melisande.

She had huddled into a corner, where she shrunk the space around her, silently weeping her anguish, with no mercy from the cold and the dead.




* * *

Some time later the scurrying of rats scratched at her uneasy sleep. She woke cold and stiff on the damp cellar floor, listening to the blackness waiting in the corners. Her candle had martyred itself a long time since, forlornly melting into a misshapen lump. She felt for the rough edges of the sandstone to haul herself upright.

Hamish was still her ghoulish companion, now just a pale outline under a shroud. She tried to ignore him and searched with her hands, feeling for her book, frowning when she couldn’t find it. Her foot slipped on a card on the floor; she bent carefully, patting the ground until she had retrieved all of them. She needed to find another light and stretched her hands out in front of her to find a way through to the stairs, a Lazarus leaving the tomb.

The Outer Ward was empty and the hour late. She spied lights in Lady Mary’s Tower and started to walk towards it. The darkness of the night clawed her back, covered her mouth and pulled her sideways into the doorway of De Ireby’s Tower. The big man held her close and sighed stale wine fumes across her cheek, saying nothing until they both were still.

“Melisande, my little meddlesome mistress; where have you been?” Ross rasped. He fumbled with her breasts and she squealed in protest.

“Shhhhh,” he breathed heavily.

She struggled against him, trying to snicker her lips above his fingers to bite him. He struck the side of her head sharply with his beefy forearm, pinched her breast hard until he made tears run.

“No, don’t struggle, Melisande. Don’t make me whip you with the bull pizzle. Not again.”

He felt her obey. “Good girl,” he said approvingly, groping his free hand down her belly, feeling for her thighs. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it, my poppet?”

She wriggled underneath his hold as he clutched her skirts upwards; he punched her in the back. “Don’t make me work too hard, I want to save my strength for you.” He kissed the nape of her neck, pulling her tighter as she tried to squirm away from him.

“The young whores are soft and pliable, easy to bend, easy to break,” he whispered to the back of her head. “But they don’t know as many tricks as the old ones, do they, aye, my little minx?”

Ross caressed her hip and buttock slowly with one hand, stroking her like a horse. She tensed, expecting a blow.

“Good child-birthing hips you have, such a waste not to put them to use, don’t you think? You could still bear me a son, Melisande, secure our line, secure our fortunes,” he said urgently.

Tears were streaming down her face, her sobs overpowered by the press of his hand. He groped again for her skirts,

“How long has it been since you had a man’s prick, Melisande?” he laughed nastily. “I know all about your secret little ways. I know about your whores and your filthy, unnatural habits; you’re an espier who steals secrets from the king and a witch who perverts nature.”

He ripped the front of her bodice, letting her breasts tumble out and squeezed one, testing its ripeness, “Are these witch’s teats, Melisande?” he asked and bent his head to suckle lustily.

She closed her eyes, not wanting to look, trying to block her ears to the wet slurping noises he was making.

“It’s only my silence that has kept you from the stake,” he slurred. “Nothing comes for nothing, Melisande. I have my price, same as you.”

She felt his desperate fumbling and shook her head.

Ross pressed her against the door with his weight, the iron bolts pushed hard into her back. She met his eyes with silent pleading, shook her head again. He laughed cruelly, washing her with the stink of sour lees. She pushed a hand into her skirts, searching. He caught at her wrist and slapped her hard across the face, drawing blood before he grabbed her hair, banged her head, thumping it against the wood of the door.

“No tricks, whore. You’ll not slice me with your knife.”

He held her wrist tight and forced her hand out, frowning when she held open the gold discs on her palm. She wiped her lip, gingerly running her tongue around to swallow the blood.

“Every whore knows payment is always made in coin,” she said hesitantly, unsure of his temper. She watched the glint of gold in Ross’s eyes. He was calculating.

“Where did you get this from? Have you taken to coining now?” Ross laughed nastily. “You know the punishment for that is the same as killing your husband?”

Melisande ignored his jibe. “It was a gift. It’s not just a coin; there’s a luck penny too, for healing and protection.”

Ross laughed mirthlessly. “I don’t need a witch’s protection. I’ve got my own. It’s coin, Melisande, nothing else. How many have you got?” he said, smacking greedy lips.

“Enough that you’ll leave me alone to get them for you,” she lied.

Ross released her, “When?”

“I don’t know. It’ll take me time to collect them,” she bargained.

“You’ve got until Whitsun,” sneered Ross. “Or I’ll collect in kind.”

He moved to kiss her and she turned her head to block him. He stopped and laughed at her instead, lumbering away into the night. Melisande braced herself against the door until the stars made no noise. She pulled her torn clothes together and edged round to the postern gate, slipping away into the night, away into the city, to find some safety.




* * *

“I hate goodbyes, Hamish,” Heughan spoke to the wind.

It rustled through the bleached grass. Heughan felt the haunting of the place and shivered in spite of himself. The brow of the hill overlooked the bowl of the Beeftub. From here he could see the far horizon, where grassy ripples ebbed and flowed. When it was full of cattle, it was a gladdening sight. Void and empty like this, it was desolate. Tears welled in his eyes. He lied to himself and blamed the raw wind cresting the hill.

“I should have been with you, lad. We could have gone down fighting. You should have been with me, looking for a king who never came. At least you’d still be alive.”

Heughan felt wretched, guilty at sending Hamish to his death, traitorous for enjoying that night of pleasure with Melisande, hopeless for having failed in the mission he had set himself. Although he directed most of the anger at himself, there was plenty left over for others. Chiefly, he blamed Rodrigues for sending him chasing after a woman in the first place, but his contempt extended to Melisande for making him doubt the Spaniard.

A small cairn marked Hamish’s final resting place. Heughan had buried the box deeply and piled stones over the top to protect it from scavengers. He corrected himself; to protect it from any more scavengers.

Abruptly, he thought of Melisande again. All his problems recently traced back to her. Rodrigues was right; she had made a fool of him. Anger coursed through him. The pain of the land at every senseless death it had witnessed found a channel through him and rushed into existence in an overwhelming surge.

Heughan was blazing mad.

He rode from the Beeftub through the night, dropped his horse at Annan, leapt onto a ready saddled-up post horse and set off at breakneck speed for Carlisle.

His anger spurred him on. He was in his rhythm; heart, lungs, head and hooves beating out the time. Nothing could stop him when he felt like this. He could go all night in the saddle or even on foot if he had to, face into the sleet, wind and the drilling border rain that was like no other.

Rodrigues would be a whisper in his slipstream by now. The Spaniard, young or old, could not live with him at this pace. Soft-skinned dago, he thought, the wire core of Border reiver unravelling. If he lost his sword and daggers, Heughan still had his teeth to rip off an ear or a man’s lips. There was nothing like a reiver kiss to install fear in your enemies.

I warned him to keep her away from me, he told himself. Don’t let a woman come between us. Now there has to be a reckoning. Two of Swords. I have made my choice. It’ll be the same choice I’ve always made; true to myself, mastered by none.

His sweat was thick and dry, his fustian shirt caked on his back. His long hair was streaked with water running from his temples. He knew the horse was straining, desperate for water but thirsty he must be. He crossed the Esk below Longtown; no need to kill Ross’s men when he could avoid the patrols. Mist rising off the river flurried over the water meadow like the swirl of a flung cloak. He brushed it aside impatiently.

He knew in his core that Melisande would have run to Sally. It would be an easy assassination. He hardened his heart with stony determination. Even if he had to fight his way into the Castle to slit her treacherous throat, then that’s what he would do. No man, no one, would stop him now.

He slowed at the sight of a fire burning at the start of the Scots road. He knew his horse needed to stop; he didn’t want to kill a faithful servant. He dismounted when he was still some distance away and moved toward them, both man and horse breathing heavily, walking stiffly. There were only the two guards. They were half asleep but they’d seen him. Heughan sighed unhappily to himself. Oh fuck no, he thought but the hairs were already standing on his back as he sucked both air and blood lust into his gut.

He slashed the first guard across the face and drove his sword into the belly of the second. The man fell towards him. He was heavy. Heughan staggered back and then let him fall, not the sword. He rolled him over, pulled out his sword, grabbed the skittish horse and let the mist enfold him. He had enough time before the alarm was raised.

Heughan tracked along the high curtain wall, looking for a likely breach. The part beyond Rickergate was in bad repair and he only needed a half-decent foothold. He dismounted, turned the horse away to find water and scrambled over the wall as easily as a bramble. The dark ginnels beyond the East Walls tore the shadows from his feet, twisting and turning through a warren of mean alleyways until he was outside the door to Sal’s, breathing steadily but silently.

The casements on the lower windows were secure against night crawlers. Heughan clambered up onto one of the outhouses, quick on his toes up the roof ridge to the attic shutters. He slipped his knife against the latch and snaked through the smallest opening possible, easing his way through the quiet house to find her. He could hear the sweet sound of her sleeping rhythm. He had listened to her before in the dark of night. Lying naked beside her, wet with her sex, he had brushed his lips across her parted mouth without waking her.

One arm was flung across her face. Her other hand was dropped over the side of the bed, and there lay her knife on crumpled clothing beside her on the floor. He froze because he doubted her slumber now. She was a smart killer, not a brute like him, why would she let her guard down like this? Was there someone else in the room, death crouching in the shadows by the door?

He stood up to look upon her one last time. Confusion coursed through him; kiss her, wake her, consume her, kill her. He raised an arm to strike but he heard footsteps passing the house. The City Watch on patrol. He listened hard; would they spot the opened shutters and rouse the house? He dared not look away in case she was not asleep and would rise and kill him with one swift, sweet blow. She slept on. He knew hesitating could be his end but this sensual, unusual woman captivated him. Their passion flashed through his brain. He hated her too, his fear wanted to kill her. He respected her like no man he knew. He wondered at her talents and her knowledge. He craved her body once more.

He crawled into the darkest corner of the room and cried all the tears from his body.




* * *

The recusant Brother Vincent found himself once more kneeling before the tall cleric. The man put a long hand out to him, inviting him to kiss it. Vincent turned his head away.

Mark A’Court made a fist and playfully nudged his elaborate ring into the side of Vincent’s face, “I’ve enjoyed a recent promotion. You can address me as Constable of the Realm, Brother Vincent,” he said happily.

“I told you before, that’s not who I am,” he said sullenly.

“Really?” said Mark A’Court in a voice high with sarcasm. “I have been told that here in the Borders men own to their names and that even the English own to their villains,” he smirked, thinking of Howard’s indignation.

Vincent smiled secretly, “But I’m not English, am I?”

“Nor neither a reiver and yet here you are, to all intents and purposes, one and the same,” Mark inveigled. “Do you have what I asked you for?”

Vincent hesitated imperceptibly before shaking his head. Mark spotted the deception and laughed scathingly.

“Come now, Brother, you’ll have to be a lot more convincing in your denials if you want me to believe you. What do you know of today’s attack on the Scotch Gate?”

Brother Vincent was confused by the question. “I know nothing.”

“It had all the hall-marks of one of your assassins. We found a rider-less horse turned loose outside the walls and two men dead.”

Vincent sucked his cheeks in. “I know nothing of poisonings.”

Mark A’Court was intrigued. "I mentioned no poison. What other evils have you loosed into the world, Brother?

Unabashed, Vincent said, “What makes you connect these deaths to me? They are more probably a family matter, the Armstrongs or the Johnstones. I am friend to neither.”

“I marvel that you even know the meaning of the word. I think we must be working from differing translations. In my book, friendship means loyalty and truthfulness. Your definition would seem to include public shunning and private treachery.”

“I can see the treachery of others clearly enough,” Vincent rumbled.

“And do they see it in you, I wonder?” said Mark. “How would your allies react if they knew you had betrayed one of your own?”

Vincent hung his head.

Mark laughed nastily. “Yet another friend lost? You should come with a warning, ‘Danger: Friendship with this man may cost you your life.’ Why won’t you give the spies and traitors up to me now, save us both a lot of inconvenient bother? You’ll betray them in the end. You always do.”

“Whatever you may think of me, I have proven myself a loyal servant over the years. That has to count for something.”

“Which master do you believe you are serving now? Truly, it matters little. The Hounds of God have been a long time baying for your blood. You can’t outrun them forever.”

“If you were going to hand me over to them, you would have done so already.”

“I never make empty threats. I thought Carlisle would have been enough to convince you of that. Believe me when I say that if I thought you were trying to cheat me, I would hunt you down and personally destroy anyone and anything that you hold dear.”

Mark crossed the floor to Vincent and snatched a handful of his hair by its roots, twisting the man’s face forcibly towards him. “Look what happened the last time you got on the wrong side of the Inquisition,” he said sneering with a mixture of repulsion and fascination at the deep scar on the ruined cheek, the burned flesh leprous white, like melted candlewax.

“Oh, that’s right,” he said, releasing his hold. “I forgot. You can’t see it. Where’s the book, Brother? The one Doctor Dee was pursuing. And the key to the treasures you are hiding. Where’s my gold?” he hissed.

Vincent was angry. “I can’t just pull it out of thin air, can I? Why is it that’s precisely what everyone believes?” he laughed humourlessly. “Faerie gold? Fool’s gold, that’s what it is.”

“Oh I think not,” Mark A’Court disagreed. He pulled a wooden roundel from his robes and held it before Vincent. "Whose was the novel idea to shape the gingerbread like gold coins, hmmm? Most amusing. I spoke with the man who carved them and asked him how he chose the designs. Do you know what he said? He said he copied them.

“It’s an interesting design for a gingerbread mould, don’t you think? But what I’d really like to know is where a lowly apprentice managed to get hold of Spanish doubloons. You know these parts, you know these people. Someone is keeping secrets, and it’s up to you to find them. Gold is what His Majesty needs the most; yours, Ralegh’s, anybody’s. And if I can’t give him gold, I still need that book.”

“And if I can’t deliver either?” questioned Vincent.

“Then you’d best find me a witch to burn,” smiled Mark. “That usually amuses him.”









Chapter 16: Imprisoned Endeavour


Carlisle City

In the ten days since Heughan had last seen Melisande, he had been lost in a muddle of trouble and trapped within the city. Nervous of trouble from the Scots side, Mark A’Court sought assurances from the Scottish Wardens that they would keep his peace and their side of the border in check.

His troops remained to swell the standing garrison in Carlisle. Ross was ambiguous about the arrangement. On the one hand, he was happy to have the extra men to bolster his position. On the other, there were additional costs to meet for the victualling of the troops, the straw and feed for horses, and Mark A’Court had made it quite clear that Ross would be meeting expenses out his own funds. Ross seethed but was impotent to do anything other than acquiesce. He couldn’t quite shake the feeling that the soldiers were being left there to guard him too. Ross drank heavily, brooded darkly, churning up the past and recent history into a curdled madness. His prisoners felt the full effect of his escalating anger.

Heughan the Hawk needed to stay out of sight and out of mind. He’d even cropped his hair and shaved like a military man to lessen the risk of recognition. He stayed holed up at Sal’s, dodging anyone who looked remotely familiar and everyone who was a stranger.

At night he sat with Rodrigues in the gloom of his office, planning, arguing and discussing. There was a truce of sorts between the two men, who found themselves united in the common cause of freeing the remaining reivers. Heughan didn’t want to think what the future would hold beyond that. For now, it was enough to immerse himself in the planning of an escape.

As yet another night drew close, Eleanor brought candles, warmed wine and cold pigeon pie. She said nothing to either but calmed them both with her gentle presence and unflustered routines.

Heughan ate pie, drank wine and disagreed with Rodrigues yet again. He shook his head. “They’ll be expecting us, Roddy. We might be able to use the Armstrongs’ secrets but we’d still need someone on the inside.”

Rodrigues remained silent, thinking his own thoughts.

“You said once Melisande would help, but I’m not sure I can count on her any more than she would trust me after…after everything that’s happened.”

“Nonsense.” Rodrigues was brusque. “You just need to find the right apology.” He pushed the pomegranate paper to Heughan. “Show her this. Flatter her intellect and ask for her help.”

He smiled at Eleanor as she brought him wine, “Every man must have his helpmate,” she replied with a brief smile of her own.

Heughan was a spectator to their calm domesticity, such a contrast to the adventures he and Roddy shared together. He wondered if there was a love like that to anchor him and if it would be sufficient.

For her part, Melisande had stayed in bed, Mischief curled en-couchant at her feet, as is the way with cats, who have the sense to know when something is wrong. He watched her closely with hooded green eyes as he puddled the bedclothes, purring quietly, a small domesticated growling, not quite given full throat. Melisande was still hurting badly and it was in a tentative whisper that she had asked Sorcha to pick purple sage leaves to bring her some relief. Frustration at losing her book made her short-tempered, and when Sorcha had returned with wolfsbane instead, picked without the protection of gloves, Melisande had given her a drubbing, which reduced them both to tears.

Sorcha removed herself thereafter to the solar in the Keep, where she spent her time with Phillice, sulking and stabbing vehemently at Melisande’s new bodice, which she was embroidering with blackwork trellises. No doubt she wished it was Melisande herself who could feel the prick of her needles. Melisande had wanted to explain how dangerous wolfsbane could be, even a small amount of poison from a bruised leaf could seep through the skin and cause violent sickness, but she had stopped herself. The knowledge was inherently dangerous. Better that Sorcha should remain ignorant and think simply that her lady had a bad temper. It wasn’t a complete lie.

Finally, Melisande hauled herself out of bed and set to dressing without help. Sorcha was not indispensable, and she was perfectly capable of looking after herself. Besides which, she wasn’t keen for anyone’s company, apart from Mischief. She scratched his ears fondly.

Like the ladies, the day was temperamentally brittle. A cold wind snapped round Melisande’s ankles as she picked out clothes from the wooden chest, nipping like Phillice’s annoying fluffy dogs. Mark A’Court had made her a present of a pair of butterfly-eared yappy pests. Phillice fussed and cooed over them contentedly, delighted to give them all her displaced maternal affection. Melisande told herself that she should be pleased at the Constable’s astute gift. Somehow she just couldn’t shake the feeling that Mark’s benevolence was not merely serendipitous but hinted darkly at his own sources of intelligence. She felt he was assessing her, as though readying to play chess.

She dressed carefully to cover her bruises, choosing a modest pale blue shatnez gown offset with a lace collar. She had picked it out for its high neckline but it was also a small act of rebellion. Rodrigues and she had entered into one of their heated debates once as to whether it was appropriate for Christians to wear garments which were forbidden in the Bible. As with many of their liturgical discussions, it had quickly degenerated to argument and ended in an acrimonious stalemate. She had called him a hypocrite for citing rules he didn’t believe anyway. He had called her a heretic; to which she had tossed her head and replied that she didn’t care for his insults but if it gave her the licence to wear what she pleased, thank you kindly, and she would follow her own conscience and her own rules.

Events had moved quickly since the arrest of the reivers. The masons had been hurried to make repairs to the dilapidated West Tower. Ruth Nortbie had self-importantly accompanied her husband Jeffrie, when he had arrived promptly to make his assessments and recommendations. She had been very quick to shun the memory of Nick Storey, their late apprentice, commending Ross on having done his duty in disposing of ‘inbred thieves and villains’, as she put it. Her loud, nasal vituperations carried across the Outer Ward in spite of the noise of the garrison in full muster practising their swordplay.

Melisande wondered if Ruth realised that a few of the same ‘inbred’ were even still in Ross’s employ as members of the Watch; armed, dangerous and storing up her every slight and comment. True to reiver tradition, they would wait until the moment was right to take their revenge. Yes, there would be revenge, Melisande thought, and it would be disproportionate to the original insult; another Borders’ tradition.

A few of the boldest guards had made lewd cat-calls as the party passed them by. Melisande had been startled to see that their target was Lettice, meekly trailing about in a drab, unflattering costume as Ruth’s handmaid, her blonde hair shorn under a close-fitting linen cap. Their eyes had met for the briefest moment. Melisande thought she read frustration at a plan thwarted and the tenacity to manipulate a more satisfactory conclusion. She smiled cynically; that was in keeping with Lettice’s nature. She wished her the luck of it.

Ruth Nortbie caught them looking at one another.

“Yes, my lord,” she announced in the sycophantic tones that Melisande detested, “In my charity, I have rescued this woman from her sinful past and encouraged her to do penance that she may enjoy a more righteous future. Would that others of her sex might learn the humility to do likewise.”

Ross Middlemore had scowled disapprovingly at her even as he let his glance slip sideways to Melisande. He addressed himself solely to Jeffrie, “What concern of mine is the sinning of whores? Maybe your wife would be better suited to a nunnery, Master Nortbie; preferably a silent order?”

He dismissed Ruth and Lettice with a back-handed wave, swatting at them as though they were tiresome, noisy bluebottles.

Melisande had struggled so hard not to laugh that she had sunk into a full curtsey of courtly depth as Ross had passed and kept her chin tucked into her chest so he couldn’t see her insolent mirth. He gave her a turpentine look; suspicious bafflement uncomfortably mixed with smug conceit. She stayed modestly bowed as his discussion with Jeffrie Nortbie of the half-moon battery with its gun placements floated backwards on the sharp breeze.

When she had finally lifted her head, Ruth and Lettice had been scooped up into the solar in the Keep by Phillice and her primping entourage. Melisande didn’t join them. They could gossip about her on their own over wine and fruit tartlets.

Confined to the limits of the Castle, Melisande was too shamed and too vain to display her bruises to the world, and especially not to Heughan. She had abandoned him at Sally’s, not wanting to brave another confrontation. He had to be content, since he had made no attempt to reconcile with her.

She hoped her journal was hiding in a corner, waiting for her. She shuffled her Tarot deck, seeking the guidance that would provide her with insight. Melisande turned the card.

The Hierophant. The Church, the establishment.

She frowned, not understanding. Instinctively, she thought of Mark A’Court but felt that he didn’t have her book. Who else could it mean? Perhaps the answer lay in the deeper meaning; the surrender of personal power. It wasn’t a good interpretation, whatever way she looked at it. What would she be asked to yield? She recollected the bargain she had struck with Ross. Every whore knows payment is always made in coin. One way or another, he would want to collect and she had nothing to give him. It wasn’t like her to be so reckless.

