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1

The hunt was well past Duntarvie, and now heading almost due southwards towards Niddry Seton, downhill through undulating country of scattered woodland, the stag a notable runner but carrying a splendid head of antlers, well worth this long pursuit, the deerhounds still unable to run it down or corner it. Some of the more experienced horsemen might indeed have been able to use knowledge of the land to head it off, in this western part of Lothian, but could scarcely do so ahead of the King – who was, not unnaturally, less experienced, being of only fourteen years. Nor was His young Grace the best of riders as yet, being a studious and less than vigorous youngster, unlike his late and impetuous father, James the Second of that name. Even his sister had had to rein in on occasion at his side, for Mary Stewart was a more vehement character and, at seventeen, a fine horsewoman.

They had already come more than five round-about miles from Linlithgow, and it looked as though there would be more miles ahead of them before they killed, if ever they did, with the stag showing no signs of flagging.

The Lord Kennedy, at the other side of the young monarch, pointed and panted out, “The burn, Y’Grace. Niddry Burn. Water. That . . . our best hope . . . I judge. Quarry making for . . . water, belike.” A man of later middle years, now inclining to corpulence, he was not having to rein his, his breathlessness very evident.

“A burn? A river. Will we have to cross a river?” James demanded, a little anxiously. “Is it . . . deep?”

“The Niddry is nothing that our mounts cannot take, Jamie,” the princess reassured as they pounded on. “It is the boggy edges that we will have to watch for. Where the deer can cross lightly, but our beasts’ hooves will sink in.”

“Right, Highness,” Kennedy agreed. “A pity that Seton . . . did not come . . . this day. He knows this country best . . .”

They were approaching thicker woodland from a lengthy downwards slope; and already the stag and pursuing hounds were disappearing into the trees. Mary was having to restrain herself and her mount from forging ahead, as were others behind – although she perhaps was the only one there who could have outridden her brother without seeming guilty of lèse-majesté.

Actually it was the girl, the only female present, who perceived the situation first, or at least was first to utter it. “Look – men!” she exclaimed. “There, within the trees. Many men. Mounted.”

Kennedy stared, his sight scarcely as keen as that of the young woman.

“Who are they?” James asked, ever ready to be alarmed.

“They will be the Lord Seton’s people,” his sister suggested. “We are near Niddry Seton here. I have been here before. But for these woods we could see his castle, I think.”

“Should we not halt? There are many. In case . . .”

“The Setons are your good friends, Sire,” Kennedy said. But he did seek to slow down his pace a little, although that was not easy with them all thundering downhill, many of the other huntsmen close behind. Any sudden reining in, and the foremost could be ridden down.

Then Lord Hamilton’s voice sounded from their backs – he was usually to be found as near to the Princess Mary as he could decently get. “It is Boyd! I see the Boyd banner. And Somerville. See – there is the white on blue of Somerville.”

All who might have been apprehensive relaxed at that, as they saw horsemen emerging from the trees under colourful heraldic flags. Lord Boyd of Kilmarnock was a trusted supporter of the crown, and his younger brother, Sir Alexander, more prominent in national affairs, was indeed Keeper of Edinburgh Castle, the second most important citadel of the land. But it was strange to be intercepting the royal hunt thus. They must be bearing some vital news to account for it.

Their fine stag looked like escaping, in these circumstances.

There were about a score of horsemen coming slowly to meet them. Everywhere now the more numerous huntsmen, by unspoken consent, were drawing in their mounts, recognising these ahead as friends.

Lord Kennedy, whose brother, the late renowned bishop who had more or less ruled the realm for both the young King and his father, gave no impression of annoyance at this interruption of their sport. “It seems . . . we must leave . . . this chase meantime, Sire,” he advised. “These . . . would not be here . . . thus . . . without cause.” The Lord Boyd’s son and heir, Thomas, Master of Boyd, was after all contracted to marry Lord Kennedy’s daughter.

The two groups drew together, and not a few hands were raised in greeting, for all knew each other well enough. There was cap-raising towards the monarch and his sister.

“We regret the spoiling of Your Grace’s sport, Sire,” one of the newcomers announced, with a flourished bow from the saddle, not the Lord Boyd but his brother, Sir Alexander, a fine-looking man of early middle age, richly dressed. “But the matter is important.”

“It is no matter,” the youth said. “I think the stag was winning away.” He was no great one for hunting, this James Stewart. And indeed this day’s hunt had been something of a surprise altogether, at least to his sister, proposed suddenly by Kennedy as a relief from the admittedly boring business of the annual Exchequer Audit, which had been going on for three days at the palace of Linlithgow, and at which, by established custom, the monarch had to be present. She had been glad enough to take part in it, for she loved the chase, even though she did not always relish the kill itself. But her brother had not been enthusiastic.

“We were on our way to Linlithgow, Sire, when we heard of this hunt,” the Lord Boyd said. He was a heavier man than his brother, massively built and square-featured. “We understood you to be at the Exchequer Audit there. But perceived the hunt coming down this way.”

It occurred to Mary Stewart to wonder, then. How had these lords, from Edinburgh, heard of this hunt, which had been decided upon only this morning? And had assumed that the King would be with it? She did not voice her questions, however.

“Your Grace’s presence is urgently required at Edinburgh.” That was the Lord Somerville, a younger man, of somewhat haughty bearing.

