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	This book is dedicated to the great playwright William Shakespeare for envisioning his strong repertoire of timeless plays that have enthralled audiences for generations. While The Scottish Play is a tragedy, as is the Bogart film Casablanca, at least for Rick, I have always tried to seek out the positive. I also relish when villains receive their comeuppance.
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	A thundering confusion of snow and ice pounded against the Volvo’s windshield faster than the wipers could clear it. Not that there was much to see beyond the weather-splattered safety glass; the afternoon sky was as dark as night, and a slushy mess of heavy snow shrouded the highway like a dirty blanket. Though Sam knew the effort was futile, he hunched over the steering wheel and fiddled with the rotating wiper switch in search of a faster setting.

	“Do you want me to drive?” Sam’s business partner, Nora, spoke in a manner that was calm, considerate, and wholly inappropriate given the circumstances. 

	Abandoning the wiper switch, he gripped the steering wheel with both hands. “I’ve got this.”

	Though inwardly he had doubts. 

	Truth was, Sam had never driven in weather this bad. He couldn’t even see where the shoulder ended and the verge began. On the car radio, the talking head on WTIC—1080 on your dial—had called it the worst winter storm in a hundred years. Easy enough to say when you’re safe and snug inside a radio station. Why did Connecticut have to have such wonky weather? Sweltering hot in the summer. And in the winter, cold enough to freeze fire.

	“That’s weird,” Nora said, interrupting Sam’s private pity party.

	“What’s weird?” Preoccupied with the maelstrom outside the window, he wasn’t sure what his partner was referring to.

	“On the radio.” Nora reached forward and increased the volume. “Zack Hutchinson just cackled.”

	“Zack Hutchinson?”

	“The news anchor. He cackled. In the middle of his weather report.”

	Sam had only been half-listening to the radio. The announcer was still talking weather. Something about things warming up on the weekend. No apology for laughing when people’s lives were at risk, especially those driving on Route 5 toward New Year’s Eve dinner with a business partner’s family.

	But something was off. Sam worked his jaw, trying to clear his ears. The radio sounded muffled. And he was certain the wind he heard came from the car speakers and not the storm outside. “What is that? Static?”

	As though answering his question, the blustery wind shaped itself into whispers: “Bubble, bubble, toil and trouble.”

	“Like no static I’ve ever heard,” Nora said.

	The radio continued. “Fire burn and caldron bubble.” 

	Sam felt a ringing in his ears, and his eyes began to blur. “Maybe you should drive. If I can get us onto the shoulder.” He nudged the car toward where he hoped the verge was, then felt himself falling sideways. Instead of lodging against the inside of the door, however, he kept falling, falling, falling until the side of his face hit something hard. And cold.

	The sense of movement was gone. Had he stopped the car? He remembered taking his foot off the gas as he steered off the highway onto the snow-covered shoulder, but then what? Why was he lying on his side? And where was the storm?

	Sam listened, hearing wind, but the gusts echoed as though he were in a tunnel. The static was still there, louder and clearer, no longer muffled. “Eye of newt and toe of frog. Wool of bat and tongue of dog.”

	It wasn’t static, but a rasping voice. No. More than one voice. Two, three voices, grating and scratching like someone trying to cut through a sheet of tin with a metal file. “Adder’s fork and blind-worm’s sting. Lizard’s leg and howlet’s wing.”

	And there were smells. Was someone cooking? Whatever soup was being made, Sam would take a pass. A hard pass. Howlet’s wing? What was that anyway? Owl? And who would make soup in the middle of the worst storm of the century?

	Sam pressed his hand against the cold ground, expecting snow, but found only hard, dry stone. The air was also chill, but not as chill as it had been when he and Nora had bundled themselves into his Volvo S60 and rubbed their hands together while the in-car heater gathered steam. The wind howled in the distance, but the air around him was as still as in a morgue.

	“Cool it with a baboon’s blood,” the rasping chorus continued. “Then the charm is firm and good.”

	The three voices cackled. Then a single, droning hiss cried out: “Sam Spade! Arise!”

	Sam Spade? Well, that explained a lot.

	It was only then that Sam realized his eyes were closed. The fluttering of his lids seemed more an obedience to the sibilant command than a response to his will. Not that opening his eyes made much difference. Wherever he was, the lights were out. Though, after a moment, he began to make out rough shapes.

	Uneven walls rose up around him, possibly ending at a high ceiling. At this point, it wouldn’t surprise him if this particular abyss had no ceiling. Perhaps thirty feet away stood the source of the poor lighting. A campfire. Of sorts. The fire would have been brighter, except someone had set a giant pot directly on top of it—the source of the awful soup smells.

	As his eyes adjusted to the low light, Sam made out three figures standing around the pot. They were either very tall, very skinny, or both. Throw in the giant pot, and everything seemed out of proportion. The scene was something one might see in a funhouse mirror at a carnival, or in a rundown gallery that featured bad surrealist art.

	He figured the three personages for elderly women, elderly because of the shrill rasp of their chanting, and women because the voice that had hissed out his unfortunate alias sounded familiar.

	“Do not lie there like a lump,” the familiar voice grated. “We have work to do.”

	It couldn’t be. But it was. Morgan Le Fay.

	Setting aside the horrible woman’s impossible height, Le Fay was barely recognizable as the petite beauty he had first encountered in Camelot. Or the more weathered version who had advised the Sheriff of Nottingham twelve years later. Add six more years, and any beauty Morgan Le Fay once possessed was gone. Instead, her face was a mass of heavy wrinkles, with hollow cheeks and a pointed chin. The woman’s hair, once a lustrous crown of raven black, reflected dull grey in the weak firelight. Only Le Fay’s eyes, deep blue with a hint of violet, remained undiminished.

