




[image: image]






Nigel Tranter, who wrote over ninety novels on Scottish history, was one of Scotland’s best-loved writers. He died on 9th January 2000 at the age of ninety.




Lion Let Loose


Nigel Tranter


[image: image]


www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 1967 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 1967 by Nigel Tranter


The right of Nigel Tranter to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Ebook ISBN 978 1 444 74102 5
Paperback ISBN 978 0 340 58698 3


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




LION LET LOOSE


So that was it! That was why he had been brought to France. Armour and tents bought for him. The possibility of knighthood and renown held out. To use him against the Scots forces.


James raised head high. “No, sir!” he said.


All were gazing at him now, tensely.


Henry’s brows came down, at their blackest. “You say no! You, my prisoner! What have I ever asked of you, before? You refuse me this?”


James inclined his head slightly. “You command here, yes – you leave none in doubt! And you may possibly command James Stewart. But you cannot command the King of Scots. Not you, or any man! You cannot have it both ways, Henry. You cannot hold me a captive – and also have me to act as king over my subjects. It is one, or the other. If I must remain captive, I must. I will place myself under your command, here in France, as a private knight. To learn the arts of war under so famous a captain. This, yes. But if you would have me command my people – you must set me free to do it!”


“God’s blood!” The other’s fist smashed down on the table. “This is beyond all bearing! You … you are wholly in my power, and shall do as I command. Command – do you hear?”
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PART ONE





1


The boy slipped past the steel-clad guards at the side-door of the Great Hall of Stirling Castle, none paying the least heed. Down the stone-flagged, stone-vaulted corridor he turned, hurrying now. At the third door down, unguarded this, he halted. He thumped briefly on the oaken planks, flung open the creaking door, and entered without further ceremony.


“He’s here. David’s here,” he announced. “He’s drunk, I think. You had better come.”


Two men occupied that small bare room. Both turned to look at the boy; one, crouched over the fire, vacantly, from strange, lack-lustre eyes; the other, standing near by, with a heavy and sorrowful stare. Neither spoke.


“Come, Sire,” the boy repeated, urgently. “There may well be trouble.”


For further moments neither man moved, the slovenly-clad croucher, wild-haired, prematurely grey, nor the tall older man, thin, sensitive-featured, white-bearded, stooping. Both, as it happened, could have acknowledged the boy’s use of the royal honorific. The standing man sighed.


“Uncle Walter is … shouting,” the boy added.


The crouching man abruptly whinnied a short high laugh, although his ravaged and saggingly-handsome features showed no trace of smile. He turned back to the fire, hunching closer. He was Richard Plantagenet, until three years before reigning King of England.


His companion moistened slack lips, motioned with his hand, and drew himself up a little, a complex gesture, part weary acceptance, part resignation.


“Aye, Jamie,” he said. He had a gentle, melodious voice, tired but well matching the nobility of mien, the great pain-filled eyes – and the tell-tale weakness of mouth and jawline which even the most venerable white beard would not disguise. “I will come.”


“Yes. Quickly, then.” The boy James hurried forward, to grasp his father’s arm, almost to pull him. “Come, Sire.” He did not so much as glance at the other man.


The tall stooping man in the undistinguished, almost threadbare clothing, suffered himself to be led out – and it was he, not his son, who heedfully closed that door on the physical and mental wreck they left behind in the over-hot little room.


James Stewart sought to hasten along the corridor, and it is to be feared that the hand which he kept on his father’s arm dragged rather than supported as it was meant to do – for the old man limped grievously. That damaged leg, kicked by a horse when its owner had been little more than a youth, had much to answer for in the troubled history of Scotland since. Significantly it had been a Douglas horse that had kicked him, that of William, Lord of Dalkeith – and loud had the Douglases laughed, then and ever since. As, from a Douglas viewpoint, they had reason. For a lamed and halting king, especially a sensitive, introspective and gentle one, was of no conceivable use to a Scotland which demanded for its rule activity and agility in body as in mind, a warrior’s frame and a stout right arm ending in a mailed fist. Robert the Third, King of Scots, second of the Stewart line and great-grandson of the The Bruce, limped his reluctant, unhappy way along the corridor of his royal Castle of Stirling as he had limped all his pitiful, disastrous reign, a man all but broken by his fate.


They came to the Hall door, ten-year-old prince leading sixty-two-year-old king, and the royal guards stationed there made some half-hearted gesture at drawing themselves up. No-one however thereafter made any public announcement as to the monarch’s arrival on the scene. King Robert was the last to expect anything of the sort.


He would, indeed, have taken a deal of announcing. A fanfare of trumpets would have been required to make any major impact on the Great Hall of Stirling Castle that autumn morning of the year of Our Lord fourteen-hundred-and-three. The vast stone-walled apartment, hazy with the blue of wood-smoke, was loud with the uproar of innumerable raised voices, ribald, excited, hilarious, angry or just plain drunken. A few women were skirling amongst it all, as well they might; but by and large it was a male company, vital, vigorous, vociferous, much of it steel-armoured, all of it aggressive. At sight and sound of it all, King Robert bit his lip, faltering. Young James tugged him forward.


Despite the noise, movement, and seeming confusion however, there were the elements of some order in that Hall – the order that acknowledged might as right. Crowded as it was, nine-tenths of the company present seethed and milled in one half of the floor-space, that part farthest from this private door – knights, pages, lesser courtiers, officers, priests, monks, serving-wenches and, outnumbering all, men-at-arms by the score, the hundred, colourful in the blazons of their various lords, most notably in the crimson-and-gold of the royal livery, the blue-and-yellow of Stewart, and the unmistakable Red Heart of Douglas. Of the remaining half, part was occupied less densely by sundry lords, bishops, abbots, envoys and chamberlains, with a breathless lady or two maintaining approximate decency with squealing but practised protest. What was left of the Hall, nearest to this doorway, with a vast fireplace of its own and raised a foot above the rest on a dais, was comparatively empty. Around a massive table set transversely across the head of the chamber, three men stood and one sprawled on a bench. One woman shared the space with them, acting indeed as a buxom and giggling prop to the youngest of the men.


As King Robert came hesitantly forward, some few there made acknowledgement of his presence by sketched bows, especially amongst the clergy – but most did not. The young woman at the dais-table flushed and sought to curtsy – but this was difficult without upsetting him who leaned upon her, for his arm was around her gleaming shoulders and his hand indeed down the opened front of her gown where it stroked and probed at will.


“St-stand still, m’dear! A pox on it – stand still, woman, I s-say!” the young man requested genially if thickly. “Would … would you have me on my back, here? Again? Before all!”


“Where we’d see the best o’ you, by the Mass!” the sprawling man hiccuped. To add, “My lord Governor – God save us!” Walter Stewart, Lord of Brechin, had some difficulty enunciating that last.


“There speaks j-jealousy, Uncle! Y’are past it, man, I swear! Too fat! Is he not, Jeannie, m’lass? Even you’d make naught of old Uncle Wattie, hot as you are …!”


“Peace!” a cold crisp voice cut in, like a whip-lash. “Peace, I say! Young man – your father.”


That brought a momentary silence to all within hearing distance, as all eyes turned towards the owner of that harsh and chilly authoritative voice, darted over in the direction of the shrinking and at the same time noble figure of the King, and then back again to the speaker.


He was a tall, spare, dark-visaged man in his mid-fifties, greying only a little, with a rat-trap mouth and small pointed beard, richly dressed in black velvet trimmed with gold. He had something of the stoop of his brother – but where the King’s was an infirmity, a physical shrivelling, Robert, Duke of Albany’s was a menace, the hunching, head-thrusting stoop of a bird of prey, an eagle no less; a resemblance to which the notable hooding of the man’s great Stewart eyes by extra large lids, gave additional point. Seldom could two brothers have been less alike – or three, indeed, for Walter of Brechin, fleshy, coarse and dissolute, was as dissimilar again.


