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Foreword





This book was planned before I read Robert Gore-Browne’s vivid and forcible biography of Lord Bothwell, but owes a great deal to it, although some of the conclusions I have drawn are directly opposite to his.


That does not lessen my gratitude to him for the first historical work I have seen on Bothwell that does not faithfully follow the view of him set down in his enemies’ propaganda, however inconsistent.


The facts and incidents in this book are drawn from contemporary records, and so are much of the conversations. Practically everything John Knox says is in his own words, as he himself recorded them.


The names of the four Maries were Beton, Seton, Fleming and Livingstone, not Hamilton and Carmichael as mentioned in the Ballad of Mary Hamilton – who was, in actual fact, executed in Russia at the Court of Peter the Great, at a much later date.


There was never any Mary Hamilton at the Court of Queen Mary, nor any such execution.




















Prelude


ON THE BORDER







For the Galliard and the Gay Galliard’s men


They ne’er saw a horse but they made it their ain.





They were in the saddle again, out on a nightride again, but what a night for it!


All Hallows’ E’en, when all honest folk should be either in bed safe from hobgoblins, or else ducking for apples in a bowl with the lassies and playing tricks on them when they sat brushing their hair in front of a burnished steel mirror and watching it to see the face of their future mate, or if they were bold enough, running out into the kailyard at midnight to pull a kail runt to see if it were straight or crooked, for so would be the shape of their man – and if it had plenty of earth on its roots that would be the best luck of all, since earth meant money.


Some of the younger lads on this ride, Long Fargy and Dugall Quin and wee Willie Wallocky, out for the first time, had planned to black their faces and rig up some turnip lanterns and go round with the youngsters to all the neighbours’ houses at Haddington, singing their song of ‘the merry guisers’, which changed in the last verse to ‘the thirsty guisers’ as a broad hint for drink to be served them.


But it was another sort of raid they were on now, called out on the instant by their lord, as was his way, and bad luck and a sore back to the lad who wasn’t in his steel bonnet, and his boots in the stirrups, within five minutes of hearing the order to horse. Their leatherjacks were all the armour on their bodies, nor did their lord wear more, except that his sleeves were of linked chain-mail and he wore a light modern sword where a few of his men carried the heavy two-handed weapon or for the most part a Jedburgh axe slung at the saddle-bow.


They had been told to leave their dags and pistols behind – it was to be a quiet job, then, as was fitting to this eerie hour – and wee Willie was not the only one to stick a bunch of scarlet rowan berries in his cap as defence against the goblins known to be abroad on this last evening of October. Only the Galliard would choose such a night for a foray, a night moreover when the Merry Dancers, those spirits like streamers of red fire, were out riding the Northern Lights.


So they grumbled to each other as they rode, but very low, in obedience to the order for silence, their stirrups and harness bound in rags to keep from jingling; it was as bad to be the Galliard’s disobedient servant as his enemy – worse, in fact, for he did not kill unnecessarily on a foray.


But what foray could it be that even the Galliard would lead, now they were at peace with England? Their lord had won that French nickname for a gay reckless rake from a noted freebooter who ‘ne’er saw a horse but he made it his ain’. But only a year ago the Queen Regent of Scotland had made him her Lord Lieutenant of the Border, Warden of the Marches, Lord of Liddesdale and Keeper of Hermitage Castle, and he would hardly flout his royal appointment so far as to break truce with England, still less to ride on some private quarrel, least of all to lift his neighbours’ cattle. Only two dozen had been called out – on what errand?


When they were clear of all walls and out on the wide moor, that dark figure at the head of their troop drew rein, and waited till they came up round him. It was too dark to see his face; but his height and broad shoulders showed up against the torn, stormy dusk of the sky above the hillside, and there was a faint glinting on the dark mail of his sleeves and on his steel helmet from those red flickering lights in the sky of the far North.


A young man, not more than twenty-four years old, he was as stalwart as any of the older, hardened moss-troopers in his train, and one and all felt his eye upon them, even in the darkness, as he spoke in a low yet rather harsh vibrant voice.


‘Well, lads, we’re out for a bag of English gold! But don’t wag your jaws open, for it’s for none of our keeping. This is no march-treason, stealing English gear in time of truce. We are riding against traitors, and the gold is being brought from England to pay the rebel troops. Last week the Lords of the Congregation declared the Good Queen was no longer Regent, and stamped their declaration with a forged seal. They asked England for a thousand men to help them fight against their lawful ruler.’


There was a deep angry growl at this last; it was worse than treason, worse even than march-treason against the Border law between the countries, for it was inviting the ancestral enemy of centuries to come and invade their homes yet again. There was not a man there who had not suffered from the last invasion just over a dozen years ago, when the English had tried to capture the baby Queen Mary of Scots as a bride for their boy King, Edward VI.


The little Queen had been sent safe to France; King Edward had died in his sixteenth year; but the vale of Teviot and the fair fields of Merse and Lothian had been turned into a desert, and hundreds of villages and many market towns and castles and monasteries had been burnt and smashed to ruin.


‘Then let it be a killing job tonight, sir,’ said an older, gruffer voice. It came from the heavy shape of a man who leaned with bowed shoulders over his horse’s neck. ‘I’ll not hear it said that an Englishman lay under me and ever got up again.’


‘That’s old Toppet Hob’s growl, I’d know it a mile off. No hope of your lying tonight on top of an Englishman, Hob; it’s a neighbour we’re out after, John Cockburn, a far cousin of mine by marriage, and you’ll keep your grimy fists off his throat or you’ll have to reckon with his kinsman. Aye, John Cockburn’s a traitor, and double-dyed; he is taking English gold again and carrying English gold to his fellow-rebels, curse him! But we’ll lift that last burden from his conscience. We’ll wait for him in the wood below Hailes Castle as he skirts the bog on his way from Berwick, and spring an ambush on him. So wind your scarves well round your necks, my lambs, lest you get a sore throat from cold steel. When you get to the wood, keep silent as death, and remember that if you’re scared of the dark this All Hallows’ E’en, John Cockburn’s men will be more so when such ugly goblins as yourselves spring out on him.’


He swung his horse round and thudded over the moor, his men after him in the same sweeping movement, for there was no dallying when the Gay Gailiard led a raid, and no wish for it. The wind was in their faces, sharp and damp from the east, with a salt tang in it from the sea. They sang low as they rode, in a curious laughing mutter of voices, the raiding song of their clan:






‘Little wot ye wha’s coming?


Hob and Tam and a’s coming,


Fargy’s coming, Willie’s coming,


Little wot ye wha’s coming!’








And so on through all the names of their company in turn over and over, until they came down the moor into the shelter of the hollow and saw the hill of Traprain rise above them, a black sleeping monster hunched against the dim sky and racing clouds.  There in the scanty wood the Galliard halted his men, and their muttering song died on the wind.


There was wild weather in the upper air, may all the saints hold it there and not let it come down on them in heavy rain and rack his old shoulders with cramp again, prayed Toppet Hob devoutly, wishing the New Religion didn’t prevent his vowing a candle to Our Lady if she’d keep the wet off his back. A chill comfortless business this New Religion, warning a man off the saints and any hope of driving a fair bargain with them.


Now the men were all huddled together under the bare sootblack trees. An owl went blundering heavily up out of the low scrub of heather and whin, and Willie Wallocky let a screech out of him that he hoped to God would pass muster as that of the bird. It didn’t, but a muttered curse and warning was all that it called down on him for the moment.


The sour smell of hot wet leather from the sweating horses cooled to a chill steam. The darkness settled on them, deepened slowly; the silence widened to an enormous gulf. Farther and farther off, the sounds of night reached out to them, the cry of a startled curlew, the sough of the wind in the sedges, the whisper and rush of dead leaves swirled up from the wet ground and scurrying on the wind.


And always close round them were the sounds they made themselves for all their care, the stifled yawns that broke in a gasp, their whistling breath as they blew on their hands to keep them from stiffening with the cold and damp, the squelching of a horse’s hoofs in the mud, stamping and fidgeting, and once or twice, shatteringly, the sudden trumpet of his sneeze. But this was rare, for these small rough-coated beasts that could leap so nimbly over the peat-hags in the dark and find a foothold in the slippery morass knew on what sort of errand they were out.


The wind whistled shriller; more than one man could have sworn he heard the thin cackling cries of witches in the upper air. But the furies that drove down on them were gusts and spurts of rain, swishing down on their heads and shoulders, trickling under the thick folds of the rough woollen scarves wound so closely round their necks for defence against sword thrusts, groping with icy fingers farther and farther down against their shrinking skins as they shivered in this wet chasm of utter darkness.


To their leader all that mattered was that the night was all but past, and had he missed his prey.


The rain stopped. The trees that had waited with him all these hours, so close to him that he could smell their wet mossy bark, now began to take their shape slowly with the dawn. The stars between the racing clouds were growing small and dull; the hump of Traprain was black once more against a rim of pewter; the night was over, then the quarry had escaped his grip. John Cockburn must have got some warning of his movements and smuggled his bag of gold safe across the Border to Edinburgh, into the hands of the ‘Bastard of Scotland’, Lord James Stewart, leader of the Lords of the Congregation, and of his prime agent, Mr John Knox.


He heard the thudding of hoofs on the wet moor. At the distant sound every man tightened his horse’s girths and clambered into the saddle, stiff with cramp but ready before the scout reached them with news that their quarry was coming. The Galliard thrust a numbed foot into his stirrup, the fierce joy and heat of action already warming his blood. Not for nothing had he held his men in leash all this chill night.


It was still quite dark in the little wood, but John Cockburn knew the ground almost as well as the kinsman lying in wait for him, and he and his men would be off their guard, nearing the end of the night and of the journey. That end would come quicker than Cockburn thought for; he would see these familiar trees suddenly come alive and moving, rushing round him like demons in the darkness.


Now the Galliard could hear the creak of saddles, a clink of harness, and horses clumping heavily, slowly, tired with their journey. He stuck spurs into his horse, and Corbie sprang forward with a shrill whinny, as eager for the fray as his rider, who answered with a yell of joy, taken up by his men. They swung in among them, scattering them, a man shrieked that the devil was upon them, there were shouts and oaths and the clashing of steel.


The Galliard’s eyes, said his men, could see in the dark, and they saw at first glance the heavy lump of the portmanteau jingling at Cockburn’s saddle-bow. With a blow of his sword he cut Cockburn down from his horse, another cut severed the strap that fastened that clanking bag, and the Galliard swung it on to his own saddle, and galloped off with a halloa to his men.


‘Hey, my night hawks,’ he called to them, laughing, ‘has that warmed your cold feet as it has mine?’


Said Long Fargy, ‘That was a grand ding you gave him, sir.’


Said Toppet Hob, ‘I’m thinking Your Lordship kept my hands off your kinsman for the pleasure of cracking his head yourself!’


‘Is he dead?’ asked wee Willie in an excited squeak, for he had not yet seen a man killed.


‘Not he,’ said his lord. ‘It takes more than that to cleave our family’s brain-pans.’


They joked together, the men as much at ease with their lord as with each other, now that their job was over and he was well pleased.


‘There’ll be great cursing at Cockburn’s the night,’ they prophesied. ‘It’s they who’ll be crying this time “Fy, lads, cry a’, a’, a’, my gear’s a’ ta’en!”’


‘And Cockburn’s lost gear will cost him more than the lifting of a herd of cows.’


‘Aye, and it will cost his masters more,’ the Galliard told them. ‘We’ve put a good chapter of Lamentations into Johnny Knox’s next sermon.’


‘I mind him well as a lad in Haddington,’ growled old Toppet Hob, as though the worst thing that could be known of a man was his birthplace.


‘Will they raise the Hot Trod on us?’


‘They’ll not dare,’ said their lord, ‘they’ll have to keep this night’s work quiet. The Queen of England won’t thank them for bringing it into the open!’