	Had it only been six years since their last encounter?

	Three weeks earlier, Sam had sat at his desk in his office, waiting. His previous three journeys to the past had occurred, almost to the day, at six-month intervals. Six months in Hartford, but with six years passing in jolly old England. But when hour after hour then day after day went by with no unlikely client darkening his doorway, Pendragon coin in hand and a desperate case in the past only Sam Spade could solve, he’d figured that was it. Sam Spade was out of business. Long live Sam Sparrow.

	Apparently, he’d been wrong. Not that that was unusual. Sam Sparrow was often wrong. He freely admitted it. Such was the lot of a private investigator—following red herrings and dead ends until only the one true path remained. You were only right after being repeatedly wrong. But finding himself here, wherever here was, now, whenever now was, was the mother of all wrongs.

	If time still passed at the same rate, it should be six years plus a few months since he left Sherwood Forest. That would land him in the fall sometime. Where though, he had no idea.

	“Mr. Spade,” Le Fay growled. “Need I cast another spell?”

	Probably not a good idea. “Gimme me a sec,” Sam said. “It’s been a long trip, and I need to work out some kinks.”

	All three women cackled. Like old crones. Did they think they were witches or something? Well, they did look like witches. And they were casting spells. Only, back in Nottingham, Le Fay had denied being a witch. She’d even taken offence at the word. She had called herself a sorceress. Of course, a lot could happen in six, seven years. Or longer, if the woman’s rough appearance was any indication.

	Sam climbed to his feet and searched for his fedora, then remembered it was still in his office. He hadn’t been out beating Hartford’s mean streets when Le Fay had dragged him back into the past. He’d been driving—“Nora!”

	“Who?” one of the other witch-women standing near the big pot shrilled. This one was similar to Le Fay in appearance, only her skin was rough like broken clay and held a reddish-brown hue.

	“My business partner,” Sam said. “I was driving when—”

	Le Fay cut him off. “That is no concern of ours. We have a task for you.”

	Sam clenched his fingers into fists. “Whatever game you got goin’, I ain’t interested. You left Nora in a moving vehicle in the middle of a snow storm with no driver.”

	Le Fay frowned, adding years to her already ancient face. “I fail to see a problem. The carriage shall slow of its own accord. Or, if the horse is well trained, it shall keep on to its destination without a driver.”

	“The horse,” Sam growled, “has no training whatsoever.” There was no time for this. “Send me back. Maybe I can stop the car safely.”

	“Of course, we shall send you back,” Le Fay purred. That is, if hyenas could purr. “After you complete our task.”

	Sam reached into the pocket of the fleece-lined Burberry trench coat he wore over his dress clothes, and casually slid his hand through the tear he had made through the lining. Not finding his Smith and Wesson M&P semi-automatic strapped to his belt, he belatedly remembered that, like his fedora, he’d left the weapon in his office.

	It was New Year’s Eve and Nora, aware that he had no plans, had invited him to dinner with her family. Showing up locked and loaded might have made the wrong impression with Nora’s parents and kid sister, so here he was without his hat and bean-shooter.

	With his semi-automatic, Sam might have been able to threaten Le Fay into returning him to Hartford. But the only weapons he could muster were the cell phone in his shirt pocket and maybe a pinch of lint. Not even MacGyver could work a decent bluff from that. “A task, huh?” Sam rubbed his ear. “And you’ll send me back afterward?”

	The three witches nodded.

	“Back to where and when you took me from?”

	A wide grin split Le Fay’s hideous face, revealing uneven rows of broken and rotting teeth. “Nothing could be simpler.”

	Sam had been in this situation before. He knew it didn’t matter how much time went by on one of these jaunts into the past. He could get sent back to the moment he left. Or even before he left, as had happened on his second trip. The question was: could he trust Le Fay to send him back at all?

	He felt his cheek twitch, an involuntary stress response reminiscent of the real Sam Spade. As a teenager, Sam had done everything he could to walk and talk like his hero, Humphrey Bogart. He’d even smoked two packs a day and acquired a taste for whiskey. He’d gone so far as to practice in a mirror Bogart’s signature facial twitch, the result of nerve damage caused by beatings his father, Belmont Bogart, had given him as a child. At first Sam could perform the twitch on command. Later it had become second nature, and Sam found he couldn’t get rid of it.

	The twitch came in handy now, a less than subtle reminder that Le Fay couldn’t be trusted. But what choice did he have? He was, literally, at the evil woman’s mercy. Though it was the last thing on Earth he wanted right now, once again, Sam Spade had a job to do.
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	Sam stepped closer to the giant, foul-smelling pot, and immediately noted he hadn’t been wrong. Morgan Le Fay and her two pals stood eight feet tall if they stood an inch, and were rail thin, something the long black robes they wore couldn’t hide. Maybe it was the result of a steady diet of owl feather and lizard leg soup. “A job, huh? Well, you’d better give me the bad news.”

	Instead of speaking, Le Fay reached out one hand and uncurled a fistful of long emaciated fingers. There, on a shrivelled palm, sat a dull, silver ring.

