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I’ll sacrifice the lamb that I do love,
To spite a raven’s heart within a dove

William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night
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Foreword

A sixth-generation Australian intrigued by the origins of my family name, I traveled to Scotland in 2004 and drove to a place in Berwickshire marked on the map as “Blackadder.” The name turned out to signify the original Blackadder Estate and the remains of Blackadder House, built on the foundations of the much older Blackadder Castle.

The first sight of those stone ruins, rising through the mist on the banks of Blackadder Water, was haunting. That day was the first time I heard the story of how Blackadder Castle was taken by the Holme family in the sixteenth century through the forced marriage of Robert Blackadder’s widow, Alison Douglas, to David Holme, the Baron of Wedderburn.

The name of Captain William Blackadder turned up in the history books a few decades after the theft of Blackadder Castle. William was appointed the Crown’s Seeker of Pirates, worked for Lord Bothwell, and ferried the Queen of Scots to Alloa after the birth of her son. The Blackadder family history records are unclear on whether he came from the Berwickshire or Tulliallan branches of the family. John and Edmund Blackadder were both known as notorious pirates during the reign of the Queen of Scots, and another John Blackadder, head of the Tulliallan branch of the Blackadder family, was one of many nobles called up to support the Queen against rebel factions.

Mary, the tall and charismatic Queen of Scots, loved to disguise herself as a man and wander the streets of Edinburgh in secret. She held numerous balls and parties in which she and her ladies-in-waiting appeared dressed as men. She wasn’t the only woman who passed as a man: after a battle between Sweden and Denmark in August 1567, of the 1500 Swedes left dead on the battlefield, 500 were found to be women. They had worn their hair knotted under their helmets and their clothes and arms were the same as the men’s. They had fought with great valor and strength.

This novel is based on many of these real events and characters. Unlike William and the other Blackadder men, Alison Blackadder is fictional, inspired by references to courageous female servants and companions who helped the Queen.


The Raven’s Heart
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Prologue

Scotland, 1519, twenty-six years before I was born.

It was deep in winter and the sound of rushing water penetrated even the stone walls of the tower room. Black running water, down below where the castle foundations cleaved to rock on the side of the river bed. Black running water, carrying our cursed family name in every drop. Black running water, carrying our downfall from the west, where our enemies, so close, were paused.

My grandmother Alison was born a Douglas and by the light in her chamber her hair fell down her back in a streak the color of blood. The man in front of her carried a streak of real blood down the side of his trouser, and his hair was lank and wet. A girl on her knees pushed and shoved at the fire, pumped the bellows, heaved in another log.

“You are certain?” Alison asked him.

“He is on his way now.” The man looked down at his boots. “He comes to woo you, he says.”

“Leading an army!”

“Aye.”

She stood tall. “I would rather die.”

The man looked up at her. “He will not waste a tender moment on you. If you had rather die, you shall. His brothers will simply marry your daughters.”

“They are babes! Is he such a monster as to marry those oafs to children?”

“Children grow. All he has to do is betroth them. But he would prefer to seal the bargain with you.”

Alison was silent for a moment. “And William?”

The man’s voice was curt. “There can be no male heir.”

Alison’s face was etched deeply. She was a strong woman, tall, and not yet thirty. Six years a widow, alone in that cold castle bearing the weight of a name that had come to her by marriage. Six years of listening for the sound of hooves in the night, like some soft-furred creature with the predator’s stink ever in its nostrils. She crossed the room and stood in front of the armaments hanging dusty on the wall.

“I could join those wretches downstairs and fight,” she said softly.

He watched her back until she turned around. “Don’t be a fool. This is an army coming.”

“Well, what then?” she snapped. “Should I invite them in? Should I cut the children’s throats and my own right now? Or should we run like cowards and let them have the place?”

“You must order the garrison to keep the castle secure. They are bound to fail, but you must put up a fight so it is known you resisted. When Hume comes, agree to marry him.”

“What about William?”

“I will take William tonight to his cousins. They will see Hume brought to justice and you restored. Marry Hume and protect the girls until the marriage can be annulled. William will live to inherit.”

This is the moment when I wish I could reach back through the years and warn her somehow, stop her putting in place the train of events that will lead to our ruin. Better to cut William off without his name, or find a place for him in the church, where any man of this family not skilled in warfare has been sent. My grandmother had known love with Robert Blackadder, who died on the Flodden Field six years earlier. She would have been better to cut all of their throats and her own while she had the chance rather than submit to this marriage with David Hume, Baron of Wedderburn.

She straightened herself and tossed back the red coils of her hair. “Perhaps he has heard of our beauty?” she said. She turned to the serving girl, still kneeling motionless on the hearth. “Wake the children and bring them. Dress William to ride. Bring scissors.”

The girl stood, curtsied, and backed out of the room. “She will warn them,” the man said. “Men will desert.”

“Let them. I would not keep them here to fight to their death. Enough will stay.” She put a hand out and her fingertips found his cheek, brushed its harsh stubble, and then fell to her side.

“Take William,” she said. “Hume will find his pretty prizes shorn like nuns, and perhaps that will keep us safe a little while. If I were braver I would take a brand from the fire and draw it across all our faces to sully his victory.”

Down deep in the castle the whisper spread like a licking flame and the smell of fear began to rise. Some took whatever was at hand and slipped out into the night, heading through four miles of darkness to Allanton village. A third of the fighting men stationed at Blackadder Castle were gone by the time the man threw six-year-old William up in front of him on a fresh horse, wrapped a cloak around him, cuffed him when he began to cry, and galloped into the night.

The two girls, still flat-chested and narrow-hipped, wept as Alison hacked off their curls close to their heads. Weapons were issued, heavy doors bolted and reinforced, look-outs stationed. It had rained heavily in recent weeks and the swollen river rushing past the castle’s foot made it impossible to hear any approach.