She sighed and chose again.

Eight of Swords. The melusine imprisoned in the ring of swords. Shake off the beliefs of others and set yourself free.

It was no good waiting for someone to rescue you. Use what you have, do what you must. One more card.

The Devil. Deceit which seeks control by enslaving.

Who was at the back of all of this, manipulating their destinies? The Devil controlled man and inflamed his passions. Could she trust Heughan’s temper? Rodrigues’s men called him El Diablo. Certainly, he had a devilish way of manipulating Heughan’s thinking.

The Johnstones were also called ‘The Devils’. They had double-crossed Heughan at the Beeftub, colluded with Ross to steal his cattle. She peered at the card again, searching deeper for the meaning. The Devil held a firebrand. That could be Ross; ever since Walter’s death, he had persecuted her, looking for an excuse to throw her on the bonfire for witchcraft. He would only be appeased with gold. Old Man Kerr had hinted there was a secret hoard but it had cost him his eyes and his voice. Was that Heughan’s doing or did his fortune come from other men’s cattle? Enough gold for her to bargain a way out of trouble, did he have that?

She looked again at the depiction of the lovers, bound with a ring and chains to a book by the devil’s feet. Her father had also been called ‘The Devil’. He had gone to the flames rather than reveal the secrets of his book. Did the card represent him, her past? Even so, she would still be the woman enslaved by him, imprisoned by her quest for knowledge. However, Heughan was not a part of that same past, which would mean that her demonic lover, bound to her, bound to her book, was quite another man.

The realisation pierced her heart with a pain that felt physical. She rubbed the heel of her hand against the curve of her ribs until it eased. She wished she could disperse the confusion in her brain as easily.

So, in summary, all she knew was that a man who desired her once, or to be more precise, an aspect of her, was concealing their true identity until the demons from their past brought them together.

How marvellous! As if she didn’t have enough problems already.


* * *

Next day the sun rose with quick enthusiasm but faltered once the wind began rocking the clouds in an opaque sky, striking them together to produce the occasional spark. Sorcha was having as much trouble firing the tinder for the hearth. Melisande looked out morosely as black clouds draped themselves over the slate roofs of the merchants’ houses in Fisher Street.

Carlisle looked grim. Yet Melisande was pulled towards the city, fretting about Sally and the girls in Grape Lane, how to handle Heughan…and Rodrigues. She distracted herself deciding whether to wear her functional leather capuchin or the serviceable fleece. The leather would keep her dry but in the capricious wind it would be a flapping nuisance. The fleece was warmer but she could end up sodden; sweaty on the inside from having to keep it wrapped close to her in the wind and wet through from the outside if the threatened rain became a promise. Sorcha sighed at Melisande’s indecision.

“This weather’s like my Lord Middlemore; all noisy protests but ne’er any action. Take the fleece m’lady, you’ll be dry enough.”

Melisande disagreed and said so. “‘Sun before seven, rain before eleven’ is what they say hereabouts, Sorcha. It’s usually accurate.”

Sorcha pulled a disdainful face to express what she thought about Borders’ wit, wisdom and weather predictions. “A lightweight fleece will be fine, even so.”

She scowled at the unpredictable border skies. They answered with a thundery rumble. Melisande picked up the anonymous hooded leather with a sigh.

In choosing the longer walk through Abbey Street and the pavement, the rain had increased to a steady, wetting downpour by the time she threaded her way through to the Greenmarket. Huddled into her cloak, Melisande felt unusually uncertain of herself. Stepping through the quagmire of the Lanes, she was pushed roughly by the townsfolk elbowing past and almost bumped into Heughan. She turned her face away quickly once she recognised him but not before he saw the moisture glistening on the ends of her lashes.

“Melisande?” Heughan questioned, reaching out to take her hand. She squeezed his in reply and let the silence drip between them. Heughan towed her gently into the shelter of the overhanging eaves. “Did I dream it all? I can’t tell what’s real anymore. I doubt myself. I don’t know if I should trust you. Is this what it feels like to be bewitched?”

She turned to him with an expression that was at once vulnerable and defiant. She saw his eyes narrow but couldn’t read with what emotion. He pushed back her hood, put one sensitive hand behind her head and drew her to him. Secretly, he was relieved that the marks he saw on her were faded. Heughan didn’t want to discuss details of that night any more than she did. They should have been content to connive a civilised ignorance without recriminations. Instead, Heughan found that he couldn’t stay silent.

“I can’t apologise,” he said. “Hamish…”

Her muffled voice interrupted him quietly, “It was not my knife that made the first cut.”

She had buried her head in his chest and wouldn’t look at him. The rain poured down in a steady curtain. He stroked her hair thoughtfully. “I thought they hanged him,” he said and felt her shake her head briefly.

Ten of Swords. Betrayal. He remembered her prophesy all too well. Of course, if you’d planned it before you executed it, it was a self-fulfilling prophesy.

A wolfish thought stalked him; what if the cards that Melisande turned didn’t merely foretell the future but created it? Supposing that she caused events to come into existence by the manner in which she revealed a sequence of cards?

He wasn’t ready to pursue the notion. "Who brought up the bodies?’ he asked Melisande.

“It was Rodrigues who organised everything,” she told him, “but he had the help of many in the guilds. Ask him; I cannot.” She shook her head as Heughan looked questioningly at her. “No, I can’t apologise,” she said, turning his words back at him.

“Come inside,” he said, tugging her towards Rodrigues’s house. She looked intently at him, her own eyes besieged with concern as she tried to persuade herself to trust him.

“I have to ask, did you take my book?”

“Me? Why would you think that?”

She didn’t reply and shook her head with shy movement.

Heughan frowned. “Perhaps you misplaced it in… in that place. Have you tried looking?”

Melisande looked at him with thin contempt, “When Ross has moved all the prisoners there and barred the entrance?”

“What?”

She nodded, “Now there’s only his way in and out.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not,” said Heughan thoughtfully. “There are things I would share with you. Please, let’s get out of this dreadful day. We both have business inside, I think,” he gestured again to Rodrigues’s house.

“My path takes me elsewhere. You’ll know where to look if you need to find me,” she said and turned away to Sally’s.

As they huddled around the big table in Rodrigues’s parlour, throwing ideas around, Heughan looked at the rough men who were happy to plot sedition with him. They were the salt of the earth, his lads, Solway born and bred. What was it Melisande had once said to him? Salt and the Solway and sedition? Aye, just another bastard reiver to you, maybe, my lady, he thought, but one who’s prepared to stand by his friends and not desert them.

He dragged his reminiscing back to the conversation in front of him before the stirrings of that first dangerous encounter with Melisande became obviously embarrassing.

“Horses?” asked Willie. “Aye, we’ll need horses to get awa’ reet enough but wha’ are we supposed to get hobbies when yon bastard whatever he is…”

“Constable of the Realm,” Rodrigues supplied automatically.

Willie hawked and spat before continuing, “When yon bastard hae a ban on aye o’er thirty Scots pund in value? That leaves us the dobbins an’ those daft farm brutes are nae use ta’ us. Tae big, tae slow. Come tae think of it, just like the rest of ye,” he aimed at Heughan’s lads.

“We’ll need the drays to move the gunpowder anyway, won’t we?” Heughan asked, ignoring Willie’s jibe while the others made rude gestures at him. "What about the rest of our horses, Roddy?

Rodrigues smiled roguishly and twirled the ends of his moustaches, happy in the intrigue. “They’re all safe enough,” he said airily, “but we can’t very well bring them into the city. Dand the Man is minding the drays in our stables, including Aluino, who makes a poor apology for a roan in spite of all the walnut juice and shit we smeared on him. It’s an old pedlars’ trick to disguise a stolen horse.”

“The Whitsun Fair,” Heughan said, snapping his fingers. “They’ll be pedlars here for the Horse Fair. It’s the tradition. They’ll be horses a-plenty for sale. All we need is the means to buy them and a way of doing it so we won’t arouse suspicion.”

Rodrigues shook his head. “Willie has the right of it. Mark A’Court will not permit the fair.”

“I don’t see how he can stop it,” said Heughan. “Whitsun’s a quarter day in Scotland and the fair has its own charter. It’s not held within the city limits, so Ross can’t ban it. Besides the travellers who come, an Lucht Siúil and the Roms, have their own ways.”

“One gypsy’s the same as anither, whataye they call themselves. Bunch of bloody unreliable horse thieves,” said Willie hotly, “and mostly heathens besides.”

“So more or less exactly the sort of people we’re used to dealing with?” queried Heughan. He caught the Spaniard’s wry grin.

“’Tis nae nivver mind anyhoo,” announced Willie. “Nae gypsy will sell yer so much as a spavined nag for less than thirty pund, nae matter how hard yer haggle.”

“That’s a moot point,” said Rodrigues thoughtfully.

“Go on, Roddy, you’ve got an idea, haven’t you?” Heughan coaxed.

Rodrigues shook his head, “Only the mad notion that if you could fix the prices beforehand with the tinkers and provided than no man offered more than thirty Scots pounds, you could buy any number of horses that you wanted without falling foul of the law.”

“Phwaf!” said Willie in disgust. “They’d nivver sell ye horseflesh for thirty pund unless it was colloped first. And if yer offer them less than the value, they’ll tek it as a witting insult, and ye’ll wind up cursed and horseless, for all yer plotting.” He spat on his fingers and made the sign against the evil eye, looking wildly round in case any gypsies happened to be within hearing, or cursing, distance.

Heughan smiled his lazy smile, thoughtfully cupping his chin with one hand while he massaged it with thumb and forefinger extended. “It could work, Roddy, with a few minor alterations. Willie’s right, we would have to let the gypsies in on the plan. We would pay them fair and square, just not in plain sight. The problem is that we can’t muster with the families if the heidsmen are locked up, so we’d have to do this on our own.”

Desmond’s unexpected voice musing from a corner made them all jump. He spoke quietly in one of his rare moments of lucidity, “I’d say your biggest problem would be to persuade the drabarni to trust you.”

“Who’s that then?” Willie asked. “The heidsman o’ the gypsies?”

Jack shook his head and looked sidelong at Desmond. “There’s always a heidsman, aye, but the real power lies with the wise woman, the drabarni. She’s the one who will advise whether to accept your offer.”

“A witch?” muttered Willie in disbelief. “Whit? Anither one? Aw for fuck’s sake! As if we dinnae allus ha’ enough trouble wi’ yon mockit Castle kelpie.”

Jack looked between Desmond and Heughan and licked dry lips nervously before clearing his throat to speak. “The drabarni might agree to speak with you, if you came to a meeting matched with your own woman of power.”

Rodrigues and Heughan exchanged looks. Rodrigues inclined his head thoughtfully, “Well, Heughan, do you think you could persuade your inamorata to work with us?” he asked silkily.

Heughan considered Rodrigues. The other men held their breath and considered any number of interesting architectural details in the plasterwork on the cornices. Willie was about to make a smart comment to the effect that his laird could make a mort do anything he wanted when he saw the dangerous way that Heughan had narrowed his eyes. Willie clamped his mouth shut and kept a still tongue in his head. He had an inkling that Heughan was in no mood for his witty observations, however perspicacious.

“I would say that the Lady Melisande could be accommodating if you had something to offer that might be of interest. So, aye, she might let herself be persuaded; for the right reason,” Heughan said softly but his eyes were glittering dangerously, and Willie recognised the way he was holding himself tense, like a horse about to jump the gorse furze.

“And can you offer enough to interest her, lad?”

“Do you have anything left to offer her, old man?”

Rodrigues laughed with brittle frivolity, like a slapped face after a risqué remark.

“I dare say that if we can put our heads together, we’ll find something that will both appeal to her and encourage her to be compliant in this matter.”

Willie shifted uncomfortably. He was about to mention Melisande’s coin that he’d palmed when he noticed the way that Heughan and Rodrigues were looking at each other. A private grievance, he decided, wisely staying dumb.

“What hold does she have over you, Roddy? Or are you worried that you’re losing your influence to a better man?”

“Heughan Corwin perhaps? A scavenger like the bird he’s named for, surviving on scraps and leftovers?” Rodrigues said scornfully.

“I’m more interested in how one of our own ended up as carrion and who fed him to her.”

“You suspect me, now?” Rodrigues complained. “Haven’t we spent every waking moment together this last week? I think it’s rather I should be asking you about secret ways into the Castle and my lady’s intimate confidences.”

“You mind your own business, Roddy, and I’ll mind mine.”

“It’s one and the same to me, lad.” He changed the topic abruptly. “Jack, Des, have you been able to make any sense of this?” He jabbed at John Johnson’s sketches.

Jack spoke for them both, pointing animatedly at various parts of the parchment. “This is the design for the grenadoes, aye, and the mix, easy enough. But see here, these symbols and markings. I don’t know what this means. It’s not complete.”

Rodrigues and Heughan pored over it, looking more closely. “Do you understand it?” Heughan asked.

Rodrigues tugged at his beard, “I can’t be sure. But I believe there’s a certain lady who might.” Willie caught the look that passed between them and shook his head glumly. “It’s a grim day that it should come to this. I feel for ye m’laird. That a man should have to seek the counsel of such a wumman. Aw fuck. Whatever next?”




* * *

Willie was adamant. He crossed his arms stubbornly and refused to negotiate with Heughan. “Our secrets, our ways. If she’s to come wi’ us then it’s wearing this,” he said holding out a strip of cloth. He didn’t like the way that Melisande was smiling half-amused at him, but she took the blindfold from him and tied it around her own eyes.

The four of them made an incongruous party. Willie kept up an incessant commentary, but under his breath after the first time that Heughan had snarled at him. Heughan could still hear him perfectly well, caught the odd imprecation against ‘sleekit witches’ and ‘love-blind fools’ but chose to ignore it. Jack trudged along, carrying a melancholy dark lantern, nervously watching between Willie’s mutterings and a blindfolded Melisande, whom Heughan was leading along the smuggler’s passage, from a cavern in the Town Dyke, below the sally port and the West Walls and under the streets of Carlisle itself.

Once they reached the widening point, he took the blindfold from her. She blinked uncertainly, trying to find her bearings. They were in a stone chamber. Far above her head there were street noises; the clack of wheels turning, an indistinct twitter that could have been geese or townsfolk gossiping, the knocking echo of foot strike. She looked around, marvelling at the precision of the smooth walls. Water dripped quietly onto the ground, where it ran away under their feet in well-disciplined grooves. “Where are we?” she whispered. It seemed appropriate not to disturb the stones.

“Under Long Lane.”

Her eyes crinkled with amusement. “Long Lane with its ghosts? Small wonder people think they can hear the spirits. It’s been you all the time?”

Heughan bowed to her with a courtier’s flourish that reminded her of someone.

Melisande put out a hand to touch the stones. They were warm and thrumming. They weren’t so much buried as growing.

“What is this place?” she asked, intrigued.

“It’s a secret, that’s wha’ it is,” said Willie forcibly. “Sim’s secret.”

“Sim the Laird Armstrong?”

“Aye, one and the same.”

Heughan led them on a twisting route, where the tunnel decayed into hollowed earth and dipped sharply downwards for a time. The coarse sand floor was wet underfoot. This deep below the moat, the runnels would remain perpetually damp, even on the sunniest of summer days.

A steep ascent stopped abruptly as the trail ended in crumbling masonry. Built recklessly in violent times, when it had seemed more prudent to have the safety of a high tower than worry about the security of the footings, here was the reason for the West Tower’s list. It was falling on itself as the eyes of the gibbetted dead collapse into their own cavities.

“Have you been using this tunnel to get in and out of the Castle?” Melisande asked.

Heughan shook his head. “No. Not me. As far as I know, it’s not been used for seven summers.”

Her eyes widened. “This was how the Armstrongs got in to rescue Kinmount Willie?”

“Hamish told us about it. He was part of that rescue with Sim. But they had the help of someone on the inside. Roddy thought you might know something about that…” he trailed off, realising how all of them connected together with a shared history.

“Roddy doesn’t think. He schemes. And he’s wrong.”

They squeezed through a gap in the block work only to find themselves unable to go further. Heughan peered at the solid walls in the gloom and frowned. “This is a dead end for us all.”

“Where now?” Jack asked quietly, turning to have a look around. His light found a passageway but it too was blocked by a rock-fall. “There’s no way I can get through, though La’l Un might.”

Willie glared at him.

Melisande shook her head. “It wouldn’t help any of us. The passage might lead around the other side of the tower to the old dungeons, but even if we could get through, it is sure to be guarded.”

“And this is where they’re holding folks now?” Jack asked, lifting the lantern to inspect the masonry more closely.

For a while they stood surrounded by the dark as though a solution might appear if they were patient. Melisande felt drawn to the walls at the far side. Carlisle Castle was a testament to the art of the amateur sculptor. So many of the walls near guard posts were pockmarked with artistic anarchism; mermaids, wild boar, helmeted knights, roses, the dice marks of the quincunx.

From the intermittent light of Jack’s lantern, Willie watched Melisande touching the stones until, as Jack swung the lantern abruptly away, she completely disappeared. Willie cried out and Jack dropped the lantern, plunging them into darkness. He scrabbled on the floor, trying to retrieve it, and when he did, Melisande was in front of him once more

Heughan crossed his arms and said reprovingly, “You just can’t help yourself, can you?” but he smiled as he spoke, remembering the hidden walls in her chamber. Of course, Melisande would find a way. She knew the secrets of this Castle better than he.

“It comes out in a cellar. We only use it to store the wine now. Have a look for yourself.”

Heughan nodded and eased himself along the passage, hugging the walls between the shadows and the gloom. A short while later, he reappeared, signalling them to follow him. As Jack shouldered through the narrow gap behind the casks covering the wall, the lantern closed and the narrowing snatch of light slanted unexpectedly. Heughan held up his hand to stop them. He peered cautiously at the casks slumbering peacefully and motioned to Willie. Willie frowned and crouched down with Heughan to take a better look. His face split into a big grin and he patted Heughan on his shoulder enthusiastically.

Their path ended in a set of sturdy sandstone steps, which marched upward with the precision of military geometry. There was daylight ahead of them and they hung back in the angle of the dark.

“Where does this lead?” asked Heughan.

“The Outer Ward, near the Barrack Stables,” Melisande replied, “but it’s in full view and you can be seen. I can go this way; as chatelaine I have every reason to be here and if anyone queries me, I’ll simply say I’m checking on the wine.”

Willie and Heughan smiled broadly.

“That’s nae wine you’ve got down there,” Willie said. “That’s gunpowder.”

Heughan nodded. “Twenty-two casks of it. Smuggled it in myself,” he said cockily, “though I never have guessed that you’d stow it away so conveniently close to hand.”

Melisande frowned, “That’s insane! Supposing someone had found out? Anyone could have tried to broach one of the casks.”

“Call it the luck of the Irish,” Heughan smiled. “Jack, have you seen enough? We should go.” As his companions eased back through the crawl space, Heughan pulled Melisande to one side, feeling the warmth of her breath upon him. He inhaled her essence, the scent of rosemary on her skin and hair, the tang of bitter-orange on her leather cloak, and allowed her to fill his mind before he spoke.

“You need to persuade Ross to let you into the dungeons.”

Melisande looked at him with wide eyes, “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“I do. And yet I am confident that somehow you will find the words to make him do your bidding,” Heughan replied calmly. “We need to know for certain what’s beyond these walls.”

“I need to know where my book is or who has it.”

“Do you understand exactly what’s at stake here? Exactly how many lives are risked? You have the recipe. You can work it out. There doesn’t need to be any more killing. Say you’ll help me. I need you, I need your knowledge.”

Impulsively, he grasped Melisande around the waist and kissed her passionately, tasting her, wanting in that moment to consume her, absorb all that she was into himself. He held her close. “Roddy told me once you were the key.” He felt her stiffen slightly. “Trust me, Mele, and I will help you,” he promised, looking deep into her eyes. “Find out what you can and seek me at Roddy’s.” He brushed her lips swiftly and disappeared into the runnels, following the others.

Melisande pored over Heughan’s paper with its alembic and diagrams. The symbols were very familiar to her. It was a clear enough set of instructions. Most of the items she had already. She would need a quantity of storage pots, easy enough to come by under any pretext if you were chatelaine, and a bucket of a more unusual ingredient. Time to visit the stables and check on that gelding with the heaves.









Chapter 17: Best Laid Plans


Crowtrees Wood, Near Carlisle

Some days later when the rain had finally abated, they took the hobbies out as far as Crowtrees Wood. Rodrigues insisted on lending Heughan his own big bay so that Melisande could ride pillion. The rest of them were more agile on the small ponies and could be alert to the ever-present threat of ambush. Melisande hadn’t said a word throughout the whole journey, and Heughan had the prickly itch down his neck at the back of his jack that warned him trouble was brewing.

The horses stumped their way through the leafy carpet dappled with brindled summer light in a silence broken only by the raucous cries of the birds for which the woods were named. Willie twitched every time a black pocket of rooks lifted in a noisy flap of aerial manoeuvring and began a song under his breath to reassure himself,

"As I was walking all alane,

I heard twa corbies makin a mane;

The tane unto the ither say,

“Whar sall we gang and dine the-day?”

“Shut the fuck up, can’t you, La’l Un?” said Heughan irritably. “I don’t like that bloody song and you know it.”

“Let the man sing,” contradicted Rodrigues. “Where’s the harm?”

“His bloody singing’s dinning my head for one thing, and it’ll give us away, for another.”

“Nonsense! The crows are doing that by themselves. There’s nothing we could do to move about any more quietly in these woods, and well you know it. What’s one more voice in all of this?”

“It’s Willie’s god-awful caterwauling that’s set the corbies off in the first place. You can’t tell one from t’other, and if he hadn’t opened his blasted mouth, neither would they have.”

The crows added their opinions; cackling in a round of syncopated noise. Willie ignored all of the bickering and carried on tunelessly,

"Ye’ll sit on his white hause-bane,

And I’ll pike oot his bonny blue een;

Wi ae lock o his gowden hair

We’ll theek oor nest whan it grows bare."