But he did not feel as sure as he sounded. And it was for his castle of Crichton, not the nearer one of Hailes, that he was making.


A streak of angry red had begun to fire the iron edge of the clouds; it showed the black shapes of horsemen riding fast up over the hillside, and far behind them, on the moorland path below the wood, a pair of seagulls swooping and screaming over a group of bent forms huddled round a prostrate figure.




 





Big Bess was trying to whisk eggs to stir into her pan of Friar’s Chicken with the one hand while with the other she turned the spit on which a haunch of venison was frizzling and sputtering.


‘I have but the one pair of hands,’ she was wont to tell her mistress with untiring insistence on an indisputable fact.


The kitchen door of the Laird of Sandybed’s house at Haddington stood open to the stonewalled passage that in its turn was open to an oblong slice of sky and running water. This was not because the kitchen was hot to suffocation and reeking of roast meat, fried fat and cinnamon, nor yet because Bess liked to get a hurried glimpse of the shallow Tyne that flowed outside her master’s back door, very convenient for the rubbish and slop-pails; but because the grey oblique light given her by those two doors was all she had to cook by.


And suddenly that was obscured.


‘If that’s yourself, Simmy o’ the Syke, for the Lord’s sake have the sense to come in and not stand blocking the light on me,’ she yelped on a high yet full-throated note like that of a hound.


‘It’s not himself,’ said a strange voice, deep yet rather harsh, that sent the blood tingling through her veins.


She swung round so quickly that she spun the bowl with the eggs on to the floor.


‘Mary have mercy!’ she breathed, crossing herself, before she remembered that both words and action were a legal offence.


In the doorway was a tall stalwart young man, splashed with mud to his head and shoulders and with water dripping from him as he stood with his legs apart, his arms clutching a heavy portmanteau to his chest, his swarthy head cocked and his eyes scanning her with so merry yet ruthless a scrutiny that poor Bess felt hotter than the kitchen fire had made her. Only wee Simmy o’ the Syke knew that inside that great gawky frame was a timid and modest being that leaned on his tenderness for protection, although he barely reached her shoulder.


‘What are you doing here – staring like that at a decent body?’ she demanded.


‘That’s a poor word for your splendid body, my Queen of the Amazons!’ And he let the bag slide to the ground with a jingling crash and came over to her at one stride.


‘I’m not your Queen, and my name’s not Agnes, it’s Bess, and – and – the men don’t like me as a rule, I’m so big,’ she finished weakly as he put an arm round her waist and stood with his shoulder, touching hers, which was almost on a height with his own.


‘The very thing I like best about you at this moment. I want your clothes. Will you take off your petticoats for me, Bess?’


Instinctively she swung out a fist like a ham to box his ear, but thought better of it as she saw the flash in his eye. This was not a man to anger lightly, even in fun, and he was a noble, she had seen and heard it from the first really.


‘I’ll do no such thing!’ she exclaimed in shocked tones.


‘You will – for the Lord Lieutenant!’


‘Oh mercy! I might ha’ known it!’ she cried on a note of terror. ‘But I’ve never set eyes on Your Lordship, I’ve been away with my married sister since a bairn—’


He snatched off her apron.


She gasped out, ‘You’ll not force a poor girl!’


‘I’d never force a girl my own size! What d’you think of me?’


‘What I’ve heard,’ she stammered ruefully.


‘Then hear this: I’ve no time for raping, I’m on the run, so off with those things – hurry now or I’ll tear them from you. They’re after me.’


He was dragging off his wet leather-jack and breeches as he spoke. She was quick enough then to strip herself of her bodice and skirt and help him to bundle himself into them, while he laughed and joked like a schoolboy dressing up for a prank. She dealt with their fastenings for him before she flung a plaid round her massive shoulders.


‘Now look out of the back door and see if anyone’s following,’ he commanded. ‘If there’s no one, then shut and bolt it. Never mind your shift.’


She did as she was told and came back with a grave face. ‘Not a body to be seen, my lord, but I heard the bay of hounds far upstream.’


‘They’ll lose the scent at the water. I turned my horse loose there and came down the river-bed.’


‘Eh, sir, is it the Hot Trod?’


‘Aye, Bessie, they’re after me with bug’es and bloodhounds and all. Now fetch Sandybed to me – and I’ll turn this spit for you in case anyone comes.’


The Laird of Sandybed was another Cockburn, a distant and humble relation both of John Cockburn and of the young Lord Lieutenant. He came padding down the kitchen stairs in his slippers, neighing feebly with anxiety, an elderly man with reddish-grey whiskers, his fluffy face at this moment very white about the gills.


He had already heard flying rumours of the portmanteau  raid, and fondly believed that the author of it was safe, or not, in his castle at Crichton – but here he was in Sandybed’s own kitchen, and in his own servant-maid’s clothes, and here – God help him! – was that ominous black portmanteau plump in the middle of the kitchen floor, along with an overturned bowl and a creeping mess of raw eggs into which he stepped before he noticed.


‘Eh – eh – my lord! – you here, and in such a guise!’


The Galliard swept him a curtsy, eyeing him with cruel amusement. ‘This is a bad day for you, Sandybed, but I’ll make it a good one both for you and your heirs if I rid myself of this cold feeling round the roots of my neck.’


‘What feeling, my lord?’


‘Why, a foretaste of the axe, man!’


‘You’re not outlawed? They’d never put the Lieutenant to the horn!’


‘This is not a horning, it’s a hanging job. The Bastard and his spaniel the noble Earl of Arran are at the gates of Crichton with cannon and a couple of thousand men – if they’re not inside the Castle by now. I’ve told Somerville it’s no use to defend it.’


‘Eh, dreadful, dreadful! Crichton – the fairest of all, your castles! All the expense your father put himself to, getting those stonecutters from France – I always said – I always said—’


But he had better not say what he had always said of such extravagance, so he only neighed plaintively, ‘Eh, what evil times we live in! No man is safe, no man! After all the care I’ve taken to keep out of it all! You’ll not be staying the night?’


‘Three or four, more likely.’


At this, Sandybed, quite unaware of what he was doing, pranced feebly up and down and wiped his eggy foot against the side of the portmanteau.


‘I never knew you spurned money,’ observed his visitor; ‘there are £3,157 in that bag, all counted out by Queen Elizabeth herself on the floor with the help of her minister, Cecil. It’s a weight, I can tell you, to carry downstream in one’s arms.’


Sandybed hopped back as though the bag had burnt his foot.


‘You carried it here! But where is Your Lordship’s bodyguard?’


‘What use of a bodyguard against two thousand men? I only had a quarter of an hour’s warning before they got to Crichton – time enough to leap on a horse barebacked, but no time for saddle or spurs, or boots either for that matter. But I’ve got the bag.’


‘Ah, God be praised!’ Bess bayed from the doorway, wrapped in her plaid. ‘Your Lordship will have Tom Armstrong’s to-name from now on – “Luck i’ the Bag”!’




 





After three days of wearing Bess’s clothes and making a show of turning the spit most of the time, the Lord Lieutenant managed to get himself and his bag to Borthwick Castle. There his Captain, John Somerville, arrived with the enemy’s terms. The money must be handed over to them instantly, and reparation made to ‘that honourable and religious gentleman’ John Cockburn, who had shown himself so ‘very diligent and zealous for the work of the Reformation’, and was now as a result lying grievously wounded. If the Lord Lieutenant refused to obey these commands, then he would have his castle of Crichton sacked and burnt and his property confiscated.


‘And they’ve left Captain Forbes and fifty hagbut men in charge until they carry out their orders,’ John Somerville finished on a dour and heavy note.


‘Where are the Bastard and Arran?’


‘Gone back to Edinburgh, sir, and none too soon for them. D’Oysel took the opportunity you gave him by their absence to lead a sortie from Leith against the rebels and drive them back to Edinburgh. They put up hardly any fight.’


‘Why, where were the rest of their leaders?’


‘In church, listening to a “comfortable sermon” by Mr John Knox.’


‘He’ll need to make it a deal more comfortable after that repulse,’ his lord remarked, ‘the more when he knows they’ve no money to pay their troops.’


‘He knows it – “deadly news”, he called it.’


‘Well he may. Their men are beginning to desert already; if it goes on they’ll never be able to hold Edinburgh.’


‘Your Lordship won’t give up the subsidy to them, then?’


‘Don’t be a fool, Somerville!’


The Captain, a gaunt man with a bleak nose and grizzled grey hair, looked at his master in some perplexity. This young man was as tough a customer as many of the robbers that he was privileged to hang, yet he had no second thoughts about flinging his property to the flames, since he could thereby preserve the spoils he had won for the Queen Regent instead of letting them fall into the hands of her enemies. ‘Ah well, it’s a great thing to be only twenty-four,’ the Captain finally summed it up to himself.


Aloud he said, despondently pulling his long nose, ‘It’s little luck Your Lordship has got out of the bag.’


‘Has Bess handed on that nickname, then?’


‘Bess? I have not the full list of Your Lordship’s wenches.’


Somerville sounded mortally offended, but relented enough to add, ‘It’s your own men are calling you “Luck i’ the Bag”.’


His Lordship for all answer flung himself out of his chair and was marching up and down the room, running his fingers through his rough black hair, tugging at it, his hot reddish coloured eyes bright with anger.


‘Curse the Bastard!’ he burst out. ‘As to that sickly wheyfaced mooncalf Arran, if he dares set a finger on any of my goods I’ll send him a challenge to mortal combat.’


‘He’ll not accept it,’ said the older man dryly, but his master looked so black at this that he tried to cheer him by telling him that d’Oysel had written of his raid to the French Ambassador at the English Court, and told him to tax Queen Elizabeth with her double dealing in subsidizing the Scots rebels.


‘She’ll deny it of course, she’ll deny anything, and her Envoy is trying to make the Lords of the Congregation deny it too – much they care if her face is blackened, when they never mind the grime on their own!’


The Earl of Arran, son of the Duke of Hamilton and Châtelherault, and the heir to the Scottish throne most favoured by the rebels and their English party (there was considerable talk of marrying him to the young Queen Elizabeth), was put in charge of the punitive expedition on Crichton, with three hundred horsemen to carry off all that could be carried, and to destroy the rest. Only the walls and the work of the French stonecutters would outlast the flames.


John Somerville, grimmer and gaunter than ever, came back again with news of it; and he and his master went up on the tower of Borthwick Castle where they could see the dun clouds of smoke rising in huge columns, flame-reddened at the lower edges, and spreading on the wind for miles round.


‘They’ve taken all the furniture except the big beds,’ said Somerville with the sour relish of one who knows and tells the worst; ‘and those they’re burning with the rest. The oak coffers and treasure-chests are halfway to Edinburgh by now.’


‘And the charter-chest?’


‘Aye, sir.’


‘I wonder they didn’t use the title-deeds and family papers to light the fire!’


‘They didn’t do that’ – Somerville never perceived irony – ‘but the rare glass that the Fair Earl brought from Venice has all been smashed by the troopers. It’s well he didn’t live to see it, for he set great store by those toys.’


The present Earl, who was anything but fair, knitted his black brows together, seeing again those opalescent goblets, light as bubbles, and fantastic ships and dragons, that his father had packed and brought home from Italy with such infinite care, and which he himself as a boy had never been allowed to touch.


‘What odds?’ he broke out roughly. ‘My father lost more in his time than a little glass too brittle to use. And it’s like enough I’ll lose more than a houseful of gear. I’m not an inland Scot to sit snug at home and never smell the smoke of my own barns.’ He suddenly burst into a roar of laughter, and told his astonished Captain, ‘It’s your face, man, squinting down your long nose at that smoke! What are you looking so glum for? Am I to yelp like any old wife for her cow or the three coverlids off her bed? The Black Douglas was right, “It’s better to hear the lark sing than the mouse cheep.”’