I have never been in that castle, but the memory of it has been handed down to me with my name, the same name as the stones and the river. It came to me in dreams, from the whispering of William, my father, night after night as my eyelids sagged and my breathing slowed, the whispering of theft and murder and revenge. A story I know so well that it is as if I were in the castle that night, waiting with Alison and her daughters, Beatrice and Margaret Blackadder, in the bedchamber. As if I were fleeing with young William, clutching the horse’s mane in terror. No sound except the roar of the river, and not a single soul asleep.


Part I
1561


One

Scotland, 1561.

We come across the North Sea, bearing the face of heaven in our hold.

A fleet of ships brings such a treasure, our galley speeding ahead and the rest following slowly with her horses and fineries, her tapestries and clothes. She returns from thirteen years in the French court to take up the reins of power.

She has been gone since she was five. Does she remember that she returns to a city of stone? Stone is too old to care what human hands press against it, what blood spills in its crevices. Even the palace, Holyrood, with its French architecture, is made of stone and, looming above it, Edinburgh Castle is hewn from the cliff so that none may attack it and none may escape. She sails to a stone city, an icy country, and a cold people.

As we draw close to the coast, heavy fog envelops us. Bass Rock materializes through the mist like something enchanted, its sides steep and forbidding, and the gulls scream and wrack and sweep around it in circles. The sea is brown and heaving; the outpour of the Forth River is a scum of Edinburgh’s rot slapping at the side of the ship. She waits on the deck to set eyes on the land, but it refuses to reveal itself through the mist.

August nineteenth, five of the morning, and the ship lies becalmed. The wind has driven us at a furious pace all the way from France before abandoning us at the last mile. All I can hear is the sound of the gulls and my father calling orders to trim this sail, haul in that rope, edge the wheel around to catch whatever hint of breeze will come.

When finally we edge our way into the port at Leith, there is no fanfare, no welcoming party, no nobles lining the dock. Bothwell frowns until I can see the crease like a slash between his eyes. The Queen, standing next to him, is silent, her face composed. Her four Marys, in a colorful circle behind, look crestfallen. I am ashamed. She has come from the light and color of France, she has come from fireworks and flowers and an exquisite court, and her only greeting is the gulls.

Bothwell strides down the deck, anger in every footfall, and halts by my father at the wheel. They speak in low voices for a moment, then my father looks up and orders me over with a sharp movement of his head.

“The fools have not been watching the wind to know we are early,” Bothwell says to me. “When we dock, you must run to the house of the merchant Andrew Lamb and find if Lord James is on his way. If there is no word, take a horse and ride to Edinburgh to rouse them.”

“He will ride,” my father says. “None faster.”

Bothwell swings around and marches back to the Queen, and we busy ourselves so that none of us look upon her as the ship comes alongside the dock. Ropes fly down and men jump from sea to land; all is activity. The air smells of brine as though the mist around us is really a pale ocean and we a panicked school of fish.

A single fisherman on the dock limps over to see the commotion and stares up at the ship. “Who goes there?” he calls.

“It is Mary Queen of Scots,” Bothwell calls back in a voice raised to carry across a crowd of hundreds. “Returned at last. Long live the Queen!”

The fisherman sinks to his knees and bows his head. The first Scot to greet the Queen in her own land, stinking of gut, his hands bloody, a royal scatter of silver scales glinting on his tattered jumper.

Then the Queen’s laugh rings out like a bell on the morning air, a laugh as if she has no care, as if being met by a fisherman is entirely right and good. We all turn to look at her and the fisherman raises his head too, and it seems at that moment the fog begins to lift a little and our hearts, so used to being in fear, lighten. We are to be ruled by a woman with such a laugh, even if she can barely speak our native tongue any longer.

She and Bothwell turn to come down the ship and I stand by my father, hungry for a close look at her, until he nudges me sharply and says, “Go!”

Do I imagine or do her eyes follow as I swing over the ship’s side and climb hand over nimble hand down through the ropes, leap lightly to the ground, and break into a run, swift over the wet cobblestones and into the mist?

When I pound my fists on the merchant Lamb’s door, he leans out the window in his nightshirt to take my message. Within minutes a servant has brought a pony and I set off for the city, barely four miles away, my legs hard around his shaggy hide, spurring him to a gallop with boots and reins.

In Edinburgh nothing is ready for the Queen either; she is not expected for three days. I gallop up the deserted High Street as fast as the pony can manage, calling out so that the ordinary people will hear it too: “The Queen is coming! She has landed at Leith! The Queen is coming!”

By the time I reach the castle gate, a crowd is coming up the High Street behind me. My throat hurts, my voice is rough, the pony is steaming and heaving. The guards step out to halt me and far off in the fog I hear the soft boom of a cannon, the sound traveling all the way from Leith.

Lord James Stewart himself comes to the gate to take my message and his jaw tightens as he learns his half-sister comes three days early to take back her reign from his bastard regency.

“Go and tell them a party will come down to meet her,” he says.

I ride to Bothwell’s stable and trade the exhausted pony for my own mare before galloping out toward Leith again. People are beginning to gather by the roadside with expectant faces as I thunder by and disappear into the fog.

Lord Bothwell takes my horse by the reins as soon as we pull up in Lamb’s yard. “Your mare will do nicely for the Queen, Robbie.” He gestures to a servant. “Get the side-saddle.”

The rest of the ship’s men have been begging for horses to carry the royal party and they have assembled a herd of sorry creatures with muddy hides. Few have the saddles that a queen’s party will expect—such is a luxury for commoners. John Knox the preacher, who has declared his implacable hatred for the Queen from the pulpit of Saint Giles, will no doubt be gleeful at this batch of evil omens and take it as further proof that heaven frowns on the monstrous sight of a woman ruling over men.

We wait in the courtyard and when Bothwell comes out of Lamb’s house with the Queen, I am close enough to see her face as she looks around at the beasts we have gathered. Her expression stays impassive, but I see her swallow. I put my face close to my mare’s, whispering into her ear that she will carry a queen and to do her proud.

Bothwell brings the Queen toward me. She steps to the front of the horse and strokes her nose with her gloved hand. “Does this creature have a name?” she asks in French.

“Artemis, Your Grace,” I stammer.