“Why that?” somebody asked, from the ranks of the hunters behind.

Lord Boyd frowned. Then glancing over at all the interested faces of the listening horsemen, waved. “It is a privy matter. Of some . . . secrecy.”

“Shall we return to Linlithgow, then, and consider the matter?” the Lord Hamilton said. “His Grace agreeing.”

“No, my lord. And Your Grace. There is some urgency in this. Better for His Grace to come with us to Edinburgh now.”

“But . . . the others? The Chancellor, Lord Avondale – he is at Linlithgow. Livingstone, and other lords of the Council. They must be informed.”

“No time for that,” Sir Alexander Boyd said crisply. “A messenger has arrived from Edward of England. From Carlisle. His mission requiring the royal reply and signature.”

“The Chancellor, then, must hear of it. We are but five or six miles from Linlithgow . . .”

“No!” That was definite. “We must go at once.” This was not the normal mode of speech where the monarch was concerned.

Kennedy, strangely, said nothing.

Mary wondered the more. There was much here that she did not understand. She scanned the faces of the newcomers. Of the score or so, most were men-at-arms, a mere escort. As well as the two Boyds and Somerville there were two others whom she knew slightly, Andrew Hepburn, Master of Hailes, and Andrew Ker, heir to Ker of Cessford, both daredevil young men, Borderers. But there was one whom she did not recognise – and she certainly would have done so had she seen him before, for he was the most handsome young man she had ever set eyes upon, well built, tall, bearing himself proudly and seemingly almost amused by the present situation, certainly in no awe of the company he had joined.

She was reverting to a consideration as to how this party could have known of today’s hunt, when she realised that the good-looking stranger was eyeing her with frankest interest, all but assessingly. She was used to admiration, of course, not only as a princess but as a very lovely young woman, tall also, slender and lissome but amply rounded, dark-haired and fine-featured, her grey eyes large and expressive. Those eyes met the young man’s, and they locked for a moment or two before she turned back to her brother.

James was indeed addressing her. “Must I go with them, Mary?” he asked. Ever since their mother, Queen Mary of Guelders, had died three years before, the young King had looked to his elder sister for guidance, help and comfort, a somewhat bewildered youngster requiring much support and fondness, no very adequate monarch for a nation as turbulent as Scotland, and following a headstrong father. It was to be feared that he would never be a forceful monarch.

“Wait!” she said, and turned to Lord Kennedy who, since the good bishop’s death a year before, had more or less assumed the duties of the monarch’s principal adviser. “Such haste? Could the English messenger not have been brought here, to His Grace? Rather than the King having to go to him?”

Kennedy looked uncomfortable. “I know not, Highness. Perhaps he was wearied with long riding.” That sounded feeble indeed.

Alexander Boyd reined his horse closer, to speak low-voiced. “This is important, Sire and Highness. The messenger must return to Carlisle, whenever he is sufficiently rested. King Edward is urgent. He leaves for the south. Prithee, come!” And he actually reached out for the reins of the boy’s mount.

“No!” Mary declared. “Jamie, I say that we should rather return to Linlithgow. First. Here is something strange.” She turned, tossing her long hair back from her brow, a habit of hers. “You, my Lord Kennedy – say you not so?”

That man hesitated, glancing left and right.

From behind, Hamilton spoke. “I agree with Her Highness. Back to Linlithgow.”

Alexander Boyd acted rather than argued. He grabbed James’s reins and tugged. “Come, Sire!”

Mary, kneeing her beast’s flanks, cried, “No! No, I say. Stop him!” It was Kennedy whom she so urged.

That lord, the King’s cousin and her own, at one remove, made an indeterminate gesture, part shake of the head, part shrug. Then he seemed to decide, and urged his mount over nearer to the King’s again, which was being pulled round. His hand went out.

Swiftly Sir Alexander twisted in his saddle and lashed out with his fist, striking the older man on the shoulder, and all but unseating him with the vehemence of the blow. At the same time he spurred his horse into vigorous motion, back towards the woodland, and perforce dragged the boy’s beast with him.

Immediately all was changed as to tempo, urgency, atmosphere. There arose exclamations and shouting, much clamour and jerking of horses’ reins and heads, much concern; but also a deal of uncertainty. For all the men there knew each other, had their links and friendships – and the reverse to be sure. For her part, Mary Stewart spurred after her brother without delay. Lord Kennedy, breathing stertorously, biting his lip, remained where he was.

James, reins wrenched from his not very firm hands, was clinging to his saddle-bow for support, and looking back over his shoulder. “Mary!” he cried, “Mary – do not leave me!”

“I will not!” she shouted after him, and heeled her mount the harder.

There was a notable confusion of riders on that grassy slope, decision and indecision equally evident. Amidst the cries and beat of hooves, Mary heard the thudding crash of a horse falling behind her, and glancing back saw the two Andrews, Hepburn and Ker, reining back from the sprawling, kicking mount of the Lord Hamilton, who himself was now asprawl on the grass, clearly having been ridden down by the pair as he came after her and James. She almost drew up, to go to his assistance, then perceived that her brother’s need was the greater, and pounded on.

Another horseman was coming fast from behind and drawing level. She saw that it was Fleming, another important lord.

“Better back, Highness,” this one jerked. “No ploy . . . for a woman!”