Those odd reddish eyes were gleaming with an excitement strange to Somerville. Yet the Captain had borne the loss of his own house and goods more than once; it was the common lot of those who lived on the Border.


‘Aye,’ he said, ‘but I had thought to see the end of that in my time. The last King worked hard enough to make the furze bush keep the cow, but it’s little use to hang the robbers and reivers, if rebellion is fostered by the highest in the land. It used to be cattle raids, but now it’s civil war.’


And he let a groan out of him (‘like a sick bullock,’ the Galliard remarked in exasperation); he was past fifty, and tired, and his wife was expecting her tenth, and what was the use of bringing more and more children into a world that never seemed to get any nearer to a breathing space of peace – no, not for all its new laws and new religions and new books of the gospels to make every man feel he was as wise as the priest – aye, and discoveries of new countries filled with gold, and new weapons to make war more deadly and therefore more certain. But people were just as poor, property as insecure, life as difficult and unsafe. ‘The world changes damned little,’ he mumbled in conclusion to his thoughts.


His master was not listening to the monotonous growl of his Captain’s voice. He was leaning on the parapet of the tower, looking out over the wide rolling hills, and those clouds and wreaths of smoke that darkened the horizon of this bright autumn sunshine. His blood still tingled with that strange exultation – let them take his goods, burn his house, batter it to the ground if they care to waste so much powder on it – what odds did that make to him? He’d have the less to worry over!


In this moment of loss and defiance he was at one with the host of his fellow-countrymen on the Border, known only by their nicknames in the songs that were sung and never written down, such names as the Galliard and Luck i’ the Bag, more his own than any of the hereditary titles in his charter-chest, since they had been won by himself. He was the Queen’s Lord Lieutenant on the Border, the highest office to be held by a Scottish subject, with absolute power to send letters in the name of his Sovereign to command his neighbours on pain of death; yet he was part of that remarkable commonwealth of the Border, hardly to be distinguished from his men in battledress, and now, like them, made to realize that his castle, like their cottages, was a thing to be left quickly and without care.






A fat horse and a fair woman,


Twa bonny dogs to kill a deer —








that was as much property as a man could wish, if he would ride light in the saddle, and only so could he ride light of heart.


Nothing of this came out in words, even to himself, only a sudden whoop of rage against Arran that rang out on a note of fierce joy. ‘By the faith of my body, I’ll get my pleasure yet of yon straw-coloured tatter-boggart – I’ll pull his house about his long asses’ ears and himself inside it! Let Arran slug it in bed while I take to the heather – I’ll wake him yet to defend his life – aye, and I’ll light my candle at the flames of his house to lead me in the darkness better than moon or star.’


‘Your Lordship cannot,’ came the dry reminder, ‘for he has my Lord James Bastard’s armies behind him, and you have only your own men.’


‘You are right as usual, damn you!’


And he rattled down the winding stone stair of the tower to write instead his challenge to single combat ‘armed as you please, on horse or foot, unto the death’.


But there too John Somerville was right. Arran sent back a dignified reproof that it was the ‘deed of a thief to beset a gentleman’s road and rob him of his goods’, and promised to uphold it by force of arms ‘the next time I come that way’.  But he wrote this from as far away as Stirling, where he was well guarded, and seemed in no hurry to come out of it by any way.


The bag of gold safely reached the Queen Regent, and the effect was what its captor had hoped: the rebel troops besieging Leith, short of both pay and food, deserted in ever larger numbers; the next attack of the Regent’s troops broke their ranks; and within one week of that ‘dark and dolorous night’, as their preacher, Mr John Knox, always referred to that night of All Hallows’ E’en, the army of the bastard Lord James Stewart had to retreat from Edinburgh to Stirling.


They made the move at midnight in a disorder that was all but a rout, the rabble of Edinburgh, risen from their beds to run after them, throwing stones, flouting and hooting at them. ‘The sword of dolour passed through our hearts,’ as Mr Knox lamented, even while he contrived to lay the blame of it on his allies, telling his noble leaders, the Lord James and the Duke of Châtelherault, that they were nothing but ‘a bragging multitude’. It was not a comfortable sermon.


Yet he too had his moment of exultation in loss, when he told them in that same sermon that ‘whatsoever shall become of us and of our mortal carcasses, I doubt not but that this cause, in despite of Satan, shall prevail’.


But for the moment Satan, the generic term for all who opposed Mr Knox, prevailed; the siege of Leith was raised, and the Queen Regent able to march out of it and back into Edinburgh. She owned to the luck the bag had brought her, and told her Lord Lieutenant to name his reward.


He asked for eighteen hundred men to lead against the rebels at Stirling, with leave to pause a few hours on the way to burn and loot a castle of Arran’s.


This happened in 1559, just over a year after Queen Elizabeth had come to the English throne, half a year before the Queen Regent of Scotland died, and while her daughter Mary, Queen of Scots in her own right, was away in France, married to the little French King, François II.



















Part I


FIRST MEETING






















Chapter One





He first saw her walking down a street in Paris, swift and shining in the sunlight as though made of Venetian glass. Her tall childish figure so glittered with jewels that it seemed translucent to the hot rays of the evening sun behind her; a halo of pale gold shimmered from the loose threads of hair round her bare head, fine as spun glass. She wore a tiny mask of black velvet which did not conceal the fair skin and broad forehead, nor yet the direct untroubled eyes.


Beside her walked the scarlet figure of a young-looking man, fair and slender like herself and very tall; so lithe, soldierly and arrogant in bearing that it gave a slight shock to the traveller, watching from the doorway of his inn, to perceive that those gorgeous robes were those of a Prince of the Church, and that it was a Cardinal who was swinging down the street like a young Captain of the Guard.


‘Who is she?’ he demanded, though he had known even before he saw her, from the cries of the people who came running down the street, out of the narrow doorways, thronging round her, throwing up their caps, shouting ‘La Reinette! La Reinette!’


So this was their ‘little Queen’, and his; Queen of France for the last fifteen months; Queen of Scotland for the whole of her short life; Queen of England to all who admitted the bastardy of Queen Elizabeth. He had known her too from the sight of her, for she had some likeness to her mother, whom he had been proud to account his friend.


That gallant Frenchwoman, Mary of Guise, Regent of Scotland, he had seen for the last time this summer, stricken down with the illness that was to be her death, yet still with the splendid physique, broad shoulders and erect carriage to balance her unusual height, which had led stout Henry of England to offer her marriage, ‘since he was so big himself, he needed a big wife’.


‘But my neck is small!’ she had answered.


Would this girl ever fill out to the same sturdy quality? He doubted it. At this first glimpse, for all she had the height of her mother’s family, there was more trace in her of her Scottish father, that delicate racehorse of a king, with fine golden hair and a smile for any lass, but tragic eyes. He too used to walk boldly through the streets among the common people and talk familiarly with them, just as his pretty daughter, whom he had never seen, was now doing, attended only by her uncle of Guise, the Cardinal de Lorraine.


She was wanting to stop and talk to the people who pressed about them; she held out a hand to a ragged woman who had dropped on her knees crying out that she was an angel from heaven. The Cardinal flung a coin to the woman and scattered a few more among the crowd, whereupon a thin cheeky lad, going one better, shouted, ‘It’s either Jesus Christ or the Cardinal!’


Her uncle hurried her on, perhaps because the sweating, chattering crowd was none too pleasant in this dusty heat. She swung easily into step with his stride; she walked like a boy and as though swift movement were a delight to her.


‘A nimble filly,’ thought the young man in the doorway of his tavern, ‘though still a long-legged foal. If she be anything but a virgin yet, I know nothing of women.’


But the Galliard knew women nearly as well as he knew horses. And he knew Mary Stewart, and a good deal about her, as soon as he set his bold eyes on her. But ‘Who are they?’ he asked again, for it amused him to play the ignoramus abroad, one got a deal more information that way.


The thin lad, cheerful, disreputably shabby, with a nose as pert as a sparrow’s beak, and a sallow, pock-marked but not ill-looking face, swung round at the question with a squawk of laughter which he instantly checked at sight of the stranger.


Incredible! Did the foreign lord not know Charles de Guise, the great Cardinal de Lorraine, ‘the Red Phalaris’, the ‘Tiger of France’?


The soubriquets shrilled higher and higher off his tongue in a crescendo of national pride. The Galliard took his measure at a glance, balancing the wiry strength of the fellow against his high voice – a lively rascal, nervous, but all the quicker for that, should be useful in a tight corner. Master Cock-up-Spotty (so he named the talkative youth) was telling him that the Cardinal and his eldest brother, the great soldier, Duc de Guise, were known as the Pope and King of France; and ‘the Pope’, that suave, scholarly courtier, had been the fiercer of the two in quelling the Huguenot rising this summer – ‘such a rage he flew into, he tore the biretta from his head and trampled it underfoot!’


My lord was unimpressed. ‘The more fool he,’ he remarked in easy French, but with a strong Scottish accent, ‘hadn’t he his brother’s hat within reach?’


But if a man must wear the long robes of a woman, it was something that his blood should burn like a man’s inside them. He liked also that the Tiger minded the hatred and gossip ‘no more than the barking of a dog; he collects all the lampoons against him and keeps them with his rare pictures – and some of them ought to be rarer, they say!’


It gave the Scot a twinge of patriotic jealousy that ‘the Cardinal’s Niece’ seemed here a prouder title than Queen of Scotland in her own right, and even of France by marriage; ‘La Petite Sauvage’ they were actually calling her, though with a chuckling admiration. ‘Ah, she’s bred from barbaric stock on her father’s side!’; so Cock-up-Spotty told him with a grin that split his face and was instantly wiped off as the Scots lord stiffened, for this was not the way for a French gutter rat to talk of the Stewart Kings. But his Border blood answered with a throb of amused sympathy when he heard that the Little Savage’s wild blood was not to be tamed even by her severe mother-in-law. Catherine de Medici’s own children were terrified of her, but nothing could make La Reinette afraid, she only tossed her proud little head, despised the Medici for her lack of breeding, and even said in one of her naughty fits that she was only the merchant’s daughter of Florence.


‘Damned careless of her,’ grunted the Scot. La Reinette’s mother had fondly told him of the Medici’s glowing praises of her daughter-in-law; ‘this bewitching child,’ she had written, ‘has only to smile to turn all heads.’ With any sense, she’d have smiled at her mother-in-law most of all; but he could not help liking the spirit of the lass, for he had no love for people who remembered to smile in the right direction – as he must now do himself!


And at that the Galliard shrugged and grinned mockingly at the Parisian youth’s instant compliment on the shrug, that Monsieur had the air of a true Frenchman, a Gascon par exemple. It was inconceivable that Monsieur should not know Paris as well as himself, but if by any chance he required the services of a guide through the streets, he, Hubert, would be enchanted to render them.


‘Hubert of what?’ It might be useful to know of this fellow some time.


‘Hubert of Paris,’ replied Cock-up-Spotty with a superb air, and was rewarded with a short laugh like the crack of a pistol.


‘Of all Paris, are you? Get out of my way, fellow. I don’t need a guide to the Tuileries, nor your introduction to the Queen Dowager!’


And thus unashamedly answering boast with boast, the splendid stranger pushed past the street loafer into the mean inn where he was lodging; pulled up his soft leather boots and roared to his page to fetch a brush for them, picked up a pair of gloves embroidered in seed pearls by his latest mistress, and swaggered off to the interview he had been promised with Catherine de Medici, Queen Dowager of France.


He had to save on his lodging, but his clothes were fine enough to bear comparison even with her courtiers, or had been, though perhaps they were getting a bit worn-looking. But his bearing carried that off; his hat was cocked triumphantly on the side of the dominant head; his doublet was rather shabby, but that did not prevent his swinging his short scarlet-lined cloak far back in gay insouciance as to what it might reveal; and his gloves, the only new and perfect garment, he flicked against his knee in rhythm to the tune he was whistling, as though he were urging his horse to the gallop instead of strolling through the streets of Paris.