She walks around to the mounting block.

“What is this?” she asks, looking up at the side-saddle.

Bothwell looks confused. “Madam?”

She gestures at the saddle. “In France a queen rides astride. Even Catherine de Médici does so.”

He hesitates. “Shall I find another saddle, Your Grace?”

She shrugs. “Today I will ride the Scottish way. It is not so far. When my own horses and saddles arrive, you shall see how a woman can ride, Lord Bothwell. I’ll wager I can outride even you.”

He takes her boot to lift her into the saddle. Under her brocade riding dress I see the flash of breeks and I have to stop myself staring like a cabin boy.

She swings up lightly and I can see from the way she takes the reins that she knows how to ride. She smiles down at me for a moment and nods. My eyes hurt looking up at her, as if I am staring into the sun. She turns the mare’s head and rides her in small prancing circles.

Another cannon booms. The lords have arrived to meet the Queen and accompany her to Edinburgh. Bothwell leads the royal party out of the courtyard and the first cheers rise from the crowd in the street of Leith. I let the party pass and fall back to mingle with the stragglers. I need a moment to catch my breath.

This whole country is starving in the gray, dour winter, though the reformers would never let us admit it. It is less than two years since we lost the Catholic Church and Parliament outlawed the May revelry. We are starving for life, for a brief, fierce moment of joy. We are starved from the lack of something more than toil, cold, violence and the bitter struggle for power.

Until I saw her, I believed I hungered only for the lost castle of Blackadder. If I were a court poet I would scribe a verse praising her as the first stream of sunlight to strike the slate-gray stone of the castle on the rock. I am no poet, so it is only my imagination’s parchment where I scratch down that she has exploded into me like a gunpowder flash and I am still half-blinded, ears ringing.


Two

Edinburgh, the fortress. At its highest point, Edinburgh Castle broods over the city, dark and ancient. It crowns the Flodden Wall, which was built to keep the citizens safe but now encircles the streets so tightly there is nowhere to go except up. Some of the tenements rise twelve floors from the ground and waste is thrown down past the windows day and night. Edinburgh is sprouting upward like a crop of mushrooms in a bed of slop.

Holyrood Palace, built in the French style by the Queen’s own father, lies far away from the tenements at the city’s lowest point by the rocky rise of Arthur’s Seat. Set into green gardens, it is wantonly decorative with its round towers, wide windows, and the soaring spires of its abbey. The Queen will live here as if there is no danger in the land, while the rest of the city huddles inside the wall with guarded gates and night-watch patrols.

She returns to the country of her birth speaking French, married, orphaned, and widowed by the age of eighteen, and the nobles do not know how to greet her. We have spent much of her life under a regent elect where the real business of majesty was the redistribution of wealth and power among the nobility, and there have been no pageants to draw attention to that.

But while the lords and nobles prevaricate, the ordinary people light bonfires every night and sing in the streets in their hundreds. It is not so long since they were Catholics like the Queen and just three months past they rioted against the reformers and held the May revelry in defiance. Robin Hood and Little John walked the streets as of old. The reformers condemned one of them to hanging but the crowds rose in fury and rescued him from the gibbet. The people do not want such joyless lives and the Queen brings with her the promise of delight.

Almost a fortnight after she rides into Edinburgh, the Lord Provost finally holds the first formal reception to welcome her home. My father and I manage to be included, dressed in the finest garb we possess, almost blending in among the lesser nobles. Once our name would have put us closer to the monarch but now it is by Lord Bothwell’s grace we are here at all, included only as men in his service. We stand at the rear of the room with him, while the other nobles jostle close to the door where she will enter.

The musicians strike up a welcome, there is a ripple of excitement, and I crane my neck to see her. She appears: we drop our heads and sink low and then she bids us rise in her clear voice. As she begins to move, a hum of chatter breaks out.

“She needs a man,” Bothwell says from the side of his mouth. “Look at her. Ripe.”

For this evening she is dressed in a gloriously embroidered gown of simple white, while her ladies are her foil, garbed in shades that hurt my eyes. In reformist Scotland we have forgotten such colors exist.

“Those French idiots married her to a child.” Bothwell gives a sly grin and drops his voice. “She’s a beauty. I could give her an education.”

“She’s a girl.” William almost spits the words. “Better for Scotland if she carried a sow’s face. What good will it do us to have a pretty child Queen and a coterie of giggling maidens? We need a strong ruler.”

The Lord Provost has set a raised chair for the Queen in the middle of one wall and she moves past us, making her roundabout way to it so that she may greet the guests. She favors Bothwell with a nod and when she catches sight of me she smiles. I smile back at her until William jabs my back and I drop to one knee and bend my neck. I stare at the stone, my knee hurting and my face burning, until she is seated to receive her nobles.

Bothwell winks at me as I rise to my feet again. “Another one to fall under Robbie’s spell. You can even charm a queen, lad.”

“You’d better learn some manners,” William says.

Bothwell shrugs. “I’ll bet the Queen is sick of manners. You should send Robbie to plead your family’s cause.”

“Robert is too young.”

I straighten. “I’m not. I could persuade her, William.”

He turns to look at me as though he has only just noticed I’m no longer a child.

Bothwell claps a hand on William’s shoulder. “Our sailing days are over, my man. I’ll be here in the city, serving her, and your cousins will have to run your ship for now. Why not try getting Robbie into the royal household and see what favor he can find?”

My father narrows his eyes but before he can answer, Bothwell nudges him and jerks his head. “See? Already he honeys her ear.”

William clenches his fists when he sees who is addressing the Queen, and I ease away from him.

“Look well, young Robbie,” Bothwell says, his voice dropping so none can overhear. “There is your foe.”

I turn to take my mark of Lord Hume, chief of the Hume clan with its rich estates and castles. His cursed cousin forced William’s mother, my grandmother, into marriage and his cursed clan has held fast to Blackadder Castle for more than forty years. He is one of Scotland’s leading nobles. William is but a sea captain and I thought by all to be his lowly nephew.