	Sam glanced up toward the impossibly tall woman’s deep blue eyes, and noticed a raw line crossing through the wrinkles of her left cheek. A scar. A mark he himself had left when he’d tried to shoot the sorceress in the Sheriff of Nottingham’s keep. Le Fay had used magic to divert the bullet, but it had still managed to graze her. Just when he thought things couldn’t get worse. Le Fay was the type of woman to not just hold a grudge, but to coddle it like a lover while waiting for an opportune moment to dish out a disproportionate amount of revenge.

	“A ring?” Sam said, hoping to distract his nemesis from whatever vengeful thoughts she was brewing. “What am I supposed to do with that?”

	Le Fay snorted. “What one is wont to do with a ring. Wear it.”

	Against his better judgement, Sam slowly reached forward to pluck the ring from its shrivelled resting place. The dull metal felt like a lump of ice, numbing his hand, but he held on rather than drop it. Before he could pull back, however, the woman’s long fingers wrapped themselves around his wrist.

	Le Fay leaned down and hissed into his face. “Could I have summoned another, I would have. You are not to my liking, Sam Spade.”

	Resisting the urge to scream, Sam grunted through clenched teeth, “I could recommend someone.”

	Le Fay let go of his wrist and straightened. “I have cast the bones. You are the one.”

	Sam pulled back his hand, the ring clutched like an oddly shaped stone against his palm. “You sure? I know a guy who knows a guy.”

	“Get on with it,” growled the third witch, who up till now had remained silent. Though as tall as the others, she looked even more skeletal, with parchment-thin skin the colour of chalk, and hair matted like dead seaweed. Her eyes were so dark they seemed like holes punched through leather.

	“Very well, sister.” Le Fay waved a bony wrist at Sam. “Place yon ring upon your finger.”

	Sam wasn’t one for jewellery and had never worn rings. Besides, who knew what the customs were in this time and place. “Which finger?”

	Le Fay’s voice rose with annoyance. “It matters not. The magic works all the same.”

	“Oh ho! A magic ring, is it?” Sam turned away from the witch’s stony gaze and examined the object his nemesis had given him. Having been nestled in his fist, it had lost its chill and now looked ordinary in the glow of the fire. Just a thin band of steel or iron or whatever plain grey rings were made of. He squinted as he peered inside the band.

	“What are you looking for?” Le Fay demanded.

	“Writing,” Sam answered. “One Ring to rule them all, or some such. You did say this was a magic ring.”

	“There is no writing. Simply wear it on whichever finger it fits.”

	Sam obliged, twisting the ring onto the middle finger of his left hand. The fit was tight, but at least he knew it wouldn’t slip off. Holding out his hand, he appraised the look. It didn’t make much of a fashion statement. And whatever magic it was supposed to hold didn’t make him feel any different. “Now what?”

	“Now,” Le Fay said, “you are invisible to any mortal man or woman who should gaze upon you.”

	“Invisible,” Sam echoed. “You sure there’s no writing on this ring? I mean, the Land of Mordor had a ring with exactly the same magic.”

	“I have never heard of this Mordor,” Le Fay growled.

	“It’s a nice place,” Sam lied. “You’d fit right in.”

	“Sister!” the chalk-white witch hissed.

	Le Fay raised a bony finger and pointed at Sam before waving her arm to one side. “That way leads to the cavern entrance. On your way outside you shall pass a man sitting at a table writing a letter. He is a mighty general who is destined to rule over all of Scotland. Your task is to help him achieve his destiny.”

	Out of all that, the word Sam caught was Scotland. “Is that where we are? Scotland? I thought England was your patch.”

	Le Fay sniffed. “I am not the same woman I was years ago.”

	“I can see that,” Sam said, then wished he hadn’t. “So how am I supposed to help this general of yours? I’m no soldier.”

	“Macbeth shall need allies to support his rebellion. And money with which to pay them. You shall assist with both by operating a nightclub in his castle at Inverness.”

	Sam was so busy trying to swallow the name Macbeth that he almost missed the word nightclub.

	“Nightclub? They have those here?”

	Le Fay exhaled a heavy sigh. “Of course not. It shall be a new and novel idea that shall attract thanes and generals like flies to a dung heap. They shall herald Macbeth as a genius and rush to support his cause.”

	Macbeth.

	Like all his classmates in high school, Sam had been required to read Shakespeare. Or at least try. He’d fallen asleep whenever he opened a book. In theory, the plays were written in English. His brain, however, wouldn’t buy it. All the prates and ronyons and alarums said otherwise. He’d made good use of CliffsNotes before exams, which actually were written in English, and managed to pass his courses. Barely.

	Most of Shakespeare had gone in one ear and out the other, but he did recall Macbeth as the villain in one of the plays. Whoever was supposed to be the good guy occupied an empty void in Sam’s mind. Maybe it was an exotic foreigner named Sam Spade, recorded by Shakespeare under an assumed name to protect the innocent and all that.

	It irked Sam that Le Fay had dragged him into the past, leaving Nora in danger, only to charge him with helping the bad guy. What was she thinking? He floundered for a moment trying to recall more of Macbeth’s story, but drew a blank. He was certain more would come to him as Shakespeare’s play played out. Right now, he had bigger concerns. If he waffled much longer, Le Fay would start dwelling on those vengeful thoughts of hers.

	“So,” Sam said. “A nightclub. How did you come up with that chestnut?”

	A smile crossed Le Fay’s non-existent lips. “While searching for you I saw much of your land, Connecticut. I was unsure how, precisely, you would help our general, until I saw how your countrymen could not resist your nightclubs, especially the ones called casinos.”

