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PART ONE


1

There were crowds of people puffing and panting up that grassy hill, many seeming already to be in various stages of exhaustion. John Stewart had not realised that so many would be smitten with the same idea as himself, although perhaps he ought to have thought of it. However, he did not fear that there would be any lack of room at the top, for most of these looked as though they would never reach there, feeble townsfolk unused to employing the muscles God had given them, unlike a country-bred stalwart in his twenty-fourth year such as John Stewart of Methven. Not that he was actually making for the top of the hill himself—no point in that when the eastern shoulder above Duddingston village and loch would give the better view in the required direction.

So, at the level of the high tarn of Dunsappie, cradled darkly in a fold of the hill, he swung away from most of the crowd, right-handed, to contour along a subsidiary ridge, steep on the south, whin-grown and blazing yellow in the May sunshine.

Here there were only two or three others and no gasping chatter, so that he could hear the cuckoos calling from the Prestonfield woodland far below.

He did not have to go so far as the shoulder before he saw all that he had come for. Before him, eastwards by south, the coastal plain was a sight to behold, a rippling carpet of colour and glitter, from no more than a mile or so off to almost as far as he could see, spreading over the fair Lothian countryside like a vast army. The young man had looked for a fine and stately cavalcade; what he saw was a mighty sprawling host of thousands. Small wonder that the King was late.

The question was where was the King in all that multitude—or rather, where was his father, for it was not so much James as Ludovick Stewart whom John had come looking for. But his father would be with the King, almost certainly. Would they be at the front of this vast concourse, or in the midst? It could make a difference of almost hours as to when they would reach the gates of Edinburgh.

He waited, staring, trying to distinguish details at a distance, a good-looking young man, not handsome but with pleasant open features, regular if on the blunt side, a little above medium height with wide shoulders tapering to slender, muscular hips and long legs, plainly dressed but in good quality clothing; not one who would be apt to stand out in a crowd but who might attract a second and third glance from the discerning. His own glances still failed to distinguish where the King and his close entourage might ride in all that farflung array. Not being a warlike host there were no banners to identify the leadership. Eventually, still no wiser, he decided that the chances were that James would be at or near the front, and if so it was time that he himself got back to the city streets and his mother, if they were to gain a good viewpoint to watch the forthcoming proceedings.

So he all but ran back whence he had come and down the steep hill below the red-stone crags, to where the grass gave way to the first buildings—mainly byres, stables and pig-styes—reaching out towards Arthur’s Seat from the tall tenement wynds on the south side of the Cowgate.

Now he was into more crowds, thronging the fairly narrow street, all heading westwards, like himself, and much slowing him down. Naturally all sought the middle of the cobblestoned thoroughfare, the crown of the causeway as it was called—for the sides were no more than wide gutters abrim with filth and sewage, to be avoided at all costs. So there was much jostling and pushing, much shouting and reviling, although in the main the mood was good-natured, as befitted the atmosphere of holiday. Occasionally, however, there was cursing and fist shaking as some belated great one rode up behind mounted grooms or men-at-arms with cracking whips or even the flats of swords, forcing a way through, and now and again a lumbering coach, heraldically painted, with bawling outriders and horn-blowing postillions—and then all on foot were forced into the swills and stinks of the kennels in furious profanity, with even some of the ordure itself scooped up and hurled at the gleaming paintwork.

John Stewart, being nimbler and fitter than most, managed to avoid any major contact with the excrement, and pushed ahead with fair success. At what was still called the French Ambassador’s House, the lodging of the present Secretary of State—known to his master and most others as Tam o’ the Cowgate, Sir Thomas Hamilton—John turned off up another steep and narrow lane, little more than a stairway, called Libberton’s Wynd, which brought him out on to the main spine of that extraordinary climbing city, Scotland’s capital, the High Street and Canongate conjoined. Here, quite close to the new Tolbooth, were the lodgings which he and his mother rented for the occasion in the house of a decayed gentlewoman, widow of a former Perthshire laird of their acquaintance.