“Ah yes, my lord Duke – peace!” the young man cried, with a laughing mockery that was a deal less unsteady than his stance – and still without abstracting his hand from its blatant fondling of the bulging breasts of his supporting young woman. “Who indeed more apt to cry peace th-than my Uncle Robert – who hasna the meaning o’ the word in him! And would have this bedevilled realm o’ Scotland no’ to know it, either! God save us – peace from you, man!”


“Silence, sir!” the Duke said, with a level chill. “You’ll speak me respectfully, boy. Or suffer for it!” Albany never raged nor shouted, any more than he ever smiled. He was as tightly contained in sober, frigid arrogance as was his unhappy brother loose and lost in self-doubt and kindly uncertainty.


“Ha – respect! For you? This is rich, i’ faith! And you would threaten, my lord! Me? Rothesay? Beware how you do that, by Christ’s Rude! Have you forgot, Uncle – I am Governor, now? Master of this realm. Not you, any more! Heed it, I say!”


That was more than any empty boast. The fair and laughing, handsomely-dashing youngster of twenty-three, richly-dressed although travel-stained beneath his gold-engraved half-armour, was indeed Governor of the Realm; had been for almost two years. David, Duke of Rothesay, elder son of the King, and heir to the throne. Whether this made him master of Scotland was another matter – for that rugged and unruly northern kingdom took a deal of mastering. None knew this better than his uncle, Albany, who had held the Governorship before him for no less than ten years – and had yielded it only reluctantly after his nephew’s majority. Grimly, the older man picked on the point.


“Master, say you? I think not. Have you forgot His Grace the King?”


Rothesay’s laughter rose almost to a hoot. “God’s eyes – this from you, Uncle! Have I forgot His Grace? Spare us, for very shame! I swear it was largely to spare my royal sire from your slights and afflictions that I assumed the Governorship!” Belatedly David Stewart turned to his waiting father, and with his free hand flourished the preamble to a bow – all but unbalancing himself in the process. “Your Grace – my lord King and noble p-progenitor!” he exclaimed.


King Robert cleared his throat. “Aye, Davie,” he said, low-voiced, troubled.


There was a pause at that dais end of the Hall – not so much on account of the King having spoken as out of awareness of the drama here enacted and now, clearly, to be brought to a head. All knew that Rothesay, his first-born, was the darling of the old King’s heart, that despite all his follies, extravagancies and mistakes, the love was still there. Nor was it all one-sided, for Rothesay was credited with having some fondness for his feckless parent, even though he showed him little respect. But then, who did? Respect was a commodity which John Stewart had had to do without, all his life – for John was the King’s true name; he had only had the name of Robert thrust upon him at his succession and coronation – for John was considered to be an unlucky name for kings, a point which his almost equally feckless father might have thought of when naming his first-born. Not that the change of name had done any good. Love there was between these two, then – and mutual hostility to brother and uncle, the Duke of Albany. Though perhaps hostility is too strong a word, as far as the King was concerned – for he hated none; fear and complete incompatibility had always been the one brother’s reaction towards the other, and undisguised contempt for Albany’s reaction. Yet today, as even the scullions of Stirling knew, young Rothesay had been summoned in the King’s name to be berated, humbled, and Albany to triumph. That the younger man knew it, with the rest, may have in some measure coloured his behaviour that morning.


It was Albany who spoke, sternly but levelly, with no hint of emotion in his rasping voice. “You are here, sir, on matters concerning the well-being of this realm. That being so, I suggest that you put that young woman from you, and behave as more befits your place and station.”


“I am here, Uncle, because as Governor of Scotland, I chose to come. For no other reason.” Rothesay was choosing his words carefully now evidently not only for the aid of his wine-thickened tongue. “I came at my father’s request, but of my own decision. And as for this lady, she at least is honest in her behaviour and function – which is more than can be said for all in this company! I brought her – and she stays!”


Young James Stewart felt the frail arm which he was still clutching stiffen a little. Surprised, he glanced up at his father.


“You’d have done better to have brought your wife, Davie, I think,” the King said, mildly enough but, for him, significantly, however sadly. “Aye, you would, lad.”


The boy was not the only one to be surprised at that. All there glanced sharply at the speaker, who did thus occasionally surprise. King Robert might be a fool, in one sense, but only the ignorant would deny him perfectly sound wits in another, however little he seemed to make use of them. Rothesay himself looked at his father quickly, and perceiving the direction of the King’s uneasy glance, followed it to where a big, still-faced, indeed utterly expressionless youngish man stood, at the other end of the long table – Archibald Douglas, The Tyneman, new and fourth Earl of Douglas and head of the greatest family, next to Stewart, in the kingdom. Rothesay had been married to Mary Douglas for a year. She was The Tyneman’s sister.


He cleared his throat. “My wife is … otherwhere, Sire,” he said, a little uncertainly. He withdrew his hand, at last from the lady’s bosom. She sniggered, with apt embarrassment, and would have stepped back and away, had not Rothesay held her firm by the arm even yet.


Albany took up his flat and toneless recital. “You are charged, Nephew, with the shameful misgovernance of this realm. With the wastage of the kingdom’s substance. With the alienation of Crown lands. With the subversion of justice …”


“Charged, is it!” the younger man interrupted hotly. “How charged, sirrah? I was appointed Governor by the King in Council. If I, the Governor, am to be charged, it can only be by the said King in Council. Is this the Privy Council of Scotland?” He gestured around him. He had sobered, quickly.


“A warning, Davie,” his father mumbled unhappily. “A warning just. No more, lad.”


“You would prefer to answer these charges, in detail, before the assembled Council, Nephew?” Albany asked, thinly.


Rothesay frowned. “These are not charges. They are but vague accusations, unfounded. Representing but the spleen of an old man, jealous!”


“You would have chapter and verse for them, then? Such can be produced, readily enough …”


“You lie! These are but wild denunciations. Stone-throwing. I cast them back in your teeth – you, who trampled on the country for ten years! Besides, you would never dare to have the Council face me. I have too many friends there – and you too few, my lord Duke! Aye, and nowhere else indeed, than in this my royal father’s Castle of Stirling, would you dare so to speak me – for you know full well that the folk of Scotland much prefer me to yourself!”


His young brother James all but exclaimed aloud his satisfaction with that – for he was nothing if not a partisan in the matter, careful, wary, thoughtful boy as he had grown to be. He greatly admired his good-looking, accomplished, exciting brother – although with certain reservations, for he hated to see him drunken and less than his brilliant best, or in the hands of these women. David was the finest swordsman in the land, the champion jouster, the best horseman and huntsman. He played lute and fiddle to break almost as many hearts as he did with his bold but haunting Stewart eyes and nimble poetic tongue; he sang tunefully, was generous beyond all telling, and scarcely knew the meaning of fear. His ready laughter alone would have earned him worship in the eyes of his brother – for there was little enough of laughter in James Stewart’s life.


But, despite hero-worship, it was all true that Rothesay had asserted to Albany. Rash, pleasure-loving, indiscreet, he might be, and lacking in the sober qualities of rule and government; but the people loved him, and forgave him anything. Whereas, like young James, they loathed the cold, efficient and ruthless Albany.


The older man was not deflected for a moment from his purpose. “You are here that the King’s will and decision shall be made known to you,” he went on, as though the other had never spoken. “The Governorship is not taken from you – but you are to be restrained in certain respects. You will accept the guidance, in pursuance of your duties, of myself, along with my lords of Brechin, Douglas, Moray and Crawford, acting in the King’s express name. And should you fail to do so, and not mend your ways, Nephew, I shall, with His Grace’s and the Council’s authority, resume the Governorship. You understand?”


“My … God!” Rothesay whispered into the hush which now gripped all that great room, staring. He turned from his uncle, to look at his father. “This … this is beyond all belief! All bearing! You, Sire – you heard? Spoken in your royal presence! To your son! To the heir to your Crown! You heard?”