	Sam rubbed his ear. “I can see you’ve put a lot of thought into this, but your plan does have one flaw.”

	“And that is?”

	“I have no idea how to run a nightclub. I do, however, know someone who knows someone—”

	“It shall be you,” Le Fay said. “What you accomplished in Camelot and Nottingham . . . it must be you. If you wish to return to your Connecticut and rescue this Nora person, you shall raise a nightclub and aid Macbeth in becoming king.”


 

	3: You Must Be Triplets

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Raise a nightclub? Le Fay had no idea what she was asking, and looked in no mood to discuss it.

	“Where do you suggest I start?” Sam asked. He had no plan yet for getting back to his own time and place, but he’d figure something out. Arguing with the sorceress-turned-witch wasn’t going to do it. He’d have to play her game until he found someone or something that could send him home.

	“Once you leave this cavern,” Le Fay instructed, “follow the road north past General Macbeth’s soldiers. You shall soon meet up with three helpers who shall assist you with your nightclub.”

	“Helpers? That’s more like it. What do they know about nightclubs?”

	“Not one whit,” Le Fay said. “After leaving Macbeth’s soldiers and before you come upon your helpers, remove the ring. Frightening off your help shall not benefit you.”

	Sam nodded. “Right. Hey, wait. You can see me, can’t you? I’m wearing the ring.” He held up his middle finger in a way that would get him in trouble in his own time.

	“Such magic will not work on me,” Le Fay spat. “I am no fool.”

	Sam figured she had better be a fool. If he couldn’t find an alternate solution, he’d have to trick her somehow into sending him back home. He nodded again to disguise his thoughts. “Anyone else I should be concerned about seeing me when they shouldn’t?”

	“No.” Le Fay gestured again in the direction of the cavern entrance.

	Sam could take a hint. “Fine. I’ll just go set up a nightclub then, shall I?”

	All three witches raised an arm and pointed.

	“Okay, okay. I’m going.”

	As Sam left the influence of the campfire, the poor light in the cavern dimmed further. He held out his hands so he wouldn’t walk into a wall and stepped carefully along the uneven floor. Soon however, his vision improved. Ahead, he could see where the ceiling lowered and the cavern walls turned. The howling of wind that had echoed around the witches’ chamber grew louder, and as he rounded a corner, cold air cut across his face and sent a shiver down his spine. The source of the wind, an opening no larger than a tractor tire, looked out into a leaden sky.

	But what caught Sam’s attention was a rickety table set just inside the opening. Or rather, the man who sat at the table. Sam figured Macbeth was roughly his own age and build and looked a little like Ned Stark from Game of Thrones—the King of the North. It wasn’t just the stony features, shoulder-length hair, and trimmed beard. The Scottish general even wore Stark’s fur-embellished black leather cloak. Macbeth seemed intent on his writing, and took no notice as Sam approached then passed by on his way through the opening.

	Sam did pause long enough to note Macbeth was scribbling on a piece of quality parchment with a quill pen. A stack of similar paper sat at his elbow, weighted down by a stone. The thin sheets fluttered in the breeze, perhaps masking Sam’s footsteps. He watched as Macbeth dipped the quill into a jar of ink, tapped off excess liquid, then scratched the quill tip against the parchment. Sam couldn’t help but think that texting was a much-improved form of written communication.

	Climbing carefully through the rock-strewn hole, Sam still managed a misstep, causing loose gravel to crunch beneath his Thorogood Oxfords. He held his breath as Macbeth looked up before resuming his love letter, or execution orders, or whatever it was the Scottish villain felt compelled to write in a cave in the middle of nowhere.

	Once free of the cavern, he discovered the mountain he thought he’d been inside was little more than a pile of boulders. The land about him was hilly—with forests to the south and east, and grassy meadows running north and west—but not what he would call mountainous. Though the sky was a mass of thick, mostly grey clouds, he could see enough of a hazy glow to mark the sun and get his bearings. He didn’t know much about Scotland, but knew the place was north of England, so the sun should be to the south.

	It had been cold inside the cavern, but the wind and threatening rain made the great outdoors that much worse. Pulling up the collar of his fleece-lined trench coat, Sam mentally kicked himself for stuffing his winter gloves in the door panel of his car instead of his coat pocket.

	None of the two dozen men crowded close together a short distance from the jumble of boulders seemed to notice the weather. Dressed in patterned kilts that left their legs bare from the knees on down, they looked much like the Scottish redshank mercenaries Sam had encountered in England during his last visit to the past. Their only acknowledgment of the cold were the heavy cloaks they wore across their shoulders.

	Busying themselves with their horses and saddlebags, most of the men wore their hair long, sported thick beards, and had cold, watchful eyes that took in everything around them. Everything except Sam. Le Fay’s ring appeared to be doing its job. How that would help him set up a nightclub, he had no idea. He was sure, however, that he’d find a good use for it. If he could get the ring back to Hartford, he’d really be cooking with gas. What an advantage it would give him in his PI business.

	But first he had to find a way home. Until then, he’d have to pretend to do what Morgan Le Fay wanted. For now, that was finding this road that led to the helpers she’d promised. Problem was, Sam couldn’t see any roads.

	As he worked his way out from among the boulders, he noticed the cave behind him was little more than a hole in the ground. He shook his head. How about that? The witches’ cavern was bigger on the inside than it was on the outside.