His stride showed the born horseman, the long, lean-flanked, slightly bowed legs and the easy swing of the long arms from the broad shoulders. His reddish-brown eyes were the colour of bog-streams on a sunny day, alert and quick-glancing, as they had had to be from childhood against sudden danger; but now alight only for the women, scanning each that passed in cool, arrogant appraisement of her points, as he had just now scanned those of a young Queen.


And would he need then to be afraid of an old one? Not he! Here he was again in Paris, which he had not seen since he had finished his education as a boy; he had gone far since then; he would go farther, and Queens, young or old, would be the pawns to help him on his way. His father had tried to work that line, and bungled it, but his father had been a bit of a fool and more than a bit of a traitor; he himself knew better. He had shown he could not only win a Queen’s trust, but deserve it.


For that reason he could now be tolerably sure of a good reception from Queen Catherine. The Medici’s only possible game at present lay in subservience to those great brothers of Guise who ruled all France between them. And it was their sister, Mary of Guise, Queen Dowager and Regent of Scotland, dead these two months past, who had proved this young man to be the most audacious and loyal of her servants. She had given him the highest office in the land, to guard against England, and this two years ago when he was still only twenty-three. And early this summer, when Mary of Guise lay sick to death and besieged in her castle of Edinburgh, she had sent him to Denmark to enlist the services of the Danish Fleet, the most important at that moment in Europe, against her enemies of England and those of her subjects who were in league with them against her.


Her new Lieutenant of the Border had carried out her mission with as much success as a diplomat as he had shown as a soldier; he had drunk deep with King Frederick of Denmark, undeterred by the three-litre capacity of that monarch’s wine-glass, and discussed with him the breeding of horses and bloodhounds; the King and his brother had been so taken with him that they had gone out of their way to escort the young Scottish Envoy across the sea from Copenhagen to Jutland on his way to Germany.


It was on that journey that he heard of his Queen Regent’s death in Scotland; heard too that both Scotland and France were now signing a treaty with England. There was therefore no further use in his mission, and he travelled direct to France to lay his sword at the service now of the daughter, Mary Stewart.


Of all this, Catherine de Medici, Queen Dowager of France, showed due recognition when James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, Hereditary Lord High Admiral of Scotland and Lord Lieutenant of the Border, was presented to her that evening. She was walking in the midst of a little group of courtiers and ladies and her favourite dwarfs in her gardens of the Tuileries. The sun had not yet set, but slanted behind the late blossoming rose trees and monstrous forms of giant toads and diminutive dragons of green majolica; they threw their squat shadows on the path where that tall stout lady in black walked up and down between two hunchbacks not three feet high.


As she walked, a fretted gold ball containing a pomander, suspended from her girdle, bounced up and down against her stomach – her sporran, the Scot instantly dubbed it in his ribald mind. Her cold and glassy eyes, brown, blank and opaque as chestnuts, took with shrewd accuracy the measure of this tough weather-beaten young adventurer, the swaggering self-confidence of his splendid chest and shoulders and sturdy horseman’s stance, as she turned to him with a dirty jest about his amorous career.


It brought back to him with a flash of amusement the gossip he had so lately heard: ‘banker’s daughter’, ‘shopkeeper’s daughter’? – what was the epithet given by the girl who should wear three crowns to the lady whose family emblem was three gold balls? Whichever


it was, it fitted this stout Florentine dame as snugly as her own tight black brocade as she cushioned her beautiful hands in the yielding flesh of her hips in the determined gesture of commercial bonhomie, and asked him if it were Scotland, France or Denmark that had most contributed to his reputation as Don Juan. And she followed this compliment with a loud, purposefully jolly laugh.

He’d no love for shrinking modesty in woman, God knows, but there was something in the coarse-grained fibre of that hearty matron and mother of ten that struck him as more unnatural than even the chastity of a nun. Of this he was not really aware, but thought her repellent because her chin fell away like a rat’s beneath the sensual lips. But he found himself no whit at a loss in answering her badinage; they exchanged one or two low stories of an ancient pattern, and the Scot was certain that his was the less hoary.


The heavily robed figure pushed its way on through the humming sweet-scented air of the rose-walks, out on to the open squares of chequered marble, her erect head and wide skirts making a wedge-shaped block of shadow, narrow at the top, wider and wider at the base, cleaving its way so purposefully through the late evening sunlight.


Yet she had no fixed purpose; she changed her mind a dozen times a day even in quite small matters; she valued common sense above all things, and was fond of saying that the end justified the means; but she had no end, no aim, except first to win the love of her husband, and second to get power for herself. The first aim had died with the death of her husband a year ago; the second – well, that remained to be seen.


She was a clever woman, she knew how to be all things to all men, she studied medicine, mathematics and astrology because she liked them, but Greek and Latin because they were the fashion. She had encouraged the Reformed religion because it was the fashion, said rude things about the Pope, who was ‘no more than a man’, and had liked to sing the Huguenot Marot’s psalms with the late King Henri II, her husband, perhaps because his mistress Diane de Poictiers had been a staunch Catholic. But, like everyone else, she had to obey the Guises; and though the tastes and interests of the Cardinal de Lorraine all leaned towards these new experimental ideas (he had even attended their prayer meetings for a bet), his policy was firmly Catholic.


Queen Catherine took trouble to explain this to the young Protestant from Scotland; she even, as though she were one of his warmest admirers, quoted the Cardinal’s very words on the subject, warning them that the true danger of these new doctrines was that they struck ultimately at the root of all government. And for proof of that, the Lord Lieutenant could furnish only too many instances, since nearly all the other nobles of his faith had banded themselves together as the Lords of the Congregation, in league with England against their Regent.


‘But you, my Lord Bothwell, almost alone, have contrived to reconcile your advanced ideas in religion with a loyalty that is alas now old-fashioned.’


‘Madam, my ideas are no more advanced than my boyhood’s lessons, where I learned them – such as they are,’ he added deprecatingly as he shot back in his mind, trying to remember when he had last attended any service. ‘We of the Border ride light, we don’t take more religion than we can carry with comfort’ but no, that was not too safe even with this old pagan. He was on surer ground as he went on: ‘But loyalty is my true creed, as it is the motto of my house – “Keep Trust”. I cannot see why men should not worship as they choose and let others do so.’


It was a bold remark to make to the lady who had signified her approval of the executions at Amboise this summer by watching them from the Castle balcony; and so she hinted, with a glance at him from her blank eyes as they rolled round in her fat, flat face.


But he answered the challenge as coolly as he had provoked it. ‘Those executions were for rebellion, not for religion. If the Huguenots plan to murder the rulers of the kingdom and kidnap King François your son, what can they expect but to lose their heads?’


She winced very slightly at his reference to the Guises as the rulers of her son’s kingdom, but agreed enthusiastically: ‘No one can call me a bigot. I have brought up my own children in the doctrine of the Huguenots, and have always said that anyone of intelligence must think much as they do. But one must be practical. It is results that count. “By your fruits ye shall know them,” as Saint Paul said, I believe, and if he did, it is magnanimous in me to quote an apostle who paid scant regard to my sex.’


‘Madam, you are right. In Scotland, at any rate, religion is being used by rebels chiefly as a decoy duck.’ (‘And much Saint Paul would care for being quoted by you, you ugly old bitch!’ he added to himself.)


Yes, it was good to walk out from that interview, to take a deep breath, remember that he was going to sup with a couple of men, and look round him in free solitude on the familiar town which now looked fantastically beautiful in the September dusk. A single star hung over the piercing loveliness of the spire of the Sainte Chapelle; Notre Dame lay like a couched lion in the dark mass of little buildings round it; the river flowed broad and pale and gleaming under the quiet sky. After this hot day its smell was as exotic as its beauty. ‘Edinburgh is as strong but not so rich,’ the Scot decided. In the capital of his native land the predominant smell was of stale salt fish; here, of rotting garlic.


But it was for the cool pungent smell of bog moss, of heather and bracken after rain, of dew on the tough hairgrass in these misty September dawns, that his finely cut nostrils were longing. All this summer, and longer, he had been away; what had happened since then at home? What raids had been ridden in spite of the treaty? What mischief had his rascals been getting into?




 





The inn where he was meeting his two friends was a better one than that at which he had to lodge. He saw them sitting waiting for him on a bench outside the house under some dusty plane trees, with wine on a rough table in front of them. They hailed him cheerily; Monsieur d’Oysel, the Commander of the French forces in Scotland, in cooperation with whom he had fought this last year, waved a fat gracious hand as he rose to embrace him, complaining in comfortably lethargic tones of the heat; while Long Geordie Seton had that lantern-jawed grin like a pike’s on him, and whistled the tune of ‘The Gay Galliard’s men’ by way of greeting. They told him it was too hot to sup indoors and asked him, chaffing him, about his interview with the Dowager of France – had he been successful with yet another widowed Queen?


‘What are we eating?’ Bothwell demanded before he would answer, and put down a mugful of wine at a draught – ‘Ah, I needed that! Thirsty work, dowagers.’


Nor was he only joking; there had been something oddly exhausting about that large, deliberately jovial woman; she used up all the air round her.


‘She told me of the tosses she’d taken. That one take a toss! She’d fall like a load of pig-iron!’ And he sang the ribald rhyme of the Paris streets about her:






‘She is fat, so fat,


Forty stone in nothing but her hat:


Think of that!’








It was good to relax at ease with his fellow-campaigners of this last year and stretch his legs before him, grinding the dust up with his heels as he leaned back against a tree trunk and looked up at the broad leaves cut out against the glowing dusk.


Below him the river flowed and gleamed and stank. D’Oysel loosened his collar and released the roll of fat at the back of his neck, its crimson hue slowly paling. He sat, large, contented, and apparently immovable, speaking hardly at all at first and then in dulcet tones, moving his hands with a very slight flapping gesture, or his shoulders in a faint shrug, as he listened with a lazily benignant smile to the talk of the two Scots, Bothwell’s quick, curt voice and Seton’s slower, grinding, burring tones.


They had ordered trout baked in cream and chickens stuffed with mushrooms; meanwhile here were some sardines pickled in red wine, and plenty of the crisp fresh white bread of Paris. Lord Seton was wolfing it as a schoolboy would cakes.


‘You find this better than our dry oatcake,’ said my Lord of Bothwell.


‘Horses’ fodder!’ murmured d’Oysel on a soft note of horror; ‘strange how you Scots can gnaw oats and barley, even drink them in your barbarous whisky.’


‘A deal better than a ragoût of baked horse and vol-au-vent of roasted rats, anyway, mon capitaine,’ Seton remarked quickly before Bothwell should bristle, and d’Oysel responded with a wheezy chuckle.


‘Aye, this lucky dog missed all that,’ and Seton turned to Bothwell, ‘ – and a queer sight it was when the truce was settled, to see all the soldiery feeding together, friend with foe, on the sands of Leith, the Scots and French with their siege rations of horse or rat, and the English with their bacon and beef and chickens. I will say, though, they shared handsomely with our fellows.’


Bothwell showed little pleasure in that. ‘All over by June,’ he said; ‘and I need never have lost the half of my stout fellows in that foray I led on Easter Monday.’


The Frenchman blinked his little blue eyes but still seemed too comfortably placid for the effort of speech. It was Seton who protested:


‘You caused more than double that loss to the enemy.’


‘And what of that? When those that were left were all sharing their chicken and rats together in three months’ time! But old Toppet Hob o’ the Main got an Englishman under him that never got up again – but nor did Toppet Hob. And young Kirsty, who was learning to be a handy fellow with a horse, will never go home again; and Jock o’ the Lamb-hill will have to sit like an old woman at his door from now on, since the marrow of his shinbone ran down on his spur leather.’