Swallowing painfully, audibly, the King shook his white head. “Aye, Davie – I heard,” he got out slowly, sighing. “It must be. You have brought it on yourself, I fear – the sorrow of it. See you, the rule o’ this realm is no’ a game to be played, a sport for braw laddies! God forgive me who say it – for my failure is the greater than is yours, lad. Aye, the greater. The fault is largely mine, I do confess before all.” The King’s head sank on his breast, “But … God’s will be done,” he ended, wearily.


“God’s will, by the Rude!” Rothesay burst out. “Is that what you name your brother’s intrigues and schemings, now? The Devil’s will, rather! But … I’ll not have it! There are more wills than Albany’s in this realm, even if you have none! Aye – and more than words to count! There are such things as swords in Scotland!”


In the complete silence which followed that statement, the young Duke turned, to stare. First he looked at the Earl of Douglas.


“My lord. Good brother,” he jerked. “How says Douglas?”


The Tyneman did not move a muscle. Not so much as an eyelid flickered. Silent, impassive, as though carved out of stone, the big man stood, while everywhere in that Hall breaths were held and men awaited decision, the fall of the scales.


As well they might. This one still-faced ponderous man represented so much in the land. Not only was he the head of the fierce Douglases, the most powerful and warlike family in Scotland, possibly, things being as they were, in all Europe – they were also the most united; which was where they differed from the Stewarts. At the drop of a glove he could field three thousand armed and mounted men, a week later double that number. Give him a month, it was said, and because of bonds of manrent and support, marriage links, and the threat of reprisals, he could raise half of Lowland Scotland. He was indeed brother to Rothesay’s wife; but he was much more than that. His own wife was Rothesay’s sister, the Princess Margaret, eldest daughter of the King; his cousin, George Douglas, first Earl of Angus, was married to the next daughter, the Princess Mary; and the third princess, Elizabeth, was wife to Sir James Douglas, Lord of Dalkeith. So Douglas’s least word spoke loud indeed, anywhere – and Rothesay had reason to await it anxiously. A year before, he need not have worried; then The Tyneman’s warrior father was still alive, and Archibald the Grim had been Albany’s greatest enemy, and the strongest support of Queen Annabella Drummond – and therefore of her son Rothesay. He it was, indeed, who had forced his daughter’s marriage to the heir to the throne – when the young man was in fact affianced to another, thereby laying up great trouble for Scotland. But now both able Queen and fiery old Earl were dead, and the Duke of Rothesay awaited his brother-in-law’s verdict.


As the moments passed, painfully tense, it began to dawn upon all, not least the young Duke, that the dispassionate Douglas was not merely being more than usually slow of speech. He was not going to answer at all. Straight ahead of him he gazed, granite-eyed, wordless.


A long sigh escaped from the assembled company. A sob rose into the boy James’s throat, and all but choked him.


Walter Stewart of Brechin, the other uncle, barked an abrupt laugh, harsh and savage.


Shaken, Rothesay blinked, biting his lip. Then he drew himself up, head high. He turned, to scan the ranks of lords and prelates who stood in the space below the dais.


Not a single glance met his own. He had friends of a sort there, drinking companions, adherents, collaborators, beneficiaries; none, this morning, after Albany’s words, the King’s falterings, and Douglas’s silence, raised voice or eye.


Gripping the table-edge tightly, David of Rothesay looked farther still down the Hall, to where the press of folk was thickest, all listeners now. There, admittedly he could see not a few stout fellows dressed in his own colours – or, at least, in the royal livery, which up till now had been more or less the same thing – most of whom had come with him as the Governor’s bodyguard. But they were far outnumbered by the minions of Albany and Brechin, not to mention Douglas. Moreover, in the presence of the King, how much reliance could be placed upon the adherence of the royal guard?


Drawing a long quivering breath, Rothesay swung back to face his accusers. Without taking his eyes thereafter from Albany’s aquiline face, he groped out until his hand contacted the goblet half-filled still with wine, on the table before him. Raising it to his lips, he gulped down the contents in a single draught before them all. Then, holding it there, he spoke.


“My father’s words I have heard,” he declared strongly. “He says that the rule of this realm is no game. That I accept. As its Governor I shall see that none play it – I promise you all! Warning has been given – and taken. I add mine. Let none seek to govern save the Governor! When King, Council and the Estates of Parliament assembled command me to lay down that office, then I shall do so. Not before. His Grace says ‘God’s will be done!’ To that I say Amen – but let us not confuse Almighty God with my Uncle Albany! I charge you all to say, rather – God save the King! And, by the Holy Rude – to remember who will be King hereafter!”


With a sudden explosion of force, violent as it was unexpected, he hurled the heavy silver goblet, empty, down the littered length of the dais-table. Scattering and upsetting viands, flagons and the like in its course, it crashed at the very feet of the Duke of Albany.


In the resounding clatter, David Stewart, Prince of Scotland, flung around and, jumping from the dais, went striding down the hall without a backward glance, making for the outer door, to the main courtyard and his horses. Right and left men parted to give him room. After a little hesitation, the unfortunate young woman went hurrying after him, biting her lips.


In the uproar that succeeded, King Robert, empty open hand raised trembling after his son, dropped it, moaning useless and incoherent words. He took an uncertain step forward, to pluck at Albany’s velvet sleeve.


That man turned stooping shoulder on his brother, ignoring him entirely. “Walter – come with me,” he snapped. “My lord of Douglas – your attendance, if you please. Where is my son Murdoch? The young fool should have been here. Fetch him, I say …”


The boy James took his father’s arm again. “Come, Sire,” he said. “Better away. Aye, come you …”


Together, none hindering or indeed considering, the boy and the old man went unheeded through the side-door and back down the stone passage, the noise fading away behind them.


At the third door down, where Richard Plantagenet was kept, when James paused, the King shook his head. “No’ in there, Jamie,” he said. “I couldna bear His Grace o’ England in this pass. I’ll … I’ll away up to my own chalmer. Aye, I want my bed, lad – my bed.”


Saying nothing, the boy moved on, his open young face set. He was a well-built, sturdy lad, though not tall, with good regular features firm enough to balance the softness of the great Stewart eyes, his sensitive mouth offset by an already pronounced jawline. But there was an imposed stillness about his habitual expression which was hardly natural. For one so young, he was perhaps over-quiet, reserved, thoughtful. Though his mother had once said that he would out-sing his brother David.


Slowly they climbed the winding turnpike stair at the end of the long corridor, towards the royal bedchamber in the square flanking-tower, the lame King having to take one step at a time, the boy patient, silent, heedful yet withdrawn.


Half-way up, the man who looked so much older than his years, paused, panting. “Yon was ill done,” he muttered. “Ill done. Wae-sucks, that it should have come to this!”


“It was ill done,” James agreed flatly.


“It wasna how it should have been. I know it well. But … Davie was ower hasty. Stubborn. Prideful. And he shouldna have brought the woman. Yon was unseemly. But I grieve for him.”


“You grieve for him, Sire – but you spurned him! You threw Davie aside. For Uncle Albany.”


“No, no! Not that. I but warned him. What could I do, Jamie? They were at me. They are aye at me. Davie can be foolish. Head-strong. I had to warn him. You hear me? I had to.”


“Yes, Sire.”


They moved on.


Soon the King had stopped again. “What could I do, Jamie? Your mother … dear God, your mother would have known what to do!” His voice trembled. “But she is gone. My Anna is gone. Left me. Archie Douglas, too. He aye knew what to do.”


“You could have spoken him alone, Father. Not before all. Not before Albany.”


“Aye. But your Uncle said it must be so. Robert was fell fierce on that. He’d have it no other way – no’ have believed that I’d spoken. He’s a hard, unbelieving man, Robert! What could I do …?”


Tight-lipped the boy opened the bedroom-door for his father.


“I’ll to my bed,” the King of Scots said. “I didna sleep well, last night. I’m no’ well, Jamie. I … I wish I was with my Anna.”


“Yes, Sire.”


The monarch sat down heavily on the great canopied bed, its gold tarnished, its heraldic hangings sagging and dusty. He hunched himself, gazing down at his open hands. “My robe, Jamie,” he requested. “I’m cold.”