She ignored him.

Then she realised that a second rider was close at her other side, the handsome young man whom she had noted earlier. And he was laughing, the only one there to be showing amusement. He reached over to pat her arm, their mounts almost touching.

“I salute you, lady!” he exclaimed. “Spirit! Fear nothing. All will be well.”

“James!” she panted. “The King.”

“He will be well enough, also. Here’s to your spirit! I like it.”

Mary, just then, could do without compliments, and rode the harder.

The Lord Fleming dropped back – but not the girl’s good-looking admirer.

They were almost up with Sir Alexander and the young monarch now, and she called out reassuringly to her brother. Boyd looked round, frowning.

“All is well, uncle,” the young man shouted. “Hamilton took a fall! Others . . . less eager! Save this princess. All in order.”

Which was a strange way of describing the situation.

Level with James, Mary cried, “Fear nothing, Jamie. They will not harm you, the King.”

Tense, anxious, the boy shook his head.

As they entered the woodland she looked back, expecting pursuit. But there was none. The hunt-followers were clustered round Kennedy, Fleming and Hamilton and other lords. All seemed to be more or less stationary, Hamilton mounting his horse again. Indecision triumphed, apparently. Or connivance!

The Boyds and Somerville were by no means glancing back apprehensively.

Presently, deeper within the trees, Lord Boyd’s party pulled up, to consider the position – and it was at Mary Stewart rather than at the abducted young sovereign-lord that they stared, obviously put out and at something of a loss by her presence.

“Highness,” Lord Boyd said, “I regret that you have been . . . troubled. By this. That was not intended. This way is best for His Grace. But you . . . ! This is no concern for a woman.” He changed that. “For a young lady such as Your Highness.”

“What is this concern, my lord?” That came out strongly, if a little breathlessly, with another toss back of her dark hair.

“It is for . . . for the realm’s weal, Highness. And His Grace’s own. That, I do promise you. And you, Sire. It, it had to be this way. Lest there be . . . difficulties.” Boyd was clearly having his own difficulties, with this delivery.

The Lord Somerville was less troubled. “Better that you get back to Linlithgow, lady,” he said curtly.

“I stay with His Grace,” Mary told them simply.

“But, Highness . . . !” Boyd wagged his head. “Best indeed that you return . . .”

“No!” That was James Stewart, in agitation.

“This is man’s work, Highness. In the kingdom’s cause. For betterment therein,” Sir Alexander Boyd put in. “His Grace will be very well with us.”

“Perhaps, sir. Although I doubt it, by this present! But His Grace has suffered much, the deaths of his royal father, and his mother, none so long past. He must not suffer the loss of his sister also! If he goes with you, I go also.”

There was muttering and growling amongst her hearers, but another voice spoke up, that of the next youngest person present after the monarch and Mary, the so handsome stranger.

“This lady is brave as she is fair, uncle. And could aid us all, with the King. A useful friend!” And he flourished a bow at the girl. “Let her bide, I say.”

Alexander Boyd shrugged, and nodded towards his brother. “Come, then. We have wasted sufficient time.” He still retained the reins of the King’s horse.

Lord Boyd looked doubtfully at Somerville; but it was clear that his younger brother was the strong character and the real leader here. He gestured onwards.

In the woodland track there was room only for riders to go two abreast; so Mary, unspeaking, drew in immediately behind Sir Alexander and her brother. She found her personable admirer at her side.

“I am Tom Boyd,” he said. “And find Your Highness to my taste!”

“And I find nothing of this to my taste, sir!” she told him, and looked firmly away.

He laughed. “My taste in women seldom errs, I think! You will come round to it!”

She did not have to answer that, for along the track before them appeared three of the hunt-servants and two of the deerhounds, evidently coming back to discover what had happened to the hunt. At sight of this party with the young King these drew up and pulled aside, in astonishment and uncertainty.

The Boyds and their friends ignored them entirely, as they trotted on.

The track led them, presently, down to softer ground and then to a shallow ford of sorts over the Niddry Burn, up beyond which was the major road between Edinburgh, Linlithgow and Stirling.

They had some ten miles to go to Edinburgh, and it was not long before they could actually see their destination away eastwards ahead of them, for its great fortress-castle, atop its lofty rock, stood out as a landmark from afar. Mary’s self-appointed escort pointed to it.

“You will know yonder citadel, lady?” he asked. “I find it less than comfortable.”

The girl did not answer.

He went on, cheerfully. “We must seek to make it more suitable lodging for a princess. And, to be sure, for our liege-lord!” There was something like mockery in that last.

She did rise to that. “Lodging, sir? I thought that we went but to sign papers and speak with an English courier?”

He laughed. “That was as useful a pretext as any. A little longer stay will be called for, I think!”

“What do you mean?”

“Why – only that the realm’s business may take some of its sovereign’s time. And if Your Highness prefers to bide with him – for which praises be, I say! – then you may require some comforts in Edinburgh Castle, lady. And some comforting, perhaps!”

She stared at him, as they trotted along. “Do I take you aright, sir? Is this then some shameful . . . device? Some unlawful and treasonable seizure and constraint of the King? For the advantage of . . . these!”

Still he seemed to find amusement in even that dire challenge. “Not how my father and uncle would name it, I swear! Say, rather, for the advantage of all the kingdom and the King’s folk. Even for His young Grace’s self. Better keeping than he has been in, from those old men, the Kennedys.”