Hurrying upstairs he found Mary Gray at the window of their room, looking down on the teeming excitement of the High Street below.

“They come,” he announced, a little breathlessly. “A great legion of them—thousands. Spreading over the land. I have never seen such a host.”

“Then His Grace will be in an ill mood. He does not like large numbers in his tail—since they have to be fed and that costs siller!”

The woman turned to smile at him—and she was a joy to behold. Now in her forty-first year, she retained the figure and stance of a girl. Darkly lovely, she was of slender build, with delicate features and great lustrous eyes and an expression which seemed to combine quiet gravity with ready humour. It seemed ridiculous that she should be the mother of the well-built young man before her. Like him she was simply but well dressed and carried herself with grace and an air of unassumed assurance. John Stewart was very proud of his mother, even though her name was not his.

“We had better hurry,” he said, “or we shall not be in time to get a good position with all these going.”

“How near were they? The King and his close company?”

“I could not tell, there were so many. But the foremost were across the Figgate Burn, I could see.”

“Then we have plenty of time. James never hurries, save when hunting. And they have quite some distance to ride around the city walls to reach the West Port.”

“The West Port? But they come from the east.”

“Yes. But the Chancellor and the Secretary know their sovereign-lord, Johnnie. After much travelling, James would be apt to go straight to his palace of Holyroodhouse, to eat and drink and sleep, and never enter the city at all. And so would miss all their fine welcome and speeches—which the good city fathers love and their liege loathes. So the King is to be met by Chancellor Seton and Secretary Tam and cunningly led round the south walls, to see the site where his good friend, and ours, Geordie Heriot’s fine new hospital is to be built—and so, in at the West Port. Thus he has all the town to pass through before he can win back to Holyrood-house. Endless opportunities for speeches and spectacles and mummery. Is not that clever? I am told that Tam o’ the Cowgate himself devised it all—Geordie Heriot was his cousin, of course. So there is no hurry at all, at all.”

Nevertheless John Stewart was impatient, and Mary Gray allowed herself to be conducted downstairs and out into the smelly street to join the crowd; she laughing, but not unkindly, at all the excitement. That woman had had long and comprehensive experience of such occasions.

They pushed and inserted their way up the High Street, past the High Kirk of St Giles, to the entrance of the Lawnmarket, having to squeeze under two decorative arches of scaffolding and painted canvas on the way. On the arches cupids and angels perched precariously, the street and close-mouths were strewn with flowers and evergreens, largely becoming sadly trampled, and tapestries and hangings draped from many of the tenement windows. Down the West Bow, they and the crowd turned and surged, and at the foot there was another and more elaborate arch over-sailing a stage, this all hung with cloth-of-gold which flapped and fluttered in the breeze, for Edinburgh is ever a windy city. The wide space of the Grassmarket beyond under the towering cliffs of the castle-rock, had been cleared of its usual clutter of booths and stalls and was now crammed with the horses and coaches, the grooms and retainers, of the rich and noble. The West Port of the city wall opened at the far end of this Grassmarket.

The approach to the great gateway was by a narrow canyon of a street beneath more high tenements, and this was so choked with humanity that there was no passage for even the most agile or aggressive. Mary Gray declared that this was of no matter, that there was no need to go further anyway, that they would see all they would want to see in the Grassmarket itself; but the young man was eager to be where the King, and therefore his father, would first halt and be welcomed. He had not seen Ludovick Stewart for almost two years and he was very much his father’s son, as well as his mother’s.

However, the problem was solved for them by the noisy arrival of a handsome canopied double-chair, painted black-and-white and blue-and-white, in the Erskine of Mar colours, and carried by four liveried chairmen with a bodyguard of stave-wielding servitors who chanted: “Way for the Countess of Mar! Way for the Countess!” and bored through the crowds like a bull at a gate. Held up for only moments at the choked throat of the street, it was long enough for the sole occupant of the chair, peering out, to recognise Mary Gray and to halt the equipage by slapping on the front panel.