	There was no evidence of a path leading away from the boulders, but as he walked closer to Macbeth’s soldiers, he saw that not all of them wore kilts. Several wore long, pale-yellow shirts beneath their cloaks that partly obscured the fact they wore tight pants or stockings. Each soldier also wore a blood-red cloth tied around their right bicep, as if they were participating in a game of capture the flag.

	After circling the gathered men and horses, Sam still hadn’t found anything he would call a road. He rubbed his ear while watching a V formation of birds fly overhead. There was no snow on the ground. Leaves were still on the trees. But the place felt like winter. Maybe Scotland was like that. How far north was it? On par with Alaska maybe?

	Le Fay had said to take the road north, so he walked to a point he guessed was due north of the entrance to the witches’ cavern. After tightening his collar again, he studied the ground but saw little more than scrub grass and wild moss. The foliage was flattened in places, and could have been an animal track that ran north and a little to the east. He glanced back at the men and horses, figuring if that’s what passed for traffic in these parts, he very well could be looking at a road.

	While committing the jumble of boulders to memory in case he had to find his way back, Sam again wondered how he’d get home to Hartford. He couldn’t trust Le Fay, but at the moment was out of options. For now, he’d have to stay on the evil woman’s good side. That meant going north.

	Sam had no idea how verbose Macbeth was in regard to letter writing, but figured he probably didn’t have much time. Le Fay hadn’t mentioned it, but once he was done, the Scottish villain and his soldiers would no doubt come riding along the same trail. Sam wanted to find his promised help before Macbeth and his soldiers found him.

	He set a quick pace and soon found himself breathing hard and sweating inside his clothes. He loosened the collar he had tightened a few minutes earlier, then undid all the buttons along the front of his trench coat.

	Underneath, Sam wore an Italian tuxedo, the brand of which he couldn’t pronounce. He’d bought the two-button, double-breasted ensemble at JT Ghamo expressly for New Year’s Eve dinner with Nora’s family, after she’d warned him that her parents took dinner parties seriously. It didn’t take a genius to guess they had more money than Nora had led him to believe. The fact they lived on a South Windsor acreage five miles northeast of Hartford was all anyone had to say.

	He still wondered about the invitation.

	In the days leading up to their unexpected visit to Sherwood Forest, Nora had been increasingly friendly, possibly to the point of flirtatious. Their relationship had always been strictly business, but had recently evolved into an occasional touch as well as comments here and there that had nothing to do with whatever case they were on. Sam figured she had merely grown comfortable around him, but there could be more to it.

	Sherwood Forest had changed all that. While stuck in the past, Nora had suffered a concussion, lost her memory, then slowly gained it back through Sam’s gentle reminders of who she had been. By the time they returned to Hartford, Nora seemed to have recovered. Certainly, her detective skills hadn’t suffered. But her behaviour . . . ?

	Nora went back to all business. No more touches or comments. She’d buried herself in the work, and looked at him differently. Before Sherwood, she’d seen enough inexplicable evidence to believe his wild tales of visiting Camelot. But traveling to the past herself, and what had happened to her there, may have been a step too far. After their return, she had put distance between them. He’d even worried she blamed him for what had happened, even though all of it had been out of his control.

	Then Christmas approached, and Nora began behaving like her old self again. A smile or remark here. A touch there. Maybe she had finally put behind her what had happened, or had found it within herself to forgive him.

	Regardless, he’d begun to feel they were on track again. He even thought there could be a possibility for a budding romance. Nora’s invitation to family dinner sure seemed to point in that direction.

	Then along came Morgan Le Fay, throwing a wrench in the works. Some days Sam just never caught a break.

	The grassy trail continued northward. After a while, Sam could see up ahead where meadow ended and trees began. A flutter of colour just inside the forest edge got him hoping he’d found his helpers. Since good first impressions went a long way, he slowed his pace so he wouldn’t be breathing hard when he met up with them. Then he almost bungled it by forgetting to remove Le Fay’s magic ring. Slipping the metal band off his finger, he reached inside his two layers of coat and slipped it into his shirt pocket next to his cell phone.

	As he drew closer to the treeline, Sam made out three people dressed in unabashedly bright clothing, which seemed disjointed given Macbeth’s men all wore black or dark brown. It dawned on him that his helpers weren’t men at all, but women. The first wore a blue ankle-length overcoat and had long raven hair that fell almost to her waist. Beside her stood a redhead with short hair, dark eyes, and a dark red coat. The third had mid-length chestnut hair and a coat of bright green that matched her eyes. All three looked to be in their early to mid-twenties. Sam rubbed his ear. What kind of nightclub had Le Fay visited on her tour of Connecticut?

	As the three young women watched Sam approach, their expressions remained flat except for their eyes, which seemed to be taking his measure just as he’d taken theirs. When he was close enough, the dark-eyed redhead spoke. “You must be Sam Spade. My name is Ruby.” She indicated her two companions. “These are my sisters, Emerald and Sapphire.”

	“You must be kidding,” Sam said.

	“Kidding?” This from the green-eyed beauty, Emerald.

	“Where do I begin?” Sam asked. “Your unlikely names? Your mismatched genetics? Or the fact you must be triplets because you’re all about the same age?”

	Emerald’s jaw fell open. Then Sapphire stepped forward. “We are not true sisters. And these are our stage names. We are performers.”

	“Performers,” Sam echoed. “What is it you do, exactly?”

	“We dance,” Ruby blurted out, drawing wide-eyed looks from her two so-called sisters. “Or . . . we shall learn to dance once we find a position.”

	“I sing,” Emerald volunteered. “Sometimes. Though not very well.”