As Hume and his wife bow and step away from the Queen, William hisses, “Do not stare,” and I lower my eyes. But this is the first time I have seen the head of the clan that stole our birthright and I tilt my head to observe him.

He is born of men who have fought for their wealth and, unlike some of the Queen’s lords, he is strong and battle-scarred. He smiles at the Queen, but it is the smile of a warrior, not a flatterer. With his fortress, Hume Castle, providing early warning of English invasions, Lord Hume controls much of the lower corner of the country where it abuts England and the sea, and he has not gained such lands and men by fawning.

“How will you win her favor?” Bothwell asks, so quietly I can hardly hear him. “Hume is already making himself popular. You must act quickly.”

“Let me try,” I say to William. “She has noticed me.”

William says nothing and I turn my gaze back to the Queen. All around, the faces turned toward her are hungry. Not only the men, whose desire is more naked, but the women too. She is a fire roaring in a hearth that has been ashes for all our living memory.

There is a shift and a stir down the length of the hall. The musicians play a few notes and then strike up a galliard. Men and women shuffle and move into long lines, and the Queen rises to her feet to join in. In a few moments the floor is a swirl of color. I put aside thought of Hume, step up, and partner a pretty noblewoman, taking her by the waist and swinging her around in a practiced sweep. She smiles at me.

I glance up to see the Queen dancing her way toward me. She is easy to see, being a good head above the women and many of the men too, and none of us can keep our gazes where they should be. Under its bindings, my heart starts pounding. By the time she has progressed down the line and come to face me, my cheeks are hot.

“Welcome to Scotland, Your Grace,” I greet her in French, my mother tongue. At its familiar tones, her half-smile becomes a full one.

“My Edinburgh messenger. I thank you for your hard ride and your fine mare.” She looks me over unashamedly until my cheeks are even hotter. I concentrate hard on my step and skip, step and skip.

Our eyes meet as the final turn comes. I put my hand on her waist and spin her around. She moves easily. “I do not know your name,” she says.

I lean in as close as I dare. “I am Robert, from the family of Blackadder.”

She wrinkles her forehead. “I have heard that name,” she says, before moving to the next man.

After the dance, I steal away to hold the words we have shared close to my breast. But no sooner have I settled back against a pillar than a hand falls heavily on my shoulder.

“I have it now,” my father says, leaning close. “Bothwell was right, though he knows not why. It’s time to put your sword away, my lad. A boy will never get close enough. But a lady-in-waiting could become a confidante. Such a girl could win the Queen to her cause.”

I try to pull away, but he has me firmly by the shoulder. “She already has girls,” I protest. “The four Marys never leave her side.”

“The Marys have been away as long as she,” William says. “She needs a woman who knows how Scotland works. I don’t see that person here, Robert. You could make her need you. It’s time to unbind yourself and return to womanly ways.”

Since I was eight years old I have known how to use a dagger and sword, how to pitch my words low and cock my hips forward. For half my life I have pulled on my boots and walked or ridden as a boy.

It is so simple for him to turn my world in a moment. Unbind yourself and return to womanly ways, he says, as though it is simply a matter of loosening the bands of fabric that have constricted my breasts for so long they are part of me. As simple as unlearning the wide-legged stance, the turned-out walk, the set of the jaw, the lift of the eyes when challenged.

“She already knows me as Robert,” I say. “Anyway, I have no courtly ways. I will stammer and faint in those choking frocks. I will forget myself and spit, or look upon her too boldly.”

William drops his hand from my shoulder to my arm and closes his powerful fingers until I wince and grit my teeth. “You are getting too old for this disguise,” he says. “Did you think you would run about as a stripling forever?”

“Even if a captain’s child could come to court, Hume will find out that your daughter lives,” I say.

“A Tulliallan Blackadder is noble enough for such rank. You will come as John and Margaret’s daughter and pose no threat to Hume.” William’s fingers grind deeper into my arm.

“If you would have me a woman, then unhand me,” I say.

He stares down at me for a moment, then abruptly loosens his grip. There will be a band of bruising around my arm, and not for the first time.

“Get home,” he hisses. “Tomorrow you ride to Tulliallan.”

≈ ≈ ≈

I remember the cold touch of the Blackadder Water, the black running river that carries my name, the river that holds our fate. I have never laid eyes on Blackadder Castle, but I have traced that river to its source, gone on horseback and foot through the Lammermuir Hills, pushed through gorse and bracken and come to the place where the water gently rises. There, at that soft moment in the heather, it is not black at all, but clear across my hand and as cold as death on my fingers. It burns like ice, water that doesn’t know its own history yet, water that knows nothing but having fallen as rain on the hills, water that has been floating as mist, water insubstantial.

William is nearing half a century of years and he has lived all of those he can remember without walking on the land that carries his name. When he was carried on horseback for two nights to the safety of his relatives, the clan chief Sir John Blackadder did not want the might of Hume hammering at the defenses of Tulliallan. He kept William only a few days before sending him away to the west in secret. A poorer branch of the family took him in and for a time he disappeared among a rabble of brawling cousins, another dirty boy in a tiny holding.

The powerful men of the family set about winning back the castle and freeing William’s mother and sisters from David Hume and his brothers. But the Humes were not known as the Spears of Wedderburn for nothing. Robert Blackadder, Prior of Coldingham, was slaughtered along with his entire hunting party by Hume men on the Lammerton Moor, shouting his curse on the Hume family as he died. Patrick Blackadder, Archdeacon of Glasgow, was ambushed on the way to meet Lord Hume in Edinburgh and killed in the swamp of Nor Loch. Sir John of Tulliallan, father to my foster father, the current Sir John, was beheaded, ostensibly in punishment for a crime, but the family believed Hume had a hand in it.

We believed the land would protect us as we protected it, that the very river itself would rise against those who stole it from us. This land was granted to us by a king, and is not a king second only to God? King James II stood by the riverbank and a battle-weary man knelt in front of him, head bowed, hands resting on the hilt of his sword, its tip buried in the dark earth. And when that man rose again, the name of the river was his name: Blackadder. He nicked his arm and let his blood drip into the water to signify his bond to it.