“You mean that you and yours are going to hold James? To rule the realm, or seek to, through him, as your prisoner!”

“Never prisoner, no. Guardians, perhaps. His advisers, counsellors. Needful guardians. Since Bishop Kennedy died, the rule of this land has been but slack, has it not? Or so my father and uncle declare. Allowing much of ill to arise. So now there is to be . . . improvement. Should we not rejoice?”

Her lovely features set, Mary Stewart digested that as best she could.

He reached over to pat her sleeve. “If you do not like it. Highness, it is perhaps not too late for you to turn back. Go back to Linlithgow. I will escort you most of the way, if need be.” But that also was announced with a laugh which held mockery.

She tossed back her hair. “I stay with the King,” she said.

“And I am glad of that! Heigho – I have found Edinburgh dull indeed after my Kilmarnock and Ayr. You will improve it, I have no doubt!”

She shook her head wordlessly, seeking to order the tumult of her thoughts. Responsible as her nature, training and circumstances had made her, for a girl of seventeen this situation was upsetting to say the least. And the young man’s familiarity of tone and manner were insufferable. Yet, presently, she turned to him.

“You say that it is your father and uncle who lead in this . . . felony and folly! And you come from Kilmarnock? A Boyd?”

“I told you – Tom Boyd. I am Thomas, Master of Boyd, yes. At your service, to be sure.”

“I see. So – you are deep in this plot also?”

“Not so. A mere onlooker, Highness, unconcerned with affairs of state. I prefer affairs of the heart!” He waved a flourish. “I came from Dean Castle, our house in the west, only a week past. And now, this! So unexpected a satisfaction!”

“Unexpected, sir? I think not. Much about this day’s doings I deem strange indeed. Planned in advance, well planned. I have noted much. No sudden whim of you and yours. This hunt, see you. It was only decided upon this morning – or so it seemed. To enliven the dull work of the Exchequer, for James. Yet your father said that he knew of it. And some of the lords in the hunt itself have acted very strangely. The Lord Kennedy himself. And Fleming. Hamilton alone sought to prevent this, this outrage. I think that the others knew that it was planned. Or some of them.”

He glanced at her more carefully, at this, assessingly. “Perhaps these recognised it as for the best?” he suggested. “After all, they know my father and uncle. He, my uncle, is married to Janet Kennedy. And I, would you credit it, am supposed to be be marrying Kennedy’s youngest daughter one day! Plain of face and person as she is!”

“Whom do I condole with, sir? You – or her! But . . . could my Lord Kennedy so betray his trust? His brother, the bishop, would turn in his grave, I think! To yield up the King so – he, his protector and supporter, since the bishop died . . .”

“There are more sorts of betrayal than one, lady. Before ever Bishop Kennedy died, his brother had a band with my uncle. And Fleming. And the Earl of Crawford. Each to support the other in all matters and interests – all save, to be sure, such as might be against the interests of the crown. And this present, I am assured, is in His Grace’s best interests! Much so. Where, then, is the betrayal?”

“Words, sir! Words do not alter deeds. I have heard of these bands, between lords. And mislike the sound of them. Fleming also, you say? He, too, held back, there. But Kennedy – his is the greater betrayal. He is keeper of the King’s royal castle of Stirling. James’s home. And mine. Brought us to Linlithgow, for this audit. Arranged this hunt – and then hands over his charge to Sir Alexander Boyd . . .”

“Who is also keeper of the other royal castle, of Edinburgh! A fair exchange! What is so ill in that?”

“Do not play with me, sir! But – tell me this, pray. You who know so much. Why did Sir Alexander strike Lord Kennedy back yonder? When he reached out to James.”

The master shrugged, but grinned too. “You should ask him that yourself, Highness. Myself, I was surprised. But I jalouse that it was a kindly blow, well meant! A precautionary gesture, shall we say? Lest aught went wrong. Hamilton was questioning. So – none could accuse Kennedy of . . . perfidy. But ask Sir Alexander.”

“I do not think that I would place more faith in his answers than I do in yours, Master of Boyd!”

“For one so fair, you are hard, hard, Highness. But we shall convince you of our goodwill, never fear. I, in especial!”

Her head-tossing was eloquent.

The road being broader here, as they neared the city, Mary took the opportunity to spur forward level with her brother, at the other side from Sir Alexander. The boy turned to her anxiously.

“Is it . . . is it well, Mary? Why this? I do not understand. Lord Kennedy? Lord Hamilton? Where are they? They have not come . . .”

“I have explained to His Grace, Highness, that we act only for his weal, and that of his realm. As I have heard my nephew telling yourself. Heed us.”

She eyed him, above her brother’s troubled head, heedfully indeed. For this man deserved heed, in more regards than one. He was able, strong, dangerous, yet attractive, if scarcely as brilliantly handsome as his nephew. Moreover, not so long ago he had been her mother’s lover – or one of them. When King James the Second had died, at the bursting of that cannon at the siege of Roxburgh, aged only twenty-nine, he had left a very beautiful young widow of the same age, Mary of Guelders, of strong character and talents and equally strong desires, with no lack of personable would-be partners. Her elder daughter had not failed to be aware of it, and to recognise the problems and dangers involved, in royal circumstances. This had, perhaps, helped to make Mary Stewart the more mature for her age.