“I’ll sit on your fucking neck in a minute if you don’t stop,” growled Heughan, but he couldn’t keep the grin from his face at Willie’s look of mock reproach. He loved his irrepressible, cheeky humour. The crows chewed up a loud discordant crescendo, which quite drowned out Willie, so under the pressure of a doubly unappreciative audience, he bowed to the inevitable and gave it up as a bad job.

The woods opened unexpectedly into a circular clearing and there were the vardos, the distinctive canvas-covered barrel wagons, dotted about. Heughan’s men reined in quickly, forming a tight group together. They needed no signal from him; they were well practiced in their manoeuvres. They remained at the edge of the clearing, not encroaching. Rodrigues had vanished. Heughan reckoned he’d taken himself off as pricker to scout around the periphery. He scanned the scene in front of him. The gypsies had made no attempt to conceal themselves. The small children around the central fire had paused as the men had ridden up but given them only the most cursory of glances before carrying on with the more important business of tormenting a hedgehog with sticks until it rolled itself into a prickly ball. Heughan calculated which steading was missing its chickens as he watched a couple of women plucking freshly-killed birds.

Jack called out a greeting to the women. They looked up at him warily before continuing with the chickens. Heughan was scanning the hollows where the land fell away, trying to discern if there were men or horse concealed amongst the hummocks. He could see neither and it bothered him. Sweat pooled irritatingly in the hollow behind his knees and in the small of his back, where Melisande had wrapped hot hands around him. He rolled his shoulders to ease the weight of his jack.

“Sing ‘Tam Lin’,” Melisande suggested quietly into his ear.

“Nae, not that,” said Willie, close enough to hear the exchange.

Melisande smiled gently at him, “Our secrets, our ways,” she said and put her forefinger to her lips, telling him to be quiet. He was going to argue with her but caught the full power of her slate eyes looking straight into him, and suddenly, all the snappy responses inside him were scattered like the dust motes floating down in the sunlight through the leaves. Willie put his hands over his ears. Heughan cleared his throat and began to sing,

"O I forbid you, maidens all,

That wear gold in your hair,

To come or go by Carterhaugh,

For young Tam Lin is there."

His voice carried clear and true in the little forest amphitheatre. Even the crows stilled themselves to listen.

"There’s none that goes by Carterhaugh

But they leave him a wad

Either their rings, or green mantles,

Or else their maidenhead."

Willie belatedly found his voice and the courage to heckle Melisande. “Aye well, seeing as it’s my laird that’s singing, I doubt there’s a maidenhead left intact hereabouts, so I hope yer had brought some ither token, m’lady?” he enquired spiritedly.

To Willie’s great surprise, Melisande threw her head back and erupted with mellifluous laughter. She took the mantle from off her own hair and tossed it out in front of Heughan, beyond the horse. The light silk rippled in the breeze, fluttering like a green dragon curving slowly down. One small child caught it nimbly before it was sullied by the ground and ran away to a wagon with it.

“What now?” Heughan asked.

“Now we wait,” Melisande said, patting his hand and watching the vardo where the small child and her mantle disappeared behind a vibrant patchwork curtain. A minute passed. Long enough for Heughan’s impatience to make him edgy. Mentally, he had planned the escape if they had to fight their way out. He readied his hand round the pommel of his sword, tensing as he caught a flicker of movement from the curtain. The small child ran past him and tugged insistently at the hem of Melisande’s dress.

“Lift me down, Heughan,” she said.

He tipped his chin, “No, I don’t like it. Where are their men?” “Where’s Roddy?” Willie asked.

“Right here, lad,” answered Rodrigues, trotting into view at the head of a party of a dozen swarthy men. He exchanged a look with Heughan and shook his head imperceptibly.

“Are we hostages now?” asked Heughan, outwardly calm but without relaxing his sword-hand.

“Nay, lad, more like a Truce Day,” Rodrigues said. “Hand the lady down and leave the women to it.”

Heughan held Melisande tightly around the waist as he lifted her from the horse. She met his eyes with confidence and smiled secretively. He smiled back, wishing he was in on the secret, uneasy with the lack of control. Suddenly, he was confused again and Melisande was gone, walking briskly to the vardo with her small companion skipping alongside her, holding her hand and chattering in the gibberish language of childish enthusiasm.

The curtain moved back and then she was gone from his sight, leaving the men to look each other over, assess themselves as well-matched and settle down to use their daggers to worry sticks, or dirt from under their fingernails, rather than each other.

It took a moment for Melisande’s eyes to adjust to the gloom of the vardo after the dappled brightness of the day outside. She sensed the woman’s presence before she could make out her form.

“I am Lady Melisande,” she said. “I am come to speak with the drabarni.”

“Welcome, my lady,” the whisper said. “I am Airlie.”

The older woman was seated on plump cushions and had veiled herself with Melisande’s mantle in the Eastern style. Melisande was transported to her father’s house in Granada, a long time ago and far away. She glimpsed the remembrance of strange visitors; tall, graceful men with tattooed faces and dark blue turbans, women covered from head to toe with only one eye and one hand, also elaborately inked, showing. She looked more curiously at her hostess, who invited her to sit with a graceful wave of her hand. Melisande gathered up her skirts and folded herself onto the cushions, tucking her feet to one side. Airlie placed a circular chased metal tray between them with cups of something to drink and jujubes, offering them to Melisande with smooth elegance. She took them without hesitation, letting Airlie see her trust and confidence. She noticed the smile reach Airlie’s dark, intelligent eyes, even though her face was shrouded.

“I know there is a reason beyond modesty that you wear the veil,” said Melisande. She saw Airlie’s eyes crinkle with brief unguardedness.

“Please, I mean no offence,” she reassured. “I see the mark of the triple goddess on your hand. I know the stories; your mother saw the hare in the light of the full moon, and it marked you out with special powers. Is it true?”

Airlie turned her palm to look at the etched pattern of the moon, crescents and stars hiding amongst the lines as though she had forgotten they were there. If she was surprised at Melisande’s recognition, she gave no sign of it. Airlie’s whisper poised between them. “Truth is a strange beast. I wonder if you have the mastery of it.”

Melisande looked inquisitively at her; she saw that Airlie’s eyes were bright with a challenge. She glanced down at the tray and noticed unfamiliar Tarot cards.

“I am the servant of truth and seek to master none but myself,” Melisande said.

Airlie tipped her head to one side and considered her with the dark thoughtfulness of a raven. “Very well,” she replied after a long pause and touched the mantle, “as a courtesy for the fine gift you gave me,” she offered the cards to Melisande.

Melisande picked up the cards and held them between her palms, testing their energy. She cleared the crowded chattering from her mind, chasing idle thoughts out with the same ferocity as Sorcha taking a besom to the chamber floor. She cut the cards and dealt them into three piles. She hovered over the left one and turned the top card: The High Priestess.

Melisande smiled; the secret curving of her mouth that lit her eyes with the grey-ice glint of wintery sun. The High Priestess wore the crown of the triple goddess. She sat on a throne between two pillars, holding a scroll and the sigil of a hawk, with a pomegranate on her lap. Airlie sat back with a shocked look of surprise.

“My lady,” she said, half apologetic, half admonishingly. “You are indeed the keeper of secrets, holder of ancient wisdom.”

She looked again at the card and appraised Melisande thoughtfully.

“Caught between two men, the master and the apprentice, trusting neither, you protect the secrets from them both.”

“I put my trust in no man and trust nothing but the reliability of the path of the moon and the patience of water’s flow,” Melisande answered.

She floated her gaze down the card until it came to rest at the veil worn by the High Priestess. “I should very much like to see what is behind the veil,” she said, without meeting Airlie’s eyes.

She hovered over those cards on her right and turned the top card: Temperance. An angel, the fierce gold blaze of the sun’s disc behind her head, echoed in the mark on her forehead. Oblivious, the angel calmly filled two cups with water.

“A tale as old as time tells of an angel who kissed you in your mother’s womb, to make you forget anything you saw in your previous incarnation. The angel who blessed your unborn soul with a gentle heart was the Morning Star, his kiss so hot it seared your face and cleft it in two. Temperance is the card of the traveller and teacher. That’s why you cover your face against the ignorant, who would too readily confuse angels and demons.”

For a long while, Airlie said nothing. Her soft hands rested on top of her lap quite still. Melisande heard her extend the hush to the greenwood outside; even the rooks had stopped cawing. Airlie exhaled with a small sound and eased the veil away from her face. Melisande saw with compassion that the woman’s heart-shaped face had a gaping fissure running from her nose to upper lip, as though a hot knife had sliced through her. She was still contemplating the obvious incompleteness of the underlying bony structure, picturing the arrangement of the bones and tissue, when Airlie spoke gently.

“A soul does not forget so easily, does it though, my lady? And a kiss from such a devil gives more than takes away.”

Melisande was curious. “You believe your power comes from this?” she indicated the ruin of the woman’s face and shook her head. “No, this is simply a rent of flesh and bone and could be spliced, if you so wished.”

“I do not wish it,” said Airlie plainly. “This is who I am. I have had long enough in this life to become accustomed to it.”

“And yet, you like me, are still seeking mastery of yourself.”

Airlie slowly nodded her agreement, “Wise words that suit you now. But the pomegranate of the High Priestess is the fruit of abundant love or death. The path of water fills two cups that nourish each other and still overflow. It is essential to remain clearly aware of both your current path and your greater purpose. So, my lady, what are we here to arrange together?”

Melisande turned the final card that lay between them.

Death.

Airlie sighed. “The goddess will ask for sacrifice if you would take a life. Both cups must remain filled. Are you prepared to pay what she demands, because payment will cost more than coin?”


* * *

Willie had amused himself by whittling a horse for his young son Archie out of a fallen branch. By the time he had finished, Melisande had been gone long enough for his stomach to begin asking if hedgehog tasted anything like chicken. Before he had an opportunity to find out, Melisande returned. He caught the look she exchanged with Rodrigues and Heughan, meeting the eyes of both in turn. Willie watched her closely but he couldn’t see any discernible change in her features, and yet suddenly, Rodrigues was clasping hands to the elbows with the gypsy men, muscling Heughan away from the pillion, shouting at Willie and the rest to look lively. Willie risked a sneaky, shy look at the drabarni watching them from the front of her wagon. She tipped her head quizzically like the rest of the corbies in the woods, and he could have sworn she winked at him. He rammed his hat onto his head and hopped up smartly onto his pony. “Is that it then?” he asked Heughan. “What are we doing?”

Rodrigues lifted the carved panel on either side of the pillion, to reveal a secret compartment underneath, with the flourish of the showman that he was. He took out heavy, chinking bags and passed them to the gypsy men. Heughan smiled and rolled his eyes, thinking it was so typical of the Spaniard to make a drama out of a simple payment. He hoisted himself up and waited for Rodrigues to lift Melisande behind him. “We’re going to sort it out, La’l Un, just like we always do,” said Heughan.

“Aye but…” Willie began.

“Not now, La’l Un,” said Heughan. “You never know who’s eavesdropping.”

Willie narrowed his eyes and fixed Melisande with an accusatory grimace. She smiled sweetly back at him, which for some reason both pleased and infuriated him. He shook himself. “Sleekit kelpie with mockit powers,” he reminded himself, thinking that Jenny would be none too pleased if she heard he’d been flirting with strange women. He jammed his hat down further on his head and spurred his pony out of the kicking range of Heughan’s long legs before he started a song to guide them home.




* * *

The lonely marsh at Burgh-by-Sands shivered as the wind blew unchecked across the vast, flat plain. It made an eerie noise that seemed as though the scrub grass was keening. Purple bulrushes striped the orange hues of heaven as the last of the sun’s disc sunk into the Solway. Heughan tried to imagine the great king Edward, Hammer of the Scots, lying in this very spot, watching the sun sink in the same way as his own life ebbed. Give me a clean death with a sharp knife, Heughan prayed, not lying in a puddle of my own piss, too weak to move. Fuck; that was no end for anyone, let alone a warrior king. He tugged the ends of his cloak around him more tightly.

“Shift the kine up the far end, La’l Un,” he shouted out against a wind which flung his words back at him.

Willie had heard though, driving the shaggy cattle away from the marsh flats up onto the bumpy higher ground with his nimble Galloway. These were Routledge’s beasts and they wouldn’t be lifting them; just keeping a helpful eye on them and seeing they didn’t scare too far. Elaine and the bairns had fled into Scotland weeks ago.

Heughan turned back to Jack and Desmond.

“Right lads,” he said rubbing his hands together, “let’s re-take Kinsale.”

A tall cairn marked the spot where Edward Longshanks, first of the English kings to dream of uniting the crowns of England and Scotland, had died in this spiteful place; in sight of both countries, symbolically split by the heaving serpentine Solway. Long centuries later, the small local church of St Michael’s was still boastfully proud to have entombed a king; even though it had involved rendering his body in a cauldron until only the skeleton remained. Edward had wanted his remains wrapped in cattle hide and carried with the army every time they went into battle with the Scots. Good man, thought Heughan to himself. There was a reiver through and through; unwilling to lie in his grave when his bones could rampage through the Debatable Lands for all eternity, striking terror into the Armstrongs. Too bad he hadn’t got his wish and had been kidnapped away to Westminster instead.

Jack was nursing the slow match. Desmond took it from him, touched it to the wick of the small pottery jar he was holding and blew gently. The spark ignited with a dangerous hiss. Desmond leaned back and lobbed the pot over his head in a sweeping arc. There was a loud bang and the cairn blew apart in puff of small stones. Heughan instinctively covered his head, even though they were standing some distance away on the edge of the dyke ditch.

“Desmond, you’re a mad bugger!” Heughan said admiringly.

“Good, isn’t it?” replied Desmond happily. “It’s the braided cord, it burns at steady rate, you see…” he began in earnest explanation but Heughan cut him off.

“Des, I don’t understand a word you’re saying, but I’ll happily put up with your chuntering if you tell me simply, just the once, how the hell you got it to go up like that; there’s nothing left of that bloody pile of rocks.”

“Oh, it wasnae just me,” said Desmond modestly. “Your Lady Melisande made the fuses and they burn just fine,” he said beaming. “She said she dipped the wicks in something she boiled up from horse piss,” Desmond frowned, “but I think she might have been messing with us.” He shook his head, “Anyhow, it looks like she knows what she was about, whatever she did.”

“What I’d like to know,” said Jack laconically, “is how the likes o’ her knows anything about men’s work. Bloody women; they won’t leave a man alone even to fight in peace.”

Heughan grinned, “Aye, there’ll be no living wi’ her when she finds out about this. Go on Des, gi’ us another.”

Desmond’s face cracked into a wide smile and he tossed another one of the grenadoes in the general direction of the Solway. They all held their breath until it erupted with a loud bang, blowing clumps of turf into the air. Then they cheered.

“Pipe doon, yer mad Irish hoors,” said Willie. “Yer gonna haf ter fetch all them stones back an’ build anither cairn, afore someone sees what’s happened.”

“Nae bother, not at all,” said Jack cheerfully as he and Desmond loped off over the dyke to rebuild the monument.

“So we’re all set?” asked Willie.

Heughan nodded thoughtfully. Willie cleared his throat and started humming experimentally. “Now what are you doing?” Heughan frowned in puzzlement.

“I am composing,” Willie said airily, “the famous ballad of Heughan the Hawk, the Border reiver, his doomed love for the wild witch of the Solway and his epic battle with twin tyrants.”

“Sounds inspiring,” said Heughan noncommittally. “You can tell me how it all turns out on the way back, if I don’t strangle you first for crimes against poetry.”

“Hah! Yer can mock me now yer skunner,” huffed Willie with dignity, “but mark ma words; one day everyone will know the name of La’l Willie Burns, poet of the Solway.”




* * *

“Melisande, you’ll have until the end of the first day of the Whitsun fair to leave the city,” Rodrigues stated baldly.

He was sitting with Heughan in the parlour of his house. The shutters were closed against the cunning wind, which contrived to slip underneath them anyway and tickle the lit candles intended to lift the gloom of the late evening. Outside the streets were quiet except for the urgent duet of two cats fighting for their territory. Somewhere else in the house, a loose shutter banged intermittently. Rodrigues bellowed out to Eleanor to fasten it shut and bring them some food to help them think.

Heughan and Melisande started to reply with their objections at the same time. They looked at one another, each waiting for the other to speak. There was an uncomfortably polite silence. Heughan didn’t wait a second time for her.

“There’s no need to panic, Roddy,” he objected. “If it all goes to plan, we can get everyone away in different directions and cause enough confusion that they won’t know which way to look for us. By the time they figure it out, we’ll be long gone. Then it’s just a case of sitting it out and waiting for them to lose interest.”

“Don’t be naïve,” Rodrigues replied acerbically. “This isn’t just Ross you’re challenging; it’s Mark A’Court too and by association, the whole Crown. It’s treason whatever way you cut it. If they catch you, they’ll hang you, but only after they’ve had their fun with you.”

“I’m not trying to die a martyr’s death, Roddy,” Heughan countered wearily. “I’ll exile myself in Ireland with Mac and spend a few months in Carlingford. It’s not like there’s anything going on during the summer anyway. Anyone who has land needs to get the hay in before the next riding season. You and I usually take ourselves off across the Narrow Seas to trade. Why change now?”

“Ireland holds no safety for you. Have you forgotten that it’s back under Mountjoy’s rule? You’d be arrested, MacShane or no. Your connections there count for nothing, right now. In fact, they’re more of a liability than anything else.”

Heughan swiped his forehead in exasperation, “Oh for fuck’s sake, Roddy. Do stop being such a worry-wart. Have you finally lost your nerve, you soft bugger? It’s nothing I haven’t faced before and nothing I can’t handle.”

“Aye, lad,” Rodrigues replied softly, “but this time it’s different. You needs must consider the consequences of your rash actions for others, not just yourself.”

He looked sideways and indicated Melisande with a twitch of his head. She snapped her eyes round to him angrily.

“I can take care of myself,” she said huffily. “Don’t think I can’t. I don’t need a man to rescue me.”

“As you remind me on so many occasions,” acknowledged Rodrigues in a tired voice. “But you also are being naïve. One breakout of a notorious reiver prisoner could be considered unfortunate. Two would beggar belief. Of course, there would be a rigorous investigation and inevitably, there would be comparisons drawn between the two. It wasn’t that long ago. Everyone knows the story. Damn it all, I’ve heard La’l Un singing ‘The Ballad of Kinmount Willie’ down at the ‘King’s Head’ myself.”

“If you can call that noise he makes singing,” snorted Heughan.

“Even Ross is not such a dolt that he wouldn’t eventually work out that there was a common theme to the stories. He’ll pin it on the first person he could get his hands on, and we all know who that would be. You do remember the penalty for petit treason, Melisande? Geordie Nixon’s hands round your throat, throttling the life out of you before they burn you at the Sorceries.”

Melisande’s hands moved to her neck involuntarily even as she flashed her eyes angrily at Rodrigues. “I didn’t kill Walter,” she said in a flat voice. “As you weren’t even there, how would you know? You want to know the truth? Walter was the traitor. He’d done a deal with Sim the Laird. They concocted the whole thing between them. How else would Kinmount Willie Armstrong ever be taken so easily?” she laughed bitterly. “Walter thought that Ross would be recalled to court, and he would be appointed deputy in his place. The irony is that Ross’s only ambition was to secure the entail. Walter would have had the position anyway. Walter betrayed Ross but whoever betrayed Walter, it wasn’t me.”

“The truth in all of this is irrelevant,” Rodrigues answered quietly. “It isn’t me you’d have to answer to, is it? It’s Ross and Mark A’Court. And they’re ready to believe much worse of you; much, much worse.” He placed a blue pottery jar on the table between them, followed by the moon scroll from Sally’s and the wooden roundel with its unusual carving.

“What is all of this about, Mele?”

Melisande glanced at the evidence in front of her before folding her arms to stare defiantly into the middle distance, avoiding eye contact with either of the men. “You are such hypocrites. You ask for my help before stealing what belongs to me. And then threaten to double-cross and blackmail me with it? Bloody reivers!”

“If this belongs to you, all of this paraphernalia, it’s enough to condemn you.”

“Some herbs, an almanack and a press mould? You’d have to hang the whole Guild of apothecaries!”

“Don’t jest lightly, Mele. You have enemies who would make much of this. Poisons, astrological charts, patterns…they’ll call you assassin, witch and coiner. They’ll kill you.”

“There’s no proof I have done any wrong. I use my skills to help others, you know that.”

“No one cares about proof. You have both a reputation and a certain notoriety. Mark A’Court needs a public spectacle. Ross just wants revenge. What do you suppose their reaction will be if even a few prisoners escape? They’ll know that the instigator had to have had knowledge of where the prisoners were really being kept. You forget that everyone else assumes they are in the Keep. Ross will denounce you to Mark A’Court himself, whether or not you are guilty. Before you make yourself a target, you must leave now on some pretext and put yourself beyond suspicion.”

“Did you not just hear me? Or are you so like Ross that you too have no stomach for the truth and prefer the easy lie? I really don’t care what you or anyone else believes; I’m not running away.”

“Yes, you are,” said Rodrigues, “both of you. For the simple reason that it is a gossip’s story that everyone will be happy to believe.”

“This is your brilliant planning, is it?” asked Heughan scornfully. “That I’ve run off to sea with a witch?”

Melisande’s hackles rose as she heard the invective he managed to put into the sentence. “Who says it isn’t rather than I’ve run off to sea with you?”

Rodrigues chuckled from somewhere deep in his boots. "Run away together, with each other. It doesn’t matter who takes whom. The point is that you both go. What do you care what reasons others find for your departure? Say you left to join Ralegh’s expedition to a city of gold at the edge of the earth. Say that you ran away to be together for forbidden love. No one truly cares. People will make up their own stories, their own reasons as it suits them. The lovelier the lie, the easier it is to believe, sometimes.

“If it is as you say, Heughan, then you will be forgotten by the turn of the year. You’ll have a clean slate and a fresh start. If you choose to come back to this city, that’s your choice. At least you will have your lives and the freedom to choose your future.”

“And you?” Heughan asked in return. “Will you come with us?”

Rodrigues laughed artificially. “I can’t tell what the future holds for me. If I did, I might have an answer for you. I have an investment here that is finally coming to fruition but I need to see it through. No, I’ll stay. I have reasons enough to detain me.”