But as the Humes continue to prosper, Blackadder Castle stands strong. The river has not washed them away and the stones do not dislodge themselves in outrage.

When William was old enough, John Blackadder the younger, by then the family’s head, bought him a small ship, a livelihood that would keep him far from Tulliallan. William lived a sailing life, taking his ruffian cousins Edmund and John (known as Jock) on board the Avenger as crew. He found himself a French wife on one of his voyages and brought her back to Edinburgh. They were a captain’s well-to-do family on the middle floor of a tenement in the Grass Market. He carried goods for some of Edinburgh’s greatest merchants and his cousins plied a fruitful trade in piracy.

But William never forgot what was his. To his wife, and to me his daughter, he whispered night after night of the castle so that I fell asleep with the stories of it echoing in my head. His words painted a picture of our lost home, its turrets rising from the bank of Blackadder Water. He whispered of his plan to petition the young Queen of Scots when she returned to Scotland from France, where she’d been sent for safety. He whispered that she would be our salvation.

Somehow those whispers reached the ears of the Hume family.

My mother, large-bellied with her next child, was murdered on Christmas Eve when I was eight years old. William had taken my hand and walked me to market to buy me a ribbon. I remember that day, the feeling of his big hand engulfing mine, the sound that came from his lips when we returned home and found the door swinging and the blood on the floor. He pushed my face into his belly so I would not see what they had done to her. And then, when a sound revealed an assassin still waiting, he swept me onto his shoulder and we fled, twisting through the secret ways of Edinburgh that he had made it his business to know.

≈ ≈ ≈

I run through the dark streets, slipping down the wynds and lanes, keeping my footfalls soft on the cobbles, my breath a mist on the air. A woman’s voice rises in invitation from a doorway. A cur snarls at my heels until I kick out and hit soft, yelping flesh. Men spill out of a tavern. It is the Queen’s welcome after all, and the whole city will dance and drink around such an event.

I slip into the darkness of the wynd, glancing around to make sure no one sees. I unlock the heavy door set low into the stone wall and step inside, locking it behind me. I know the long fall of these steps, down, down below the level of the city streets. Another locked door in the pitch-blackness, which I open by feel and pull closed behind me. I take out my tinder and flint and strike until I can light a candle, the light flaring in my eyes.

We have come from noble blood, but now we live in the city like rats, without daylight, knowing every escape route. We have made fast our own corner of it to keep out the drunks and condemned men who live in this subterranean world, and we can escape by the network of tunnels that crisscrosses beneath the city. Thus far, our enemies have never found us here.

I climb into my bed but my heart refuses to slow. I cannot sleep. The Queen has noticed me. She has danced with me; she has heard my name. After a life spent waiting for her return, at last I have the chance to regain our castle. Perhaps it will be I who wins back our lands and the family honor. If I can befriend the Queen and win her to our cause, it will not be long before I sleep in a castle of my own, without fearing that my enemies will find me in the dark.

I have seen the Queen through the eyes of a young man, widestanced, scabbard strapped to my waist, loose shirt over my small, bound breasts. I long to see her again, but to do so I must give up the life I know and take again the name that has always meant danger: Alison Blackadder.


Three

To make me as a woman, I must be unmade as a man.

There is one perfectly suited to this task. Margaret Halkerstone, the wife of Sir John of the Tulliallan Blackadders, who has railed against my disguise since the day my father first put me into it and she was forced to foster me.

“Who in God’s name is this?” John had said, all those years ago when we stumbled into his great hall, William dressed as a serving woman and me a ragged-haired boy.

William pulled his rough cloak back and tore off his wig. “Someone betrayed us,” he said. “Hume has murdered my wife in my own house. We barely escaped.”

Margaret came across to me. “What have you done to the child?” she asked, running her hand over my close-cropped head.

“She’s alive, at least,” William said. “My customer Sophie disguised us so we could flee.”

John shook his head. “I am sorry for it, but you cannot stay here. If this is true, you bring too much danger.”

William’s hand gripped mine as though he would crush it. “I will go to sea,” he answered, his voice tight. “Word has gone to my cousins to bring the ship to Saint Andrews. But I cannot take the child and Hume will kill her if he finds her.”

“It’s not killing her that Hume wants,” John said. “She’s the youngest heir. If he gets your daughter, he’ll marry her to one of his spawn and then the theft is complete.”

They stared at each other in silence. I looked at the floor. In the days since my mother had been killed, I had already learned not to cry.

“Keep her in disguise,” William said. “You have enough sons here. She won’t be noticed.”

“You can’t!” Margaret said. “She’s a girl, for God’s sake.”

“Then what?” William snapped.

“Let us have her,” Margaret said. “Not as yours, but as our own. A Tulliallan Blackadder. I have longed for a daughter. She’ll be safe as one of us.”

William pulled me closer and I could feel his hand shaking. “I have nothing left,” he said, and I heard the anguish in his voice. Then it hardened. “I won’t give her up. You must foster her as my nephew, Robert Blackadder. Her life depends on you teaching her well.”

“Not the name of your father,” said Margaret. “And not Blackadder. It’s too dangerous.”

“You cannot make us relinquish our very name!” William roared.

“All right!” John stood tall. “We will do it. William, I will get you into service with Lord Bothwell, who will have need of a ship and a captain and is the sworn enemy of Lord Hume. Sail to France and I will send word.”

I stayed at Tulliallan, learning the skills of a boy from John and Margaret’s resentful sons, who delighted in having a girl they could torment like a brother. I learned fast how to twist out of a cruel hold and where to strike to hurt them most. I was tutored in the manners of a noble heir in case I should ever need them. Margaret never managed to give birth to her own daughter and in time she came to hate me for being dressed as a boy and not being her own.

But it was John who took the final step in my protection. Without William’s knowledge, he sent a message to Hume that the family would desist in pursuing the castle in return for an end to the bloodshed. Word came that Lord Hume agreed, though it was never written down.