“Mary! Mary Gray, my dear—and John. I did not know that you were in town,” she called. “Are you for this reception? Vicky comes?”

“Yes, praise God! He is back from France.”

“We can get no further, Countess,” John declared.

“Then come with me. Mary—in beside me here. There is room. John—walk between the shafts, behind. You will do very well there.”

This was another Mary and another royalish Stewart at that, the Lady Mary Stewart, a daughter of the late Esmé, Duke of Lennox, first cousin of the King, and sister of the present Duke. She and Mary Gray were old friends.

“Where are you lodging, Mary?” she asked. “You should be biding with me in the Cowgate.”

“We are at old Lady Tippermuir’s, near the Tolbooth. She can always do with a merk or two of lodging-siller . . .”

So they were carried in fits and starts up that constricted gully of a street, through the close-peering faces and thronging bodies—but here there were fewer catcalls and shaken fists, for these were mainly gentlefolk and suitably impressed by the Countess of Mar’s position. Getting through the West Port gateway itself taxed even the Mar retainers; but beyond it was blessed relief, for here, just outside the city wall, was a wide open space known as the Barras, renowned as the scene of many trials of chivalry between noble jousters, and in more humdrum necessity as a place for the country folk to wait, with their carts and garrons, bringing produce to sell on market-days, until the city gates were opened. In this wide arena today the aristocracy of Scotland and the luminaries of her capital city strolled and chattered around a great erection of planks and poles, flags and bunting, comprising a platform with steps up, backed by rising tiers of benches for the more important spectators.

To this the Countess directed her chairmen and, secure in her cousinship to the monarch as well as her husband’s appointment as Keeper of Stirling Castle, the greatest fortress of the kingdom, she quite courteously ordered lofty-looking folk already seated on the lowermost but most prestigious bench to move aside for her and her companions. John was embarrassed by this unsought-for privilege and prominence; they would go and stand in some less kenspeckle place he said. But his mother, after brief comment that this was not necessary, accepted it all as quite appropriate, with her usual calm assurance, and sat down beside her friend. John could not do otherwise.

Two of the city officers came along and looked at them doubtfully, but the two ladies ignored them and they went away.

Much was going on all around, last minute adjustments, re-arrangings, even some hammering, where a purple canopy was being erected in the centre of the stage, on poles. A succession of notables came up to pay their respects to the Countess, not all of whom knew Mary Gray. It was noteworthy, however, that most of those who did paid her almost as much respect as they did to the Lady Mar.

Presently a horseman came cantering from the south, shouting that His Grace was near, no further than the High Riggs area. He would be here in a few minutes, just.

Great was the excitement. The panoply of purple velvet was hastily secured against the breeze—this presumably had been kept under cover hitherto in case it rained. The city magistrates and councillors, led by the Provost, came bustling up on to the platform, to be formed up in a row by the city officers. The Lord Lyon King of Arms and his heralds placed themselves to one side, a colourful crew, and a group of Privy Councillors and Lords of Session took stance opposite. Musicians were beckoned forward to a lower, subsidiary platform nearby, and started to tune up.

The long-awaited moment arrived—fourteen years awaited, in fact, for this was 1617—and Scotland’s curious absentee monarch came into view round the burgh wall, riding at a brisk trot before a multi-hued company of gentlemen which stretched away out of sight. All who sat rose to their feet, and after a false start and some uncertainty the musicians struck up with the rousing strains of Bruce’s battle-hymn before Bannockburn, generally called “Hey Tutti Taitie”.

To this stirring accompaniment the royal cavalcade clattered up. James Stewart, as ever, rode like a sack of corn—which was strange considering that he was one of the most enthusiastic horsemen and huntsmen in his two kingdoms. Overdressed but with most of his too-decorative clothing neither quite properly fastened together nor very clean, he wore one of his notably high-crowned hats with jewelled clasp and feather—odd choice for riding—tipped forward over his nose. As far as could be seen beneath it, he appeared to be scowling.