The boy brought the bed-robe from a chair, and put it about his father’s bent shoulders. “Shall I summon one of Your Grace’s pages?” he asked, with oddly stiff formality.


“No. Leave them be. I would be alone.”


“Then I have your royal permission to retire?”


“Aye. Gang your ways, laddie – gang your ways and leave an auld done man.” But, as the boy bowed and turned to the door, his father raised his head. “Jamie – I’m thinking this is no right place for you, these days. No place for a lad. I’m no’ well, you see – and if I should be blest enough to follow your mother quickly – och, then I’d no’ like you to be left here alone. With … him. It wouldna be for the best, maybe. Mind, I like to have you by me. But you’d be better some other place, belike. Some strong place. In good hands. Aye, good, strong hands.” He was staring down at his own hands again, with all the sorrowful knowledge that they were not strong enough to protect this child of his. “See you – send the good Bishop Trail to me, Jamie. Send my lord Bishop o’ St. Andrews.”


“Your Grace – the Bishop is dead. Have you forgot? Two months dead, and more.”


“Eh? You say so? Aye – God’s pity, so he is! Dead. All my friends are dead, I say! All gone. Then … then it must be Henry Wardlaw. Aye, send me Bishop Wardlaw. He is honest, a leal and godly prelate. And learned. I’ll see that he gets St. Andrews. Raise him to the Primacy. I can still do that. And St. Andrews has a fine strong castle. You will go there, Jamie – with Bishop Wardlaw. He’ll see to you. Keep you safe. Better than can I, your father. Aye, and teach you what I canna do.” The King almost straightened up, on the bed, with this unaccustomed decision. He actually pointed towards the door. “Send me Henry Wardlaw, the new Bishop o’ St. Andrews. D’you hear, boy?”


“Yes, Father.” Blinking, the boy bowed again, and backed for the door. Once outside, however, James, Earl of Carrick, turned and ran. He took the steep stairs two at a time, sure-footed as any deer. St. Andrews – where they said the sands were golden and the seas were blue! Not to be cooped up on top of a rock …!
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Young Henry Percy came bursting into Prince James’s little room high in the topmost garret storey of the Sea Tower of St. Andrews Castle. In a rush, he almost ran over to the window, where the other boy sat, book in hand, gazing out through the thick glass that even thus high was blurred with salt spray, looking over the grey, white-capped and rock-torn sea. Unceremoniously the newcomer snatched the book out of the other’s hands, and flung it into a corner. Harry Percy was like that, a spirited youth – as became the son of the late and renowned Hotspur. Moreover he was a year older than James Stewart, and did not allow the younger to forget it.


“Stop reading that stupid book!” he cried. “What’s wrong with you? Forever reading books! Listen, James – here is word to rouse you out of any book! Your brother Rothesay – he is dead! Killed! And you are to go away. To France!”


Uncomprehendingly, the younger boy stared, jaw dropping a little.


“It is true, I tell you! I heard it all. Every word. A messenger has come. From your father. From the King. The King of Scots, that is – not our King Richard. I was in the little chamber off the Bishop’s library. Writing those devilish proverbs he punishes me with – the old owl! He forgot that I was there. I heard all, through the door!”


James gripped his fellow-pupil’s wrist tightly. “What did you say?” he got out, from stiff lips. “My brother, you said …?


“Yes. The Duke of Rothesay. He is dead. Killed by the Duke of Albany. And my lord of Douglas. At Falkland. Starved to death, the man said. You hear – starved! He even ate his own fingers! I heard the man say it. Chewed them all away, right to the bone! God be good – think of it, James! Just at Falkland. In Fife. Not a score of miles from here. All that time. Weeks in a deep bottle-dungeon, in Albany’s castle. Just like the one we have here. And no food. In the darkness. Nothing to drink, either. At least, not exactly that …”


Henry Percy gasped, choking to silence, as without warning James Stewart leapt up and hurled himself upon his companion. Furiously he rained blows, from clenched fists, on the older boy, hammering wildly, unmercifully, on head and face and body, anywhere that his blows could reach, all without a word spoken. Only his sobbing breath answered the other’s shouted protests.


Young Percy defended himself, of course, and once the surprise was past, gave back almost as good as he got. He was a head taller than James, and with longer reach – but more willowy, less broad and muscular. In the two years or so at St. Andrews, benefiting by the good sea air, and the untramelled life for a growing boy on coast and cliff and moor – as well as by the good Bishop’s tutoring, discipline and regular hours – James had developed notably, in body as in intellect. Although he could have done with an inch or two more of height to carry his stocky breadth, he was now a compact, well-developed youngster, promising to become a man of powerful physique and solid presence. There was nothing wrong with his thews and sinews, that was certain.


The heir to Northumberland managed to free himself, and threw himself backwards, out of reach of those pounding fists, to grab up a wooden stool from the floor and use it as a shield and possible club.


“Ha’ done! Stop it! Hold, I say!” he exclaimed. “What’s come to you, James? Mary-Mother – ha’ you run mad!”


The other, panting, stood still in mid-floor now, glaring. Gradually the black frown cleared from his wide brow, his arms sank to his sides, the white-knuckled fists relaxed, and his whole taut body seemed to sag. Turning about, he stumbled back to the window, to lean there, head on arm.


“I am sorry, Harry,” he mumbled.


“I should say so! To turn on me like, like a wild boar! You’ve hurt my nose. I believe it’s going to bleed!”


“Yes. I am sorry. When was it? When … did Davie die?”


“How should I know that?” the offended youth exclaimed, feeling his nose.


“You said that you heard all.”


“Well – not that. But it would not be long since, I would think.” Hotspur’s son, in the exciting recollection, forgot his injuries. “This courier came from your father, he said. All the way from Dundonald Castle. Where is that?”


“Near to Ayr. On the other side of Scotland. The house my father likes best. In … in …” James shrugged. “In my earldom of Carrick!”


“I do not know where that is. But this man came hot-foot, by the sound of him. He fears for you, now – the King, your father. This uncle of yours, Albany, must be a great rogue, I swear! To kill him so. No clean steel! Or even swift poison! So, you are to be sent to France. Out of danger. I wish I could go to France. You are lucky, James. They say that they allow knighthood there as young as my age. I could be dubbed knight, even now. I am good with lance and sword – better than you. I would be a champion, and famous. Like my father …”


“How did it happen?” The other boy’s voice was notably level, flat. “How did they take him? Why did none rescue him? Was he not still Governor of the Realm?”


“I do not know. They did not talk about all that. I but heard how he died. However Albany caught him, he put him in this dark hole. In the thickness of the walling of Falkland Castle. There he was to rot. But he took a long time to die, the man said. And d’you know why? Because of the women! Women, yes. I have heard that Rothesay was a great man with the women. Sandy, my groom, says he was always after them. Getting them to have babies – dear God knows why! I think women are silly, soft …”


“Yes. What did the women do?”


“There were two of them. One was the keeper of the castle’s own daughter. She must have been crazed. About your brother. For she found a crack through the mortar of the wall. He said Rothesay must have dug it out with his finger-nails! But could not move the big stones, you see. From the outside, after dark, she fed him through this crack with grains of oats. One by one. They kept him alive. Think of it, living on little hard grains of oats! But they caught this woman at it, at last. And she paid for it, by the Mass! Albany had her put to death, James!”


The other shook his head, wordless.


“That is not all. There was another woman. I do not quite understand this. She was … well, older, I think. She had milk.” Young Percy produced an embarrassed half-laugh. “A wet-nurse, the courier called her. You know what women are like. They have these things – paps. With milk in them. Like cows. Disgusting, I say! Somehow she fed Rothesay with this milk. Through the crack in the mortar. By a straw, the man said. Do you think it can be true? I do not understand how that could be. Do you? He could not suck it, could he? Anyway, it is a filthy thing, don’t you think? I would have died before swallowing such foulness! Wouldn’t you, James?”