“I cannot think, sir, that you go about your well-doing in the most leal and kindly fashion for His Grace!”

“It was necessary.” That was brief and discouraging of further discussion. They rode on in silence – save for the Master of Boyd, who continued to discourse in lively and amiable style.

In due course they reached the West Port of the walled city, and passing through, trotted down the narrow streets to the Grassmarket, under the towering crags of the castle rock. Then up the steep climb of the West Bow into the Lawnmarket, with its tall gabled tenements and the booths of its traders and craftsmen, to the tourney-ground which led up to the lofty citadel itself, walls, towers and gatehouse frowning across the deep water-filled ditch and over the town and farflung prospects of land, hills and sea. It was extraordinary how alike it was to the castle of Stirling, the royal family’s principal seat and home.

There was little homely however, once across the drawbridge and within the ramparts, about this fortress, grimmer than Stirling’s and scarcely welcoming. James and his sister had been here before, of course, but had never lodged in it, the Abbey of Holyroodhouse, a mile to the east, providing preferred accommodation for royal visits.

“We do not go to the abbey?” Mary asked, as they clattered up the cobblestone ascent to the upper courtyard.

“His Grace will be safer here,” Sir Alexander said.

“Safer? In his own realm of Scotland? His Grace has been safe enough, until this day!”

“The abbey would not be . . . suitable, lady.”

“I do not like it here,” James declared.

“We must take good care of Your Grace and Highness.” That was the nephew. “The city folk could be lacking in respect.”

The girl turned in her saddle to eye him witheringly.

Strangely, when they drew rein outside the governor’s quarters, it was the Lord Boyd who took over from his brother. He had ridden ahead all the way, without word with the royal pair. Now, dismounted, he gestured them within.

“You will find the lodging well enough here, Sire. We had not looked for a lady, but it will serve, to be sure. I shall have a woman sent for, to see to your needs. All will be well.”

“Well for whom, my lord?” Mary spoke for her brother. “We were very well at Linlithgow and Stirling. What is your purpose in bringing His Grace here? Sir Alexander says that it is for weal. No more than that. Are we not to be told more?”

“The realm requires better rule, Highness. Since the Bishop of St Andrews died it has drifted, the ship of state lacking a firm hand on the helm. It is intended to improve on that.”

“Your hand, my lord?”

“With others, yes. Many others.”

“But in the King’s name?”

“To be sure.”

“And the Privy Council? And parliament? Do these not . . . signify?”

“They will . . . approve. In due course. These matters have to be devised in stages, lady. All will be done lawfully, I assure you.”

“Will be? But has not been done so this day, I think!”

Boyd glanced at his brother and son. He seemed now to be in charge, but less sure of himself than had been Sir Alexander. “We shall put all in order. Have no fears, Sire.” He avoided the girl’s eye. “We shall do all to Your Grace’s best advantage. Now . . .”

His son came to his rescue. “I will show Their Highnesses to their quarters,” the master said, bowing. And taking two royal arms, he ushered them within from that doorstep.

Mary shook her arm free, even if the bewildered young monarch did not.

They were conducted along a vaulted passage to a door which opened on to two intercommunicating chambers, windows facing north across the Nor’ Loch and the rolling grassy, cattle-dotted slopes which sank down to the shores of the Scotwater or Firth of Forth. The rooms were sparsely furnished, one with a table, chairs, benches, chests and wall-closets; the other a bedroom – but with only one bed, although a large one. The master waved to it all.

“You will do very well here, no? We will make all more comfortable, I promise you. Refreshment will be sent. And attendants. It will be my pleasure and honour to attend you, to be sure.” It was at Mary that he looked, smiling.

The young woman managed that flick back of her hair, so telling. “When His Grace, or I, summon you, sir!” she said coolly. “Jamie, give the Master of Boyd permission to retire.

“Yes,” the boy said. “Yes. Go away, sir.”

The man spread eloquent hands, then changed the gesture into a flourishing bow, as he bent low – but never losing his grin.

“At your royal service!” he declared. “Always.” And backed out.

Brother and sister, alone at last, eyed each other, his face crumpling, hers set, tight-lipped. Then she stepped over to clasp and hug him.

“Jamie, lad – I am sorry. Sorry! For this that they do. It is shameful. But they will not hurt you. Never think it. You are the King. They need you, to advance their plans. Whatever these are. So they will do you no harm. Be strong. They must cherish you, gain your help, or they lack the authority to act as they intend. I will be with you, always, aiding you. Fear not.”

He shook his head. “I do not understand. When do we go home? To Stirling?”

“I do not know. They may bring them here. Or Lord Kennedy may keep them safe there. We shall see. But . . . keep courage, Jamie. You are their sovereign-lord. Crowned King of Scots. They have sworn allegiance to you. They cannot do without your goodwill. Remember that, always. Now . . .”

A knock sounded at the door, and Thomas Boyd ushered in two servitors with trays of viands – cold meats, oatcakes, honey, a flagon of wine. He drew up chairs to the table, three chairs. It looked as though he was intending to eat with them.

“That will be sufficient, sir. His Grace and I prefer to rest now. And eat alone,” Mary told him.

“As you will.” Waving the servitors aside, he poured out goblets of wine for them, before taking genial leave.