Heughan and Melisande exchanged glances. She shook her head with a minute movement, discouraging him. They slipped into silence again. Under the eaves, an owl hooted tentatively, searching for an answering call which never came. Eleanor reappeared with wine, a casserole of spicy sausages and a dish of stewed rhubarb. No one said anything else while they ate and drank; a mute compliment to Eleanor’s cooking.

When he’d finished a second helping, Rodrigues leaned back in his chair to pursue the conversation. “I’ve taken the liberty of arranging a ship already,” he announced. He looked to the heavens, his scalp tingling with tension as he held his breath waiting for Heughan or Melisande, singly or together to make vociferous objections. When he heard nothing, he looked sidelong from one to the other.

He caught Heughan looking back at him shrewdly and knew he had figured out the answer for himself.

“Mac?” Heughan asked simply.

Rodrigues nodded. “It seemed sensible. Mac knows our most pressing need is for discretion. He of all people I would trust to keep a secret.”

“But you just said I couldn’t go to Ireland,” Heughan remembered. “Mac won’t be keen to take me beyond the Narrow Seas in his cog. He won’t go back to the Lowlands, especially not the way things are there now, so where am I supposed to go?”

Rodrigues grinned, knowing he had hooked Heughan’s interest and wanderlust. All he had to do now was pull him in. “Must I do all the planning, lad?” He rubbed his knuckles into his eyes.

“Aye, aye, aye! I must be getting too old for all of this,” he sighed heavily. “Mac can take you as far as the Man and use his connections to arrange onwards passage. This time of year there are plenty of traders coming and going. So long as you don’t linger and you stay out of sight, and out of trouble, you can pick your own path. Go have an adventure, lad! What you do next is up to you.”

Heughan looked at Melisande with many questions in his eyes but only one on his lips. “Will you come?” he said.

She shrugged enigmatically with a half-smile. “Doesn’t look like I have a choice.”









Chapter 18: A Towering Failure


Carlisle, Whitsuntide, Early June 1603

Whitsun dawned bright with a face-slapping breeze. The pennants flapped briskly against the edgy north wind, which was whipping back and forth across the flat of the Sands, some distance below Carlisle Castle. The rhythmic, wooden clack of tent pegs being hammered into place by a heavy mallet carried up to the windows of Melisande’s chambers.

She had dressed at first light, rousing a sleepy Sorcha to fetch her hot water and a rose-petal soap ball for her ablutions. While Melisande washed, Sorcha went back to the kitchens to fetch fresh oatcakes and small ale for their breakfast. She had also thoughtfully brought some cold sliced pheasant left from the previous evening’s meal, but once Melisande had shucked on her plain red woollen kirtle, she found that she had no appetite for meat. Anxiety had hardened her stomach to a flat board, tensing every muscle in a rigid climb upwards to her throat, and the gaminess of the pheasant caused her to swallow uncomfortably. She barely managed to sip the ale and nibble the corner of a still-warm oatcake.

“Eat something, please, my lady,” pleaded Sorcha. “If you have to purge like last time, it’s best to have something down you first.” Melisande looked pale to her eyes, and she was sure it wasn’t just the wanness of being roused too early from sleep.

Melisande put the palm of her hand over her own mouth and inhaled deeply, breathing in the lingering fragrance of rose petals to steady her nerves.

“I keep tasting the foulness in my mouth, Sorcha, again and again. Every time I think of it, it’s enough for me to recall the smell, that awful smell…” her stomach clenched involuntarily and she winced.

Sorcha paused from brushing the crumbs from her apron front to pass a cup of ale to Melisande. Melisande shook her head, narrowing her mouth into a thin, firm line and picked up her bulging satchel. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

The old dungeons were rank with the fetid smell of compressed, desperate men. This was only the second visit Ross had permitted Melisande to minister to the prisoners. The first time, she had emptied the contents of her stomach all over the steps, much to the amusement of the guards. She was determined not to make a spectacle of herself a second time. Melisande carried a small pomander with her, yet even so the wretched stink of too much humanity tightly packed into too small a space made her gag reflexively.

It took a while for her eyes to adjust to the gloom; she stood watchfully on the bottommost step, listening to the phlegm-rattling coughs, interspersed with the subdued moaning of the hopeless and punctuated by the wild shrieks of the mad. Some of the men had been chained to the walls. Other prisoners were only manacled round the ankles, yet unable to move more than a shuffle from the lethal embrace of the damp walls. They had been forced to relieve themselves where they sat or lay. The Solway boosted the Eden tidally, flooding the dungeons and swirling the dirty straw, turds and detritus together in a slowly circulating cesspit. At least the rats had the opportunity to swim away.

Those men who were too weak to move with their injuries or gaol fever lay choking in their own filth. Ross had even wanted to leave the corpses in the dungeons to rot until Melisande had hinted that they might cause plague. He had ordered them shifted quickly enough after that, in a grim reaping each sun-up. Melisande had seen the Watch remove the previous night’s harvest as she made her way across the Outer Ward. They slung the bodies across a couple of pack horses, intending to take them to the crossroad at Harraby Hill and gibbet them. Melisande shuddered at Ross’s relentless drive for revenge. He intended the reivers to die many times over.

In her heart, Melisande knew that the only reason Ross let her tend the prisoners was to keep them alive long enough to die excruciating deaths. It might be kinder to hasten the end for some. One skinny boy’s ankles were a mass of ulcerating sores where the rusted iron manacles had bitten down to his thin bones. She gave him valerian mixed with a little wine to keep him numb.

She moved to the next person, doing what she could; offering respite from the pain, a smiled word of encouragement for the families she knew. Ross would not let her provide food or water though, so when gaunt, thin faces with their saucer eyes looked pleadingly at her, she felt shame for even the oatcake she had eaten that morning.

She worked her way around the over-crowded chamber until she reached Adam Routledge. He sat alone with his back propped against the corner wall on a small stone ledge, staring fiercely at the darkness. He was half mad with thirst but there was fight left in him yet. Melisande recognised the burning ball of anger all Borderers carried in the pit of their stomach. The other reivers avoided him as he muttered incessantly, railing against some imagined foe. He wanted his revenge and was prepared to die for it; not until he got it. She hoped it would be enough to sustain him until the hunger consumed him.

She stretched out a hand to touch him but he flinched his shattered face away from her cautious reach. “’T ain’t no use anyhow, the faeries must have their token,” croaked Adam, struggling to force the words. “Save it, m’lady, for them that needs your pity.”

Melisande offered some valerian-laced wine to his cracked lips, “Drink Adam, let me help you rest.”

“My boys, my bonny wee boys…” he let the liquid trickle away over his face. “Elaine? The bairn?”

“Got away safe, Adam.” She clasped his hand between both of hers and felt his calloused fingers curl around, gripping her as though she was the protective Irish basket of his sword handle. He was a proud man, she decided. Courageous too, his reiver heritage like grit in the bottom of the bucket that never goes away, no matter how many times you rinse it. Continuity, lineage, that’s what counted for the reivers.

“Why did they torture you, Adam?” she asked. “What is it about you?”

“Faeries,” he whispered. “And the secret of their gold.”

“What gold?”

“The gold I had in my cods, wherra allus keep it for Roddy on market day. That Scottish prick’s bum boy was verra keen to know about it. But he can’t have it ’cause it’s faerie gold…” he broke off with a wheezing laugh that became a cough.

“It was Mark A’Court himself who questioned you?” Melisande asked quietly.

“Shhh. No. The Lord Warden said not to tell him,” spat Adam. “Said I could keep my tongue until I told him where to find the faeries…”

Adam resumed his muttering. Melisande, crouched on her haunches, made to stand to leave him. “I never liked faeries,” he said, tugging at her hand. “Will o’ the wisps, out on the Marsh at night. I hated ‘em. My old da’ used to laugh at me, made me stay out all night with the cattle ’cause he knew how much I was afeared. Round Longshank’s cairn they’d dance, like white lanterns bobbing about. That’s what gave me the idea, see. I could outsmart them. I tied a couple of lanterns to the cattle’s horns and drove them away up the Marsh. I reckoned the faeries would follow the cattle and leave me alone.”

“And did they?” asked Melisande, fascinated in spite of herself. She crouched back down beside him. “Until the ship came, aye. I never meant no harm, I just didn’t think…” he tailed off.

Melisande chewed her lip. If Adam has been just a boy, it would have been many years previous. Perhaps the year that threatened invasion. She could imagine a Spanish ship, blown off course after that April storm, creeping northwards up the coast, the crew thinking they were heading for Ireland and their allies. They didn’t know that the rest of the Armada had turned back. Sailors in unfamiliar waters, they would be unaware of the dangers of the Solway spring tides. How had they been lured into the shallows? Had the bobbing lanterns tied to the cattle give the impression of ships anchored in a deep bay and drawn them in?

"They didn’t realise until the ship ran aground. I tried to warn the crew not to jump, the quicksands…but they leapt anyway. I ran for help. As God is my witness, I ran so fast it set my chest on fire with the pain of breathing. I fetched my da’ and his men but by then there was nothing we could do. I just held the lantern and we all stood and watched them sucked down. At first light, we took what we could. When the tide turned, the bore took the rest.

“How many families were involved? Not just the Routledges, surely.”

Adam shook his head. “Nay, but it was just those who were with my da’ that night, Kerrs and Maxwells both, Hutcheon Graham and a few of the Armstrong boys. There was gold, a lot of gold. Chests with coins. The men were all slapping my back and laughing that the faeries had shown me where to find treasure. And as soon as they said it, I knew we would all regret it. There came an ill week then…”

Melisande nodded her understanding. "We expected to be overrun. Ill week was bad that year, yes, so bad that those who had lands elsewhere took themselves away; to Ireland, to Scotland, some even to the Debatable Lands, just to let the heat die down. Those of us who couldn’t leave made sensible preparations and toughed it out.

“Plenty of folks would think to bury their treasures for safety and security, fully meaning to return to them. They weren’t expecting the feuding to be so bloody or to last so long. Many died with their secrets tucked tight. Time passed and most was forgotten. But not by you.”

Her knees were beginning to hurt from crouching in the damp, and the awful smell was making her nauseous again. Her eyes darted sideways to Adam.

“No, I didn’t forget, but I couldn’t remember properly, neither. Everyone pestering us to find their gold again, Kerrs and Maxwells thinking we were deliberately trying to keep it from them. They knew how the sands would shift every tide. The faeries hid it, not me! Not letting Routledges ride, Armstrongs taking everything we had, hoping we’d grow so desperate we’d reveal where the treasure was until they realised we didn’t know neither. Then they just laughed at us, thinking I was mad to stay out on the Marsh, scratching a living from the land. And as soon as they left us alone, I began to remember.”

“Whatever you found, you should have reported to the Land Sergeants, but then Ross would just claim it for his own. And I suppose you figured that if you told anyone else, they might just spread the word amongst the families and start a blood feud against you.”

Melisande lowered her voice to the merest whisper. “That’s what happened with Old Man Kerr, wasn’t it? He realised how you were finding the money to keep paying your protection. Did he demand the blackmail for his continued silence? Or was someone else demanding a share all along for his silence and just got too greedy, Adam. Was that it?”

There was silence then, “Who told yer?” Adam rumbled angrily. “That bastard Hamish. I told Elaine that just because he was Scots, that wasn’t reason enough to trust him. I’ll have both his eyes next time I see him, same as Old Man Kerr. And his lying tongue too, for good measure.”

Melisande hushed him quickly. Adam started to weave his head from side to side. Melisande had seen cattle do the same thing when they were about to be slaughtered. She spoke quietly. “Kerr’s dead, Adam.”

“It wasn’t me. I just took his eyes. I stuck him on his horse and turned him back to the city. He was found. Hamish said he was found.”

“Did you kill Hamish?”

“Killed him? No, I never. Hamish is dead?” He dropped his head and started moaning.

“That wasn’t me. Someone else. Someone betrayed me to the Lord Warden. I’ll not hang for murder. I haven’t killed no one. Aye, I took Kerr’s eyes. I didn’t mean to, not at the start. He kept laughing about how the Routledges are everyman’s prey. He just went on and on about how I wasn’t man enough for Elaine, how he’d take it all from me…I just wanted him to stop, so I hit him with the spade. Mebbe a bit too hard, because he was out of his wits then and just kept gabbling ’bout faeries and gold. That gave me the idea to take his eyes. I wish I could’ve kept the look he gave me. It took a long time to get his respect but I did at the end.”

“Adam, listen,” Melisande whispered urgently. “I dare not stay much longer with you. It will make the guards suspicious.” It was alarmingly true. The brutish Watchmen kept turning around to look at her with their beady-red rat eyes and she didn’t like what she read behind them. She was sure they would report to Ross eventually and was hoping that the distraction of festivities that were planned for the Whitsun Fair would buy her just enough time before Ross decided to take his interrogations further.

Adam stiffened and grasped her hand more tightly. “I can see their lights,” he whimpered, staring at the walls.

Melisande followed his gaze into the empty darkness.

“Keep them away from me. I can’t remember where their gold is. Tell them. Don’t let them take my tongue,” he moaned.

“Hush, Adam,” Melisande crooned. “Keep your tongue still in your mouth, and they won’t find it now, will they?”

“Yes. Yes,” he mumbled quietly, weaving his head. “I promised I wouldn’t tell,” he repeated it over and over until his voice was lost to a whisper.

Melisande swore grimly to herself, remounting the steps and nodding to the guards to let her out. Watching from the upper windows of his spacious chamber in the Keep, Mark A’Court was amused to see Lady Melisande striding across the Inner Ward and attempting to undress at the same time.

Struggling to shrug off her semi-undone clothes, she pulled up her kirtle, revealing her underskirts. She was the very picture of a demon temptress testing St Anthony’s chastity that he’d seen painted on Prior Gondibour’s wooden panels in Carlisle Cathedral. Sin shaped like a woman. He chuckled blackly to himself, thinking that if anyone could tempt a saint to fornication, it would definitely be the Lady Melisande.

Her fiery maidservant scurried after her, stopping every so often to bend and pick up discarded items of clothing. Melisande was angrier than he had ever seen a woman before; including the only time he had seen the old queen. He winced when he remembered how she had thrown her slippers at him, unerring in her aim as he tried to back away from her. “Burn them, burn them all,” he heard Melisande command. Yes, that reminded him of the old queen too; and her cousin. Fire was a good way to purge and clean.

As the Cathedral bells rang out cheerfully, crowds of people were already at the Sands or on their way there. The whole city was in its holiday finery, tricked out with ribbons and ruffles. The women were wearing their best bonnets and the wives of the richer men, the merchants and not a few of the heidsmen’s too, paraded rich velvet costumes of tawny, green and mulberry, trimmed with fine French and Irish lace, on the way to the tented stands. Some of the men sported fine slashed doublets, linen shirts and ruffs, but most wore their jack and carried both sword and dagger with them through the crowd.

The hawthorn was bright with clusters of sweetly-scented white blossoms. Pedlars circulated amongst the crowds with their trays slung around their necks, tempting the populace to buy ribbons, small pastries and a hundred other over-priced distractions.

There seemed to be horses everywhere. Nimble young lads, perched on the backs of sleek ponies, rode them down to the river to wash them. Barkers addressed the crowds from within each small cordoned area, vying to be heard above the hullabaloo. Horses stood patiently having their lips pulled back for teeth inspection and hooves lifted as buyers checked for signs of rot. Men haggled, spat into their hands and shook to seal the bargain. Clerks wrote out bills of sale, which were torn in half; one for the vendor, one for the buyer. The soldiery checked the bills, inspected goods and made sure there was no cheating.

Those who could afford it sat in the sap-fresh shade of the newly erected stand and watched the better horseflesh parading round the ring in front of them as they sipped wine with wafers. Mark A’Court had one eye on the ring and another on the exits, where every so often, a line of ponies strung together left the Sands, trotting away around the Castle to the Sorceries or beyond Caldewgate to the old Roman Road.

“Your men are checking vigilantly that no horse over thirty pounds in value leaves this sale?” he asked Ross lazily.

“As carefully as are your own,” replied Ross testily, resenting the implied criticism, “and, aye, checking for stolen and over-branded mounts too. It’s not the first time we’ve held the Whitsun Fair, my lord.”

“Hmm,” mused Jeffrie Nortbie thoughtfully. “Prices seem to be very low this year, judging by the quick turnover.”

“The cheap stuff always goes first,” answered Ross dismissively. “This is where the real action is,” he rubbed his hands gleefully, “and afterwards, with the horse races.”

Melisande sat in the back of the stands, trying hard to ignore the chattering magpies, which was how she thought of Phillice, Ruth and the other goodwives. They made too much screeching noise and blathered on endlessly and inconsequentially. They bored her with the twaddle of their conversation. She wanted to flap her arms and shoo them all away, so she could be free to worry about Heughan and more important things instead.

Strains of music drifted over from the other entertainments on offer. Melisande turned her head as a crowd cheered their support for two wrestlers grappling with one another, arms clasped firmly in a circle about the other’s chest and their chins on each other’s shoulders. For a moment they shuffled uncertainly and then one hooked his leg round the other’s ankles and hefted him onto the ground. From the roar of the crowd, it had to be a popular win.

Melisande looked up at the angle of the sun. She had been at the fair for hours and it was already late afternoon. She scanned the top of the crowd, looking for other familiar faces. She spotted Sally tricked out in all her bright finery, including an outrageous bonnet with a curling plume. She hoped Ruth wouldn’t notice and start on another of her hegemonies designed to influence Phillice and Lettice.

She caught Phillice’s eye just as the tediously over-long conversation about fashions finally wound down. Phillice stroked one of her lapdogs, giggled mischievously and said out loud, “Whether green is flattering to the complexion or not, it seems to be a good colour to catch a beau, to judge by Melisande’s success.”

Melisande resisted an overwhelming urge to slap Phillice for thoughtlessly making her the centre of attention but instead simply smiled and looked awkwardly embarrassed. Unfortunately, Phillice was mid-prattle and in no mood to stop her teasing. “Melisande made quite the conquest of her recent gallant, didn’t you, Mele?” she ran on.

Mark A’Court pricked his ears, and Melisande saw him angle himself in his chair so he could keep a backwards ear on the turn the conversation had taken and yet still appear to give his attention to Ross. She felt the hairs on the back of her neck prick up in warning.

“Indeed, and when was this, Lady Middlemore?” he interjected.

Phillice looked confusedly from Mark to Melisande and back again, waiting for Melisande to answer. She said nothing and Mark appeared to content to wait.

Phillice coughed nervously and coloured a little as she said, “Which one of us are you addressing, my lord?”

Mark stood up and turned the full intensity of his gaze upon her before bowing briefly. “My apologies, Lady Middlemore; it had not occurred to me that there were two ladies claiming this title here today, for truthfully I think of you as the rightful lady of the Castle, as wife of the Lord Warden, for all your charming youthfulness.”

Phillice smiled delightedly, and Ruth gave Melisande a hard, smug look that said ‘I told you so.’ Mark turned to Melisande and sketched another courteous bow, “And I tend to think of Lady Melisande in a somewhat different frame of reference.”

Melisande met his smirking eyes as he stood up again and tried to keep her expression as blank as possible.

“Although, from what I overheard, and you will pardon me for the sin of eavesdropping,” he said, “it would appear that the Lady Melisande might soon acquire a new title, which would greatly assist in ending my confusion.”

This time Melisande couldn’t keep the sneer from her face. Mark chuckled darkly.

“Lady Phillice, perhaps you can provide a hint as to the identity of Lady Melisande’s paramour, as I believe the lady herself is too shy to speak out.”

Ruth harrumphed in disbelief and Lettice watched Melisande with wary eyes.

Phillice simpered, “Oh sir, it is nothing to concern yourself with, just the amusement of we ladies, but you must surely know the young gentleman who danced with Lady Melisande when you were last here, before all the trouble with…” she tailed off as Lettice turned a deathly shade of pale.

“Oh dear,” she said, flustered, and put her fingertips over her mouth to cover it. “I have spoken too rashly. Your pardon.”

“What’s that, what’s that?” pestered Ross, drawing himself into the conversation.

Phillice looked anxiously at the inquisitive Ross; then at Melisande, whose eyes were flashing warningly; then at Lettice, who seemed to be deciding whether to cry or scowl; and back to Mark A’Court, who looked openly curious.

Mark bowed to the ladies and returned to his seat next to Ross. “Nothing of consequence. What about this big black stallion, Middlemore? One of Markham’s Arab bred, I’d wager, if I’m any judge of horseflesh. What do you think of his merits as a hunter?”

Suitably distracted, the men began again to discuss the various horses parading in the ring in front of them.

Melisande breathed a small sigh of relief to herself but Phillice hadn’t quite finished causing damage. “Ladies, we should not dwell on the deaths of traitors and criminals,” she hissed at them in a loud whisper. “We did what we could. I know Master Nortbie pleaded most eloquently; such a shame he couldn’t save your apprentice, Mistress.”

Lettice barely stifled a hiccoughing sob and Ruth looked sharply at her. “Pull yourself together, girl.” Phillice worried a thumbnail, baffled as to why everyone seemed suddenly upset. She looked helplessly at Melisande, who glared back at her with thunderclouds in her eyes. Phillice started to well-up, “Oh Mele, don’t you be cross with me too! I thought you liked Master Corwin and he you. I’m doing my best; it’s just that everyone expects so much from me. I wish you’d make me one of your special tisanes, I feel like I have such a headache coming on.”

All eyes turned to Melisande. Ruth was regarding her suspiciously, and Melisande could see she was itching to ask questions about the brewing of potions. Lettice had perked up at the mention of Heughan but for some reason, was now suffused with anger and giving Melisande a look that she instantly recognised as pure jealousy. Phillice was beseeching her with little-girl round eyes, knowing full well she only had to turn on the tears to get Ross’s full attention. Melisande felt stifled with their selfishness.

“I’ve got a headache myself and I’m going back to the Castle,” she snapped, rising from her seat. Sorcha jumped up too, at her lady’s side in attentive readiness. Phillice sniffed angrily, suddenly annoyed that she was the only one who didn’t have a personal lady’s maid.