D’Oysel’s solid calm suddenly exploded. He bounced up on his seat in a bubble of fury. ‘Never have I heard such impractical sentiment! Do you hope to make omelettes without breaking eggs, or battles without breaking bones? This Border warfare makes you Scots too soft; you think, of war as of a raid in which you all know each other by name, even the enemy, and carry off what loot you can with as little loss of life as possible. It is a ridiculous convention – and most dangerous.’




The younger man cocked an impudent eye across that palpitating bulk at Geordie Seton’s ironic grin. It was the first time James Hepburn had been accused of being soft. But his chief amusement was in seeing the fat hot Frenchman blowing up with excitement. He watched him delightedly, murmuring, ‘Up he goes again! No restraint!’


‘An amateur soldier!’ d’Oysel shrilled, then broke off abruptly. ‘It seems I make you laugh.’


‘As any Scot would,’ the Galliard replied airily, ‘when he hears a squeak like an exhausted bagpipe.’


It was a bad start for a pleasant evening. Seton wished his frugal mind hadn’t suggested a Dutch party for this supper; if he had agreed to d’Oysel’s wish to invite Bothwell, who was notoriously short of funds, as their guest, then both would have had to behave better. He quickly turned in a conciliatory way to the Frenchman, talking in his most deliberate fashion, determined not to be interrupted by either of them.


‘You think, Monsieur, in terms of the new artillery and massed armies, where we, as you say, think of our men as persons known by name and generally nickname; it is a habit due to generations, no, centuries of fighting between those who can be friends, and even of the same family, when they are not enemies. But you know well how heartily my lord of Bothwell believes in the modern methods of warfare, the value he places on cannon in siege—’


‘Aye, well he knows it!’ broke in the irrepressible Galliard in spite of him, ‘seeing I led off Harry Percy’s forces on that Christmas wildgoose chase at Haltwellsweir and thought Monsieur d’Oysel and his highly professional soldiers would take the opportunity to besiege Norham Castle. Maybe he’ll tell us now why he didn’t – if it isn’t beyond the comprehension of an amateur!’


‘Lad, you are incorrigible!’ growled Seton in deep annoyance as d’Oysel, with fat hands, fierce blue eyes and tufted eyebrows all upraised together, went off into a stream of Gallic oaths, explanation and abuse. If they got through this supper without the Galliard flinging down one of his challenges to mortal combat, he, Geordie Seton, would need all his wits about him – and just when they were all hoping for Court favour!


But thank God the stuffed chickens had appeared and – ‘Gentlemen, gentlemen,’ he protested, ‘if you must quarrel, leave it, I beg you, to the end of this course, and not let these mushrooms, the first of the season, cool on your plates.’


The poignant appeal went home, d’Oysel admitting with reverence that it would be a crime to spoil their flavour by letting them congeal in the grease of the gravy.


Bothwell laughed and said, ‘Aye, we should keep our breath to cool our porridge, not to fan such tender morsels as these,’ and filled his mouth with them.


Seton knew better than to hope for any sort of apology from him, and got on to politics as soon as d’Oysel showed signs of ceasing the really important discussion of the evening. (‘C’est bon, ca, hein? A suspicion more of the garlic vinegar in the sauce perhaps. – It is possible that the nutmeg has been applied a thought too freely.’)


They questioned how long the peace would last between England and the allies, France and Scotland; and Bothwell, what odds that would make, since the new Queen Elizabeth would work against them whether in war or peace. Or at least her minister, Sir William Cecil, would do so.


‘And our precious new Secretary of State for Scotland, Master “Michael Wily” Maitland of Lethington, is hand in glove with them, I’ll swear.’


‘Aye, I’ve heard him described as a sort of Scottish Cecil,’ said Seton, ‘and the English Queen calls him the flower of the wits in Scotland.’


‘Then the flower bears a rotten dry husk for fruit,’ Bothwell remarked sourly.


He had once caught a glimpse of Elizabeth before she was Queen – a fine upstanding whippy young woman with a wary eye. She would be rising twenty-seven by now, and still too soon to see how she’d shape on the throne; besides, as was to be expected at her age and yet unmarried, she was too busily engaged in making a fool of herself over a man.


Wave after wave of scandal about her and handsome Robert Dudley had been going on for the past eighteen months and had just broken in a storm over the news that Dudley’s inconvenient wife, Amy Robsart by birth, had been found dead at the foot of a staircase in extremely suspicious circumstances. Ambassadors who had been making delicate investigations on behalf of their masters, anxious to know whether they were indeed wooing a Virgin Queen, were now talking openly not merely of immorality but of condoned murder. Her Ambassador in Paris, Sir Nicholas Throckmorton, was nearly beside himself with shame. ‘There are too many people here,’ he had burst out, ‘asking what religion is this, that a subject shall kill his wife, and his Queen not only bear with it, but marry him?’


Bothwell’s roar of disagreeable laughter followed the question with another: whether Elizabeth had lost her virginity at thirteen to her stepfather Admiral Seymour, or had waited for Dudley. But unchastity was a slight matter, marriage a serious. If she married her lover, the general view in England was that she would go to bed with him as Queen Elizabeth of England and rise the next morning as plain Mistress Dudley.


A most blessed conclusion, in all their opinions, since this would leave the English throne in the undoubted possession of their young mistress Mary, Queen of Scotland and France and (since Elizabeth had been doubly declared a bastard) of England. The late King Henri II of France, her father-in-law, had insisted on Mary bearing the Royal Arms of England quartered with those of Scotland and France, and had sworn to lead a crusade to win her rightful kingdom.


‘He wished to be young again, a knight errant, a champion of old, for the sake of that charming child – but what would you?’ D’Oysel’s hands outspread in gentle despair; his voice, now loosened and tender with good wine, rocked on mellifluously: ‘He was killed by his valour, his chivalry, his desire to shine before the eyes of his mistress, his wife, his daughter-in-law.’ (D’Oysel’s own eyes were moist at his touching picture of the royal domestic circle.) ‘And so, the sport, a tournament, the chance thrust of a lance in his eye, ended all hope of his championship of this unfolding rosebud.’


‘And what of her?’ asked Bothwell, unbuckling his belt and leaning back in his chair to drink his wine and stare under drowsy lids at the steel-dark river under the purple sky; even here under the dusty plane trees of the little inn garden it was stuffily close.


The gossip his friends repeated bore out his fleeting impression of that tall, grave, glittering child. She was seventeen and a half, and ripe therefore to be a wife, but most people about the French Court doubted that the marriage had ever been consummated, for King François, nearly two years younger than herself, was wretchedly backward and delicate, and had grown far worse in the eighteen months since their marriage, shooting up into a sudden height that overtaxed his already feeble strength.


And as for other affairs, there was still – it was really very odd, almost scandalous, d’Oysel seemed to think it – no hint of them. No doubt she was too closely guarded by her six magnificent uncles, and it would be a rash man who would dare to brave the fury of the Guises. Sheltered, pampered, treasured as an infinitely precious jewel from infancy, hers had been an utterly different upbringing from the smeared, scared girlhood of Elizabeth of England.


Elizabeth had been branded with bastardy by her own father, had struggled with the drab dangers of her over-familiar step-father, Admiral Seymour, of her slyly sensual brother-in-law, Philip of Spain, of her bitterly jealous half-sister, ‘Bloody Mary’.


But Mary Stewart had been the First Lady of the Land since her birth, the object of passionate care from every one of her relatives. The Cardinal de Lorraine watched over her with far more careful intimacy than over his own bastard daughter (‘Devil doubt him! That’s easy seen!’ muttered Bothwell); the late King’s elderly mistress, Diane de Poictiers, had vied with his wife Queen Catherine in supervision of her education and appointment of her governesses, showing that strict perfection of respectability that is only to be attained by a French royal mistress; and the little Queen on the whole spent less time at Court than in the remote country home of her maternal grandmother, the Dowager Duchesse de Guise, an old lady of severe charm and shrewd sympathy, as much a saint as an aristocrat.


Yet even as d’Oysel sketched these extenuating circumstances in a slow trickle of words like the dropping of sweet oil, he evidently found it a grievous oversight that in all this chattering Court, where it was only paying a woman her due compliment to tell tales of her lovers, there were as yet no such tales to tell of its young Queen.


‘But she’s not a woman yet, nor will be for many a day,’ observed Bothwell, with a grunt at the obtuseness of the French gallant, for he himself knew as well as any, and rather better, that women do not all grow up at the same age.


The Frenchman, unheeding, spoke hopefully of ‘a certain foolish fellow we all know, who they say is in serious danger – but yes, literally – of losing his wits for love of her.’


This was the young Earl of Arran, who had lately been Commander of the Scots Guard in France. Bothwell’s knowledge of the family history of that pale gaunt young man with the eyes of a startled hare led him to remark that the loss of his wits would make small odds to him.


‘Well, he’d wit enough to answer your challenge from a safe distance,’ Seton said with a grin at his companion’s strong long arms and nervous fingers that curved inwards in their instinctive grip – a grip that tightened at mention of Arran and memory of his sack of Crichton.


So Arran was losing his head over the Queen, was he? What chance was there that he might work against himself, Bothwell, with her? But Arran, no, that gawk, with the lank untidy hair, he was too futile, Bothwell decided, to have any effect on his fortunes.


Those fortunes were surely at the crux of his career. His chances in his own country, on the face of it, were pretty small, with the Lords of the Congregation in power. The Regent had been his only powerful friend, and his faithful and forcible service of her as faithfully rewarded –


‘And well it might be!’ he suddenly broke out, as the wine glowed more and more warmly in his stomach, and the comfortable dusk dimmed the faces of his companions, so that d’Oysel’s seemed only that of a large pink moon rising through the early autumn mists, and Seton’s the sharp profile of some distant rock; ‘it’s not only Scotland, it’s France, Denmark and Germany, aye, and England, to her cost, who have recognised me as the handiest servant of the Scottish Crown. But now that the Regent’s dead, all that that will do is to make me a marked man for my enemies. And they are now running the government of Scotland!’


‘You don’t suffer from too small an opinion of yourself,’ came in a growl from the distant rock.


‘It is known,’ came in soft agreement from the moon.


But the young man was hot on his career, that career of such enormous, glorious importance that it was inconceivable that the others could be with equal eagerness considering theirs. Nor could anything be strong enough to down it.


‘If Scotland’s finished for me, who cares? There is the rest of the world. My ancestors travelled to Egypt and the Holy Land, my father lived in London and Venice. And I’ve clinked glasses with the Danish King, and his was big enough to float a turbot; I’ve seen the sun at midnight and chased pirates up the Norwegian fiords. That’s a good life, a pirate’s.’


‘I’ve no doubt it would suit you fine,’ said Seton, with a wink at d’Oysel.


‘It would,’ said Bothwell simply. ‘There’s an old Roman writer in my library at home’ – he paused for the effect this should have on his companions – ‘who says of them: “The sea is their school of war and the storm their friend; they are sea-wolves that live on the pillage of the world.”’


‘I take it the book is a translation,’ came that dry, exasperating voice again.


Bothwell ignored the challenge. He tilted back his wooden seat till it all but overturned, and sang, in a powerful though somewhat husky and not entirely sober voice, the refrain of a song by the poet king, James V, father of the young Queen he had seen today:






‘So we’ll go no more a-roving


So late into the night,


We’ll go no more a-roving, boys,


Let the moon shine ne’er so bright.’








‘Well, I’ve no objection to roving farther. The world is widening. It’s a grand thing to live these days and hear every month or so of some fresh discovery on the other side of it. Why should the Spaniard and Portuguee have it all their own way there?’


‘They would not have had,’ said Seton, ‘if that stout ruffian Henry of England had had his way.’


‘Oh, he set about building a navy, but his miserable children have let it all go.’


‘Little King Edward and Bloody Mary did. We’ve yet to see what Elizabeth will do.’