There was a key in that door, on the outside, and the girl took it out and, transferring it to inside, turned the lock. They had had enough of company for one day.

Sitting down, food untouched, suddenly she was overwhelmed, and sinking forward, head on arms, she sobbed, quietly. It had all been a dire and testing experience, and she had held up, played the princess and the elder sister as best she could, for Jamie’s sake. But although no weakling and with her own understandings of due and suitable behaviour, she was of no hard or over-proud nature, no arrogance in her. And she was still only a young woman of seventeen years, King’s daughter or none.

“Mary – are you, are you unwell? What is it? Mary, do not cry!”

She looked up, pulling herself together, to muster a watery smile at the boy’s worried face. If Mary was in some ways older than her years, James was the reverse, an unsure and hesitant youngster, clever in book-learning and amenable, but always requiring guidance and backing.

“It is nothing, Jamie. I am but tired from long riding. And talk with these lords. You also, to be sure. Food and drink is what we require. And rest. Come – eat you. We will feel the better. We have had a long day of it.”

“Yes. I hope that we will go home tomorrow. If we were to ask that man, the one that you call the master – will he take us, do you think? He is much better than the others. Kinder.”

“Over-kindly, by half!” she declared. “But, no – I do not think that they will let us go very soon. They have taken too much of trouble to get us here. Or you – for me they do not want. But I will not leave you . . .”

“That one, the master, likes you well.”

“It is but his manner. A man who makes much of women – and expects much! Do not heed him greatly, Jamie.”

They ate, once they had started, more heartily than they had thought to do, young bodies demanding sustenance, for it was dusk now, of a July evening, and they had not eaten since breakfast.

A knock sounded at the door presently, and when Mary signed to ignore it, Thomas Boyd’s voice sounded.

“Candles, Highness. Lit. You have locked this door?”

“Yes. Leave them there.”

“A pity. I would wish you a good night. Both.”

“Well, you have done so, sir.”

“And nothing such for me, in return?”

“Others, who have had a better day, I think, can give you that!”

“Cruel!” That, however, came with a laugh. “Sleep well, then.” They heard his footsteps fade.

“There is but the one bed!” James said, questioningly.

“Then we must make the best of it, must we not? It is large. And we can do without the candles!”

“I . . . I have never slept in a bed . . . with a girl.”

“Nor I with a boy! But we shall not die of it!”

“How, how shall we do it?”

“Just as you bed always. There is plenty of room for both of us. Without coming closer than you wish! Go you first, and undress. Call me when you are bedded.”

Doubtfully the monarch did as he was told, and entered the bedroom. His sister went to the window, to gaze out over the darkening prospect.

She sought to gather and discipline her tumult of thoughts, impressions, questions, fears. These Boyds were clearly hard and dangerous men. And she and Jamie were completely in their power, whatever sort of a face she had put on it – no happy situation, however much she sought to reassure her brother. But she had been right in insisting on coming with them. He needed her, as never before. She owed him all her aid and care and support. For, strangely, was he not her own liege-lord and sovereign, as well as her brother, James, by the Grace of God, King of Scots! Of the oldest line of monarchs, possibly, in all Christendom. But she was worried, also, about her two younger brothers and sister, at Stirling. Was Kennedy to be trusted to look after them now . . . ?

A somewhat uncertain call came from the next room.

James was lying close to one edge of the huge bed, with the covers up to his chin, his clothes in a heap on the floor. Going over, she stooped to pick them up and arrange them in some order on a settle. She sat on the end of this, to draw off her long riding-boots – for of course, she was clad as for the hunt, unsuitable as these clothes were here and now.

Then she undressed. She was well aware that the boy, almost a youth, was watching her, for it was not so dark yet in that room that she could remain in any degree unseen – and at fourteen he was old enough to be interested, however shy about his own unclad appearance. He would have seen his young sister unclothed, no doubt, but Margaret was only seven, a child yet. Mary was no prude, no prim maid, and not unaware that she was well made, entirely womanly; and while she was not going to flaunt it, nor was she going to hide it foolishly.

Naked, she climbed into the great bed – and saw that the boy was seeking to draw still further away. “I will not bite you, Jamie!” she told him. “Have you said your night’s prayers? No – then do so. And you will feel better.” She reached over, to pat his arm.

He was silent for a while. Then presently he said, “Mary, you are kind. Thank you. For coming with me.”

“Now – go to sleep, Jamie. Goodnight. All will seem better in the morning.”

It was surprising how short a time it was before his deep breathing told her that he slept, whatever his anxieties. For herself, she lay long awake, pondering. If only their mother had been still alive, she would have been able to deal with all this, known what to do. This might not have happened then, of course, especially with that Alexander Boyd there. She was strong, able . . .

Mary was, at long last, about to drop off, when with a muttering, James turned over, and a hand came groping out towards her. Rousing herself, she leaned across and drew him to her, and he came, wordless. She clasped him close, hushing him – not that he spoke.

So they lay, silent. And strangely, now she slept almost as quickly as did he.
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Up and dressed before James was awake, Mary went to unlock that door, after making use of the garderobe and sanitary chute, a new determination about her. Outside sat a serving-woman, half asleep, with jugs of steaming water, basin and towels. She said that she would be back with the breakfast when her ladyship was ready. Thanking her, Mary took the water to the bedroom and washed thoroughly, having partly to undress again. James wakened and watched, but this time with little sign of embarrassment. Nevertheless, when she had finished, and told him to rise and wash also, with breakfast coming, he would not get out of bed until she had left the room.