It was a relief when William came back after three years and took me with him to sea as his nephew, in the service of Lord Bothwell. I learned never to call him “Father” and how to live as a sailor. Each night, just like when I was a child, he whispered about the castle. “No matter what false promise John has made to Hume, it means nothing,” he told me. “We will get it back. The Queen will return it to us. When the Queen returns, justice will be done.”

≈ ≈ ≈

Tulliallan Castle lies two days to the north and William sends me out before daybreak with my instructions. I must convince John Blackadder to present me as his own daughter when he comes to pay fealty at the Queen’s welcome pageant. I have ten days to unlearn the habits of half a lifetime and become a young woman fit for noble service.

By day’s end I come to Stirling, to the Stag’s Rack Inn where my father and I are accustomed to overnighting between Tulliallan and Edinburgh. I take a table in the corner where I can watch the room. The innkeeper’s daughter brings me roasted meats, dripping and dark and what my body longs for. My blood time must be due, with all the extra subterfuge it requires, and I am tired to the bone.

She has looked at me on other visits, the daughter. Smiled across the room, brushed my shoulder with her upper arm as she put down the ale. But she has never spoken and under William’s iron gaze I have never even returned her glance. But now, as my bones loosen and the ale warms my belly, I watch her. Her dress is low and her bosom creamy, and the next time I pass this way, I will not be able to look at her in such a way, the way a young man looks at a woman.

She feels my eyes on her and in a moment she is at the table with the ale jug to top me up. She’s so close I can smell her skin and see the pale hairs on her arm. She turns her head slightly so that her eyes meet mine.

“Alone this time?” she asks.

Her breath is warm on my cheek. Men and women both notice me, for I inherited my mother’s fine French features and dark eyes. William has instructed me how to fight off those men who like their boys young and smooth of cheek, but he has taught me nothing of women. I have put my body out of reach of all.

“Yes,” I say at last and I cannot help but turn. She is still leaning down and my movement brings our faces even closer. Suddenly I feel the desire to join our lips, as though the space between them is nothing so much as a distance to be extinguished.

When a yell comes from a man wanting his cup refilled, she steps back and I slump in relief. I look around carefully, but her father has his back to the room and he has not seen us. She finishes pouring ale and returns to the kitchen.

I finish my meal and drink more ale from a jug wielded by her father, until my eyes start to blur and the room begins to empty. She does not appear again and I walk out slowly, regret colored with relief.

But she is waiting by a corner outside my room as I weave upstairs. She steps out in front of me in the dim light and I grasp my dagger instinctively. She reaches out, covers my hand with her own, and leans in, her face tilted to catch me in a kiss.

The brush of her lips flares through me. In a day I will be a woman, but tonight I am a lad still. Her lips part under my own in invitation and in a second I understand the meaning of desire. My body moves forward against her, pressing her back against the stone wall. Her tongue is urgent. She reaches her hand along my thigh and the feeling between my legs is a new continent. I do not know if I am man, woman, or beast. Then her fingers brush my codpiece and, in the shock of it, sanity returns. I pull my lips away from hers and step backward. I turn away from her and stand trembling, my nipples aching underneath their prison, my breath ragged. She is silent for a moment, then puts her hand on my shoulder, leans in again, and closes her teeth on my earlobe in a nip that races down my body. And then she is gone.

I stand still for long minutes, my hand against the cold stone wall supporting me. A sound on the stairwell startles me and I gather myself and stride quickly to my room. The tavern is busy with travelers to Edinburgh and another man is already rolled in the bed, snoring lightly. I put my dagger under the pillow in close reach and lay my head down on top of it.

But I cannot sleep easily that long night. I burn as if fevered. It is many hours later that I finally calm myself enough to fall into a fitful doze.

William was right, though I have not known it till this night. I cannot stay hidden as a boy. There are dangers in it I had not imagined.

≈ ≈ ≈

It is another day’s ride to Tulliallan and dusk is falling by the time I reach it. The castle’s tall, sheer face rises from the ground on the top of a small rise, circled by a moat.

A servant opens the portcullis and ushers me up the small staircase to the first floor, where John and Margaret are in their chambers. They stand to greet me. John puts a hand on my shoulder and claps me stiffly. He can never forget what I am underneath. Margaret shudders when I reach for her hand. In public I would kiss it, but in private she keeps herself drawn away from me. Her gaze rakes my travel-stained clothes, my muddy boots, and the horse hair on my cloak.

I turn away slightly from her scrutiny. “You will be pleased, madam, to hear this news,” I say, handing William’s letter to her husband.

John reads the letter thoughtfully and passes it to Margaret. He considers me as she reads.

“Your father will never give this up, will he?” he says.

I stare at him. “Why should he? It is his birthright, and mine.”

Margaret looks up from the parchment. “This is too dangerous. You will never pass as a noblewoman. And what will Hume do when he finds a Blackadder at court?”

I sit, keeping my back straight. “I’m a quick learner. I could bring honor to the family. Hume will believe I am a Tulliallan Blackadder and no threat to him. And what safer place in the country than in the Queen’s presence?”

“One of our own boys should go to court,” Margaret says to John. “Alison has no training to be a woman, let alone a lady-in-waiting.”

“When I am high in her favor, I will reveal who I am and petition the Queen myself for the castle,” I say. “Then the Tulliallan Blackadders can send a son to court.”

John rubs his beard and turns to Margaret. “It could be to our advantage to have a Blackadder close to the Queen.”

“She does not even own a gown.”

“You have gowns aplenty she can pick from. The girl could bring honor to us, if she does well.” He waves for a servant to begin ladling out the food. “I’ve made up my mind. Our sons can go to court later, when this has been done. You have ten days to make sure she knows how to act.”

“Indeed.” Margaret glares at me across the table as the servants lay out the food. “We’ll start right now, then. Hold your knife this way. No—turn your hand. Like that.”

So begins my unmaking.