But neither John nor his mother were really considering their liege-lord and his little eccentricities, concentrating their gaze instead on a stocky, plain-faced man, superbly mounted but much less extravagantly dressed than was the King, who rode immediately to the right, although not nearly so close as the exquisite youth on the other side, clad in the height of London fashion, whose mount almost rubbed against that of the monarch. Behind this trio rode a solid phalanx of impressive-looking gentlemen, and following on came the endless stream of riders, led by a troop of horsed guards in the royal colours, all gleaming armour and nodding plumes.

King James and his two companions trotted up to the dais-platform and, timed to synchronise with this, a file of one hundred of the Edinburgh Town Guard marched round from either side of the stage area, all uniformed in unlikely white satin, no less, with beribboned halberds over shoulders, to form up around the monarch—who eyed them somewhat askance, especially the halberds. James did not like weapons of any sort. Thereafter a pair of scantily dressed ladies emerged from behind the solid black-velvet-clad rank of magistrates and councillors of the city, tugging between them what seemed at first sight to be a baby in long clothes but which thankfully proved to be only a life-sized doll. Uttering shrill cries, partially lost in the martial music, the ladies pulled and shook fists at each other until a gorgeously robed figure wearing a crown and carrying both a sword and a sceptre, appeared, apparently to remonstrate with the furious females, although what he said could not be heard for Bruce’s battle-hymn. However, his purpose was made sufficiently clear when he raised his sword above the baby, conveniently stretched out between the claimants, obviously to cut it in half, whereupon one of the disputants let go of the doll, wringing her hands and presumably howling, whilst the other clutched it, only to have it snatched from her by the man with the sword, who gave it to the other, who presented it to her bared breast as though to give suck. The crowned individual then turned and bowed deeply to the true and modern Solomon whose unerring judgment was thus exemplified, and all three retired backwards around the Town Council.

James attempted to speak, but “Hey Tutti Taitie” was still in full swing. Glaring from large, eloquent, indeed quite beautiful Stewart eyes, the monarch, who had no ear for music anyway, took off his high hat and flapped it at the enthusiastic instrumentalists. Without the overshadowing headgear, God’s Vice-Regent on Earth, as he was wont to style himself, could be seen to have somewhat shapeless features but a high forehead to suit his hat, a slack mouth from which a pink tongue was apt to protrude—for it was too large for the rest of him and consequently he dribbled fairly consistently—and a wispy beard. Now aged fifty-one, his hair was beginning to thin and grey and he had developed a paunch—scarcely an impressive figure, save for those eyes.

The musicians’ leader got the message and the victorious paean ebbed away.

“God be thankit,” Majesty declared thickly, and then nodded towards the stage. “Aye—och, maist appropriate and homologous. Aye, and perspicacious, perspicacious. Was it no’, Vicky? Mind, yon wifie that didna get the bairn was auld enough to ken better, as you could jalouse by her paps. She was yon Jean Stewart, Lindores’ lady, if I’m no’ mistaken, and no’ far off a grand-dame her ainsel’, I’m thinking.” He nodded sagely, and clapped on his hat again. “Now—what’s next?”

“Let us hope no more Latin poems, Sire,” the good-looking youth on the King’s left announced, in the loud and clear, if clipped tones of the English ruling class. He yawned, frankly.

“Wheesht, Steenie, or they’ll hear you,” James said, equally audibly, and leaned over to pat the other’s hand, to show that there was no real reproof intended.

The Provost stepped forward from the ranks of the magistrates, dressed like them all in black velvet for the occasion, but this enhanced by a special fur-lined cloak, very fine. The Lord Lyon King of Arms, in heraldic tabard, raised his baton and intoned:

“The Provost of Your Majesty’s City of Edinburgh, Alexander Nisbet of the Dean.”