His companion still made no reply.


“They caught her, anyway. As well. And killed her, like the other. That would be when your brother started eating his fingers, I expect. It must have been terrible, there in black darkness all the time …”


“Be quiet! For sweet mercy’s sake – be quiet!” James exclaimed.


“Well – if you do not want to hear about it, of course! I thought, Rothesay being your brother, you would have been interested. I know that I would.”


“I just, just do not want to talk about it.”


“Well, you will have to, you know. Everybody will be talking about it soon – you’ll see,” his friend pointed out reasonably. “Especially if you are to be sent to France. James – see you! Could you not have me to come with you? That would be good! If we both went. I would like to go to France.”


“I … I do not know.”


“It would be better if we could go together, James. Do you not think so? Why should I not go? I am not a prisoner here. Or a hostage. And my grandfather is very rich. Richer than your father, I swear – even though he is not a king!”


There was truth in all that, certainly. The old Earl of Northumberland was one of the wealthiest and most powerful lords in England. He and his grandson were in no sense captives at St. Andrews Castle – guests of Scotland rather, although somewhat embarrassing ones. The Earl had, the previous year, led a rebellion against the usurping Henry the Fourth, in favour of Richard, the rightful King of England, the pathetic wreck then existing in Stirling Castle – whom Henry declared to be dead and ceremoniously buried. The rebellion had failed, and Northumberland, with his grandson and heir, had fled to Scotland. The old King Robert had kindly received them, and lodged them here at St. Andrews, Albany agreeing – that the responsibility and the cost might fall on the open-handed and kindly Bishop Wardlaw rather than on the realm’s treasury.


Young Percy was pursuing his theme with vigour, when the door opened to reveal the Bishop of St. Andrews and Primate of Scotland himself. Henry Wardlaw, nephew of the late Cardinal-Bishop of Glasgow, was still in his early middle-age, a big, burly genial man of hearty appetite and brilliant scholarship – unusual concomitants. Renowned as much for his courage as his learning and boundless hospitality, he was one of the few men in high places bold enough to oppose the Duke of Albany and his friends – and with the See of St. Andrews, had the wealth and the all but impregnable castle with which to do it.


Now, the twinkling grey eyes in the ruddy countenance were clouded, and he dismissed Henry Percy with less than his normal amiability. The heir to Northumberland did not linger.


“Jamie, my son – I fear that I have ill news for you,” the Bishop said gravely. “I am sorry, but you must hear it. My lord Duke, your brother, is dead.”


“Yes.”


“You know it?”


“Yes. He told me. Harry.”


“Young Percy? He did? How did he know? He must … yes, he must have overheard! M’mmm. But – no matter. I do not know what he has told you. But your brother Rothesay has been cruelly done to death. It is no kindness to hide this from you, my son. Not only you, and your royal father, mourn him. He had been foolish, as young men are foolish. But this – this villainy, is beyond all condemnation!”


“Yes,” James said.


Sorrowfully and with great sympathy, the man looked at the tense, strained-faced boy. “You will be brave, I know – you, who are of the line of the Bruce! Whose own brothers were slain as savagely; but who was not overwhelmed by the sorrow, and stood firm, to triumph over the butchers in the end!” The Bishop paused, frowning. “I do not know how much you have heard, how much that young scapegrace may have told you. And there is no profit in dwelling on the hurt of it. But you must know that it happened in the Duke of Albany, your uncle’s, castle of Falkland. And His Grace, your father, believes that it was at Albany’s behest. Although, no doubt, he will deny it.”


James waited, still-featured, silent.


The other put out a hand to touch the boy’s shoulder, and then thought better of it. “His Grace is concerned for you,” he went on, with a shake of the head. “Concerned for your sorrow. But also for your safety. He believes you now to be in some danger. Not immediately perhaps, but hereafter. You understand?”


James nodded briefly.


“You perceive the consequence of this wickedness, my son? You are now the heir to the throne. The next King of Scots. You are now Duke of Rothesay. And after you, your, Uncle Robert of Albany is next heir.”


“Yes, my lord,” the boy said quietly. “If he might kill me also, then he would be King. When my father dies.”


“Aye,” Wardlaw agreed heavily. “That is the size of it, lad. So fears His Grace. So must fear any honest man. You are safe, to be sure, in this my Castle of St. Andrews. Neither Albany nor the Douglas can touch you within these walls. But I cannot hold you cooped here, like some trussed fowl, for years. Here would be no life for a lad of spirit. We must not make a prisoner of you in shielding you from your enemies. And the King your father is a sick man. He cannot protect you as he would. So – he would have you go to France. There you will be safe. He is in alliance with King Charles of France. There you will learn to be a prince and a king, secure from evil men. Until it is time for you to return to this your kingdom. To rule it then truly, firmly, strongly, as a king should. You will go to France, my son.”


“Yes. Will you come with me, my lord?”


“Me? Alas, no, Jamie – no. I fear not. I can serve your father here best. In Scotland. I must keep the Church loyal to him, and to you. I am Primate of this land – chief bishop. With my responsibilities. But … my heart will go with you, lad.”


“I am sorry.”


This time the man’s hand did go out to grip the sturdy, square shoulders. “I thank you, my lord Duke!” he said. “That is a word I shall not forget.”


“When do I go?” the boy asked, with no lift to his voice.


“That we do not know. His Grace’s trusted messenger, who brought me the tidings, says that you must wait. In readiness. It may take time to arrange. The King of France must be approached. Probably a French ship brought for you – lest one of our own should prove untrustworthy, betray you. It will not be done in a day or two. For all must be done in great secrecy. None of this must come to the ears of your enemies. His Grace is most strong on that. He did not even write me a letter – lest it fall into wrong hands. For Albany has his spies everywhere. The courier came straight from Dundonald, a hundred miles away and more. With His Grace’s orders. You are to be kept in readiness. To go secretly at a moment’s notice. None to know of it. Meantime, you are not to venture outside the walls of this castle. It will be galling, lad – but your father’s royal orders. And wise. Lest they snatch at you, anywhere. No more hawking or fishing, I fear, Jamie. No more riding the moors or sailing the coast. Happily, it is almost winter, and will try you the less. But … you are Scotland’s hope now, my lord Duke. Else she enters a night of deep darkness! You understand? You will do it?”


“Yes, my lord. I understand. Will my father come to me?”


“That I do not know. But I fear not, Jamie. His Grace is sick. And it is a long journey. Moreover, to come here might but prejudice your safety. Make Albany suspicious. Act the more savagely.”


“Then … then I may never see my father again? If I go to France …?” the boy said, voice cracking at last.


The Bishop drew a long breath. “You must not say that, my son. All is in God’s hands. These are dark days – but the sun will yet shine from behind the clouds …”


“Yes, my lord Bishop,” said the Prince of Scotland. “Perhaps.”
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The long months of waiting, frustrating for the boy James in that they represented cramping confinement, yet welcome enough since they allowed him to remain with his friends, came to an abrupt end on a stormy night of February, 1406. James indeed was haled from his bed in the high tower room by one of the Bishop’s chaplains, told to dress and come down quickly to the library. Yawning, he donned his clothing in bemused fashion, while gusts of wind shook the casement shutters and draughts set the candle guttering.


Downstairs in the warm room that was littered with books, parchments, scrolls and missives, where he had done so much studying – he willingly, young Percy unwillingly – James found three men with Bishop Wardlaw. Though seated, two of these rose at his unannounced and modest entrance, and bowed to the boy with some formality, causing the third belatedly to rise also. This last he knew – the Lord Bardolph, an Englishman and colleague of the Earl of Northumberland, sharing his exile here.


“Ha, my lord Duke James,” the Bishop said, holding out his hand. “The call has come. Here are two noble gentlemen whom His Grace your father has sent to take you from my keeping. My lord Earl of Orkney, and Sir David Fleming of Cumbernauld.”