“And who’s supposed to attend me if you leave? Can’t your girl stay here with me?”

Melisande’s reply was stilted, “Sorcha is my lady’s maid and she tends to my needs. You should find your own household staff, Phillice, not try to poach mine.” She flicked her skirts behind her, preparing to leave.

“Lady Middlemore,” said Ruth, causing Melisande to look back over her shoulder only to see that Ruth was addressing Phillice. “My maid and I would be pleased to attend you and see you appropriately chaperoned.” Phillice beamed delightedly but Ruth hadn’t finished. “You should try to secure your own reliable servants, of course, not simply accept those who have been poorly trained and have ideas above their station. I am surprised that these matters haven’t been addressed before now; it seems so remiss. Although not my place to say so, begging your ladyship’s pardon.”

Melisande stiffened.

Ruth smiled toothily and said to Phillice, “However, it would seem that some people have their own affairs to attend to and are too busy to be bothered with anyone but themselves.”

Don’t speak, don’t say a word, Melisande told herself. Just put one foot in front of another and keep moving. She couldn’t help herself. She rounded on Phillice and Ruth and dropped a deep curtsey.

“I do beg your pardon if I have offended,” she addressed herself to Phillice with excessive politeness. “Lady or no, as chatelaine there are duties that I need to attend to.”

“Leave Jon O’ the Ward to see to supper. Surely, you don’t need to make any more conserves or pickled preserves or whatever it is you’ve been bothering with? There can’t be a pot in the whole Castle you haven’t filled up this last week. Anyone would think you were expecting a siege.”

“There are some things that I have to take responsibility for myself and some people who have genuine need of me.”

“I need you,” said Phillice quietly with a pout to Melisande’s proud, straight back.

“No, Phillice. You don’t need me. You need someone to make you feel as if you are Lady Middlemore. Very well. Sorcha, you will attend to Lady Phillice’s needs. Remain here with Lady Middlemore.”

“Oh, but you can’t do that! Who will chaperone you?” Phillice began, slightly scandalised. “You must find a man to escort you through the crowds. Perhaps Master Nortbie?”

“I need no chaperone, and I certainly don’t need to borrow someone else’s husband,” Melisande said, whipping about and stalking away. No one moved to stop her.

Mark A’Court leaned sideways in his chair and watched Melisande picking her way through the crowd, which shifted and swallowed her. He smiled thoughtfully.

By the time the fair was ending and dusk was settling onto the low meadows beyond the sally-port, Willie found himself having a hard time keeping control of so many horses. These weren’t the well-trained little hobbies that the reivers used, accustomed to each other’s familiar smell. These were sharp little ponies with a mite too many brains and more teeth than he felt easy with. He’d already smacked one or two noses as they’d tried to nip him. Cheeky buggers, he thought, outraged, outstaring one especially bold piebald, which had had the good sense to look away; eventually. “Bloody Roddy,” he muttered under his breath, pushing yet more horse rumps out of the way, avoiding surreptitious kicks and having his toes trodden on. “Where the hell are you, yer useless dago, when a man needs you?”


* * *

Heughan made his way up the dark twisting stairs, his shoulders brushing on the rough sandstone. He remembered the way clearly; the smell of beeswax candles, the small spiral of light above him growing with each step like a flower opening.

He tasted the falling chill of night in the air. Even through his gloves, the stones leached the heat from him as he touched their cold dampness in turn. These walls have dripped with blood, he thought as he climbed. His mind wandered and he marvelled at the skill of the Norman builders.

‘We all learnt from them’; a saying from his childhood. His mother had been of Norman blood, he had always known it. Other women and even men had held their tongues, and some their breath, in her presence. Even in the dirt-straw days of the farmstead, she had a grace and certainly a beauty that he knew marked her out as special.

He slowed his climb as he came towards the landing, when he heard the murmur of voices which he hadn’t expected; strong insistent voices. It worried him. Like the cry of a tiny infant, this was pain not hunger.

He drew back his cloak, took off his gloves and stowed them. Limbering his shoulders, he loosened his sword just a little as he reached the hidden door, pressing himself against the wall in the shadow. The heavy velvet curtain was drawn but light and sound came bleeding through the edges. Even out on the dank staircase, he could hear the fire crackling as though unusually ablaze, though the evening was not yet especially cold.

“Leave me. For your own sake, leave me now,” he heard Melisande say in a strong, barely concealed whisper.

“For my sake? I’m not the one in danger, my girl,” replied the dark honeyed baritone of none other than Rodrigues. “You should have left hours ago. Come, come quickly, and I may yet save you,” he said.

“Not anymore, Don Rodrigues. I’m all grown up now. I know you have noticed,” she said archly. “I am my own woman now. It is for you to be mindful of me, Brother.”

Heughan was desperate to stretch, he hated hiding behind curtains unable to move, even now as a grown man with a sword in his hand, but he was frozen, listening intently.

Rodrigues shifted uncomfortably; his reivers called him ‘brother’ but Melisande meant it differently and they both knew it. He looked around, mentally checking his daggers.

“Your men call you ‘El Diablo’, do you know that? What is it you call yourself?”

Melisande stood framed by the fireplace, staring at Rodrigues. Her cards were laid out on the table in front of her. She could sense his unease.

“Don Rodrigues do Córdoba, is it? I see you in the cards, El Diablo. I see your many shapes; The Six of Pentacles, The Master who dominates others, The Devil who holds the reins of power, The Hierophant who serves the Church. Perhaps I can call you as I first knew you?”

Rodrigues looked at her gently. He smiled.

“Yes, my old Brother Vincent, it is you. I want it to be you.”

Rodrigues slumped into a chair beside the memory of his young Melisande, a lithe bud of a girl, bright and challenging all these years. Of course she knew, he mused. She could read the cards, the stars and men’s hearts. Of course she knew.

“I have been waiting for you for such a long time. Yet always instead you send Heughan, as though I wasn’t going to realise your substitution. Does he even know how you used him? You taught Heughan our song, the one you wrote just for me. You sent him to me with tuberoses and after all these years of secrecy, you revealed yourself completely. Why?”

“I wanted you to know, my darling,” he said carefully, “but it didn’t always seem so pressing. There were occasions when I thought you suspected. I have always been so tempted by you and yet I restrained myself. Why encourage danger when I could see you were safe and I had you near me?”

“You left me in Carcassonne; a mere child,” she hissed back.

“Yet old enough in the ways of the world to keep things hidden from me even then. We would both be dead this long time if we had stayed together. I have killed many men to assuage my guilt at leaving you, believe me.”

“In the service of your god, more like,” she said vehemently.

“Sometimes the two are the same. When God brought us to this place together, I realised it was a chance for redemption. I watched over you, even though you never knew. I took action when it was needed to protect you, when word reached me of how you had been ill-treated…”

Melisande made no immediate reply. Heughan wanted to look around the curtain and read the expression on her face, but he knew they would see his shape in the curtain. He stayed back against the wall, listening hard.

“You knew?” Melisande asked huskily. “You killed Walter?”

“Indirectly, yes,” admitted Rodrigues. “I dropped a hint in the right ear, an Armstrong ear. Walter was not the man I would have chosen for you, but when you became pregnant by him, I told myself that it was God’s will and that my penance should be to accept it.”

“Walter used me like a whore,” snapped Melisande, “but nothing he did would ever have put a babe in my belly.”

“I know,” said Rodrigues quietly. “It was only afterwards that I learned the truth from Sally. When I found out how Ross had abused you, invoked droit de Seigneur…”

“Do not speak of it,” Melisande snapped. “You know nothing of truth. You pretend to be my protector but you persecute me just the same as the others. You believe the cloaked lies that your masters pass you, and you in your turn feed to others.”

“God has led me back to you and kept us alive this far,” he replied. “I have to believe there’s a reason for that.”

“Did your god tell you to silence Kerr and kill Hamish? Is there a reason for that also?”

“Hush, girl. What are you talking about?”

“You thought you could hide him amongst all the dead reivers? Smuggling deceit is what you do so well, is it not, Brother? But you took me for granted again; your weakness is ignoring the common world, and especially when women are involved. That’s your true blind side, Vincent.”

He said nothing.

“You asked me to clean up the dead for your fake Christian burial, to save their souls. Did you concern yourself with Hamish’s soul as you smothered him and stuck him between the ribs?”

“Quiet, girl! You know nothing of this.”

“I know everything,” she continued unabashed. “Death never hides from me. I can read it as if I were reading the cards. I saw the mark of your ring on his face, that big ruby you always wear. Hamish was knifed by an assassin’s blade. I foretold his death to Heughan. Ten of Swords. The man betrayed. Stabbed in the back. That was you. Or did you have Heughan carry out your orders?”

She recoiled at his expression.

“You let Heughan blame me. He nearly killed me! All the time you knew the truth but you would not defend me. Isn’t that what really happened with my father? You betrayed him to the Inquisition when he wouldn’t give you what you wanted. Now you have come to tell me that we have turned the last bend in the winding road, we have reached the end, have we? Are you to kill me too?” she asked.

“I came only to return to you what belongs to you. I meant it when I said these would be damning evidence if they fell into the wrong hands. Your herbs, your almanack, your mould,” he apologised, producing them one by one and placing them on the table. “This though, Mark A’Court wants,” Rodrigues said quietly, producing her book from under his cloak. “Whatever it is, I want to give it to him, in return for your safety. That’s all I care about.”

“Lies!” she hurled at him. “You came back for the gold. Adam Routledge gave me the last piece of the puzzle. Now I see all your secrets laid bare. When Adam started digging up gold, he brought it to you. You remembered the shipwreck from many years ago. You’ve always been greedy. That’s the real reason you’re here. You had to be certain whether I’d found anything on Hamish or if Adam had talked.”

“Oh my little meddlesome Melisande! You never could resist a mystery, could you?” said Rodrigues sympathetically. “How many times over the years in one guise or another have I tried to warn you that curiosity would kill you? I meant Hamish to disappear into the ground, just one more victim, unremarked amongst the rest. You bring calamities down upon yourself by interfering with things you don’t have the capacity to understand. I’m here because of the promises I need to keep. And first among those is a holy vow to protect you…”

“You don’t protect anyone but yourself. The rest of us are just things to be traded. You’ll keep on buying and selling until you get what you want.” She rolled her head back and brushed away angry tears.

“The only thing that I have ever wanted was peace for us, for all of us. You have been in grave danger for many months now. A message went astray, it was whispered into the wrong ears it seems. Someone has misinterpreted it, and you have become the object of their curiosity.”

“What message?” Melisande asked.

“A message concerning the transference of power. It’s been mistaken to mean a tangible object, possibly a book that Cecil’s spy, Doctor Dee, was searching for, possibly some other lost treasure. If there is no gold, then the cost we have to pay is this book, which you must give up to me.”

“Never. I’d destroy it first!” replied Melisande in that defiant tone Heughan knew well. “My father’s life’s work is in there.”

“This is the codex? This really is the ‘Key of Solomon’?” Rodrigues held the book at arm’s length, suddenly wary. He looked at it with alternate reverence and suspicion, as a man would look at a snake poised to strike. He dropped it to the table, and she grabbed at it immediately. She gathered up her cards and reunited them with her journal, hugging them all close.

“Give me the book, Melisande. You cannot possess it. Destroying it will surely condemn you; not owning it will save you,” menaced Rodrigues.

Heughan pricked his ears. It wasn’t a tone of voice he often heard Rodrigues use. He was clearly annoyed. And afraid. Heughan heard his fear in the undercurrent.

“Melisande, tell me the truth…” Rodrigues hesitated, sweating. He sucked at the air, trying to draw some strength from it, as though he could breathe into himself something other than rancour. It was not enough for him. The fight went out of him. He pleaded with Melisande. “Tell me how to use the necronomicon. Let me save you. Let me use it to save you.”

She stifled a sob. Her eyes snapped shut, narrowed to the thin crack of light that escapes from under the dark dungeon tunnel when the door is slammed shut.

She rounded on him, hissing, “It’s not yours to take. Only I understand it. You cannot hope to control its power, you hypocrite.”

“I don’t need its power, it’s your heritage, not mine. I swore an oath to your father, Josef, to watch out for you. I have done my duty by him,” Rodrigues winced.

“Done your duty,” mimicked Melisande in mocking tones. “I trusted you, Vincent, I loved you and yet you abandoned me to destiny.”

“I couldn’t stay with you, my darling girl. I had nothing to offer you. I had made my vows. I couldn’t ask you to live a lie.”

“Yet here we are anyway! I might have made you many things, but you would never have needed to become a coward.”

“Yes, I would. I sold my soul to save you, Melisande. I thought that you would be safe if I put as much distance as possible between us. So I ran. And the Hounds of God chased me down anyway and tortured me. God help me, Mele, I resisted as long as I could, even when they pushed my face into the flames…”

Melisande dropped to her knees and covered her ears, trying to block the sound of his broken voice forming ugly pictures in her mind.

“Whatever disguises we might hide behind, there will always be someone who discerns what lies beneath. Mark A’Court has found us both. I don’t care what happens to me. This life was always borrowed. But I will fight to save you. Give him the necronomicon. You must.”

“No, I will not surrender the book. It would be like surrendering my own father,” Melisande insisted.

“So, you will burn it just as they burnt him?” countered Rodrigues. “They will kill you anyway, but only after they have tortured you for weeks, after they have twisted you and torn you open on the rack. Look at me.”

She turned her head away from him. He dropped his voice and spoke softly, letting his words caress her.

“Look at me, Mele.”

She grimaced, her eyes screwed as though in pain, yet helpless to stop her lambent gaze from resting upon his scarred face. Not a Lockerbie lick. Something far deadlier; a Judas’s kiss.

“I can’t let them do this to you. You must give me that book,” he pushed her. “Let me save you.” Melisande moved closer to the fire and tore out a handful of pages from the sacred manuscript. She brandished them in her fist, glowering at Rodrigues.

"This is my choice to make, my writings and life’s work also. If my father is in here, then so am I, and like him, I have the right to choose the manner of my own death.

“I was a fool to ever trust you. So, you have sold yourself to them at last? And like the merchant you are, you have fixed a price on me too. You had courage once. You dared to think differently. I loved you for that. I thought you still had the flame within you, but you’ve given your strength instead to Heughan and he blazes like you once did, angry with the world, with the king, with killing. He’s not afraid to stand up against tyranny and not afraid to make the world his own; a new world even. If you are weak, you are finished. There is no weakness in me,” she said proudly.

She threw the pages into the fire, which crackled greedily.

“Stop!” cried Rodrigues, reaching for the flames. “Stop! Without it you will die a horrible death.”

“Let them burn me; I will not feel it!” she shouted back.

Rodrigues drew himself up and loomed towards her. “No, my girl, you won’t feel it, for I will kill you myself. I will not see you suffer.”

Rodrigues stared at Melisande, but she was not looking up at him, she was transfixed in her own gaze. Rodrigues turned to see Heughan standing in the room, his cloak drawn back and his sword in his hand.

“Face me, Spaniard,” said Heughan heavily.

Rodrigues hesitated before smiling a welcome. “Heughan! There you are! As I foretold, you know the secret way to my lady’s chamber. And her heart perhaps? Are you fit, lad? Come and get some fire in your bones,” he gestured to the blazing hearth. “You and I are going to need it tonight.”

“You were waiting behind the curtain, Heughan, I could feel you there,” said Melisande quietly.

“Not Heughan,” interjected Rodrigues. “Too many demons lurking behind curtains, aren’t there, lad?”

“How much did you hear?” she said.

“Too much,” said Heughan. “I’m not interested in your private squabbles over books and history. But Hamish, Roddy? He was one of my own. I want to know what happened and why, because killing you, my friend, will be the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

Rodrigues wanted to step back but he could not. He knew better than most what Heughan was capable of once his blood was roused; he had driven him to it many times. It had been his salvation on more than one occasion.

“Calm, Heughan. Put away your sword; you don’t need it yet. Hamish was not the man you thought he was, not for a while since.”

Rodrigues reached carefully into a pouch on his hip and pulled out a small signet ring. He offered it open handed to Heughan, who took it, rubbing the marking with his thumb. Even before he looked, he could feel the rose engraving and knew it to be Mark A’ Court’s seal.

“I took that off Hamish’s body,” said Rodrigues.

“You found him dead?” said Heughan.

Rodrigues stood silently, staring at Heughan, wanting him to work it out, unable to find the bald words to tell him the truth.

“You found him dead?” repeated Heughan. “Where?”

Rodrigues swiped the back of his fist across his dry mouth, he looked around for wine but there was none.

“No. I took that off his body after I had killed him,” said Rodrigues, looking straight ahead, standing upright as he acknowledged his crime, his hands pleading a surrender.

Melisande saw the change in Heughan’s complexion. She felt the shadow pass across his face as much as saw it. His legendary eyes were dulled. Images of the cards tumbled through her mind.

The Hanged Man. Betrayal.

The Chariot. Pulled apart in different directions.

Two of Swords. Painful choices.

The Fool.

Rodrigues spoke again, back in control of himself and Heughan. “He was spying for Mark A’Court, Heughan. You sent him to look for the enemy, but it was always his mission to meet those troops and to guide them into position; he manoeuvred the massacre. We played right into his hands.” Rodrigues looked at Melisande, “Hamish silenced Kerr to implicate others. You, Heughan, Adam – he didn’t care who got the blame. The whole point was to create so much confusion that we would no longer trust one another.”

“He had this on him too,” Rodrigues handed over a reiver’s kerchief. Heughan knew from the colour that it belonged to the Johnstones.

He looked up at Rodrigues. Rodrigues said nothing. They exchanged unspoken understanding; Hamish had been their scout, led them raiding into Liddesdale, led them into ambushes and finally, double-crossed them at the Beeftub.

Heughan crumpled the kerchief and offered it into the flames.

“Hamish was one of our own, Roddy. Who could apply that sort of pressure to make a man betray everything he believes in?”

Rodrigues caught Melisande’s eyes. He smiled sadly. “Everyone has their price. You reminded me Hamish was from Annan. That’s Sim’s territory. Perhaps he was always Sim’s man. Perhaps he was threatened. Perhaps someone else promised him something more. Perhaps he saw an opportunity. Likely, we shall never know.”

“Enough. Enough,” said Heughan softly. “He’s gone. He can’t hurt us anymore, and we have work to do, all of us.”

He held out his hand to help Melisande up. She thrust the book into his hands instead.

“Keep it safe, my love, for us both,” she said, speaking to Heughan but looking into Rodrigues’s eyes. “Guard it as it will guard us. Keep my secrets from those who would seek to harm me or use them against others.”

Heughan took her book reluctantly and frowned as Rodrigues watched him tuck it into his jack. “What do you want me to do?” said Rodrigues. “Shall I make sure Melisande gets to safety? She should not be here.”

“No, stay close to me,” said Heughan. “I’ve watched your back many times; tonight I need you stronger than ever. We are going to break out the boys. All of them.”

“What? Are you mad?” scoffed Rodrigues. “That’s not the plan we made.”

Heughan’s laugh was hollow. “I’ve just changed a few details, that’s all.”

“But how?” asked Rodrigues.

“John Johnson’s pomegranates are going to help us make a bigger hole in the Castle walls. Mele, you better make sure the fire in the stables is a big one; we need as much time as you can give us.”

“You can rely on me.” She gave a ghost of a smile as he hauled her up from the floor.

Rodrigues watched her loading a basket with grenadoes, each one a small pottery jar, most with a tight cork lid and a braided wick protruding slightly from the top.

“Heavens! You’ll blow us all to kingdom come, woman!”

Heughan barely smiled at all. “In which case, you’ll be in good company, you old sinner,” he said.

Melisande left her quarters with all the appearance of calm normality. From somewhere distant in the Keep, she heard bursts of laughter and the thrum of social voices. Snatches of sound seeped from the stones; the rap of platters being lifted and replaced, the chink and splash as jug connected to cup and liquid flowed, the muffled sounds of many conversations all fighting to make themselves heard above the noise of food and digestion. The party had returned from the horse races, then. Phillice would be Sorcha’s alibi. She breathed out a sigh of relief that she hadn’t realised she had been holding.

Rodrigues and Heughan hurried down the hidden staircase. They were held tense in the writhing dark at the foot of the stairwell. Heughan felt Rodrigues was smiling in the shadows behind him.

Together, they watched Melisande walk past the empty smithy to the stables. Everyone who could find the smallest excuse to do so would still be enjoying the attractions of the fair and so the Outer Ward was unusually quiet. The forge was banked down but still alight. She barely paused, simply brushed her hand in passing as though checking the heat of the fire, but they caught the glint as she lit a glowing taper, cupping it within her free hand. She glanced towards them and brought her fingers to her lips as if to blow them a kiss. As her breath kept the flame alight, she seemed too to carry the smoulder in her eyes.

When she reached the stables, Melisande put down her basket and wedged the taper firmly between two planks as she busied herself corralling the horses into the farthest byre.

She made sure the horses were safe before she trickled a line of gunpowder along the back of the nearer stalls, ending it in a small pile of the pottery jars, covering it with a mound of hay. Hay with heather and common bog grass. A country boy and sedition, as she had foretold. She smiled to herself. She lit the fuses with the taper and hid behind the wooden stalls. Time slowed down and expanded the thinking space. She fretted that the guards would be coming; they would surely hear the horses were restless. With the uncanny sense of animals, they could anticipate the danger and were kicking out at the boards of the stalls. Melisande dared not look; she knew not to go back to the grenadoes, she just had to be patient.

Just as she was about to start taking out the horses regardless, there was a rumble and the ground vibrated beneath them. The roof in the far stall came tumbling down, the straw caught alight. The horses panicked, whinnying with fear and the bigger horses broke from their tethers, pulling them away from the stalls. Melisande was dragged out into the yard. She picked herself up from the dirt and debris and ran back to the stables, took hold of two shocked animals and led them out.

In the stables, hungry flames caught hold of the dry support timbers, quickly blackening them and turning the stables into an inferno. Horses were screaming in fright, thumping against the stalls, desperate to break free. The fire was spreading. It jumped across the Ward with the agility of a hare, catching at the adjacent huts. “Fire! Water!” went the cry.