≈ ≈ ≈

When the maid wakes me the next morning, I can scarcely believe that such an extent of fabric laid out can be a single outfit. To begin, a petticoat of soft linen against my skin, embroidered in tiny stitches, and silk stockings that slide up the length of my thigh, as soft as the touch of the innkeeper’s daughter. The maid helps me into the Spanish farthingale, with its wooden hoops to hold out my underskirts. Then the bodice, the sleeves, the dress of blue damask, the gloves to cover my rough hands, the velvet hat, the rings, the necklaces, the velvet slippers, and the long cloak for when I step out of doors.

For the first time in years I have not bound my chest, but instead wrestled it into a stiff bodice a hundred times more constraining. It is cut low and my breasts are pushed up to swell at the top of the dress. The feel of air on my collarbones is shocking, as if I am naked.

It takes the maid more than an hour to dress me, paint my face, settle a wig over my cropped hair and braid it. By the end, I cannot recognize the person staring back at me from the hand mirror.

It takes all my strength to keep myself straight and upright when I walk into Margaret’s chamber. She surveys me coldly, then rises and circles me. The maid stands, head lowered, while her handiwork is inspected.

“You have done well,” Margaret says. “I wouldn’t have recognized her.” She dismisses the servant and I relax a little, letting out a tightly held breath.

“You,” she turns to me, “look like a yokel. The clothes are nothing if you cannot carry them. Stand straight.”

She places one hand on my belly and the other between my shoulder blades. She pushes and I try to follow her directions. Eventually, when I am in such a position that it seems my bones will snap, she nods.

“Better. Now stay like that.”

She crosses to the fire, seats herself, and resumes her sewing without another glance.

“It is a beautiful dress,” I say.

“You will have another four such.” She does not raise her eyes from her sewing. “Only the best, so you do not shame the family in front of the Queen. My husband says I cannot possibly need such finery down here in the country and that I shall hardly miss them.”

I am silent. I hold the pose for as long as I can. At last I move slightly and the dress rustles.

“You think you will be allowed to slouch and fiddle while waiting on the Queen?” she snaps, looking up. “You have but a few days to learn to stand still. If you are such a quick learner, you will have no trouble with it.”

I glare at her.

“Do not look at the Queen thus,” she says. “Keep your eyes down unless she speaks to you.”

“How am I to befriend her without looking at her?”

She laughs. “You will not befriend her. Do you think for a moment your father’s plan can succeed? You will never get your castle, Alison. It is long since lost.”

“She has noticed me already.” My voice rises. “She has favored me. Our cause is just.”

“She has noticed a boy, you fool.” She stands and strides across the room until the hoops of our dresses touch. “I give you this advice for nothing. Find a husband, or you will spend your life in Edinburgh’s sewers. Become a woman and make yourself a match.”

I raise my chin. “I thank you for the advice. But I will win our castle, whatever you think.”

She shakes her head and returns to her seat. “You think you know what it is to be strong, like a man,” she says in a low voice. “That won’t help you now. It’s time to learn a woman’s endurance.”

≈ ≈ ≈

I win a single victory.

“The Queen herself rides astride,” I say to Margaret when she comes to teach me side-saddle.

“The Queen comes from France, where all manner of wickedness takes place,” she says. “A Blackadder woman does not ride astride.”

I seek out John and appeal to him. “Something must make her notice me. She is a very great horsewoman. It is one way I can gain her attention.”

He scratches his head and at last nods. “Ride side-saddle with us to Edinburgh. I will arrange that we carry another saddle for you. Once you are at court, the choice is yours. Do not cause a scandal, mind.”

“Thank you.” I hesitate. “There’s one more thing. I will need an allowance. A lady in court must buy fripperies and new clothes and bribe servants. The family is expected to provide.”

He shrugs. “Very well. I will make arrangements with the Queen’s household.”

If I were a boy I would have shaken his hand, but I do not know what to do and we stare at each other for a moment and then both drop our eyes.

“What does she wear for such a thing?” he asks, as I turn to leave.

“Breeks, under her riding habit.”

He grins. “You will want some, I suppose. I will speak to the tailor and have them made.” He glances sideways at me. “You had best pack them where Margaret doesn’t see.”


Four

When our party sets out for Edinburgh eight days later to welcome the Queen, a new Blackadder daughter rides by Margaret in unaccustomed side-saddle, voluminous skirts hanging down. Even Artemis still snorts and spooks when I come near, not recognizing me, and the stableboy has to hold her while I mount.

Bewigged, bepowdered, befrocked, starched, ruffed, pinned, primped, primed, head spinning with a million nuances of what to remember and what to forget. But pride keeps me stiff in the saddle, my slippered feet in the stirrups, my hands light on the reins as befits a woman of my standing. Pride reminds me to drop my gaze when men stare or wink at me.

We ride into Edinburgh in the afternoon, the day before the Queen’s pageant. My legs ache and my head pounds but I will not let Margaret see a second of weakness. I hold my head high and smile as if we have just mounted up to ride out on an autumn day.

Edinburgh is in a frenzy. The trumpets herald the arrival of another noble family into the city. We clatter under the archway of Netherbow Port, led by John and flanked by servants and followers.

Above our heads a huge canvas dragon is being hoisted into place with ropes. Black-painted moors, dressed in yellow taffeta, march up the High Street before us. A choir of children raise their voices as we pass, piercing the babble of the street with the beauty of their rehearsal. Men roll barrels across the cobblestones to the High Cross fountain, which will flow with wine during the Queen’s pageant. At the Salt Tron, they are building a bonfire that could burn a dozen heretics.

My father, pressed against the side of the road, is looking out for us. John stops to speak briefly to him and passes on. William’s gaze turns to me and it is as if I am some magical creature. For a moment he looks afraid.

“Witchcraft,” he mutters.

I open my mouth to tell him it is nonsense, and then close it again. He has never looked at me with awe before and I would not turn it away so fast. Then, strangely, he bows to me. I look up to see John and Margaret waiting, and Margaret inclines her head for me to follow. I look back at William.

“You are their daughter now,” he says. “A Tulliallan Blackadder. Go.”