The newcomers bowed again. Orkney was youngish, handsome, elegant even in his travel-stained riding-clothes, a tall, pale man with a thin dark moustache and just the suggestion of a beard; Fleming, older, bulky, rugged, an unvarnished soldier – indeed a namely warrior and survivor of the recent Battle of Homildon Hill. James was impressed.


“It is the start of your long journey, my son,” the Bishop went on. “It may seem a strange time to take the road. But secrecy is vital – more urgent than ever. Speed likewise. You will be leaving forthwith.”


“For … for France?” James got out.


“On the road for France, yes. A long road, lad …”


The door opened again to admit the chaplain with two more charges – the Earl of Northumberland and his grandson Henry, the latter still lacing his doublet.


Northumberland, a grey-haired but vigorous man, hurried across to greet and shake the hand of Sir David Fleming. Apparently they were old companions in arms, and though they had fought against each other on many a bloody field, they were good friends. Henry Percy came to James’s side.


“Is it France? At last?” he whispered. “Do I come with you?”


“France, yes. I do not know whether you are to go, or not.”


“My lord of Northumberland,” the Bishop announced. “I regret – we all regret – the disturbance of this late hour. But it is no time for niceties. I fear that you and Lord Bardolph must be gone from St. Andrews within the hour. The Lord James here, also. Ill night as it is, you must be far from here by daybreak.”


The Percy straightened up. “So soon, my friend? You would not say that were there no need, no danger. I smell … treachery!”


“Aye,” the Bishop nodded unhappily. “You may well. My sorrow that here in my house, in this my country, our guests should be the victims of such discourtesy. But … the Duke of Albany is Governor of the Realm again, and anything may happen in Scotland now!”


“Albany is no unfriend of mine, my lord …”


“No? Which makes the blow the more bitter. Sir David Fleming here has unearthed an evil plot. Against you, who are not captives or hostages, but guests, honoured guests. But Sir David can speak for himself.”


“I can, my lords – though it sticks in my gullet to say it!” the knight growled hoarsely. “Two days back I learned of a foul ploy. Albany plans to seize you, and Bardolph here, and hand you over to the usurper King Henry, in exchange for his own son Murdoch, and the Earl of Douglas, taken at Homildon!”


“Satan seize him!” Northumberland cried. “He would do that? To me, Percy! I, who have eaten his salt, dined at his table! Knowing that it will cost me my head!”


An invasion of the North of England by the Scots, as reprisal for King Henry’s constant attacks, ending in their defeat at Homildon Hill, had been a great disaster. Archie Tyneman, Earl of Douglas, in command, had proved that though a fierce fighter he was no general like his father. The numbers of slain had been enormous – fifteen hundred fugitives had drowned in Tweed alone, attempting to escape – and no less than eighty nobles and knights were taken prisoner, the Earl himself and Albany’s heir, Murdoch Stewart, Earl of Fife, amongst them.


“Aye – that is Albany!” Fleming looked as though he would spit, but recollected his whereabouts in time. “Whenever I heard of it, I rode hot-foot to the King, at Dundonald. I havena bedded since!”


“And your King said …?”


Fleming shrugged, glancing uncomfortably towards young James. He turned to the Earl of Orkney.


That nobleman, something of a diplomat and one of the few who maintained an active loyalty to the unhappy monarch, took up the tale.


“His Grace was indignant. Wrath. But he is sick, and Albany is the Governor and holds the power. He sent us to warn you, to escort you from this place. For we have it that the Duke intends to come here in person tomorrow, to demand your persons from the Bishop.” Orkney grimaced. “In the name of the King!”


Northumberland nodded. “Where do we go, then? If His Grace of Scotland cannot protect us in St. Andrews Castle, where are we safe?”


Orkney inclined his head, acknowledging the thrust. “His Grace believes that you would, indeed, be safer in your own Northumberland. If that does not commend itself to you, my lord, he suggests that you sail with my lord James, here, for France.”


“France!” the older man cried. “God’s wounds – I do not wish to go to France! How would I fare there? No – I shall return to my own country. I shall find refuge meantime in some remote place. In some Cheviot valley, belike. But … it must be done in all secrecy. None must know that I cross the Border.”


“That is understood. In this, my lord, your situation exactly matches that of the young Earl of Carrick, here.” Carrick was still officially James’s title, for though now heir to the throne and entitled to the dukedom of Rothesay, no move had been made to instal him therein, and only Bishop Wardlaw named him Duke. “Indeed your cases are linked, for the King believes that Albany’s coming here tomorrow to demand your persons, is also excuse to lay hands on the boy. That if the Governor demands entry to this castle in the name of King and Council, to take possession of the persons of English sojourners, my lord Bishop will not be able to refuse him access. And once herein he will seize the young prince also.”


“I fear His Grace has the rights of it,” Wardlaw agreed, unhappily. “Hence this midnight departure. James’s whereabouts must be kept as secret as your own, my lord. A ship is engaged to come from France to fetch him – but it is thought still to be at Dieppe awaiting more favourable weather. So James must be taken privily to some secure hiding-place, near to which the ship can be directed. It was to come to Leith. So the Lothian coast is best. That is on your road to the Border, my lord. All can ride together.”


“I have sent a messenger to my kinsman, Sir William Sinclair of Herdmanston, in Lothian,” Orkney put in. “He is sound. He will meet us. Will know best where we can lie secure, in that country.”


“So be it. We ride,” the old Earl said. “For the Border. You agree, Bardolph?” he asked, belatedly.


That silent, swarthy, Italian-looking man nodded. “We shall do well enough in the Cheviots. Or the Cumberland fells, I vow,” he said grimly. “And perchance strike shrewder blows at Lancastrian Henry from there, than here!”


“Truth in that. Come, then – we must gather such small gear as we may carry …”


James’s parting from Bishop Wardlaw at the portcullis-gate to the castle drawbridge was the most sore that he had known. In a life wherein, since his mother had died, affection had been sadly lacking he had grown to love this kindly, able man. Now, he might never see him again, for to his young mind France was at the other end of the earth, and the years to be spent there a lifetime. So a great lump closed his throat and scarcely a word could he speak, as the Bishop held him close, wishing him well, bidding him to be of stout heart, and assuring him that the love and hopes of many in Scotland went with him – not least that of his prosy priest and book-bound tutor at St. Andrews. Wet-eyed and ashamed, for all his twelve years and more, James clung to him until Orkney’s hand on his shoulder became urgent enough to draw him away.


Mounting, he did not look back.


They clattered off over the wet cobblestones of the narrow, night-bound streets of the ecclesiastical metropolis of Scotland. At least it was good, after all the months of incarceration, to feel a horse between his thighs again. Harry Percy had shed no tears over his farewells and was much excited – although disappointed that it seemed that he was not going to France with his friend, after all.


One of the Bishop’s chamberlains accompanied them. He saw that the night-porter opened the gates of the West Port for them without trouble. Thereafter they were quickly into open country, a party of about a dozen. They settled down to simple hard riding.


It was a cold and blustery night, with successive chill rain squalls sweeping in on the east wind from the North Sea, the presence of which, though unseen, was ever with them. They were soon climbing, up from the coastal plain, for the intention was to ride by the most direct route, straight across country; no-one would be about, or looking for them, at this hour and in this weather. Moreover the high empty moorlands which formed the spine of the East Neuk of Fife, probably represented the safest route, however difficult going they made in the wet darkness – and however near it took them to the domains of Albany around his favourite seat of Falkland, messuage-place of his earldom of Fife.


James Stewart was young enough actually to enjoy the novelty of that headlong ride through the night, once he had mastered his sense of loss at leaving the only real security he had known in all his world – whatever his elders thought of it. Since they were heading south by west, the wind and rain was mainly at their backs. He was already an excellent horseman, and the Bishop was wealthy enough to afford some of the best horseflesh in the land. Neither of the boys held up the company in the least.