	“Right,” Sam said. “What do you all know about nightclubs?”

	Sapphire leaned forward. “What is that? Some kind of weapon?”

	Sam knew then he had his work cut out for him. He rubbed his face, then forced a smile. “Ladies, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”
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	Whatever else Sam’s three precious gems had to tell him would have to wait. A thunder of hoofbeats made him turn around, and the four of them stood watching as the Scottish cavalry approached, then slowed to a stop.

	The man who had been writing in the cave—Macbeth—leaned forward in his saddle, his expression a severe scowl framed by his neatly trimmed beard. “Are you the Sam Spade who was foretold by the weird sisters?”

	Sam looked up at the small man riding a big horse. “The one and only.”

	“And these are your assistants?” The general waved a hand at Sam’s precious gems, then did a double take. “Your oddly dressed assistants?”

	“They’re performers,” Sam explained.

	Macbeth relaxed in his saddle, apparently accustomed to oddly dressed performers. “And you,” he said, pointing at Sam’s trench coat. “Are you also a performer?”

	“No,” Sam admitted. “I’m merely oddly dressed.”

	“I see.” Macbeth rubbed his bearded chin before turning to the rider next to him. “Banquo, find our friends some mounts. I will not have them slow our progress.”

	“Yes, General.”

	Within moments, four of Macbeth’s party dismounted. Eagerly, it seemed, they helped Sam’s precious gems up into the vacated saddles. Sam was also helped, though with noticeably less enthusiasm. Then Macbeth’s cavalry was off, trotting into the thin forest at a pace that left Sam bouncing in his saddle.

	There wasn’t room among the trees to ride more than two abreast, but after a few minutes, the man Macbeth had called Banquo dropped back beside Sam. Though well into his forties or fifties, if the grey in his beard was any indication, the man carried himself with a boyish cheerfulness. “You are not accustomed to the saddle, are you?”

	“Truth be told,” Sam said, “I prefer to walk.”

	Banquo smiled. “As do I. Unfortunately, today we have not the luxury. You will be happier, however, if you move with the saddle rather than fight against it.”

	Sam had a vague recollection of receiving similar advice when he was in Sherwood Forest. It took a few tries, but soon he was able to move with the motion of the horse rather than be jostled by it.

	“That is better,” Banquo said, still smiling. “Your backside will thank you when we arrive at our destination.”

	“And where is that?” Sam asked.

	“Forres,” Banquo said. “We ride to meet the king.”

	Sam almost asked, “Which king?” but instead managed to dredge up a name from high school English class: Duncan. Didn’t Macbeth murder him? Or was it Macbeth’s wife who killed the king? It seemed to Sam that a lot of people had died in that particular play. And that there weren’t a lot of laughs.

	After an hour or so of riding, the trees parted and they entered a wide field where more of Macbeth’s men waited. Le Fay had called Macbeth a general. Sam assumed this was Macbeth’s army. Hundreds if not thousands of men and horses lined the field. And beyond them, a mansion of some sort built from dirty white stone sat among a setting of groomed trees and bushes. The central tower rose five stories, with halls that looked to have only two floors running to either side. Appended to the rightmost hall, a three-storey extension ran back further than Sam could see.

	“This is Forres?” he asked Banquo.

	Macbeth’s friend laughed. “Heavens no. This is Cawdor Castle. The army before us has recently come from battle, where General Macbeth and I routed the invading King of Norway and chased Cawdor’s rebellious thane back to his hovel. The traitor cowers within.”

	“I suppose congratulations are in order,” Sam said. “And we’re here because . . . ?”

	Banquo grinned. “General Macbeth wishes to bestow a present upon our fellow thane. Come, you must see.”

	Sam kneed his horse so it would follow Banquo’s as they rode through the crowd of soldiers up to the castle’s main gate. Macbeth and several of his warriors had arrived before them and were dismounting outside an arched gateway behind which sat a small garden and the castle’s main doors. The garden stood empty and the doors stood closed. The layout reminded Sam of the Sheriff’s Keep in Nottingham, except the lower wall made a poor defence, and the only battlements he could see were at the top of the central tower. Those, too, had been abandoned.

	“Not much of a welcome,” Sam whispered to Banquo.

	“Alas,” Banquo whispered back, “the thane’s warriors have abandoned his cause.”

	Sam watched as Macbeth stood facing the gateway, his hands on his hips. The general then signalled one of his men, who brought him a weighted sack. Macbeth reached inside. When he withdrew his hands, his fingers gripped a bodiless head by its hair.

	“Uhm,” Sam said.

	Banquo leaned toward him. “’Tis MacDonwald, Thane Cawdor’s general. MacDonwald made a mistake on the battlefield.”

	“A mistake?” Sam asked, despite his mouth having gone dry.

	“MacDonwald allowed General Macbeth to slice him open from loin to throat. Good Macbeth thought it honourable to return Cawdor’s general to his master.”

	“But it’s just his head,” Sam muttered.

	“Did I not say? After exposing MacDonwald’s bowels, Macbeth beheaded him. The act turned the tide of battle, which otherwise may not have been won. General Macbeth is a mighty hero.”

	Sam watched on in horror as the mighty hero impaled his enemy’s head on one of the spikes that jutted from the castle gate. The gathered army responded with an exuberant cheer which nearly caused Sam to jump out of his Thorogood Oxford shoes.

	Taking a steadying breath, he muttered to himself, “Here’s looking at you, kid.”