≈ ≈ ≈

Her eyes flicker over me in an instant. They are politely attentive, no more. Her presence chamber is crowded with ladies-in-waiting, the unmarried daughters and cousins and eligibles of her nobility.

“We are honored to offer our daughter, Mistress Alison Blackadder, into your service,” John says, bowing so low that his beard droops toward the floor. There is a titter among the finely dressed ladies standing behind the Queen and I hear them whispering in French. I keep my eyes lowered.

“What are her accomplishments?” asks a man seated by the Queen.

“She sews and sings and is fluent in French,” John says.

“How does she worship?”

John hesitates. It is now against the law to be a Catholic, but the Queen herself is one. William has judged it best that I serve her as a Catholic, but it is risky to mention it openly. The Queen’s first private mass in the chapel royal at Holyrood was disrupted by rioters until Lord James himself called them off.

“She is very devout in her prayers to the Virgin,” he says at last.

The Queen looks away, fanning herself, and someone leans over to whisper something into her ear. I make a small cough, praying that only John will hear it.

“She is an excellent horse rider,” he adds.

The man looks my way again. “Does she bring her own horse?”

“Of course, and a fine beast it is.”

The Queen glances up. “Do you hunt?”

As Robert I could speak to her. As Alison I do not know what to say. I take a shallow breath, restricted by the dress. “My preference is deer, Your Grace, but I have hunted small game many times.”

Her eyes could be glass. The silence lasts so long that I wonder if she expects me to say something else.

“I have heard that Your Grace will hunt the Caledonian bulls in the park at Stirling. I would be honored to be included in such a hunt,” I add.

There is a sharp intake of breath from somewhere and her eyes suddenly focus on me terrifyingly. John clears his throat to make some excuse for my foolishness, but she waves a hand to silence him. The man who has been asking the questions leans over and confers with her. After a moment he sits back.

“Thank you, we shall take your daughter into our service for the winter and see how she learns the manners of court,” the man says.

Another giggle comes from somewhere in the crowd of women. The Queen looks around in annoyance.

“There are several who require lessons in the manners of court,” she says, and silence falls instantly.

“You will be seen to outside.” The man gestures for us to leave.

≈ ≈ ≈

The man by the Queen’s side is George Seton, brother of one of the Queen’s Marys and the head of the new royal household.

“Come away to your room, then,” he says, when at last he comes out of her presence chamber. “A servant will bring your trunks.”

He takes me to a tiny windowless room with a bed, a chair, and a small fireplace. The servant squeezes my two trunks next to another already in residence. The largest holds my five dresses, my new jewels, my tiny shoes. The smaller, which Margaret does not know about, contains my riding breeks, my male clothes, my boots, and my dagger.

“You will share with Angelique Lambert, one of the Queen’s French party,” he says. “Put your things away and return to the antechamber.”

He leaves and I sit on the bed and wrap my arms around myself. Compared with the French, we are peasants. John knows little of a royal court and William knows nothing. We have not had an adult monarch living in this country since the Queen’s father died nineteen years ago.

I must put our case to the Queen before the Hume family ingratiates itself with her. But Lord Hume is one of her leading nobles and I am now one of the lowest members of her household. As Robert, I had a small chance of capturing her attention. As Alison, none.

≈ ≈ ≈

The ribbon is made from silk and it slides through my fingers, heavy with the weight of its own importance. It is a deep crimson, a fine offset to the white gown the Queen wore yesterday, which is now ready to be examined for damage, carefully arranged, hung, and aired. The ribbon is to be rolled free of creases and stored in a perfumed drawer, the embroidered slippers placed close—but not too close—to the fire so they are perfectly dry before being put away. There are dozens of such outfits that make up the Queen’s wardrobe and the care of them is an exacting task requiring many hands.

The Queen’s household contains several hundred servants, nobles, musicians, valets, ladies-in-waiting, and friends who seem to have no specific role. The four Marys, her companions since birth, are the apex of the court pyramid. They traveled to France with her when she was five and have not left her since. They share everything—even her name. Mary Beaton, Mary Seton, Mary Fleming, and Mary Livingstone. They are known by nicknames: Beaton, Seton, La Flamina, and Lusty.

The court of our new Queen is more French than Scot. More than half her three hundred household members are French and they carry an air of contempt for their new country and its inhabitants. They have helped me understand that my French is passable at best, my manners rough, my wardrobe of Margaret’s best dresses laughably out of date, and my knowledge of the daily power-play of a royal court nonexistent.

I had imagined I might brush her hair or warm her nightgown by the fire. But for countless hours I sit or stand in the antechamber of the Queen’s apartments, where all who wish to see her must begin their journey. I observe who comes to pay homage and the expressions on their faces as they emerge from her presence, searching for clues to how I might plead the Blackadder cause.

At night, when my jaw aches, I return to the tiny quarters I share with Angelique, another lowly ranked lady-in-waiting who sees no more of the Queen than I do. We barely speak during the tedious business of undressing. We say our prayers separately, bid each other good night, and roll on our sides to keep a space between us in bed. She falls asleep quickly and leaves me to my nightly planning.

Since I was presented to the Queen I have barely met her eyes. William has waited forty-two years for justice and I have waited the sixteen years of my own life. Every day has become interminable; I must fasten the words down inside me, lace them into place, and keep them there, lest they spill out at the wrong time and ruin our cause.

On my tenth day in court, a group of nobles arrives in the antechamber to see the Queen. Dark with resentment, I watch them being announced. At the rear of the group is Lord Hume.

I take a sharp breath at the sight of him and swiftly drop my eyes so that he does not see me. It was not so difficult to lead the Queen to believe I am the daughter of a lesser noble family. But we have never known for certain if the Hume clan realizes William still has a living heir. If Lord Hume hears the name Blackadder and believes our family is reviving the old claim, I might be conveniently murdered like my relatives.

When I look up again, he and the other nobles have passed through to the presence chamber. It takes all my strength to stand still, half smiling, when I wish to run or stamp and clench my fists with fury. He has the Queen’s ear already.

I run through my useless plans again
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