The captain of the guard began to organise a chain gang to carry the water, screaming orders into the confusion, adding to the noise and heat. Fire was the monstrous enemy. They had to stop it from reaching the armoury or blundering into the close-packed buildings of the city. They had to contain it before it was interpreted as a distress signal north or south of the border. Fire legitimized your fight. It needed to be kept under control.

Ross appeared at the top of the Keep ramparts, buckling on his baldric and shouting orders into the brawl of noisy action. Men scattered in all directions, whether they heeded his commands or not.

Heughan saw further fires light up the back wall, causing more confusion. Men were screaming and running to three walls at once, fighting enemies they couldn’t see. Ross bellowed into the bedlam, trying to wrest control from the panic and chaos of the rout.

Heughan and Roddy entered the fray together. Trotting at the same pace as the others, they mingled with the horses, taking a couple in hand and leading them away in a route that skirted past the West Tower.

Heughan needed to get beyond the armoury and the cellar entrance to the back of the dungeons and down to the gunpowder. They had agreed Rodrigues would approach the front entrance of the West Tower and snatch the keys from a no-doubt panicked gaoler. The gunpowder would blow the reivers a route to freedom but they wouldn’t get far if they were shackled. They needed the keys.

Heughan released his horses as he saw the top of the steps, slapping them away to find their own freedom. He launched himself into the darkness and stumbled down the first few steps till he found his feet. He could see in the dim light of the passage the barrels lined up against the back wall, we only use it to store the wine now. He kicked the end barrel hard. The lid lifted and out came a sweating Desmond.

“Where the feck were yer?” he said. “I’m dying in here.”

“Ah whist man, you’ve still got breath enough to complain. Now get the charges laid.”

Desmond scampered away into the gloom with boards on which were mounted rows of the pottery jars, tapping them into the wall. He worked quickly, knowing they had little time. Heughan took a hammer from Desmond and ran to the end of the passage. He started tapping up more boards.

“Heughan, no!” hissed Desmond. “Not around both sides.”

On the other side of the wall, Adam stirred. Instinctively, he looked up. He had no god, not anymore, but the heavens were more inviting than the cold hard floor of the prison. He wondered if he should pray. The words wouldn’t come. He closed his eyes and thought of his family. He smiled and found some comfort.

Heughan lit the fuses and ran full-tilt back along the passage.

“Heughan get back here!” shouted Desmond, extending a waving hand from the tunnel beyond the foundation. He yanked Heughan through the opening.

There was a crash as if the stars themselves were falling onto the earth below and then all the noise in the world disappeared. Without waiting, Heughan scrambled back into the rubble of the dungeon, waving the smoke away. He was standing on somebody, he didn’t want to think who, now just a ragged mess of scorched meat burnt livid scarlet and black. He could see the cloud of dust being sucked out into the night through a massive hole. The back wall of the dungeons was destroyed. So too was the supporting wall, which butted onto the Castle ramparts. Heughan instinctively knew it was wrong but he pushed on; no time to think.

“Come on lads, rouse yerselves! Let’s get out of here!” His words sounded strangely distant even though he was shouting as loudly as he could. He saw stumbling figures coming into focus, he caught hold of them and pushed them towards the fresh air. “Follow the breeze, lads. Out into the tunnel! Come on, the horses are waiting!”

From his left he could see a light, he thought at first it was a fuse, fizzing an orange hole in the soot. It was moving and he realised it was being carried.

“Where are you, lad, where are you?” boomed a voice from the gloom. It was Rodrigues. “I have the keys. Who’s shackled?” he shouted.

“Over here!” Heughan called out, kneeling by two lumps manacled together.

Rodrigues reached him and bent to unlock the fetters. “By Saint Barbara’s head, lad, you’ll bring the Castle down upon us.”

Heughan looked at him. That was exactly what he was thinking himself. “Get a move on, Roddy, get them out,” he replied.

Rodrigues hoisted up one of the immobile figures onto his back. “Give me the other,” he instructed Heughan. Heughan didn’t hesitate; he knew the Spaniard’s strength. He lifted the second man onto Rodrigues’s back and watched him drag himself out through the hole and away along the runnels. Willie was organising men to horses. He helped Rodrigues throw the unconscious over the same horse and had another rider lead them quickly away.

Rodrigues was already on his way back in. He came face to face with Heughan, who was encouraging someone else to limp out. In the half-light their eyes met. The Spaniard clasped his hands on Heughan’s shoulders and pulled him towards him. He roared at him, a blood curdling sound of encouragement, vast and wide. In it Heughan could hear the love they had for each other, he could see all the nights they had spent under the same moon, riding hard in unforgiving rain, fighting back to back, waiting for boats to arrive on the midnight tide, counting the spoils by a camp fire. They had been parted many times but always found each other.

Rodrigues pushed him away. “Go on, lad, get out of here.”

“Come away now with me, Roddy,” said Heughan. “The rest are beyond our help, I reckon.”

“Best to be certain. I’ll be right with you,” said Rodrigues.

“No, come away now to the horses,” urged Heughan but Rodrigues was already gone.

Heughan handed over his injured reiver to Willie. “Get him away, Willie. I’m going back for Roddy.”

“Heughan, no! The wall’s cracked. We used aye too much powder; the whole tower’s coming down,” Desmond insisted.

“I know. I’ve got to get Roddy out.”

“Leave it!” Willie said. “Roddy will be all right, he a’ways is. He’ll hae a way out.”

“He has to come out this way,” shouted Heughan over his shoulder. He ran down the tunnel to re-enter the dungeon once more. He found himself walking but without making any progress, like wading through the tides against the current. He could see his arms moving but his legs wouldn’t carry him as he felt himself sinking in the Solway sands. He looked down. The land beneath him had liquefied. The sands quickened their grip on his legs and pulled him towards the maw which had opened in front of him. Heughan felt himself falling forwards, could see the tower wall ripping like a tear in silk.

Then there was just parted silence.

The tower had split in two and the outer curve of the wall was falling gently towards him, collapsing oh so slowly, consumed by the hungry earth. He struggled to move, thinking that if he could just run inside and allow the rubble to fall away behind him…the rest of the wall crumpled upon itself like folds of pleated linen crushed by a giant hand.

Heughan screamed for Rodrigues but no sound came out. Instinctively, his sword was in his hands. He slashed at the falling masonry in a futile attempt to protect his friend. He fell to his knees, the stones rolled past him, he didn’t care. He just needed to get inside. Dust filled his nostrils. He closed his eyes and crawled, dragging his legs free. As his hands fumbled over the rubble, he tried to open his eyes but they stung as though nettled. He felt blood drying on his legs where the grit bit into him, slicing open his palms in beautiful fine cuts. He closed out the pain.

In a rush, all sound returned. There was a hole in the dust and he could hear horses panicking. Was that Willie shouting for him? Heughan heard the fiery zip and close hollow whistle of pistol shots coming at him. There was shouting, a lot of shouting, he knew the voice but couldn’t place it. Call to me, Roddy, call to me, he repeated to himself, willing the stocky form of the barrel-shaped Spaniard to appear before him.

Heughan thrashed his sword in desperation. He felt something soft beneath his blade. Dropping his sword, he reached out for the motionless form, grabbing tightly with both fists as he heaved it towards him. Exhaustion wearied him. He wiped away the blood and sweat from his eyes and laid his head on the sleeve of the body. Heughan felt along the arm and came up against stone, boulders that were too big to move. The man was clearly dead.

He had found Rodrigues.

The Tower. Sudden Change. Enlightenment.

He had known that this was the end even as they had looked at each other the last time.

He had hold of one black-gloved hand, on the thumb of which was Rodrigues’s famous black ruby ring. Heughan knelt up, grasped his sword with both hands and swung it up high behind his shoulder. He brought it forcefully down and cut off the hand with one swipe. He stuffed it inside his jack even as he fell backwards into the escape tunnel. Willie stopped him rolling, hauled him onto his feet and urged him along the tunnel, out of the sally port and into the saddle.

“Go Aluino! Go! Ride him out!” said Willie slapping the horse hard on the rump.









Chapter 19: Trial by Ordeal

Melisande tugged hard at the grenado’s wick, struggling to pull it free and cursing Desmond for having jammed the cork seal in quite so tightly. It rushed out with a pop and she threw it quickly onto the fire. The wick sputtered and sparked, curling away to dull ash. Pounding footsteps thudded on the main staircase, followed by Sorcha’s voice, shouting for her and hammering on the door. She had barely made it back to her chambers before them.

She heard Ross shouting above the confusion and imagined him muscling his way through the troops, knocking them out of the way to reach her. She wouldn’t be able to hold them off any longer, and she had very little time. She hurled the last pottery grenado against the back of the fireplace, where it smashed against the sandstone hearth. There was a bang, a roar and a heartbeat’s silence. Melisande felt the chimney inhale all the air from the room in a rush before spewing a wall-full of soot and dirt back. It hit the fireplace with a self-satisfied whump, puffing out a huge black cloud into her chamber.

Ross flung open the door and burst in upon her.

Melisande looked like an imp from hell. Soot encased her; only her eyes burned bright as coals in her blackened face. “You’re the cause of all of this. You started this fire. Witch!” screamed Ross, pointing to her. “Devil! Whore! Spawn of Satan!”

“Well, isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?” she countered. He too was singed and ruffled from the fire, smuts covered his face and hands, streaked with sweat and heat.

“I can smell the brimstone on you from here,” he waved his finger accusingly, not moving from the doorway. Melisande looked hard at him. For the first time ever, she saw fear cross his face; her soul was proud to inspire such genuine emotion in him.

Mark A’Court was either more confident or more accustomed to dealing with witches in confined spaces. He held fast to the large gold cross surmounting his chest and strode over to her; their eyes met briefly in a shared instant. “We were concerned for your safety, my lady.” She let him take her hand. He bowed low over it as though he were about to flatter her with a kiss and inhaled her fragrance. “It does smell suspiciously of sulphur and charcoal,” he said quietly, “but then it would, wouldn’t it?”

Her eyes mocked him. “Of course, I smell of fire. We all do. I was helping to save the animals.”

“Those with two legs or four?”

“She did it all,” ranted Ross. “She destroyed the Castle and loosed the prisoners.”

“Oh, come now,” Mark A’Court objected. “You are surely not suggesting that Lady Melisande here has the capacity to reduce the West Tower to rubble and spirit the prisoners away all by herself? Master Nortbie’s work must surely be more reliable or else the whole citadel will fall around us.”

Jeffrie Nortbie, standing in the doorway, coloured to the tips of his ears. “My lords, I assure you that the works are sound. The West Tower has been crumbling these long years. I warned often enough of the dangers of footings that stood on shifting sands. The moat diversion accelerated the process…”

“The whole bloody tower’s in the moat now,” screamed Ross.

“And where are the prisoners, do you imagine?” asked Mark A’Court.

Jeffrie coughed nervously, “I am afraid that we will find most of them still in the tower. However, it could take some time to clear the rubble. We will have to work with the tides, make sure the subsidence is complete…”

“She’s a traitorous witch!” repeated Ross stubbornly. “Intent on destroying us all. Search this room. I say you will find your proofs.”

“It’s true, my lord,” said a nasal whine from the doorway. Melisande was surprised to see Ruth Nortbie and the other ladies. “This evil, ungodly harlot has perverted the most fundamental innocence of those around her, claiming she can lift the curse of Eve…”

“There is no curse,” Melisande interrupted, “there are just cycles, rhythms…”

“Heretic!” accused Ruth Nortbie. She propelled an embarrassed Phillice forwards. “Do you deny that you gave this child potions to drink, claiming you could alter her courses, ensure she would fall pregnant, when, in fact, all you did was make her barren?” Her eyes flicked to the collection of items on the table and she grabbed for the melusine jar.

“Poisons and love philtres!” she screeched, waving the evidence and scattering dwayberries onto the floor.

Ross stared at her with a cold glint in his eyes. “She put a glamour on me, inflamed my passions,” he accused.

“That wasn’t passion,” Melisande snapped. “That was just your lust.”

“What’s the difference?” Mark inquired casually.

“Nobility of spirit,” she said, squaring her shoulders. Mark inclined his head quizzically.

“My lord, I tell you she is a witch,” repeated Ross doggedly. “She incited me to unnatural carnal desires, with other men’s wives,” he added.

There was a shocked gasp from Phillice. Melisande turned her head to see Sorcha trying quietly to persuade Phillice to back out of the room and leave. Their eyes met briefly.

“Again, just your lust,” Melisande said.

“She rendered me impotent,” Ross insisted, “unable to consummate the union with my wife.”

Mark looked at Melisande questioningly. She shrugged noncommittally.

“She poisoned me! She poisoned my wife with her wicked potions!” raged Ross.

“I did no such thing,” Melisande refuted.

“She interfered with nature, my lord,” Ross was frothing, his words sick with speed. “It’s against God’s commands. She’s meddled with the rightful order of things.”

Mark directed a quiet, “Guilty,” out of the corner of his mouth to her but didn’t meet her eyes. She couldn’t tell whether he was teasing her or toying with her.

Lettice stood back listening, with her hands folded across her ample curves, bolstering her bosom with an armful of confrontation. Her attention was drawn to the wooden roundel on the table. Frowning, she slipped its mate out of her skirt folds and placed the two side by side, much to the interest of Mark A’Court.

Melisande looked in shocked surprise at Lettice, who returned her gaze defiantly. Lettice glanced back at the table, noticing the scroll. When she realised what it was, she passed it to Ruth with a whispered comment. Ruth immediately grabbed it from her hands and ripped it open, jabbering wildly, “See here, my lord, the evidence of her wicked idolatry, worshiping the moon, making blood sacrifices.”

Melisande shook her head sadly, “Revenge restores nothing, Lettice, and retaliation is a pernicious mistake.”

Lettice gave herself away. She looked at Mark A’Court for reassurances.

“Do you hear?” shrilled Ruth Nortbie, “even now she makes threats.” The noise upset Phillice’s dogs, who were hiding in her skirts, and started them barking. “Do you dare deny that you use forbidden knowledge to brew up your sinfulness and deceive us all with your claims of healing powers?”

Phillice, Lettice and Ruth. Mother, maiden and crone together. Like little lapdogs, Mark held them all on leashes, but he had used them to corner her. Was the goddess mocking her?

Queen of Cups, reversed. A woman wronged.

The High Priestess, keeper of secrets, betrayed by her own sisters… Ten of Swords.

Melisande heard the underlying malice in Ruth’s voice and composed her response carefully, struggling to keep the indignation out of her voice.

“I use the gifts that have been granted to me to help others, that much is true. That I have knowledge that has been forbidden to others it is true also, but it is not knowledge that is forbidden, as such, rather that which has been denied to others through want or circumstance.”

“Abomination!” hurled the venomous Ruth. “There is nothing more displeasing to the sight of the Lord than an educated woman.”

“Madam,” interjected Mark with implied menace, “I do believe that if anyone here is qualified to speak on what is or isn’t pleasing to the Lord, it would be me, rather than your good self?”

Ruth was humiliated into silence. Phillice subdued the other bitches. Sorcha tried to pull them all from the room, leaving Melisande to deal with the men.

“My Lady Melisande,” Mark addressed her formally, “may I enquire as to how you came by your knowledge?”

“I learned from my father, as any dutiful daughter should,” she replied, lowering her glance briefly before him. Mark looked at her sharply, sensing irony.

“And you deny that you have brought about ill through the application of this knowledge?” Melisande heard the cautionary warning in his voice.

“Is this a trial, my lord?” she asked gently.

“Do not make it so,” he said with equanimity. “Have you caused harm, Melisande, intentional harm?”

“She killed a cow,” Ross supplied.

Melisande rolled her eyes. There’s always one, she thought humourlessly.

“It was struck by lightning, and when she touched it, she said it was dead. She killed it, it died by her touch.”

“Can you hear yourself?” she said disbelievingly, shaking her head and pausing a moment before she carried on. “I use simple herb remedies and common sense, nothing more. Though it seems that common sense is somewhat lacking hereabouts,” she aimed spitefully in Ross’s direction.

“Remedies?” queried Mark.

She nodded, “Old recipes handed down to me…” and stopped, realising too late that she had walked into Mark’s trap.

“Recipes, written down?” he asked politely. “In a book perhaps? A journal that contains common sense and perhaps other intelligences less common?”

Melisande remained silent.

“Such a thing does indeed sound like it could be dangerous. Mistress Nortbie could well be correct.” Melisande’s heart skipped a beat. Her eyes flicked to Ruth Nortbie, who responded with the unpleasant smile of a cringing vixen even as she followed Sorcha out of the chamber. Mark waited for the strength of masculinity to dominate.

“The existence of such a book is worrying. There are some who might suggest it could be a necronomicon,” suggested Mark serenely, watching Melisande twitch at the word. “Surely, it would be better if you handed it over to me, and I could put an end to this nonsense, put all our minds at rest. The king is most ardent in those matters described in ‘Daemonologie’.”

All eyes turned to Melisande. “I don’t have such a book,” she denied flatly.

“That’s a lie, my lady, and an affront to us both,” said Mark.

She shook her head, “It is the truth.”

Mark narrowed his eyes shrewdly, “The truth boldly stated often makes for the best lie, doesn’t it? I believe you offer me a lie cloaked by the truth; which is harder to see by far. Do not try your craftiness with me, I warn you. I will find out what happened here tonight. If this is the mischief of others, you would be wise to tell me straightaways. I will winkle it out of you eventually; I have tools especially designed for the purpose.”

“I am not afraid of your threats,” she said.

"Perhaps not. I think you are courageous, take it as a compliment. However, do you have the courage to sit by and watch others fight your battles for you instead?

“How brave and boastful will you be when you have put your friends through the indignity of an interrogation? If you have the power to end this, do so now.”

Melisande shook her head, “This isn’t just about power, my lord, is it?” she said sneeringly, looking in Ross’s direction. “This is about gold and what treachery you can buy with it. This is alchemy of a different kind: corruption of the divine by the basest metal.”

Mark A’Court glittered with menace, “Be careful, my lady, lest you condemn yourself out of your own mouth. Need I remind you that alchemy is also a heresy? Would you want to submit to another ‘auto-da-fé’?”

She was stilled. “You know about that?”

Mark smiled like a garrotte, “I believe I know you quite well, my lady, and in a great deal more detail that you know me. In a way, you could say that you are an open book to me. However, I would prefer the ledger be closed. Some secrets are best kept away from the prying eyes of men, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I agree that some men would be too ignorant to read a book if it was opened out in front of them,” she said, still glaring at Ross.

Mark tut-tutted. “That’s uncharitable, Melisande. Not everyone has had the benefit of an education, you said so yourself. Your education, on the other hand, appears to have been most singular.”

“I educate myself,” she said smartly. “Is that also a crime now? All I am doing is transcribing common knowledge into the common tongue so that ordinary people may have the means to look after themselves.”

“How grubbily human,” Mark said distastefully, crossing to the small table to pick up her mirror. He stood behind her. She did not flinch. Mark curved one arm in front of her and held up the mirror for her to see her reflection. “Look where your folly has brought you, Melisande. Look at what you have done to yourself.” He leaned close to her ear and whispered viciously, “Take a good look and see your future; it’ll take about five seconds for the flames to do this to you.”

“Auto-da-fé,” she said, her voice barely audible even to him.

“Yes,” he agreed with sibilance. “Auto-da-fé. Public trial, ritual humiliation, trial by ordeal, the flames…” he tailed off. "It’s all very unpleasant; especially for those on the receiving end. I wonder is it true what they say, that the prayers of the dying travel to heaven mixed with the smoke and their souls.

"It’s strange, but I find that the prayers of the dying are almost always drowned out by the screams of those most keen to live. I have heard from a reliable source that you have a penchant for arguing Leviticus. ‘All the fat is the Lord’s. The offering made by fire for a sweet aroma.’

“If I were feeling philosophical, I would wonder why God wrapped the core wickedness of women with a layer of soft, plump fat if he didn’t mean them to be burned like candles. Should you care to debate that with me, Melisande, or shall we just watch you go up in flames?”

“I don’t have the book,” she mumbled, mesmerised by her reflection in the mirror.

Mark sighed with disappointment, “If you insist,” and clicked his fingers to the guards. In an instant, they were one on either side of her, holding her firm.

“I’m not guilty of anything,” she objected, recovering her mettle and struggling against the guards. “You have no right to imprison me without charge. You have no jurisdiction.”

Mark’s laugh was dark as sin. “I am the Constable of the Realm. Here in the Border Marches, you have no idea as to the extent of my special dispensations. I could make the Leges Marchiarum stretch all the way to Westminster if I wanted. However, if you insist on doing things by the book…” he said, putting the emphasis on the phrase and not finishing.

He turned to Ross, “My Lord Middlemore, perhaps I might impose upon your rights as Lord Warden of the Castle to find some suitable accommodation for Lady Melisande. And by suitable, of course, I mean, suitably secure. Assuming, that is, that there is anywhere in this pile that hasn’t been either blown up or fallen down?”

Ross rubbed his hands together gleefully, “I think I can oblige, my lord.”

“And do make sure you post a firm guard,” Mark suggested. “We wouldn’t want her spirited away and people claiming it was ‘witchcraft’, when it was nothing more than a cunning escape plan, would we now?”

Ross coloured but smiled unpleasantly. Mark turned to leave but at the door, he touched his forehead, as though he had had a sudden afterthought, “Oh yes, I nearly forgot. No torture, please. Not yet.” Ross looked disappointed. “And make sure she washes, yes? A change of clothes, perhaps? I believe white is customary for a sacrifice.”


* * *

It had taken them two further days and nights to dig the huge pit, load it with wood and charcoal and set it alight. It had riven the sky like Dante’s inferno; a hellfire warning of unimaginable, immense danger. It would have been seen by all the riding families. Fire legitimised your claim. The Constable of the Realm himself was hot trodding. Devils beware!