 

	5: The Prince of Cumberland

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Sam hardly knew what was happening as Banquo led his horse away from the grisly scene. Then once again they were riding through the countryside.

	As he regained his bearings, he saw they were on some kind of trail, an actual dirt path wide enough for wagons. There were riders up ahead and more behind, many more than had ridden from the witches’ cavern, but not enough to account for the sizable army outside Cawdor Castle. A glance over his shoulder revealed the helpers the witches had provided, his three precious gems, riding side by side.

	Eventually, the trees parted and the trail cut through fields, some cultivated, most just wild grass. He couldn’t tell what the crops had been, as the harvest seemed to have ended. But in some fields, workmen were bent to the task of planting winter grains.

	They rode for what felt like hours, the countryside growing wilder as the trail cut through stands of trees and across the shallows of streambeds. The sun drifted toward the horizon behind them and to the south, and the sky grew darker. Sam figured they were riding east and a bit to the north. Without the cover of trees, a cold wind whipped his face and chilled his fingers that clutched his horse’s reins.

	“Is it always this cold?” Sam asked Banquo.

	His escort let out a heavy breath. “No. The weather has been unnaturally bad since . . .” Whatever provocation Macbeth’s friend had been about to mention remained a secret behind pinched lips.

	“Then maybe you could tell me what month it is?” Sam suggested.

	Banquo turned his head and raised one brow. “You do not know the month?”

	Sam felt his cheek twitch. “When I woke up this morning, it was December.”

	“You are dressed for winter,” Banquo admitted, his eyes taking in Sam’s fleece-lined trench coat. He paused for a moment, then lowered his voice to a whisper. “What have you to do with the weird sisters?”

	That was a good guess, as well as a good question. Sam figured honesty was the best policy. “I’m their captive.”

	Banquo’s eyes remained on Sam’s. “And the ladies?”

	Sam knew the man meant his precious gems. “I have no idea.”

	Macbeth’s friend let out another heavy breath. “It is September. Haefest monath. Harvest month.”

	They rode after that in silence.

	As the sun began to set, Sam adjusted his Rolex, moving the hour hand from twelve to eight. He wasn’t exactly sure when the sun went down in Scotland in September, but was reasonably confident that 8 p.m. was closer than midnight. It had been a long day so far, and there appeared to be hours yet to go.

	The sky was storm-cloud purple, at the trailing edge of twilight, when the trail took them through a patch of forest that parted to reveal a castle somewhat larger than the one where Macbeth had left his present. The last light of day illuminated yellow-white stone walls and slate-grey roof tiles. Most of the building complex stood four storeys tall, and only the leftmost tower seemed to include battlements. Unlike Cawdor Castle, there was no front courtyard, just a tall, though plain, main doorway. Apparently, Scotland had never heard of moats.

	As Sam watched, the main gate opened and a half-dozen warriors stepped outside. Like Macbeth’s soldiers, these wore kilts or yellow shirts with strips of red cloth tied around their upper arms. That, and the grins on the men’s faces, suggested a battle probably wasn’t in the offing.

	The warriors parted as a taller man dressed in leather armour stepped outside and approached Macbeth, who remained seated on his horse at the fore of his war band. The new arrival’s hair was thick and dark, as was his beard. His sonorous voice was deep and carried well. “Hail Macbeth, defeater of the King of Norway and rebellious Scottish thanes. I, Thane Macduff of Fife, welcome you to Forres, the seat of the King of Scotland.” The man dropped all formality as he added, “The other generals and I arrived before midday. Did you encounter trouble on the road?”

	“No trouble,” Macbeth answered, “merely an errand. My path took me to Cawdor where I imparted a small gift.”

	Macduff let out a hearty laugh that was instantly taken up by the soldiers behind him.

	Macbeth grinned, then shouted over the cheerful voices. “I also left the bulk of my army on Thane Cawdor’s doorstep should the traitor think to depart for Norway or England.”

	The laughter doubled before abating to allow Macduff to resume speaking. “Our good king has plans for the rebellious thane. ’Twould be a shame should Cawdor miss out. But you and your men have fought and ridden hard. Leave your horses for the grooms, and bid your men relax in the courtyard. You and your captains are invited to sup with the king. There is much to celebrate.”

	Sam didn’t know if he was considered a captain or not, but he and his three precious gems climbed off their horses and followed Banquo in through the castle’s impressive main gate.

	The ceiling inside the main hall was tall with high windows, but since outdoor light was in short supply, ornate lamps set on wooden stands had been lit. Along the walls, smaller oil lamps set in metal sconces also burned. Most everything was made with pinkish-white stone blocks—walls, floor, ceiling, and a set of wide steps leading up to a higher level—but there were also façades of dark wood, thick tapestries, busts of important personages, and giant pots overflowing with shrubs and small trees. The place was homey, and made up for the absence of an exterior garden.

	Banquo and the others led the way down a wide corridor, past another set of stairs, around a corner, and into a spacious banquet hall lined with several rows of long tables. Most of the seats were occupied, though a table near the head of the hall stood empty. All conversation stopped as Macbeth and his captains, along with Sam and his precious gems, trooped toward the vacant table. When they arrived, the captains stood by the waiting chairs rather than sit. Sam barely caught himself and remained standing as well.

	Movement caught his eye, and he watched as an elderly man with long white hair and a gaunt expression rose from a seat positioned at the centre of the head table. The table itself sat on a raised platform, while the chair the white-haired man occupied was ornate to the point of gaudiness compared to others in the room. Two giant hounds lay beneath the table at the old man’s feet. This could only be King Duncan.