They went by Cameron and Lathones and Lathallan, the Bishop’s man guiding them unerringly over the bleak uplands. After almost a dozen miles of it, they were being buffeted by the wind unmercifully, high on the bare east shoulder of Largo Law. Had it been daylight, here they would have seen all the great expanse of the Firth of Forth spread before them. Now there was only the vast void of the streaming murk.


Down on the less exposed south face of the hill, they were spared the worst of the storm. In snatches James heard Orkney and Fleming passing anxious exchanges about the sea crossing ahead. Two hours out from St. Andrews they came down to the little harbour of Lower Largo, an inn and a huddle of low-browed fishermen’s houses, around a dog-legged stone pier and a projecting reef of rock which together enclosed the haven. Skirting the darkened cottages they rode straight down to the jetty, the noise of the sea already the ominous background to all things.


Amongst the scattering of small boats moored here, was one larger, a herring-buss of the Dutch type, for deep-sea fishing. No sign of life showed about the wind-blown, spray-drenched harbour, and noise of their hooves on the rough masonry of the pier produced no reaction. Cursing, Sir David Fleming dismounted and clambered down on to the larger vessel’s decked-in fo’c’sle, to thump on its timbers with a spurred heel.


This produced voices and then shadowy figures emerging from the kennel, all, it seemed, protesting vigorously if yawningly. Fleming’s great and authoritative roar silenced them, but even so it was quickly apparent that the fishermen considered the night much too rough to make the crossing to Lothian.


Fleming flayed them with his tongue for poltroons and knaves. But to no effect. They must await an abatement of wind and seas, they insisted. In an easterly gale the Forth could be the death of them.


The Earl of Orkney, with an oath, leapt down from his horse, and shriller even than the wind in the buss’s shrouds, was the screech of steel as his sword was unsheathed. Lightly he jumped down into the boat.


“Death, my friends, is here! Now! On land. Death for you forthwith, if you do not put to sea – because death for us all, if we are found on this shore in the morning! You sail – in the King’s name. Or you die! Choose!”


Fleming’s sword was out now, also. Above, Northumberland, Bardolph and the men-at-arms followed suit. Sullenly, the fishermen bowed to the inevitable.


“James,” young Percy said in his friend’s ear. “Are you afraid? I am not.”


James shook his head. “I am only a little afraid,” he answered honestly. “I would rather go in the boat than stay here.”


Leaving the horses with the chamberlain and the three Bishop’s men, the boat party embarked, with the light baggage that they had brought along. It made a strange leave-taking.


With surly deliberation the fishermen cast off, long sweeps out to pull them clear of the harbour. Once outside its mouth, with the heavy lumbering craft already heaving ominously, a mere rag of sail was hoisted on the forward of the two stumpy masts. The loom of the land was lost almost at once.


“You have your orders,” Fleming told the squat and shaggy skipper. “Put us across to Fidra Isle, off Dirleton, and you will earn the King’s gratitude. And good payment.”


“What profit frae either?” the other snorted. “If we’re at the bottom o’ the sea? Forbye, I canna say that I’ll can put you at ae place on the south shore, in this blaw. We’ll just hae to run before the wind, the maist o’ the way. I’m thinking well end up nearer Seton than Dirleton. If we dinna founder first!”


“With your sweeps you can pull up the coast, can you not? Men and horses await us at the Dirleton shore. Seton is little use to us, man.”


“Pull! In the cross-seas the likes o’ what we’ll get out there! Guidsakes, lord – you dinna ken what you’re saying!”


The truth behind the skipper’s fears was not very evident at first. Though the seas were short and steep and white-capped, the boat was able to maintain a rolling crabwise course through the jangle, the sweeps still out. Largo Bay is four miles wide and two deep, with the high cliffs of thrusting Kincraig Point shielding it on the east. Once past that shelter, however, the mountains of Norway are the nearest barrier to an east wind.


Despite the darkness none aboard needed to be told when their vessel crossed the unseen line of protection. The moan of the wind rose dramatically to a roar, and the waves grew quite alarmingly greater, their hissing crests whipped off in spray that blew like stinging hail in the driving rain. Squat and beamy as the buss was, she heeled over violently, the port rowers collapsing on their benches as their sweeps flailed the air. Hastily the long oars were pulled in, and the helm thrown over, turning the bows points into the west. To have sought to maintain a true southerly course would have been suicidal.


Plunging fore and aft now like some great ungainly war-charger in the see-saw motion enforced by the long following seas, they pitched and wallowed ponderously, seeming to progress in a series of lurches. The buss, though clumsy and an uncomfortable sailer, was built for heavy North Sea conditions, and was probably the best craft of its size that could have been chosen for such a crossing. But her low freeboard seemed very close to the surging waters, which every now and again came snarling inboard. The surface of the sea had suddenly become more frighteningly visible, white instead of black, veined and creamed with foam.


The travellers had long been superficially wet; now they were all soaked through. Some had sought the shelter of the fo’c’sle – but quickly decided that the howling night was preferable to the stinks and suffocating gloom of that black hole. They huddled under the lee of the net-platform aft, little shield as that fish-smelling pile afforded.


Not so the boys. From one side to the other they stumbled, seldom still, their favourite position well forward, where they clung to the shrouds of the foremast, peering into the turmoil of the elements, exclaiming excitedly at everything, shouting delighted warning of giant combers, and helping the crew to bail out the water which splashed about their ankles. They were accustomed to boats and unquiet seas, at St. Andrews – but never had they been abroad in such weather as this.


It was as well that there was a deal of north in the easterly wind, otherwise their course would inevitably have been more up-firth than across it. Directly south-south-east of Largo, Fidra and Dirleton lay about a dozen miles off. Even giving more south to his course than his judgement permitted, the skipper reckoned that they had a twenty-mile voyage ahead of them, with probably Salt-Preston as their likeliest landfall, miles west even of Seton. His passengers could only fume and shiver; out here swords, like high rank, resolved nothing.


“You are not feeling sick, James?” Harry Percy shouted, presently, almost hopefully. “Lord Bardoph is sick. Trying to spew all the time. Availing nothing. And one of the men-at-arms. They should play the man better than this, I say!”


“I’ll wager you are sick before I am!” James returned, with some spirit. “I have never been sick on the sea in my life.”


“I shall not be sick, I promise you! You should see the storms we get at Alnmouth and the Farnes, off our Northumberland coast. That is the real sea – not a sort of river, like this!”


“The Firth of Forth is no river,” the other protested strongly. “Any mariner will tell you so. Many stout ships have sailed here all the way from far lands, only to wreck in the Forth. There … there are probably sunken ships underneath us at this very moment!”


At this sobering thought even James himself eyed the chasing lip-curling combers towering behind them and around them with less appreciation, and the boys fell silent for a while.


It was two full and trying hours after leaving Largo before a slight and very gradual lessing of the sea’s fury enabled the skipper to announce his belief that they had crossed far enough over to be in outer Aberlady Bay, within the modest shelter afforded by the series of low promontories of the Gullane coast.


He turned the buss’s blunt bows a few more points into the south, but had to ease his helm again almost at once, as they began to ship water abeam. Clearly there would be no rowing down the coast that night.


“Where think you is the nearest you can put us in?” Fleming demanded, not for the first time. “If we are in Aberlady Bay, we are devilish close to Kilspindie, a Douglas house. We would keep our distance from all such!”


“Och, it’s just the outer bay we’re in, mind – no’ the inner. There’s a gey lot o’ it. I’ll do what I can, lord …”


“We do not want to land at Seton harbour, either. My Lord Seton is doubtful of loyalty.”


“Man, man – what way’s this to seek a landfall in a storm!” the sorely-tried seaman cried. “No’ here, no’ there! Hech, hech – I’ll do my best for you, lord, but it’s no’ possible to put you east o’ Gullane Point. Waesucks – even such as you should be able to see that!” The skipper, the worst over, was beginning to recover something of his spirit.


The knight forbore meet reproof.


Presently, despite the seas lessening steadily, a new thunderous roaring sound began to assail their ears above the din of the storm. The skipper, peering to the left, landwards, tugged at his shaggy beard.