The outer door was still unlocked, and when a knock sounded she opened, and found four persons standing there, the woman, the two male servitors of the evening before, and Thomas, Master of Boyd again.

“Ha, Highness, a very good morning to you!” he greeted cheerfully. “I hope that you slept well? Here is the best this castle will rise to, to break our fast. We will do better in future, I promise you; but here is porridge, cream, eggs, cold venison and bread. Also ale, if you so desire.” And he took a tray from one of the men and led the way in. Thereupon, he proceeded to set out all on the table – and Mary noted that it was three places that he set again. This was a determined young man, clearly. That made two of them, then.

But this morning she did not curtly banish him. For one of the decisions she had made last night, before she slept, was that, in this difficult situation, it would be wise to make use of almost the only asset they seemed to possess, apart from the royal status, and that was the so evident eagerness of this so handsome character to be friendly. Too friendly, no doubt, and she must keep him in his place, if possible. But that place might well be useful, helpful. So although she did not exactly smile upon him, when thanking the servants she did not dismiss him with them. Instead she called to James to come, that breakfast awaited him.

Owl-eyed, the boy came through, to be bowed to deeply and greeted warmly. He was not yet fully clad, and tousle-headed and barefooted – as indeed was his sister, her long riding-boots unsuitable wear for breakfast. She felt, to be sure, distinctly at a disadvantage, sartorially, her hunting-jacket discarded meantime and the sleeveless bodice she had worn beneath looking rather ridiculous above the heavy, long and full skirt, and revealing as to figure into the bargain. Whereas, despite the hour, the young man was dressed brilliantly, in the height of fashion. This was no help.

“You are very . . . attentive, sir,” she said. “I wonder why? The others a deal less so!”

“It is my pleasure, Highness. And my leal duty.” That to James. “I would wish all to be to your satisfaction, as far as is possible. While you are here.”

“Yes. And for how long are we here? Against our wills.”

“That, I fear, I do not know. And, no doubt, you will come to see that it is for the best. And be less displeasured.”

“I doubt it, sir.”

“I, at least, will seek to pleasure you! And Your Grace. To my best ability. And I am practised at it, see you!” That was added with a wave of a hand. “Now, shall we eat? While this porridge is still warm.”

The King, for one, required no second invitation. He sat down to porridge and cream without delay.

Mary, although of a good appetite, was less eager. “If we are here for some time, sir, we require clothing, gear, attendants . . . other than yourself! These are at Stirling. Why must we be at this Edinburgh Castle? Why do you and your father, and the others, not go there instead of us being held here? Surely your purposes could be served equally well from Stirling?”

“The decision is not mine, Highness. But the rule of the kingdom has been from Stirling, since Bishop Kennedy died, and has not been . . . of the best. Good. Strong. It needs improvement. And those who failed to lead fittingly, hold Stirling. So, the new rule will be from Edinburgh. And better, surer.”

“And your part in it?”

“Myself, I am but a looker-on. My father’s son, my uncle’s nephew. But anxious for your welfare. Sire, more porridge?”

“So – His Grace and myself are, in fact, your prisoners here! Is not that the truth of it?”

“Not so. Never think it. All will be done for your comfort . . .”

“Such as a second bed provided, perhaps?”

He raised eyebrows. “You prefer that? I swear His Grace does not! How fortunate and happy a bedfellow! I could wish . . . !” He sighed. “Ah, well – another bed, if so demanded. Possibly other apartments, an extra chamber. We had planned only for His Grace. We shall send to Stirling for your clothing and attendants. But meanwhile, I will have my sister, Annabella, come from Kilmarnock to be Your Highness’s lady-in-waiting. She is a mite younger than yourself, I think – but sixteen years. But not uncomely or lacking in manners. And she could bring women’s clothing with her.”

“I see. And meantime we remain in this fortress, like cooped fowl!”

“Scarcely that, to be sure. With suitable guard, His Grace can ride abroad – for the King of Scots must not go unprotected, must he?” A chuckle. “Venison? And you, Sire? As for yourself, Highness, I will escort you where and when you will. Hunting. Hawking. There is the royal forest of the Holy Rood, around that great hill here, Arthur’s Seat. The Braid and Pentland Hills also, I am told, are good for the chase. And lochs for wildfowling. We could go visit my sister at Tantallon, down the coast – she is Countess of Angus. No need to play the cooped fowl – you the fairest bird to fly this land!” And he bowed across the table.

“I find your empty compliments wearisome, sir. Boyd deeds do not match your words!” She rose. “I have had a sufficiency now, of provender as well as of talk! His Grace, I think, also. James, will you again give the Master of Boyd leave to retire?”

Mouth still full, the monarch nodded.

“Heigho – dismissed! But I shall be back, presently, to see if you would desire to go riding. It is a fine day. Too good to sit indoors.”

“Yes,” James answered for her. “I would like that. Could we climb that big hill yonder?”

“Arthur’s Seat? I doubt whether we could get horses up to the top, Sire. I have never been there. But – a royal command, and we can try!” He turned to salute the girl. “In an hour, shall we say?” He took his leave, all smiles.