	“General Macbeth!” the old man grunted. “Well met, if not tardy. We have, I am afraid, begun our celebrations without you.”

	“My apologies for the delay,” Macbeth answered, his tone friendly. “There was the small matter of securing Thane Cawdor. Your rebellious clansman awaits your pleasure at his domicile.”

	A frown crossed the old man’s face. “I trusted Cawdor as a son. His land and title were gifts from my own hand. And he repays me with treason!”

	Macbeth smiled and waved his hand. “Norway and Cawdor both have learned a hard lesson. Scotland shall not be undone.”

	A chorus of voices rose throughout the banquet hall. “Scotland shall not be undone!”

	Duncan’s frown reversed into a smile. “With generals such as Macbeth leading our armies, Scotland shall never be undone.”

	Everyone in the room jumped to their feet, shouting, “All hail Macbeth!”

	The old man waved a hand and everyone sat, including Macbeth and Banquo. Sam scrambled into the nearest available chair which happened to be next to Banquo and opposite his precious gems. No one took off their riding cloaks, not that there was anywhere to put them.

	Quiet descended, and the old king continued speaking. “Let us not forget that General Macbeth is also a thane, the Thane of Glamis. And from this day forward, as reward for his prowess in battle, Thane of Cawdor as well. Cawdor’s current occupant shall be executed, his title and associated lands given to our good general.”

	The room cheered, but not as brightly as the expression on Macbeth’s face. Banquo nudged Sam and whispered into his ear, “It is as the weird sisters promised. Macbeth has been named Thane of Cawdor.”

	Duncan again waved his hand. “But there is more.”

	Macbeth leaned forward, reminding Sam of an overeager dog.

	“Thane Macbeth is not the only one to prove himself in battle. Malcolm, my eldest, also proved himself this day.”

	The room responded with scattered applause, then more when the old man’s face darkened.

	“Malcolm?” Banquo whispered. “The spineless feartie-cat spent the battle cowering in a tent.”

	Duncan waved for attention, then gestured for a scrawny young man seated at his table to rise. Red-haired and red-faced, the thin twenty-something stood slowly and with trembling hands. “True, Malcolm is young, yet this day’s battle has reminded me that the shadow of my own years grows long. It is past time I made formal announcement of my heir. It is with much gladness of heart that I name Malcolm the Prince of Cumberland.”

	Silence filled the hall. Then one captain rose to his feet and clapped his hands. Several more followed and soon the entire room was standing. Shouts joined the handclaps, the entire cacophony ringing in Sam’s ears.

	Old King Duncan regarded the room, then nodded and sat.

	The noise quieted as the banquet guests returned to their seats. Banquo tugged Sam’s arm and they both sat. “Macbeth shall not be happy,” Banquo whispered. “The weird sisters told us he would be king after Duncan. This Cumberland declaration must be undone.”


 

	6: Dynasties Are More Easily Lost than Won

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Servants filed into the banquet hall, placing long platters of steaming food onto each of the tables. Dressed like refugees from Medieval Times in Lyndhurst, with bleached white tunics and dark stockings, they paused to give Sam’s trench coat a sideways look. His precious gems, with their colourful cloaks, received similar askance glances. “We’re from out of town,” Sam murmured.

	The maze of drafty corridors inside Forres Castle weren’t much warmer than the unseasonably cool countryside, but the sheer number of warm bodies in the banquet hall succeeded in heating the crowded room to that of a drafty sauna. Sam’s helpers unbuttoned their colourful cloaks, revealing matching blouses underneath. He didn’t think it was the colours that drew looks from other table guests, who were all male and acted as one might expect males to act in the presence of a trio of beautiful young women. Had he not known who had sent them, Sam might have felt tempted to cast a few interested looks of his own.

	But no. There was something off about the three young women the witches had waiting for him at the edge of the forest. Something more than merely looking like they had walked off the cover of a fashion magazine. Their lips were full, their skin perfect. Even after riding for hours, not a hair on their heads was out of place. Their features looked airbrushed. Put them in a paper box with a plastic window, they could be Barbie dolls.

	“Is there something amiss?” Sapphire asked, her violet eyes twinkling.

	Sam realized he must have been staring while making his assessment of the young women.

	Before he could answer, Banquo spoke up. It was possible the noble Scotsman had been staring as well. “Your clothes. I have never seen such vibrant colours. And the cloth . . .”

	Smile lines formed to either side of Sapphire’s perfectly symmetrical mouth. “Parisienne. The fashion is all the rage in Paris right now.”

	“Paris,” Banquo said. “France?”

	“Bien sûr. Parlez-vous Français?”

	Banquo simply stared at her.

	“My friends could be from France,” Sam suggested, hoping to break the awkwardness. “I’m just not sure which year.”

	The Scotsman nodded, then ducked his head and busied himself with his plate.

	Sam did the same, but quickly realized he was feeling a bit overheated himself. Unbuttoning his trench coat didn’t seem to do the trick, so he undid the two buttons on his dinner jacket as well as loosen his bow tie in hopes of coaxing some cool air underneath. When he noticed everyone watching him, he said, “A man can’t make himself too comfortable.”

	Despite the occasion being a celebratory banquet and the table belonging to Scotland’s king, Sam found his meal tasteless. Some kind of wild meat, probably sheep or goat, fish with bones in it, and oddly-shaped vegetables that were green, yet bland. The only thing to recommend the meal was the beer, which was heavy
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