Melisande had watched it all with ominous foreboding from the slit window above the Lady’s Walk. She knew that Ross had placed her there deliberately. He could have simply imprisoned her in the damp cells beneath the Keep, isolated in terror and left to lick water from mossy stones. Instead, he chose to torment her by keeping her in the very place that Mary Queen of Scots had paced out her last days of freedom, knowing full well she would not be able to turn away from the drama of the slowly unfolding horror.

Ross was a cruel man and would exact an equally cruel revenge upon her. She vowed that he would extract no vicarious thrill from her suffering. That would annoy him more, she thought with spirit. She would show him her fire.

An inappropriate thought. She shook her head to drive it away. She could not give the memory a chance to catch and grow. There lay madness. She made a tight fist and hit the door full hard with her knuckles. The impact of the heavy wood jarred her hand but as the pain engulfed her senses, it submerged everything else. Big tears streaked down her face as she rubbed fiercely at the back of her hand; she couldn’t be sure if she was scouring her anguish or burnishing it.

She heard the bolts draw back on the outside and Heughan shouldered impatiently past the guards. He exchanged a sharp look with them and they nodded almost imperceptibly, turning back to their posts as though nothing had happened. He was at her side in two strides and wrapped her into his arms.

“I don’t have much time,” he said. “The lads are taking a big risk by letting me in here at all.” Melisande stood unmoving and let herself be comforted by the force of his embrace, clinging to him as seaweed on a rock, trying to avoid being dragged away by the rip tide.

“Stop this,” he begged her. “This is not worth dying for. Roddy had the right of it. Just give Mark A’Court what he wants.” He pulled her book from inside his jack and tried to pass it to her. She shook her head and pushed it back at him.

“Have you come to think so much like him that you too would barter me away? I cannot sell myself so cheaply.”

She sighed, a weary smile curving the corners of her mouth. She was tired of struggling, of hiding, of playing games. Airlie’s whisper was in her head, ‘Truth is a strange beast. I wonder if you have the mastery of it.’

She yearned to be complete, to shine in her true colours. Rodrigues had called her his vain Cassiopeia and had often teased her that a peacock even disguised as a drab sparrow could never go unremarked. Yet here she was; the most trivial sparrow ever in need of a god who would notice and not let her fall to the ground. Rodrigues…

“Where’s Roddy?”

“Gone,” he said flatly.

Melisande frowned. “Gone? Gone where?”

“God alone knows,” Heughan said, so quietly that she thought she must have imagined it. All the fight went out of him. They stood looking at one another.

“He would have used it to save you; he just didn’t believe it was enough.”

“I don’t need saving. I don’t need his belief.”

Heughan said nothing and shook his head.

Melisande longed to explain to Heughan about justice and revenge. That, at least, she felt would resonate with him. But the truth was she was persevering for an ideal: the right to think freely and to express those thoughts without fear of suppression, the right for humanity to evolve and discover without God’s censure. Heughan yearned for adventure and exploration, his head filled with Rodrigues’s tales, passion inflamed with wanderlust. He dreamed of golden worlds, his for the plundering. Melisande sought a more esoteric prize. If either were to submit on bended knee and accept boundaries, the world would be shackled with ignorance.

"They can kill me, they can try. They’re wrong if they think it will end with my death. It’s much, much harder to kill an idea.

“Heughan, I must do this. I must bear witness. Otherwise, everything that has passed…” she trailed off.

Heughan saw her eyes glint with shuttered moistness as she turned from him. He was afraid for her, and afraid of her. He struggled to find something to say. He was always so conflicted when he was with Melisande. Alone, he felt secure, well, at least secure in his own confusion.

Thumping and hammering on the door outside was an abrupt intrusion. Heughan hastily pushed her book back inside his jack. One card slipped out and fluttered to the floor. Melisande read stricken concern on his face. She shook her head in flat refusal.

“You believe I am already lost? You are wrong. I will not deny my fear, I will own it and master it,” she was resolute. “I can do this Heughan,” she said. “I will do this. I will be free of Ross and I will bow to no man.”

“My will is my own, my word is my bond,” she said.

“I pledge my word to thy will,” he answered automatically.

"I loan thee my strength, I ride by thy side, I guard us both frae ill.

“Thus joined, aught for one, true to oursel’, mastered by none,” he spoke the words, completing the reiver oath.

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. He crushed her to him and kissed her hard on the lips. Then he was gone, leaving her to the remainder of the long night.

She saw the card left behind on the floor and turned it over to read its story. A dark prince grinned a welcome in a field of flames and dismemberment.

Death.

The one card left to her.

For the first time ever, she felt truly alone. She had no book and no cards. She had gambled everything by trusting the people she loved.




* * *

A brief conversation with those men among the guards who owed him was all Heughan needed to make his requests clear. They scattered like a handful of chaff, dispersed by the winds of change. Only Willie remained on watch, guarding the guards at the gateway under the Captain’s Tower beyond the half-moon battery. Heughan heard Rodrigues’s voice in his head, ‘Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?’ Another one of his favourite sayings: ‘who guards the guards?’

He felt the tug somewhere behind his ribs. Rest in peace, Roddy, my friend, he thought. La’l Un’s got my back.

Heughan slipped into the soft darkness, where there were no patrols, and let his feet carry him to Ross’s chambers. He struggled to recall how exactly he had acquired such easy familiarity with an enemy’s territory. Once at Ross’s door, Heughan lifted the heavy latch noiselessly and slipped inside without hesitation.

Ambrose Middlemore stood brooding by the large window which dominated the room, and framed a subdued Border nightscape. Ross turned around fractionally too late and Heughan was onto him with his sword drawn.

“Go easy, my Lord Middlemore,” he began his formal address with a calm voice, “don’t call out. There is no need and help would come too late.”

He locked wills with Ross, penetrating with his stare until the other man slid his eyes away and submitted to him. Ross dropped defeated into his heavy oaken chair and asked, “What do you want?”

“An exchange,” Heughan bartered.

Ross raised his head with curiosity and slowly eased himself to alertness. A twisted smile started at the corners of his mouth and slid across his face with iniquitous knowingness. When it reached his eyebrows, he said sneeringly, “You can’t have her.”

Heughan kept his hand on the pommel of his sword and looked at the fingers of his other hand, slowly flexing each of them in turn, trying them out as to how they fitted into a tight fist. He smiled his cocky-smile and said to Ross, “Says who?”

Ross was discomforted by Heughan’s calmness and shifted in his seat. “It’s out of my hands now,” he said, wringing them together to squeeze out any last remnants of culpability. “Mark A’Court has his own agenda and needs a witch to burn.”

“What if I had something that would be more interesting to him?” said Heughan quietly.

“Gold?” Ross swallowed with a gulp that made his Adam’s apple bob.

“Possibly,” said Heughan, looming over him. “Something better, something that Mark A’Court really wants.”

He reached inside his jack and pulled out Melisande’s book, holding it up in front of Ross. Ross looked confused before his eyes brightened expectantly, “A treasure map?”

Heughan shrugged indifferently, “Perhaps.”

Ross licked his lips with anticipation, “Show me.”

Heughan handed him the book. Ross thumbed a few pages disinterestedly until he read something that caused his eyebrows to rise a fraction.

“You promised me riches. This is just old nonsense the king would read as treason.”

Heughan frowned and took the book back from Ross. He turned unfamiliar pages hidden within the distinctive leather binding. “I don’t understand, this isn’t it…?” he tailed off.

Ross laughed unpleasantly. “Do you think that after all these years, I’d fall for a pig in a poke? I’ll not be caught by your reiver tricks.”

Heughan slammed both of his hands down hard on the arms of the chair and breathed heavily into his face. “Listen to me, you fucking idiot. Mark A’Court is looking for a book of hidden knowledge. He has no idea what it looks like, much less what’s in it. This is a book that contains something. It might be what he wants, it might not. It doesn’t actually matter. He just has to believe it’s what he’s seeking.”

Ross darted his eyes back to Heughan, momentarily hooked by his persuasion.

“You can exchange Melisande for this book; set her free and take Mark A’Court something he wants more.”

“More than a witch to burn?” Ross laughed unpleasantly. “There’s nothing he wants more than the spectacle of Melisande at the stake. Come to think of it, there’s nothing I want more than that, right now. I should have killed the fucking bitch years ago. Trouble follows her around like a secret shadow. She’s a witch all right. This justice is the king’s own command and even a vicious bastard like Mark A’Court has to answer to his king.”

Ross shook his head. “Make your goodbyes to Melisande, Heughan. But make them quick. Dawn is coming and tomorrow will see an end to all of this. Melisande will finally have to face her demons on her own.”

“No,” Heughan disagreed quietly, “I will be there to watch her. I promised her.”

Ross snickered throatily, “Have you ever seen a woman burn, boy? Trust me, you won’t want to look for long or else your nightmares ever after will be full of popping, cracking flesh and screams that will rip the fear through your guts. Best you forget her now. Get on your horse and ride away. There’s nothing you can do. You’re too late.”

He turned sideways in his chair, ignoring Heughan and thinking his own dark thoughts.

Heughan stood looking at him for a few moments more. Ross was right; he was too late. He took a shallow breath and turned on his heel to leave.

“She promised me gold, Heughan,” said Ross narrowly. “I might have let her buy her freedom once, not any more. Now she’ll just have to pay with her life.”

He was still laughing harshly to himself as Heughan slipped out of the door.

Willie was waiting for Heughan in the shadow of the Gatekeeper’s arch, fingering the gold he had taken from Melisande. It was his talisman now. It was encouraging him to tackle Heughan, discuss his ideas and get him to use his charms to persuade Melisande to tell them the secret of the gold. Heughan’s swift return surprised him. He scurried to keep up with the big man’s long stride. Heughan didn’t acknowledge him. He walked ahead until they had put the full distance of Castlegate between them.

“I tek it, she dinnae have the answers yer were looking for?” Willie hazarded.

Heughan shook his head grimly. “She’s so fucking stubborn, Willie. It’ll be the death of her.”

Willie wasn’t ready to give up. “Aye, well if she dies, her secrets die with her. That’s an ending of sorts.”

“She hasn’t betrayed us yet,” Heughan said. “Ross said ne’er a word to me about the Tower or anything else. Maybe they really do believe she acted on her own.”

“Well, I say it’s a shame and’t would be an awfy waste of good gold. A man could turn a tidy profit, mebbe invest in a ship,” Willie said slyly.

Heughan wasn’t listening. “Every time I cheat the flames, it costs a woman’s life. Put an arrow in her, La’l Un.”

Willie wasn’t sure he’d heard aright. “Pardon me?”

“Gold can’t save her now but she shouldn’t have to suffer,” Heughan said. “I just can’t see a good end to this. Witch or no, I can’t watch the flames take her. Put an arrow in her, Willie, at the first sign of distress. And don’t let anyone see you, neither. Stay out of sight.” He walked on.

Willie stared at his back. “You poor bastard,” he said to no one in particular.




* * *

The crowd was vast, filling the bowl of the Sorceries, on the mounds of the Eden dyke, all the way around to the Sheepmount and its hastily erected wooden dais, where the bishop, clergy and God’s self-appointed Cerberus, Mark A’Court, stood waiting. For a full thirty feet in front, barely subdued embers glowed angrily, a scorched red wound in a primitive land. Superstitious and simple souls clutched at their talismans and prayed that the devils from hell wouldn’t choose today to climb through such a conveniently opened door to the world of men. Wiser souls realised they were already standing on the platform.

Ross couldn’t contain his confusion for a moment longer. “My Lord Constable, where is the stake and the bundles of faggots? I thought we were going to burn the witch? Although, strangling first would be appropriate, given the nature of her crimes,” he added hopefully.

Mark A’Court turned to him with one elegant eyebrow raised in bemused tolerance. “The ‘nature of her crimes’, Lord Middlemore? I believe that’s what we are all here to determine.”

He swept an arm around the gathering on the dais, as they nodded in turn at his inclusion.

“You would condemn Lady Melisande without evidence?” he tut-tutted with disapproval. “That scarcely seems fair.”

“There’s plenty of evidence, you saw it for yourself…” Ross began to counter but Mark cut him off. “It is not for us to judge,” he said, grandiloquently. “Lady Melisande has elected trial by fire. God will judge the evidence. All we have to do is watch. It’s so much more fun this way.”

“It’s not mean to be about fun,” grumbled Ross indignantly. “It’s meant to be about getting a result and justice and securing a lasting peace.”

“So you can go back to business as usual with the reiver families, skimming your cut and lining your pockets?” asked Mark A’Court smoothly.

Ross coloured.

“You’re not really well-placed to talk about results, are you, Middlemore? Do I need to remind you who it was that actually brought about an end to the problem of the Borders and fattened your gibbets by executing the king’s justice? Or who it was filled your dungeons with prisoners? All you had to do was contain the miscreants for trial and you couldn’t even manage that. Heaven’s above!” Mark rolled his eyes.

Ross stuttered a protest but Mark cut him off.

“You can’t even pretend the Castle is secure right now. You’ve lost the whole of the West Tower and a goodly part of the West Walls into the bargain. The fire at the Barrack Stables destroyed most of the Ward buildings. Haven’t you squandered enough?”

Ross’s lips narrowed white with terse fury.

Mark A’Court decided to needle him some more, purely for the entertainment of seeing how far he could push the man.

“Spare me your protests. You may count yourself lucky that I haven’t yet made a move to have you struck from your appointment. Disappointingly, you haven’t been able to provide me with what I want. However, there have been some interesting compensations, and so for the moment, I am feeling magnanimous in my generosity towards you.”

He sipped French wine broached from Ross’s own casks and grinned wolfishly at the blue of the Borders’s skies revealed as the sun burnt through the early clouds.

“Besides, it’s a lovely day for drinking and watching witches fry.”

As they escorted Melisande from the Castle, Mark A’Court’s troops formed an impenetrable cordon and the watching crowds were wary of them. The day still hadn’t quite formed, and Melisande shivered in her simple linen shift. Latent heat shimmered below the morning mist. Mark A’Court had the bishop announce the charges of witchcraft and heresy for owning a banned book. He smiled imperceptibly when the bishop added embellishments by calling Melisande a strumpet who offended God with her heinous crime of literacy. Melisande dug her bare feet into the dew-damp grass, fighting to keep herself grounded. It took all her strength to stop her teeth from chattering and make her denial clear when asked how she pleaded. When asked her to confirm her choice of trial by ordeal, it was all she could do just to nod agreement.

The crowd were growing bored with the legal niceties, shuffling in anticipation of a more exciting spectacle. Mark A’Court waved the priests on with a flourish of his gloved hand, bidding them move a-speed to the trial by ordeal and waste no more of his time. He wasn’t keen to see a woman burn, even if she was a witch, in spite of what he had said to Ross. They all smelled like pigs when they went up in flames and squealed like them just the same. He sighed and signalled the guards to prod Melisande forwards and encourage her to the inevitable.

Melisande was petrified. The fire pit yawned before her. With sudden, sharp pain the fine hairs on her hands and feet were instantly singed away. Fleetingly, she wondered if she would burn the same way once she took the first step. The sourness of vomit tinged the back of her throat as she tried to swallow the fear. She heard someone calling her name and turned towards the sound, seeing Heughan standing on the edge of the crowd, held back by the soldiers. She found his eyes at the same time he found hers.

Heughan recoiled at the inky depths of her fear-exploded pupils. She looked at him and through him, and in that instance, he stared directly into the infinity of her naked soul. Fire incinerated his heart in a burst of searing flame and sucked every scrap of air from his chest; he couldn’t breathe, he was dying with her, suffocating in her agony. He heaved to suck air into his lungs, gasping and retching with great pitching spasms.

Melisande stared into Heughan’s eyes and saw her own face looking back from beneath the stormy sea. She saw the tidal bore rise grey and massive, felt the drowning fear, heard the bubbling rush of the incoming wave. She plunged into fathomless deep, her lungs filling with water and burning as she suffocated. The roar in her ears was intense, she could hear nothing else. She felt herself flailing, panicking and struggling to regain control.

She blinked and the connection between them broke. Heughan doubled over, winded. Melisande gasped and lurched forwards onto the coals.

The crowd held its breath. A sudden spurt flared from the edges and frightened them all into a collective sigh. Melisande held her head high and looked beyond. She saw the sea through Heughan’s eyes, the immense cold depths and massive waves which contracted and expanded in lurching rolls.

‘I am water,’ she told herself and took another step.

Flame hissed and spat in front of her. ‘Water quenches fire.’ Another step. ‘Water finds its own path.’ And another.

‘Water is patient. Water is relentless. Water consumes. Water is infinite. Water transmutes.’

On and on. She recited the alchemical litany, concentrating her whole essence into calm recollection. She watched herself turn the cards with Airlie; Temperance, the angel contained within the golden disc illuminating the water’s path, the same symbol marking the faerie gold.

The crowd and the fire vanished. In their place were the everlasting rays of a sunrise over the dawn sea, illuminating a fluid pathway across a fiery horizon. Melisande followed the light over the water, towards the infinite, which stretched away from her, striding onwards like a queen to meet the blazing glory of the sun’s majesty.

Long after she crossed the trench, Melisande kept moving onwards. The guards holding back the crowd were awed by her and parted. Melisande strode through the channel between the hushed and the cowed until she reached Mark A’Court, cloistered with his coven of black-robed priests. She stopped in front of them, swaying on her heels uncertainly. She did not kneel. Her small voice was clear and carried over the crowd.

“My Lord Constable, Lord Bishop, noble lords, you have come to these Debatable Lands, where you would impose both divine order and the law of the land. I am opposed to neither. Yet those who would see me harmed recognise neither god nor man.”

She heard Ross roar with indignation and was gratified that Mark A’Court held up a hand to command swift silence to his protest. She chose her next words carefully, “These people, their lives,” she gestured with open arms to the crowds around her, “Any sovereign who would have our fealty must needs find a different way to rule, for we are Scottish if forced, English at will and reivers by grace of blood.”

She paused, clasped her hands in front of her and tried hard to look penitent, aware now that she was pleading not just for herself. “I have heard the Bible, my lords, and I ask your leave to speak with you of Deuteronomy.”

Mark’s green cats’ eyes narrowed. “I am surprised that you should have to speak for yourself at all, my lady. I fear you are missing your protector today. Brother Vincent steered you away from the flames once before. What a shame that he could not have found his voice before now and spared you all of this distastefulness. Truly, it’s hard to find a good man when you need one.”

When Melisande made no reply, Mark sighed with exasperation and wafted his gloved hand at her. “Oh very well, I will tolerate your usurpation today, but make it brief. I haven’t yet breakfasted. Don’t spoil it for me.”

Melisande found her voice and quoted in ringing tones,

“When you come into the land that the Lord your God is giving you, you shall not learn to follow the abominable practices of those nations. There shall not be found among you anyone who burns his son or his daughter as an offering.”

Mark A’Court looked sharply at her and pulled at his small ginger beard. “Daughter, you do not burn. Clearly,” he said waspishly.

He shushed the hissing priests and deliberated carefully, bouncing his steepled, long fingers together in a gesture that could have been interpreted as applause or a prayer. Finally, he made up his mind and turned to address his carrion flock.

“What say you, my lords? We are reminded, are we not, of how the angel of the Lord guided Meshach, Shadrach and Abednego through the flames to deliverance even as he guided this woman?”

All eyes turned to the bishop, who nodded hesitant agreement.

Mark A’ Court twisted his mouth in his sly smile and addressed the multitudes. “This city and its people belong to the king. It is to the king that you must prove your loyalty and convince him of your intent to abide lawfully. Return to your lives and go about your business peacefully. Do not allow yourselves to be led astray by seditious rumour.” He muttered something to the bishop, who thinned his lips to speak.

“I find no evidence of witchcraft and, therefore, pronounce that, in the presence of all witnesses gathered here today, Almighty God has judged this woman innocent of all charges. May the blessing of the one true god, God the Father, Jesus Christ his only Son and the Power of the Holy Ghost be upon you,” he said making the sign of the cross over her in dismissal. There was a collapsing rustle as though a thousand flower petals had been blown to the ground, as the crowd knelt and blessed themselves. Melisande alone remained standing.

Mark narrowed his eyes at her. “Heaven keep you, lady. Hell has no use for you today,” he said softly, “but I have not yet finished with you.” He turned on his heel and strode decisively away.

The bishop sketched a curt benediction to her, before following Mark A’Court, eager to seek a civilized meal in better company.

Melisande paid him no heed. She found herself alone in the centre of a vortex, which swirled around her, yet did not touch her. Shimmering walls of water rose all around, spinning higher and higher. She heard muffled voices gurgle, saw blurred faces through the shifting curtain of the whirlpool but the features were indistinct and she recognised no one. She briefly glimpsed Heughan mouthing at her, felt tears course silently down her face and stretched out her hand to him. Heughan snatched at her fingers, barely reaching them as the blackness took her and she crumpled.

Ross saw her swoon into Heughan’s arms and snorted with barely concealed disgust. In spite of Mark A’Court’s pronouncements, Ross couldn’t help but feel that God had not been quite awake and most certainly not paying attention. He was still of the opinion that a good bonfire would have been a deal more efficacious and produced a much more satisfactory outcome. He stumped back to the Castle in a black mood, yelling to Jon O’ the Ward for a cooked breakfast and strong ale.

Phillice embroidered in nervous silence as he ripped his food apart, eating in angry, snapping mouthfuls. Melisande had always been her intermediary when dealing with Ross, and Phillice missed the reassurance of the older woman’s calming presence. She coloured to think that her testimony had played a part in causing Melisande’s tribulations. Phillice had watched the drama played out from a distance. She had seen Heughan carry Melisande to a large roan and watched him spirit her away, cradled in his arms. She sighed breathily. It was all so romantic; the very stuff of troubadour songs.

Ross banged his tankard hard on the table, jolting her out of reverie, and looked up at her sharply. “What are you groaning about, wife?”

Phillice blushed ingenuously. She had no illusions as to Ross’s manners but thinking of Melisande embolden her and she said, “I was wondering where Melisande will go with her knight.”

“What?” Ross was incredulous. “Where the bloody hell d’ya think she’s going to go? This is all the home she’s got. She’ll be back.” He resumed his eating.