“He is very good,” the boy asserted. “I like him, Mary.”

She reserved her own opinion as to that. But she certainly did not wish to be immured in these two rooms all day. And at least she had clothing for riding.

In due course, then, their so diligent squire came to usher them out to the upper courtyard, where about a dozen men, mounted and wearing the colours of Boyd, awaited them, with their horses. There was no sign of Lord Boyd or Sir Alexander. The master made a great show of hoisting Mary up to her saddle, with considerable clutching, and taking the opportunity to murmur that it was a pity about the guard, but it was unthinkable that the monarch should go about without due and proper escort. She replied that she understood perfectly – and the first smile she had bestowed on him was a mocking one. She added that she was quite capable of mounting her horse unaided.

They rode down to the gatehouse and out across the tourney-ground beyond and into the Lawnmarket. The walled city of Edinburgh was highly unusual in its siting and layout, being in the nature of a mile-long ellipse, narrow, and flanking a central spine of rock which ran down from the castle-fortress to the Abbey of Holy Rood and the open woodlands which surrounded the extraordinary towering peak of Arthur’s Seat and its cliff-girt outliers. From this central spine, which comprised the Lawnmarket, the High Street and the Canongate, alleys and lanes and wynds branched off, inevitably all downhill, left and right, like herring bones, with tall tenement housing rising everywhere, and all but meeting each other overhead, darkening the alleys, with booths and workshops and ale-houses in the arcaded basements, the town-houses of great ones, lairds and prosperous citizens on the first and second floors, and the teeming warrens of the lesser folk soaring six and seven storeys above; so that, although the city, within its sheltering walls, did not cover a great deal of area, it housed a notably large population in its restricted space.

Interested enough in what they saw, they rode down High Street, past the Mercat Cross, the High Kirk of St Giles and the Tolbooth to the Netherbow Port. Beyond this was the Canongate, strangely, a separate burgh belonging to the abbey, although there was no break in the housing. Down this they came to the Abbey Sanctuary, a girth or place of refuge for offenders against certain laws, debtors and those awaiting trial. Then they were at the great abbey and monastic establishment itself, founded by James’s ancestor, David the First.

“I do not see why, if we must remain in this Edinburgh, we cannot lodge here, in the abbatial quarters,” Mary said. “I have been here before. My father always bided here when in Edinburgh. The place is spacious, comfortable, much better than up in that castle. Better for all. The Lord Abbot would welcome us.”

“It is the matter of security, see you,” Tom Boyd told her. “These great monkish buildings, spread as they are, in gardens and orchards, cannot be guarded as can the castle. You must see that.”

“Guarded against whom? The citizens of this Edinburgh are not going to attack you. Or us.”

“Others could seek to do so.”

“So! I think that you mean the lords from whose care you . . . stole us! Or some of them? You fear that they may seek to win His Grace back? The Lords Kennedy, Fleming, Hamilton, Crawford and the rest?”

“Not Kennedy or Fleming, I think.”

“Why? They were our guardians. Still are, for our brothers and sister.”

“We have our bands with them.”

“Ah, yes – your bands. These bands are so strong? They bind and tie all hands? Stronger, it seems, than your oaths of allegiance to your sovereign-lord!”

“No-o-o. They are strong, yes. They bind lords to mutual support, not to injure each other’s causes. Saving, to be sure, treasonable offences against the crown.”

“And doing what you did yesterday is not treason against the crown? Forcibly abducting the King!”

“Not so. What was done was for the King’s good. And the realm’s.”

“I think that you play with words, sir. You stole His Grace from those the Privy Council chose to guard and guide him, the monarch. For your ends, not his. And the Lords Kennedy and Fleming also, with others, did not seriously oppose you. Because of their bands with you. Hamilton tried – but perhaps you had no band with the Hamiltons? So – you fear reprisals. As well you may! And so we must be kept secure. Prisoners in yonder castle!”

“Save us, if you are hard to convince, Highnesst While Scotland was being well governed, by your royal mother and Bishop Kennedy, there was no need for this. But now, the lords at Stirling are weak, feeble. The realm drifts. The Lord of the Isles and the Earl of Ross actually swear allegiance to the English, so long as they are left to hold all the Highland west and the Hebrides. And the Earl of Dunbar bides at the English court, and threatens invasion of the borderland. With a child King, the realm needs a strong hand, and has not had it, this sorry year.”

“And could that not have been arranged decently, in order, by the Council and parliament? Not this unlawful grasping?”

“The other was talked of, yes. But no agreement was reached . . .”

“Even with your banded friends?”

“Not so that it was sure. Firm. As it had to be.”

“So you have been tying men’s hands, with your bands! For long. In preparation. All a plot! To move when all was ready. Now you hold the King, but fear reprisals. I think that you are a little unsure of your hands, you Boyds!”

“Not me, lady. I am but my father’s son. Not consulted. But I say that you are hard on us. This was only a necessary device, a means to effect the required change. All will be put in order, you will see. A parliament will indeed be held. A new Council sworn . . .”

“When?”

“A parliament requires forty days of notice to be lawful. And the King’s signature and seal. So that it will be six weeks yet before all is settled . . .”

“Six weeks! In yonder prison!”

“Is this prison-keeping?” He waved at all the parkland, woodland and steep whin-clad slopes. “Am I not doing my best for you?”
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