‘Damn Elizabeth! I’m Lord High Admiral of Scotland and I know what I’m talking about. The English navy’s finished. There’s no reason the Scots fleet shouldn’t start again. And I’m the man to do it.’


D’Oysel still kept silence, but Seton took warning from various soft shiftings and heavings of his bulk on the hard seat. He had no wish to have to act as peacemaker again. He gave him a friendly nudge with his elbow to show his amused irritation with the young braggart, and said in a humorously sensible voice, ‘Man, you are clean daft to talk so. It’s bad luck for me as well as you that the Regent died just as we’d convinced her of our excellent qualities – but the Galliard is not the lad to think he can’t convince her daughter of that fact!’


‘If only she weren’t so young!’ the Galliard remarked pensively.


It was the last thing they expected from him, even in this winewarmed and unguarded mood, and their roar of laughter stopped any explanation from him, though they demanded, even begged it. He was too soothed and complacent by now to be furious at their laughter, but he felt he had made a fool of himself and fell into sullen silence.


But his remark had been perfectly genuine. That girl he had seen today was young even for her age, which was bad enough. He found no attraction in young girls, had no experience of them, since he had always preferred older women, and in his rough and dissolute boyhood, deprived of his mother when nine years old by a peculiarly cynical divorce suit of his father’s, he had had no chance, as well as no inclination, to meet any such delicately nurtured and guarded specimen as now awaited him in the person of his Queen. He would do nothing to precipitate his meeting with her, but await his chance for an introduction. He planned this as policy, but in fact felt a most unwonted and uncomfortable shyness at the prospect, a sensation that would have astounded his companions could they have known it.


They were even at this moment twitting him with the latest scandal about him – what was this tale of a young woman of good family who had followed him from Denmark? Where had he tucked her away? In some country corner of France, or in Flanders on his way here through that country? ‘The farther the safer, hey? Wouldn’t help you to turn up at the young Queen’s court with a foreign mistress in tow!’


But he rapped out a surly answer, and neither was such a fool as to wish to cross his temper again.


He lounged deeper into his chair, stretched his legs out farther, enjoying his hopes, the warm night, the wine that was again benevolent, the stars that seemed brighter and bigger in this velvet sky than the stars at home, the distant harsh foreign voices, even the foreign smells. But behind this mellow present mood, and the eager visions of his future, there stood in his mind an unwilling picture of the girl of whom his companions had reminded him, Anna Throndsen, the Norwegian Admiral’s daughter.


He would not think of her. There were other women to think of, God knows!


And, as if to exorcize the spirit of that importunate lady, there rose in his mind the image of three Queens: Elizabeth of England of whom they had just been talking scandal, taut, erect, alert, with ever wary eyes; the gross Dowager Catherine de Medici with whom he had talked this evening; and her daughter-in-law, Mary Stewart, a young shining figure that looked as though it were made of Venetian glass.



















Chapter Two





The court went to Fontainebleau, and Bothwell followed. He also followed the royal hunt in the forest there, but he was hunting another quarry than the stag, a slight figure in dull green velvet on a dapple-grey horse, who kept well to the fore of the riders, even of that urgent, desperate boy, King François. If he rode furiously, that companion of his rode superbly, with unconscious daring and swiftness, never noticing the strain her rivalry was laying on the panting boy. Her firm hands and easy seat, the grip of the long lithe thighs, showed her more than a pretty horsewoman; the wind tossed aside her skirts and gave a glimpse of the strong young knee in a turquoise silk stocking. ‘By God, but she’d manage a raid as well as any lad in my train!’ thought the Borderer, who followed behind.


‘Your hair is coming down again,’ said King François.


‘Bah, let it!’ exclaimed Queen Mary.


A long strand of it had slipped from beneath the little jewelled and feathered hat perched like an impudent bird on the side of her head; it tossed out like a torn banner on the wind, a banner of pale shining chestnut, the colour of the blown autumn leaves that scurried past her, more and more of it rippling down in haste to join that truant wisp. If only her hat would blow off and give him the opportunity to return it! It gave a leap, a flutter, it was just about to fly into the free air when her whip hand shot up to catch it and crushed it in a secure hold against her hunting-crop. No chance there for the opportunist behind.


If only his luck would stand in and help him to rescue her from something! She had outstripped that over-impatient boy by now and left him winded while she sped on. She rode too well for an accident to be likely, but perhaps some assassin – a lurking Huguenot now –?


But his luck wasn’t in. It was no Huguenot that came galloping after her, but a tall slender figure in green velvet hunting-dress and soft white leather boots, with a ruby cross blazing on his breast, who laid his hand on her rein to bring her horse to a standstill, and scolded her for outriding the rest.


Bothwell pushed his horse alongside. ‘I was taking care to keep abreast with the Queen, Your Eminence.’


‘Who is this gentleman?’ the Cardinal de Lorraine asked of his niece, not too cordially (The proud rascal, the sneaking red fox, thinks he can keep a girl like that in the family, does he?). Still, he had got his chance to introduce himself to his young Queen in an unconventional and therefore interesting manner, though not near as good as he’d have made for himself if this jealous guardian hadn’t come to spoil sport.


‘I have not yet introduced myself to Your Majesties’ Court,’ said he, ‘but I am James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, whom Your Grace’s mother—’


He had hoped for some sign of recognition at the name, but he was not prepared for the delight that leapt up in the girl’s face – he positively saw it flushing through the transparent skin of her little throat up into her now rosy cheeks.


‘My Lord of Bothwell!’ she cried. ‘Oh, but indeed I know you well. It is the Lord High Admiral of Scotland, whom my mother appointed Lieutenant of the Border,’ she told her uncle eagerly, and hurried on to Bothwell; ‘she gave me your name in a list of those nobles in Scotland that I was to trust. Guess how high it was placed! Higher than—’


‘The Queen’s pleasure is no less than mine,’ the Cardinal interposed, too smoothly and cordially for it to seem an intentional interruption. It was no wonder he checked the lass’s imprudent tongue – God’s blood, will she often let it wag so freely?


The little Queen, well aware of her uncle’s unexpressed rebuke but by no means taking it to heart, sped on, though on a less dangerous path, her manner as boyish, free and casual as ever:


‘You have been helping her cause in Denmark and Norway – yes, she told me in the very last letter she wrote. So you were not there when she died? I wish you had been – she had so few friends by her.’


‘I was with her when she fell ill,’ Bothwell answered, ‘but it was not much I could do then to help. We stocked Edinburgh Castle well with provisions for her lying sick there and in a state of siege – plenty of the French peas and figs and medlars she loved, and salted fish from Leith. One of my sailors caught a sea monster and begged leave to send it up stuffed to show the good Queen. I let him. It made her laugh.’


Her daughter laughed too, though at the same moment the tears rushed up into her eyes, chasing that warm flush of pleasure at their meeting. She was suddenly white, sad and drooping all in an instant, and had to turn away her horse to hide the fact that she was crying. This was no Court mourning, it was uncontrollably genuine. But she tossed her head to shake off her sudden sadness, and turned back to him with a smile so brilliant it made the tears still in her eyes shine like jewels. ‘You must come and see me tomorrow,’ she said, ‘and tell me of my mother and all you have done for her. Please do not be modest, it is so tiresome when brave men will not tell the exciting things they have done; I have often had to speak to my uncle the Duc de Guise about it.’


It was certainly the first time James Hepburn had ever been asked not to be modest, and the bold laugh he gave showed it.


‘Madam, your request has done so much to overcome my modesty that I shall swagger for the rest of my life.’


The smile she now flashed at him from under her long eyelids was full of amusement. ‘Do not put your nature to too severe a strain, my lord. It is dangerous to change the course of one’s life too abruptly!’


Damn her, had her mother said he was a boaster? He felt himself flushing, not under the girl’s merry glance, but under the subtle eyes of the Cardinal. He’d never trust this girl to the ‘Pope of France’! He knew what priests were like – he had not been brought up by his great-uncle, the Bishop of Spynie, for nothing. He had once heard him coyly confessing after dinner to a round dozen of mistresses, and seven of them other men’s wives.


He could make friends with the Queen in spite of that flick of mockery, indeed it acted like a spur, but her uncle was leading her away and here came her ‘husband’, wan, puffy, woe-begone.


‘Marie, where were you? I lost sight of you – but all the rest lost sight of me,’ King François added in quick determination to prove himself the leader.


Nor would she disprove it. ‘You have tired them all out, sir,’ she said. ‘And look at your poor Bayard, he is sweating all over,’ but as she said the tactful words, her eyes widened in frightened question on that bluish distorted face.


‘François! Are you well?’ she asked.


‘Of course I am well. For the love of heaven, don’t pretend that I am ill again,’ the boy answered pettishly.


They rode on together, the Cardinal beside them. Just before the trees swallowed them up, the Queen turned to wave her hunting-crop to Bothwell, and with it the little feathered hat crumpled in her hand. He heard King François say, ‘Who is that?’ in his rather nasal thick voice that sounded like a perpetual cold in the head, and the Queen’s answer, clear as the note of a bird, ‘A faithful servant of my mother’s,’ all very right and proper; and then the green and golden beech trees hid from his sight that pair of royal children, the one so sick and sorry, the other – but here Bothwell’s admiration took a form very unusual in him when dealing with a woman. ‘By the faith of my body, it is a pity that one was not born a boy!’




 





Mary Stewart had a small adventure to tell her four Maries when they dressed her for the Court that evening. They were four girls who had been chosen from noble Scots families to be her companions from early childhood, of near the same age as herself and of the same Christian name, so that to distinguish them they called each other by their surnames, which was apt to give a jaunty mock-masculine air to their conversation.


Mary Beton with her frivolous curls, her bright watchful eyes, her mocking smile, was the most excited to hear of the encounter in the forest. ‘Oh, but, Madam, I can tell you all about the young Earl of Bothwell. You must be careful of him! They call him the Galliard in his own country.’


‘But that is a French word.’


‘Many Scots words are. They use it for a gay rascal – as he has proved himself.’


‘And it is the name of the Dance Royal. But I promise you he shan’t lead me one,’ laughed Mary.


‘As he did my aunt, Madam! Yes, he is, or was, the lover of my wicked aunt, the Wizard Lady of Buccleuch—’


‘Sorcery – you?’


‘It’s in the family,’ said Mary Beton, unabashed, for sorcery was not yet a pervading terror in Scotland. ‘Her father learned it in the University at Padua, where the Devil held a fencing class and nearly caught him, but only got his shadow. That was why my grandfather cast no shadow to the day of his death. And Janet, my aunt, learned magic of him and has taught it to Bothwell, they say, but all the proof she’s given of it that I ever heard is her power to win a handsome young lord for her lover—’


‘Handsome? No, I’d never call him that,’ murmured Mary.


‘Monsieur Brantôme says he is hideous!’ exclaimed Livingstone.


‘That is probably because he has triumphed over Brantôme in some love-affair,’ said Beton wisely. ‘In any case, it is good proof of magic power in my aunt to win him when she’s past forty, and has already had three husbands and a lover whom she called her husband in the sight of God.’


‘God must have squinted then,’ observed Mary Stewart. ‘And is my lord of Bothwell her husband in the sight of God?’


‘Oh no, the affair is over, I believe, though they said he was handfasted to her.’ Her mistress looked rather thoughtful; was she disapproving? She hastened to tell her that her aunt had a great spirit. ‘She took a battleaxe and broke open the church door with her own hands when Kerr took sanctuary at the altar, after he’d murdered her husband, Sir Walter Scott of Buccleuch.’


Ah, that might explain the affair! That dark, bold glance that had scanned her so keenly in the forest would appreciate a daring and revengeful temper. Mary herself felt a thrill of pleasure. If anyone dared hurt her poor François she would much enjoy breaking in a church door to get at them! (Her image of the malefactor was no ferocious Scot, but a stout lady in black with a flat blank face and receding chin – to wit, her mother-in-law.) But all she said in a cool, purring little voice was: ‘How encouraging are your glimpses of family life in Scotland! I am glad I have a husband in France and no chance of going back.’