Phillice coloured again, unaccustomed to defying Ross. “I saw her ride away with that young nobleman, the one who came with the Spaniard for the May Day celebrations.” She giggled at the memory of Heughan and Melisande flirting with each other as they had danced together.

Ross sucked ale through his teeth and made a snorting noise of disagreement. “Heughan the Hawk’s no bloody nobleman. He’s a nameless man, lordless even among the reivers.”

Phillice frowned. “I thought his name was Heughan Corwin…”

Ross barked a laugh. “Corwin’s not a name. It’s his profession. It’s what they call crows hereabouts, you daft biddy. Reivers are all crows who feed on carrion, picking over the bones of the dead for a tasty morsel.”

“Then why does he have a hawk as his coat of arms?”

Ross ripped his lips apart with a sneer. “You think a flapping bird painted on his armour makes him noble? Open your silly eyes, girl, or you’re not fit to be called the wife of the Lord Warden. Most of the families are connected to someone with a title on one or other side of the border. Every damn reiver has his own sigil. It just marks them out for the bastards they are.”

Phillice looked at him with her mouth agape. “Oh,” she said. “Well, in that case, he should have drawn it better; a hawk that’s only got one good wing and a beak looking more like a crow’s…” she stabbed at some stitches.

All Ross knew of Heughan was what others whispered about his reputation. As far as he knew, Heughan was Borders born and bred. He rubbed his forehead with one spade of a hand, trying to latch on to a memory. Something Phillice had seen, something she had noticed was irking him.

“What made you think Heughan Corwin’s a nobleman?” he asked out loud.

Phillice hesitated, concerned that her next answer would anger Ross into one of his legendary rampages. She didn’t like him when his temper was roused. She lowered her head in cowed submission, pre-empting the need to apologize, and looked at him with large violet eyes. She knew Ross didn’t care for the niceties of court customs and manners; there was no place for finesse in the rough Borders. Yet Phillice had been raised to be a lady of the court and she hankered for some refinements.

“How many reivers can dance the Volta?” she said quietly.

Ross guzzled more food and harrumphed like a horse. “That bloody stupid jumping dance? What’s that prove?”

Phillice stared at him open-mouthed, wondering where exactly her ruffian of a husband had spent his time. “Can you dance it?” she challenged.

Ross was shocked at her outburst, “No, but so what?”

“It was the queen’s favourite dance,” Phillice sighed dreamily. “She made all her gallants learn it, and all her ladies too,” she giggled. “Even Sir Walter Ralegh… a noble dancer.”

“That old pirate will end up in the Tower of London with only the ravens for company, you mark my words. Aye, and Heughan Corwin too. That’ll be good – a crow in with the ravens! Noble? My arse! Just another bastard’s whoreson with a borrowed coat of arms that doesn’t belong to him…” Ross interrupted.

Phillice closed her eyes and covered her ears against his colourful oaths. She waited until Ross stopped cursing before she peeked between her fingers. Ross was staring at her slack-jawed.

“What’s the matter?” she said.

“Bastards! Bloody crows and ravens!” said Ross. “I know who he is.”




* * *

Mark A’Court was at the table with a few guests enjoying a dish of smoked eel and coddled eggs in the refined surroundings of Rose Castle when Ross Middlemore pushed past the steward and ushers desperately trying to keep him back.

“What is the meaning of this unseemly interruption?” demanded Mark A’Court. Rising from the table, he stalked down the room towards the door.

The steward and ushers bent themselves in half by way of an apology. From somewhere in the region of his hose, the steward mumbled, “Your forgiveness, my Lord Constable, but Lord Middlemore was most insistent.”

Mark perused Ross curiously and waved the stewards to serve him with wine. He didn’t invite Ross to partake. He waited until the steward had refilled his goblet and then dismissed the servants. He sipped the wine appreciatively, watching Ross seethe with impatience and enjoying making him wait. The man was finally learning. He might yet bring him to heel. Mark put an arm round Ross and steered him away from the other guests.

“Middlemore, please don’t tell me that you have followed me all the way here to give me indigestion and then claim Lady Melisande bewitched my stomach. This really has to stop. God made his judgement and the book is closed.”

“Aye, well that’s precisely what I have come about,” said Ross truculently. “That bloody book you’re so keen to get your hands on.”

“Really?” replied Mark A’Court thoughtfully. “You presume to know the extent of my interests, Middlemore? A lesser man might find that over familiar. Why don’t you try to explain yourself and I, in return, will try not to be irritated by your inappropriate conceit?”

Ross glowered and swallowed hard, fighting to keep his temper under control. Mark A’Court smirked to himself as he dabbed delicately at the corners of his mouth with a fine linen napkin, never once taking his eyes off Ross.

“Heughan came to see me last night,” Ross began in a rush.

Mark raised one eyebrow, inviting comment. Ross hesitated, battling with his ego as he tried to invent a plausible explanation for Mark’s benefit. He gave up and settled on the unvarnished truth.

“He ambushed me. He wanted to exchange Melisande for a certain book of hers that he had in his possession,” Ross put up a hand, anticipating Mark’s response.

“I didn’t want to bother you unnecessarily. I checked with him to make sure it was what you were looking for. All I read was old heresy once considered treasonable. When I said as much to Heughan, he seemed surprised,” Ross paraphrased. “He had nothing to offer me and he left.”

“So he had nothing else to bargain with?” Mark asked astutely. “Come, come, Ambrose, with what were you expecting him to buy Melisande’s freedom, hmmmm?”

Ross coloured guiltily. “Gold,” he mumbled.

“Gold, eh,” said Mark, his interest piqued. He indicated two chairs by the window, where they could sit.

“Aye, Spanish stuff. It turns up from time to time. That damned Spaniard knew a lot more than he ever said about the treasure from the Armada.”

“So it was Don Rodrigues who offered you gold?” queried Mark.

Ross shook his head, “No it was Melisande herself.”

“And how did Lady Melisande know where to find the gold?” wondered Mark.

Ross frowned, trying to recall their encounter. He hoped the Lord Constable couldn’t read his thoughts because all he could really remember of that night was the feel of Melisande’s buttocks and the taste of her breasts, how she had aroused him, hitting her had felt so good, and then distracted him with the promise of gold. He rummaged for the coins she had given him and which he carried with him constantly as a marker for her debt. He thrust them in front of Mark A’Court, who took them carefully.

“Most unusual,” he said. Ross heard the bounce in his voice and looked more closely. “Where did Lady Melisande get a Spanish doubloon?” Mark asked.

“I don’t rightly know,” Ross admitted. “She told me it was a luck penny, for protection.”

“Protection? Like the black rent the reivers collect? Did she collect it or was it given to her?”

“It could be that she found it somewhere. There was a prisoner I interrogated who might have revealed something if he hadn’t been killed.” Ross ground his fingernails into his palms, angry with himself for losing the opportunity to question Adam Routledge. If Adam had told his secrets to Melisande, Ross needed to find her quickly.

“And you think that if Melisande had a secret hoard of gold, she would have written its location in her journal?” asked Mark. “I don’t suppose you bothered to check.”

When Ross didn’t reply, Mark leaned back in his chair, tapping his long fingers in turn over the arm, keeping the same rhythm as the cooing of the woodpigeons in the surrounding oaks.

“So Heughan still has his book?” Mark surmised. “And now he has Lady Melisande too? I think we might need to find our two turtle doves and have another chat with them.”

Ross shuffled his feet uncertainly. “I think we may need to tread a wary path,” he suggested nervously. “I suspect that Heughan Corwin is not what he appears to be, and we may need some further intelligences. If my misgivings prove correct, Heughan may have some influential friends in high places. It would be dangerous to provoke the wrong response.”

Mark A’Court smiled serenely. “If it is diplomacy that is needed, Lord Middlemore, my guest the Duke of Rohan may be just the man we need. Please allow me to present him to you.”

Ross allowed himself to be escorted to the table and bowed an introduction. “Your Grace,” he began and looked up in surprise at frosted aquiline features that smiled welcomingly.







Chapter 20: The Looping Road


Maryport

In the small cabin aboard Mac’s boat, Heughan lay with his legs entwined with Melisande. The boat was lifting gently on the rising tide, waves slapping against the side, stronger with each push. They rocked within the gentle comfort of powerful attraction. Melisande still slept. Heughan dozed.

He felt the warmth of a late afternoon sun on his face, shading his eyes as he squinted at the scrub green above the shore. The woman waved to him, encouraging him onwards with his adventures but keeping a lovingly attentive eye on him all the same. He laughed with boyish excitement. The sand was gritty and wet between his toes. He loved to stand and watch himself sink down, then lift his feet and see the sea creep into the impressions of his footprints. The water followed him, consuming the memory of him hungrily. It crept tentatively behind him down to the shoreline, his secret wet shadow; inseparable until he reached the water’s edge. There they both succumbed to the rough caress of the ocean and were indistinguishable.

He opened his eyes. The horn lantern suspended from a hook in the ceiling lilted like a fiddler’s elbow. The darkening night unpicked the sky, dropping blue shreds across the ocean. He exhaled heavily and closed his eyes again.

Huge white horses surged through the waves, manes flying, ears back, eyes rolling, running at speed; he felt the wind rush past him, snatching at his ears. He was on the boat with the sail at full canvas, flying across the water, alive with the speed. He was running with the cattle, charging with them, pressed against them, held close. He was embraced, smelling the scent of safety and sleep, loved and secure, gentle hands stroking his face.

The wind blew against his cheek, flicking his eyelashes. His eyes felt heavy as he opened them. Melisande’s warm breath caressed him. He knew she was awake without turning to her. He wrapped his arms more closely around her, drawing her to him and turned to look at her, searching for her. He kissed her, whispering to her with the suspiration of the air lifting the sea-foam. She kissed him, tentatively at first, growing in intensity like the tide on the turn; exploring his mouth with her tongue. He bit her lips softly, teasing her mouth into his, feeling her breath on his neck and the warmth of her belly pressed against him.

She arched the curve of her back as he kissed her throat, burying her burning breasts in his mouth, her dark hair brushing his face. Heughan slid an arm between her legs, raising her slightly as she wrapped her legs around his back, higher and higher, until she was clinging to him and he pushed into her with the feel of her wrapped tightly around him.

She spoke to him, talking to his ears and his eyes, fuelling his desire. She drove him harder and harder, making him work, arousing him, wanting him and he her. He tasted her whole body in completeness. He felt himself disappear and crest again until her sex sated his desire. Perspiring, he rested his head on her breasts and felt her shaking, consumed, alive and free for that moment of everything.

Much later, Melisande stood beside Heughan on the deck of the cog, both of them staring over the side at the dark water lapping the tar spots. The ship was turned towards the harbour mouth, awaiting the next push of the tide. Drizzle tinged the hopeful face of the unborn day with sadness. The squalls were moving rapidly landwards and blurring the line between sea and quay; belatedly, she realised it was her own tears distorting her vision.

“I have to take him back to his homeland,” Heughan blurted out. “I can’t give him up to the sea. It never wanted him in the first place.”

Melisande nodded with a conviction she did not feel and kept her eyes averted. Still, she said nothing and the silence rocked between them.

Eventually, Melisande spoke, in flat strong tones that mirrored the woman she was, “Pain does not come from the present. The deepest pain comes from the depths of memory, from the past. You cannot change the past. Neither yours nor his.”

Heughan was quick to reply, too quick to keep the irritation out of his voice, “I don’t want to. I just want to have some peace, just a little peace for us both. I’ve made my decision and I’m going.”

“You do understand that I cannot come with you?” Melisande asked.

“No, I don’t,” Heughan stated baldly. “I’m not running away, Mele. There’s nothing left here for me, and I need to believe I have a future.”

He looked out to sea. The silence ebbed back between them.

“I thought we had a future together,” he said softly when he eventually spoke again. “And now you’d leave me for that bloody book? It’s gone, I tell you. Roddy must’ve switched it, kept it for himself, because he thought it would save him. I wish it had. You almost made me believe,” he said, his voice tinged with bitterness.

Melisande smoothed his hand tenderly. “I also told you that if you were looking for absolutes, you would be disappointed. Perhaps you also remember that? Heughan, if there’s a chance my journal is here, then my life is still bound to this place. It’s not perfect but it’s been my home for a long time.”

“And mine,” he chided.

Melisande smiled with her half-bow lilt, “You are not beholden in the same way. My freedom comes with a price. Yours has been given to you. Use the gift! ‘Carpe diem,’ Heughan. Seize the day and seize your own future.”

“Tell me what the future holds,” Heughan said abruptly. “Show me in the cards and I will believe you.”

Melisande pulled out her Tarot cards from where she was keeping them close and offered them to him but he shook his head.

“Pick a card for me,” he instructed.

Melisande closed her eyes and asked the question, shuffling until she was sure. She cut the pack and turned the card. The Fool.

Heughan laughed briefly and cut it off. “Am I the fool, or just a fool who follows the fool?” He stared at the card. Melisande’s voice eased softly into his angry thoughts.

“The Fool strides blindly on a journey into his future because he is still focused on the past, reflecting on what is behind him with his mirror. He wants to understand what led him to this point but until he can face himself, he can never see where he is here and now, nor let wisdom guide him.”

Heughan shook with suppressed emotion, holding her to him with the strength of the high tide. Melisande spoke softly, “You’ve already made your decision, Heughan. You need to find yourself. You need to be the man you were always meant to be. You have to do that alone. You have to find your own path.”

“Are you sure?” he said, turning her to him, looking at her with his magician’s eyes, soft and stern at the same time.

She worried her lower lip. “Not any more. But if you have to ask, you’ll never know.”

Heughan smiled humourlessly and pushed her away from him towards the land. “Perhaps I don’t want to know.”

Melisande opened her mouth to make a reply but saw Mac approaching.

“It’s a day I thought I’d never see, m’lady,” he beamed. “They always told me a witch couldn’t cross water, but we’ll prove ’em wrong, aye?”

She smiled at the big man, putting her hand into his gentle paw and giving it an encouraging squeeze as she went past him and into the small cabin. Mac followed her passage with a frown of puzzlement deeply etched in the weathered lines of his face. He smiled benevolently in her direction and then wiped his face blank as he turned to Heughan.

“Well, lad,” he began, giving him a hearty slap on the back which rocked Heughan onto his heels. “Aluino’s aboard and we’re all set. We’ll be off the Man soon enough. The ‘Deasura’ should be there within the week. Your passage is arranged. Nothing to do now except wait for the tide and charm the ladies.”

He peered over the sides of the boat into the waves. Heughan resisted the temptation to join him, half-expecting that this time he would see the mermaids Mac was convinced were there as he started humming gently under his breath.

In the half-grey of the early dawn light, Melisande woke with languid confusion. Heughan lay on his side, turned away from her, breathing peace deeply. She moulded herself to him, burning with his sleeping heat. Melisande slowly reached out to him, wanting to caress him. Heughan shifted under her touch. She stroked soft fingers along the thick muscles of his neck, tracing his bulk down to his shoulder and the scar naming his arm – the permanent reminder of death averted. She might have to wait a long time for Heughan to tell her that story.

Aggressive gulls above the boat shrieked rudely. The day was begun.

Heughan hated goodbyes and yet she just couldn’t bear to wrench herself away without explaining herself to him. Why did it matter so much to her that he should understand? She tried to calm her mind and see forwards with clarity. There was nothing but the swirling grey fog of a muddled mind full of possibilities.

"Water is my element," she thought ruefully. "You would make me the well from which you could draw daily and so stifle us with addled domesticity. The tighter you squeeze me, the faster I trickle from your grip, until you are half-crazed with thirst and we are both destroyed. I would run dry and you would grow to hate me because you would think me possessed instead of seeing that I had been slowly ebbing away. I am not a well, I am a fountain. I want to be your elixir of life, to be every inspiration and every possibility.

"You are air. The invisible and intangible power of the gathering storm which would destroy me. Heughan the Hawk, you should not be pinioned. So soar, find yourself, live true to your nature."

For a long while further, Melisande lay twined around Heughan and let the tears flow as she remembered Rodrigues’s words to her: ‘A fish and a bird may fall in love but where would they build a home?’

She had an answer for him, much good that it would do her: ‘On the horizon, where the sea touched the sky.’

She stroked Heughan’s cheek gently. “Fly, my hawk,” she whispered into his dreams. “Find me under a different sky.”

Melisande dressed silently and resolutely, risking one last kiss, as she took the small book from the tangle of Heughan’s other baggage.

She let her hand pause in passing on the box containing all that remained of the Spaniard. Taking a breath, she opened the hinged lid to look on the gloved hand with its defining ruby ring. She stroked the severed wrist tenderly, feeling the smooth flesh and frowned.

Death. Death preceded every beginning. The Fool. New beginnings. She pocketed the ruby ring and closed the box gently.

“Stay alive,” she pleaded to the air. “Find me. And I will find you.”

Melisande borrowed a horse from the inn stables, riding only far enough to crest the mount from where she could see the hesitant fledgling that was Mac’s boat nestled at the curve of the breakwater. She hoped it would unfurl and take flight without falter. A raw breeze whipped salt at her back like a tanner curing a hide.

Across the rise and fall of the approach road ahead of her, she watched the banners of the troop of horse unfurl and tumble towards her. Many were emblazoned with trios of huge black birds, making it look as though a whole murder of crows had lifted themselves from the Crowtrees Woods and flocked to Maryport after her. Or perhaps they were pursuing their namesake, Heughan Corwin?

They were close before she picked out Mark A’Court’s rose emblem at the head. The men were floured with dust from the ride, but she knew him from the smug self-assurance with which he paced himself and his mount, exuding unhurried briskness. He’s expecting me to be here to meet him, Melisande thought, wondering how the courtier knew her mind better than she did herself.

The troop slowed. “We are ill-met by Maryport, my lord,” Melisande said brazenly. “Leastways, ill-matched. You honour me with this show of strength and I am all on my own.”

“In that case, Lady Melisande,” answered Mark A’Court, “I am delighted that we are able to provide such a familiar company for your onward journey. It is the king’s command that you should continue to enjoy his protection.”

Melisande heard menace in his voice. A rider pulled his horse aside and moved in line with Mark A’Court so that he could be plainly seen.

“Greetings, my lady mother,” he said.

Mark A’Court smirked at her reaction, “I find reunions so touching. I trust you have some interesting explanation for me? No, please don’t feign ignorance,” he said, spearing her with his saurian gaze.

Melisande laughed lightly with a confidence she didn’t possess. “Once again, my lord, you have me at a disadvantage. I have no need of pretence, when, in truth, I haven’t the slightest idea what you are talking about.”

Melisande kept her eyes fixed on the young man ahead of her, searching for a sign of herself in him as Mark edged his horse over to her and whispered, “The book, Melisande? ‘The chatelaine holds the key?’ Quite literally, no?”

“You have a conflict of interests, my lord, and it would take a snatchier diplomat than you to discern the truth of the matter,” she said, watching in satisfaction as her words made him recoil briefly.

Mark A’Court chuckled darkly. “You are the second person to recommend diplomacy to me. Amusingly enough…” he began but got no farther, as a grey destrier muscled through the bannermen, pushing them aside to right and left, disrupting the conversation.

“Allow me to present His Grace the Duke of Rohan, court diplomat, with whom I believe you are already acquainted,” Mark A’Court smirked. “He has quite the mastery of truth.”

Melisande was shocked into silence as the burly man picked up her hand, flourishing it to his lips with his courtier’s pretence and that winsome smile which fell just short of his eyes.

“The detailed explanations will have to wait for some other time,” he said in the familiar lilting accent of Lord Ravensdale. “You have a book that we are all keen to see. Hand it over now.”

Melisande could only acquiesce. She delved into the saddlebag and produced it. Lord Ravensdale took it from her and quickly separated the leather cover of her journal and the imposter within. He handed the cover back to her but kept hold of the book.

“What’s yours is yours,” he said with a wicked grin. “And what’s mine’s, my own.”

He flipped through the first few pages and exhaled deeply. “Your information was correct, my lord. This is an old heresy concerning His Majesty’s parentage and rights of governance. For the life of me, I can’t see what all the fuss is about.”

Mark A’Court took a moment to consider the book Ravensdale passed to him. He searched for the bookplate. “If this book is neither yours nor Lady Melisande’s…” he tailed off and read the inscription. Ex Libris Walter Ralegh Chevalier de Chatelain de Jersey. “Walter Ralegh, Governor of Jersey. Oh that will interest His Majesty.”

Lord Ravensdale turned back to Melisande. “Now, my darling, why don’t we conclude this business so we can be on our way? Supposing you tell me what you’ve done with that bastard who forces me to call him ‘son’. Where’s Heughan Corwin?”







Epilogue: Somewhere Towards the Edges of the Map

Aboard the ‘Deasura’, Heughan was half aware of the sounds drifting into his consciousness. He pulled the blanket tighter to him but the breeze filled his nostrils with a rush, forcing his eyes open. He felt the motion and knew they were moving quickly under sail, the tight sound of the canvas and the backbreaking strain of the mast cutting them along through cold grey water. He scanned the clutter of the deck; leather pails, folded nets, wicker cages of chickens, unusually quiet. He couldn’t see the sky but he knew there was rain in it by the pewter light encasing the whole scene.

They had been at sea five days now; the sun was rising in a different sky. Orion faded over their shoulder by night and they were heading southwest. The wind had nothing but salt in it, not a scent, not a sound of land. He wasn’t yet tired of staring at the slow-moving lurch of massive blocks of sea. This was a sea with a depth he had never seen. It must sink to the very core of the earth, he thought. He was in awe of the scale, the never-ending-ness of it.

He shook the cold out of his legs and pulled himself up by the side rail. There was the sky dipping into the sea at regular intervals. There was the sea swallowing them and throwing them up to the same beat.

He stood on the prow of their little wooden boat, hand carved in the Isles by settled Vikings. He thanked their skill in choosing the right timber, locking it together in their own way to make this sturdy, world-weary craft. The wind was in his back, the clouds seeped across the whole sky just above his head and he strained for signs of mermaids, monsters and most of all, dry land.

To venture out to the edge of the earth was an urge from within him. Yet now, for the first time, he felt easy in a way he couldn’t understand.

Why did the rhythm of the sea suit him so?
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