“Yon’s the bar o’ Aberlady Bay – the inner bay,” he informed. “Three miles long, and a killer! Dries out at low-water. But it’s more’n half-tide now, and making. It’s an ill place. But …” He scratched his chin. “Och, it might serve …”


“What are you talking about, fellow?” Orkney demanded. “Where are you going to land us?”


“Och, it’s no’ so easy, sir. This is a right wicked coast. On sic a night. No’ like the Fife side, wi’ wee havens and ports a’ the way. It’s just shoaling sand, banks and shallows, by the league. In a nor’-easter the likes o’ this, it’s a mariner’s grave, just. And east o’ Seton, no’ a harbour in a score accursed miles.”


“Well, man – well?”


“Yon bar, across Aberlady Bay. Nae craft could cross it. But, at its west end, see you, there’s a bit gap. Where the river comes out, at low water. Cuts a passage through the sand-banks. If we could win through that, there’ll be quiet water behind, in the deep inner bay. It runs far into the land. There’s nae harbour – but I could put you ashore in the shallows, just.”


“Do that, then …”


“How close would that be to Douglas of Kilspindie’s house?” Fleming put in.


“Yon’s on the west side o’ the bay. The east side’s empty bog and links. That side I’ll put you in. If the blessed saints will take us in through the gap …”


Although the thunder of breaking water, landwards, was ominous, the fearsomeness of the great sand-bar in a storm only began to be apprehended by the passengers when they perceived an eerie lightening of the gloom to their left, vague but continuous. This grew, as did the noise, with their slantwise approach to the coast, until all could recognise it for what it was – a vast area of tortured, boiling, spouting water about three miles long by a quarter-mile broad, where the great seas smashed themselves in white fury upon the serried ranks and ridges of shoaling sand which, only a foot or two beneath the surface, barred the inner bay, the waves blasting themselves into disintegration high in the air in an unending curtain of seething fountains, the stark white and phosphorescence of which lit up the black night. Awed, even veteran warriors like Fleming and Northumberland stared at this battlefield of the elements, and wondered whether the skipper was keeping sufficient distance. As for the boys, for once they failed for words.


Almost parallel with the awesome barrier the buss ran, for what seemed miles, the skipper watching it steadily from under dripping brows. At length, when it began to give the impression of lessening something of its fury, he suddenly shouted a command to get out the sweeps, and gradually put over his helm.


The heavy craft swung round, rolling and wallowing, and bore in at a steeper angle for the chaos. Immediately water, the tips of breakers, came hurling in over the dipping port freeboard. Save for the oarsmen, all aboard, even the earls, urgently began to bail, glad enough to be doing something other than staring at the horror ahead.


The gap in the rampart of exploding seas was not evident until they were almost upon it. Near the extreme west end of the bar, where it ended at the rocks and reefs of Kilspindie Point, the Peffer Burn, whose estuary this inner bay was, had cut for itself a channel, perhaps seventy yards wide, through the sand shoals. Here was deeper water which, though still tortured and seething, did not spout. Into it the clumsy, barge-like vessel lurched and plunged, the rowers labouring in panting desperation, the sail hauled down.


Through this strange corridor, high white menace towering on either side, the streaming spume of that to the east all but smothering them on the driving wind, they crawled and sidled. None spoke.


Then abruptly, almost unbelievably, it was all over. With little or no warning, they were through, into the great sheltered lagoon of the inner bay. The noise of the bar was almost worse, for now it was mainly to windward of them; but the water was comparatively calm, all the sea’s force expended on that submarine plateau of sand. On into black darkness again they pulled, and though the wind still tore over them it seemed by contrast that they had miraculously come into a place of still peace.


In the flood of relieved and thankful exclamation, even the proud nobles found themselves wringing the skipper’s horny hand in gratitude.


“I couldna hae done it, mind, in a nor’-wester,” that man declared. “Then it a’ just piles right into the bay, and there’s nae way in or oot!”


“But if it had been a north-west wind we would not have been blown here!” Harry Percy pointed out loudly. He had not stopped talking from the moment they penetrated to safety. James Stewart, on the other hand, remained entirely silent.


The buss was now rowed south-eastwards across the great wedge-shaped bay, the skipper himself taking soundings with a lead continuously – for it was very shallow in here, indeed mere mud-flats at low tide. The craft was fairly shallow-draughted, but even so most of the time there was only a foot or two of clearance, and sometimes where mussel-beds rose above the muddy floor, their bottom scraped alarmingly.


At length, with a shuddering jolt, the buss ran her broad prow hard aground, and no amount of oarsmanship would refloat her meantime. It was not yet high-water, however, and the flowing tide would float her again in due course.


“We’re no’ far frae the tideline, here,” the skipper announced, pointing due eastwards. “You’ll can just see it, yonder. It’s gey low, mind.”


None other could in fact see any sign of the shore, but one of the fishermen jumped over the side, to prove how shallow was the water, which came up barely to his middle. Other members of the crew, suddenly affable now, offered to carry their passengers ashore on their backs. But all were now so comprehensively soaked that any such proceeding would have been as pointless as it was undignified. They would do their own wading.


Orkney paid the skipper handsomely, Fleming and Northumberland adding extra tokens of their own relief. The impact of that sand-bar had not yet worn off.


The shore party lowered themselves gingerly over the side. Wet and chilled as they were, they found that actually standing in the cold water was a grievous thing. There was no delay now. Clutching their belongings, they splashed their way unsteadily towards the unseen shore, with little leave-taking.


There was no beach here, merely saltings, an area of seagrass covered at high-water, and filled with holes and runnels – highly unpleasant for benighted walkers. Only the boys were able to find the situation less than intolerable.


After the saltings, they found themselves in a belt of level marshland and bog, through which they had to plouter – almost more unpleasant. The Earl of Northumberland, old enough to know better, wasted precious breath in a steady stream of cursing.


At least this waterlogged wilderness was a sufficiently secret place for their landing, Orkney pointed out.


At length these grim tidelands gave place to firm rising grasslands that lifted up and up. Evidently they were climbing a sizeable hill. None of them knew this country, but the skipper had told them that due eastwards would lie the village of Gullane, and that Gullane would be perhaps three difficult miles west of their desired landing-place at Fidra Isle, where their friends awaited them.


On the top of the ridge, where the gale met them full blast again, they held a huddled council. They calculated that there were yet perhaps two hours till daybreak – ample time to cover three miles in normal circumstances. But in soaking darkness, unknown territory and in the face of a storm, it was different, especially for men unused to walking. The great castle of Luffness must be somewhere near at hand – but its lord, Sir Walter Bickerton, was another of the prisoners of Homildon Hill, in English hands, and neighbouring Douglases might well be in possession. Young James remembered that there was a collegiate religious house at Gullane, under the see of St. Andrews, where they might get horses; but to go there would draw notable attention to themselves. It was eventually agreed that there was nothing for it but to trudge on north-eastwards avoiding the village if possible, until they struck the coast again, and then work their way along it until they reached the Dirleton shore – uninviting as was the prospect.


That grievous thing they did, stumbling their slow way across an infinity of sand-dunes, round wave-torn strands, over rocky promontories, negotiating little cliffs. Before long, old Northumberland was in marked distress – hotly as he rebuffed any who sought to aid him. Their pace slowed and slowed.


The day dawned late that cold February morning – but even so the last dire mile of their ordeal was traversed in a lessening darkness which progressively revealed the grim grey prospect of angry sea and ravaged coast. Indeed they were able to glimpse occasionally the rocky islet of Fidra half-a-mile offshore, lost as it was most of the time behind a screen of erupting spray.


The island formed something of a breakwater, and landward of it was a comparatively sheltered area, at the head of which two out-stretching arms of reef formed a natural haven which had been improved with stones and boulders. Here was a rude shelter of timber and turf – for the isle supported a small monkish colony whose hermit-like members devotedly kept a beacon for the warning of mariners, supplied with fuel from the woods of Dirleton. This was their ferry terminus.
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