Mary Livingstone disclosed more up-to-date gossip of Bothwell.


‘He’s left a woman behind in Flanders, though he really is handfasted to her, so I’ve heard.’


‘What varied tastes the man has! A great Flemish mare, I suppose, as a change from Beton’s aunt.’


‘No, she’s a Norwegian lady of good family who followed him from Denmark.’


‘The more fool she!’ observed their Queen. ‘I’ve no patience with women who make such fools of themselves over men. Look at Queen Elizabeth – she has lost her head so completely that she is likely to lose her crown as well.’


‘And we all know where that crown should be!’ cried Livingstone, and the rest of the dressing time was taken up with discussing Elizabeth. But Mary was still thinking of their gossip of Bothwell. All this tittle-tattle of women here, women there! What did it matter to her how many ladies of quality Bothwell had seduced in France, Flanders, Denmark? What she had to consider was that her mother had proved this young man so staunch and able in her service that she had found she could trust him as she had been able to do no other of her nobles. The damage he had done her enemies had been valued by the French Ambassador to Scotland at as much as £1,400.


That was the way a Queen should think of her servants, not as lovers, as that uncontrolled Tudor woman was doing.



















Chapter Three







Mary, Mary, quite contrary,


How does your garden grow?


Silver bells and cockle shells


And pretty maids all in a row.





James Hepburn was reminded of the English song when he was brought to his private audience with Mary Stewart, whom he found singing Italian madrigals with her Maries, sitting in a circle on bright cushions like the five petals of a flower. They sang of ‘passion’s burning sighs’ in voices cool as drops of water ‘Ardente miei sospini.’ He stepped back as though afraid he might tread on them, and certainly his boots seemed far too heavy in that company.


Mary put up a warning hand to him till the tiny song floated away like a thread of gossamer on the scented air; then they uprose with a winglike flutter and rustle of silks and she seated herself gravely, very much the Queen, on a gilded chair, with the other girls behind her in a fan-shape of wide coloured skirts and young slender bodies rising from them in their tight stiff bodices like the sticks of the fan. Their Queen seemed the youngest of them. He stood looking down on her, scrutinizing her as they talked.


Indoors she was different – he would scarcely have recognised her for that radiant creature he had met in the woods. She sat in that high-backed chair and pulled a gleaming silver thread in and out of some damned church embroidery. Was it, then, a waste of time to talk with him unless her hands were also occupied? With her head bent to her work and her eyes downcast to it she looked like a demure schoolgirl – the thing he detested most in women. He discovered at this close range that she did not attract him physically, she was too young and slight, unformed in every way, unaware of his manhood.


His taste, like most young men’s, had been formed on much more mature charms – on those, first and chief, of Janet Scott of Buccleuch, née Beton, the aunt of one of these girls – (and there she was, he’d know that impudent chin and cool stare anywhere, the living spit of Janet!). That extraordinary woman had been old enough to be his mother, but had an inexhaustible vigour and zest, whether in love or blood-feud or forbidden learning. She and the foreign Anna, left behind in Flanders, his two most permanent mistresses, would make a round dozen of this variable, unawakened creature.


‘The man’s a fool that would think either to get or hold you easily,’ he thought, and quickly added to himself, ‘or to want you.’


But in one respect she was wholly admirable; she wanted to hear all about his exploits on the Border.


‘My mother has told me—’ she began, but, too quickly for good manners, he broke in:


‘Aye, Madam, and her enemies could tell you even better. The proudest testimony I bear is their proclamation a year ago that “the Earl Bothwell and Lord Seton are the only two of all the nobility who keep company with her”.’


His flash of angry pride made her flinch; he seemed to feel no pity for her lonely mother, surrounded by her enemies, only pleasure in his prowess on her behalf.


He glanced round that audience of smooth pretty faces, eyes and mouths all ready to open in admiration like daisies in the sun. How the hell was he to make them understand the wild joy of those silent watches in the winter dusk, and then the sudden onslaught, the crash of armed horsemen meeting like the clap of a thundercloud?


He drew a deep breath. ‘Well,’ he began, ‘you’ll have heard how the Percies all but grabbed old Huntly, so slow he was to get his bulk across the saddle, though all the corn-bins of Duns and Langton had gone up in flames to warn him?’


It did not seem to have been quite the right beginning. But he was not going to be put off by the faint lowering of the temperature.


We got the news of that English raid by beacon – not much needed, since the corn-bins looked as though a dozen towns were afire! I got two thousand horse together, dashed across country through the night, and cut off the Percies’ retreat at Swinton just as the dawn as breaking. There they were, straggling home with their spoil – herd after herd of kine and sheep – never dreaming but they’d be safe in a few hours across the Border – and all their gunpowder damp in the early rising mist – hagbuts missing fire everywhere – that’s where the superior English musketry has to give way to cold Scottish steel.’


‘Oh, but my uncle says—’ began Mary, and stopped, suddenly shy.


‘Your uncle the Cardinal, Madam?’ demanded Bothwell, as suddenly grim.


‘No, my eldest uncle, the Duc de Guise. He says the musket has supplanted the arquebus as surely as the cannon will in time supplant the musket.’


‘I was not speaking of arquebuses’ – (his impatient tone was certainly forgetful of to whom he was speaking) – ‘but of getting to grips in a hand-to-hand fight when the enemy is unprepared in a misty dawn. No time then for the taking of aim, still less for slow and uncertain loading.’ (He suddenly remembered the Duc de Guise.) ‘Not but what your uncle, Madam, is entirely right. That is a giant; he belongs to a time when men were cast in another mould.’


‘Oh, you think so in Scotland too?’ Mary had flushed with pleasure.


‘How could anyone not think so after his retaking of Calais, in seven days, when England had held it for more than two hundred years? In one week he reduced her to a third-rate Power.’


‘I wish you knew him.’


‘I wish so too, Madam,’ (‘especially if I fail to find further employment in Scotland,’ he added to himself). His bold eye roved round the little group; there was one girl there that had already caught his eye, Mary Fleming, larger, riper than the rest, possibly the most beautiful. Aye, she was ‘fair o’ flesh’. His gaze, rested on her as he continued: ‘It was after the success of that counter-attack that the burghers sent a petition to your Lady-mother to appoint a nobleman for the protection of Edinburgh, and put my name first on their list. So Her Grace made me Lord of Liddesdale and Keeper of Hermitage.’


‘Ah yes, Hermitage Castle!’ Mary was anxious to show her knowledge of her country, though mostly acquired at a distance. ‘That is a lonely fortress on the Border, isn’t it?’


‘Aye, Madam, it stands watchdog over the whole of Liddesdale; no light job with all the Elliots and Armstrongs there for ever spoiling for a fight! But there’s little I’d ask better than a fight with Elliots or Armstrongs – they can follow gear quicker and wind the chase with bugle and bloodhound better than any family on the Border, bar the Hepburns—’


‘The Hepburns?’


‘My own, of course, Madam.’


‘Oh, of course, sir.’


Not exactly a lowered temperature this time, but a hint of irony which Bothwell did not like – if he did not lead it. There was an unexpected dimple in that small chin. So he flicked his eyelids in something very near a wink: ‘We Border robbers are somewhat shady gentlemen, Madam; we work best in the bright dark.’


She was quick to be gracious again. ‘Then it is true of you, as they said of my uncle the Duc de Guise – “the night brought out his star”.’


But to Bothwell the night was a fact, not a metaphor.


‘Aye, Madam, the day is our night, and the night our day, and our over-word, “We shall have moonlight again.” We are no milksops brought up by the fireside. We are used to win our meat by the sword; but for all that, it is we who bear the brunt of all the attacks from England, while the inland Scots sit safe in their castles. Yet it’s not often that royalty deigns to recognise us, unless our King comes down on us with a punitive expedition as your royal father did on my father’s friend, Johnny Armstrong, and strung him up in a withy of a cow’s tail. Yes, your father had mine imprisoned when he was but seventeen, for protecting “the robbers”. But your royal mother dealt more kindly and, I think, more wisely with him; she set a thief to catch a thief and made him Lieutenant of the Border – and she did the same by me when she took the Lieutenancy from that asthmatic bag of guts, old Huntly—’


(There was a gasp at this description of the most powerful Catholic noble in Mary’s kingdom, but he did not stay to heed it.)


‘ – and gave it to me, with the Keeping of Hermitage – aye, and with Hermitage went a subsidy of twenty-three pounds a month, very handy after all the lawsuits left by my father’s death, and the sore necessity I was in to prove my grandmother a bastard.’


The silver thread quivered over the embroidery. Mary had started a ripple of laughter that ran all round the semicircle of girls. But she could not get him to tell her why he had needed so sorely to prove his grandmother a bastard; he had become self-conscious and actually wondered whether it had been a trifle sordid of him to do so. Besides, his grandmother had been mistress to Mary’s grandfather, James IV, before she had married the second Earl of Bothwell. Their disreputable grandparents might prove a common ground between them of a not altogether convenient nature, and he hastily sheered off them to sell her that as Lieutenant of the Border he had the power to command his neighbours, and if they disobeyed, ride upon them with fire and sword and besiege and cast down any houses held against him.


There was a faint gasp of a different kind at this; the young man who stood before them, his eyes flashing as he gave instance of his power, seemed alarmingly ready to put it into execution.


‘And did you?’ asked his Queen a little faintly.


‘No, Madam, I got to work on my enemies quicker than on my neighbours. If Edinburgh had seen I was the man for them, London soon paid me her compliments, for she had to reinforce the garrisons all along the English side against my attacks. Did your mother – did Her Grace ever tell you of the Raid of Haltwellsweir?’


Mary blinked and paused for the fraction of a second. Some such terrible name flashed back into her memory, which hadbeen praised for its royal quality. If only she could prove it now!


‘Was that,’ she began tentatively, ‘when you all but captured the Earl of Northumberland and his brother Sir Henry Percy?’


Thank heaven it was, for this fierce Borderer was nearer smiling than he had been yet. ‘Aye,’ he said, ‘and if it had not been for their fine Arab horses, the best that English gold can buy, they’d have been with the rest of the prisoners I took that day, rising two hundred of ’em. But my main object was to draw off the strength of the enemy while our French allies burned the Percies’ outpost, Norham Castle.’


His face had blackened. Mary thought it must sometimes be as dangerous to be his ally as his enemy. ‘And didn’t they?’ she only just dared say.


‘No.’


The answer fell like a stone, and his Queen did not venture to ask the reason. The amazing young man seemed positively to forget that he was talking to her; he stood brooding on that fight in the icy dark of the winter before last, as though it were more present to his mind than the lovely young Queen who sat before him, her shy down-dropped eyes now opened wide upon his face.


‘The deep sluggish Till was our best ally that day,’ he suddenly broke out. ‘Did you ever hear the verse of the two rivers before you left Scotland, Madam?






Till said to Tweed,


“Though I run slow,


Where ye drown one man I drown twa.”








‘It was a day or two after Christmas in the dead hour before dawn that we took our Christmas cheer crossing that black swollen water, eight hundred horsemen and as many foot, each of them clutching a stirrup-leather to keep him from getting swept away by the current, though God knows it was a near thing for many of the horses too.’ He gave a short bark of laughter. ‘It was a bit of a shock to my men, though they took it like lambs, when I turned my horse to tell them where I was leading them.’


‘Couldn’t you trust them before?’


‘Trust a Borderer to keep trust? Aye, Madam, through hell, itself. But trust him to keep a secret from leaking out through his wife’s brother or his son’s wife, that’s another matter. For all the laws against intermarriage, the moss-troopers have relations on both sides of the Border, and are apt to take a fight less seriously than a football match. Why, they’ll stop and gossip in the very midst of a battle – aye, and not even stop for it, for I’ve seen a Northumberland man and a Scot hacking at each other good and hearty, and asking between the strokes how sister Annie fared in childbed with her seventh.’


An amazed titter rustled through the group; he cocked a merry eye at Mary Fleming in acknowledgment, but went straight on.


‘No, I had to keep my true plans to myself. There was only one of the Percies I really had to reckon with – the younger, Sir Henry, a hard man, so his own fellows report him, but the finest soldier I’ve ever had the luck to encounter—’


(‘I think he likes his enemies better than his friends,’ Mary reflected.)


‘As for his brother Northumberland – that easy lord isn’t going to forgive me for getting him out of bed by candlelight at two in the morning, after his Christmas dinner, to gallop with his men to meet his brother. But it was I who met his brother first – on the wooded slope of Haltwellsweir, on the bank of the Till behind a swamp of willows. There we couched in the wet dead bracken, waiting, God knows how long, while some of my best prickers fired the haystacks of Fenton Town to lure Harry Percy by the flames, and so led him in pursuit of them past our ambush. It was “Fire and sleet and candlelight” that night, but Percy’s candles were lit too late. I gave the word to fire. The best thing about these modern firearms is the din they make. Percy must have thought there were three times our number hidden in that wood; their horses took fright and bolted, so did the riders. I hallooed my fellows after them along the river bank. God, what hunting! I’d sent on the foot to turn them at Ford; Harry Percy’s horse out-galloped them and escaped across the river at the shallows, so did some others, but the rest were caught between us and the Till in spate with winter rains, and preferred surrender to cold steel or colder water. It was a bonny fight.’


He was ruminating happily on it again, then remembered that the real point of the story was not the harrying of the Percies by that steel-dark swollen river, but to impress his new Sovereign with his importance.


‘It spurred on the English to an armistice, there’s no doubt of that, and Percy and I had another sort of river rendezvous some six months later, when we met on the banks of Tweed to settle peace on the Borders – aye, and I saw to it that the English had to cross to the Scottish side for the conference.’ He chuckled wickedly. ‘The Bishop of Durham gobbled like a turkey–cock over it, and Harry Percy was fit to be tied.’


Mary had heard that the new young Lieutenant of the Border was too fond of baiting bishops, and that Sir Henry Percy had indignantly demanded someone more ‘wise and discreet’ to represent Scotland. Should she tell him that? Why should she be afraid of him? ‘I would have told him instantly in the forest.’ But she did not tell him here.


‘We signed the papers for your appointment as Scottish delegate,’ she said; ‘my mother wrote of “the probity, industry and loyalty of our chosen cousin”.’ Here she was quoting praises again instead of criticism, and why in heaven’s name, when he surely had as good a conceit of himself as any man that ever came out of Scotland?


And he paid no heed at all to her compliment.


‘There was underhand dealing, Madam, all through that commission, the English using their chance to get in touch with the disloyal Scots. We signed the peace terms at Ladykirk near the end of last September, a year ago. A bare month later, the Lords of the Congregation dared to “depose” your royal mother from the Regency, and were demanding help from England – English soldiers, English money to pay their troops – when the ink was scarcely dry on the treaty. Nothing open, of course. John Knox the preacher wrote to Cecil suggesting that he should send English troops into Scotland and then declare them rebels!’


‘What? But this is incredible! How dare you make such a charge without proof?’


Mary had certainly lost her timidity now; she had sprung from her chair, her eyes blazing. He scanned her with cool appraisement. She was better like this.


‘Madam, the only proof would be the letter itself, now in Cecil’s files.’


‘Then how could you have seen it?’


‘John Knox himself showed it me, when he was offering me their bribes to make me swerve from my allegiance to the Crown.’


‘Which you refused—’


‘No, which I haggled over, and so learned all I could. Knox, as an upstart tenant (his family have been dependants on the Hepburn lands for generations), was out to brag as well as bribe, by showing how he had given his orders to Queen Elizabeth’s Chief Minister of State.’


‘Then he is dealing direct with my enemy against me!’


‘As practically every Protestant lord in your kingdom is doing – Madam.’


‘Protestant? What has it to do with religion? Elizabeth is not so Protestant.’


‘No, religion has nothing to do with it. Elizabeth dislikes John Knox’s views as much as yourself. But, as her Ambassador here said, it is to her best interest to “nourish the garboil in Scotland”.’


‘These are Machiavelli’s doctrines, utterly devilish—’


‘And the groundwork of every statesman’s principles since he formulated them nearly half a century ago.’


‘Then if that’s how they’ve come to understand statecraft in my father’s country, I thank God I’m never likely to see it again!’


If she had lost her temper illogically, so did he, as quick now to be up in arms for the Scots he had just been accusing.


‘Is it only in your father’s country, Madam? Would the statecraft here of your mother’s fine relatives, the Guises, aye, and your husband’s mother, the Medici, breathe a cleaner air?’


‘This is intolerable, my lord. You need not stay longer to insult me.’


Yes, he had gone too far again; he had seen it even as he did so; curse his unlucky temper! ‘Madam, you are right to be angry. I spoke like a fool. We are both hating the same thing, so why should we quarrel?’


She wanted to say she had not quarrelled but dismissed him, but he gave her no time.


‘Statecraft has come later to Scotland than to Italy and France, and therefore is the cruder in treachery. We have ever been a race of hardy ruffians—’


‘And apparently proud of it!’ she shot at him.


‘Aye, Madam, proud of it, though my father was so damned modem and cultivated that he thought it the clever thing to break his faith, both to Queen and wife – having been paid so ill by your royal father in his youth for keeping it to his neighbours!’ he, could not resist adding.


He longed to shake the confidence of this childishly unconscious creature; to tell her that her father had annexed his father’s ‘Lands and Lordships’ – that his father had called hers ‘the murderer of the nobles’. Before he should be mad enough to express the blood-feud in words, he rushed on: ‘He was a fool. Let him go! The rest of our house have followed our motto, “Keep Trust”. And that is the overword too of the Border. So our society rests on secure foundation – aye, even though we keep little gear, except a score or so of horses lest we be called out at any moment to attack or defend. But now that foundation of a man’s word is being cut away, and no man will be able to trust his enemy.’


‘But why should my people hate me – or my mother? She was called the Good Queen. She was kind to everyone, she forgave her enemies again and again, she allowed more freedom to the Protestants than they have known under any other ruler.’


‘It’s not freedom they want, it’s power. That is why they hounded your Lady-mother to the grave, as they will Your Grace if they get the chance – and sought English aid to do it. And I’ve not yet told you how I baulked that for them, when I frightened the portmanteau of English gold out of John Cockburn’s grip.’


But Mary was still hearing those other words, ‘hounded your Ladymother to the grave – as they will Your Grace.’ What terrible things this man told her, and so roughly and casually! Never in her life had anyone spoken with so little regard for her feelings.


And had there not been the hint of a threat in his voice when he had told her, twice over, of the harsh way in which her father had punished his? He might be a loyal servant to the Crown of his own choice; but it was as a Borderer, loyal to his house, his neighbours, even his enemies, that he thought of himself first and foremost – and he had utterly ignored her command just now to him to go. She must show him that she was to be obeyed.


She rose in as stately a manner as she could muster, and held out a hand which to her intense annoyance she found was trembling a little. Her voice, she hoped, was cold and ironic.


‘I regret, my lord, that there is not time at present for yet another of your adventures’ – and then she must needs repent and spare his feelings, adding impulsively, ‘but you will tell it to me some other time, won’t you?’


‘I will, Madam.’


(‘I’ll swear he will!’ muttered Beton.)


He knelt to kiss the Queen’s hand. This interview seemed to have gone agley, but that should not matter much; she was a young thing and flighty as a weathercock. Now that her hand lay on his, he saw how slight and white a thing it was on top of his hard brown muscles, and felt it flutter a little. A vague, annoyed perception came to him that he had been talking to a child and frightened her; against all etiquette he took her fingers in his grasp as he raised them to his lips. It was done only to reassure her and pledge his loyalty, and he did not know how he crushed them.


Then he went, and all the girls drew a deep breath. The painted walls seemed to close in round them and the room seemed very small.


‘Woof!’ they exclaimed; and Livingstone, ‘I feel as though I had been buffeted in the wind!’; and Seton, ‘Or tossed at sea—’


(‘Or on a bed,’ murmured Fleming, but not loud enough for the rest to hear.)


‘Can we breathe now? And speak?’ asked Beton. ‘It seems we didn’t dare just now!’


That gave the cue to their exclamations.


‘How he talked to you, Madam! and at us!’


‘The words he used! “Bag ‘of guts” for my Lord Huntly!’


‘He could not even remember to call you “Madam”, but had to jerk it in every now and then.’


They went on talking about him a surprising amount. You would have thought they were in a convent and never saw a man, Mary said wonderingly.


‘Nor do we often – a man like that,’ said Fleming.


She thought Monsieur Brantôme had been wrong about his looks; the swarthy Borderer was not handsome; his thrusting nose, which should have been straight as well as short, had evidently been broken, but he had a fine head, well carried, broad in the brow, the thick rough hair very high at the temples as though the furious exertions of his twenty-five years had already thinned it there a little.


Seton said his mouth looked cruel, the full sardonic lips shut so hard under the short moustache; Fleming had noticed the quick commanding glance of his eye; Livingstone was enraged by it – ‘he would not even wait to command, but just seize you with those long gorilla arms—’


‘All the better to hold you with, my dear! What heated imagination! Your dislike is more improper than my liking!’


‘Extremes meet,’ observed Seton in her quiet little voice, anxious to hush the small flare-up before their mistress should notice it. ‘At first touch one does not know ice from fire.’


Mary Stewart was surprised they should talk so much about him and never take note of what had excited herself far the most – his tale of the fight and chase along the river Till. She sat staring out of the window at a graceful fountain that her husband’s grandfather, François I, had set at the end of a rose-walk, and behind it formal gardens like a bright new tapestry, stopping abruptly at the edge of the dark old forest of Fontainebleau that grew for miles all round this lovely palace.


So it was with her life here, bright, sheltered, social, with people always telling her pleasant things in polite voices, paying her compliments on her beauty, her grace, her learning, and above all, her manners; but all round it, behind it, and perhaps some day in front of it again, there lay, far in the bleak North, the far-off land of Scotland that she had left long ago.


There in the ‘bright dark’ (those two words of the Borderer would remain with her always) stood a bare hillside and a dark loch and a gaunt castle like a thundercloud, carved out against the scudding clouds and the light like silver behind them. For years she had been homesick for the sight, as she had been for her mother, whom she had left behind in Scotland at six years old. Would she ever see it again?


‘We shall have moonlight again,’ she heard his voice answer her with a promise. Yes, those words would remain with her too. She did not care how unpleasant he had been, he did not matter enough for that, but she was glad she had met him, for he had brought back Scotland to her, here in this small painted room with the marble salamander of François I prancing delicately over the fireplace, and her Maries gossiping behind her; he had brought back something to which she belonged more passionately than the fair, flat fields of France.



















Chapter Four





Bothwell was not ill pleased with himself as he walked away from the palace; he had told a good tale and held their attention – that was a fine girl, that Fleming girl, good hips. He had rammed it well home to the Queen that he was a useful fellow, good at need, but one to be reckoned with too, if she did not treat him according to his deserts.


He swung through the gates into the dusty square of the great courtyard outside, to the inn where he was lodging, and there saw a slight, shabby, perky figure lounging back against the doorpost, and recognised him instantly.


‘Halloa!’ he called. ‘Has all Paris come to Fontainebleau?’


The youth sprang to attention and bowed profoundly. ‘My lord, this letter reached your lodging in Paris; it would never have reached you here if I had not brought it.’
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