“Aye, well—he has our royal permission to speak,” James nodded graciously. “But no’ for too long, mind.”

Thus advised, the Provost bowed low and began. “Your Grace, in the name of your ancient capital and royal burgh of Edinburgh . . .”

He got no further meantime, James interrupting: “No Grace, man—Majesty. You should ken that by now. Grace was the auld Scots usage, aye. But now it’s for archbishops and dukes and siclike, eh, Vicky? Majesty, mind. And this Edinburgh’s no’ the ancient capital at all, see you, Provost—Nisbet is it? Nisbet’s a right Merse name, frae the Borders, is it no’? Mainly rogues come frae the Borders, I’ve found, guidsakes! Ask Alicky Home. I’ve been biding at yon Dunglass wi’ him yester-night. Aye, and the Homes are the worst o’ the lot. Eh, Alicky?” And he turned in his saddle to scan the ranks behind him, where the Earl of Home quickly changed his black scowl into a smile. “Aye, well—Perth and Stirling, aye and Dunfermline and even Roxburgh, no’ to mention yon Forteviot, were a’ capitals in their day, before Edinburgh. Sic transit, you ken. So dinna get too high in your opinion o’ this bit town! Proceed, Provost man—proceed.”

Quite put off his stride, the chief magistrate hummed and hawed. “Majesty, I . . . I crave Your Majesty’s pardon. I . . . ah, a slip o’ the tongue, just. I was going to say . . . I was going to say . . .” Clearly, in his confusion he had forgotten just what he was going to say. Looking around him in desperation, he jettisoned his prepared speech. “I, I welcome Your Majesty on behalf of the City of Edinburgh, after your so long absence from it. To our loss, aye our great loss, to be sure. And, er, call upon the Town Clerk, Master John Hay, to make known the leal greetings of the Council and citizens.”

The Town Clerk, a bustling little lawyer, thus prematurely thrust forward, produced a large swatch of papers from inside his velvet, with which he fumbled—and which James and others eyed with some alarm. However, as befitted a man of words, he fairly quickly found his place and launched forth into a flood of, if not exactly eloquence, at least verbiage.

“Your Gr . . . er, Majesty, blessed be God that our eyes are permitted once more to feed upon the royal countenance of our true Phoenix, the bright star of our northern firmament,” he began, paper held close to his face the better to read.

He was corrected. “Phoenix, man, is no’ a star, in this or any other firmament. It’s an unchancy crittur, a sort o’ fowl, wi’ a habit o’ burning itsel’ in a bit fire every 500 years. You’re no’ likening your royal prince to siclike beastie?”

“No, no, Sire—no! It is but a figure, do you see. A figure of speech, just. Representing Your Grace . . .” He changed that quickly to gracious Majesty. “Aye, our sun, the powerful adamant of our wealth,” he read on, “by whose removing from our hemisphere we were darkened. Deep sorrow and fear possessed our hearts, where had rested the imperishable, unconquerable by the fires of this world and the flames of tongues of evil men . . .”

“Ooh, aye—and there’s plenties o’ those, eh Steenie? Plenties—especially in yon England! A right incubatory and hatchery for flaming tongues! But go on, man—and be quick about it. We’ve been here ower long as it is.”

“Yes, Sire.” Master Hay had to find his place again. “. . . tongues of evil men. Aye, the very hills and groves, accustomed before to be refreshed by the clear dew of Your Majesty’s presence, not putting on their wonted apparel, but with pale looks representing their misery for the departure of their royal King, a King in heart as upright as David, wise as Solomon and godly as Josias! Your Highness, formed by nature and framed by Education to be the perfection of all elegance and eloquence, we, protected under the wings of Your Majesty’s sacred authority from the Beast of Rome and his Antichristian locusts . . .”

“Hech, hech, man—Beast o’ Rome is sweeping, aye sweeping! And the good ambassadors o’ their maist Christian and Catholic Majesties o’ France and Spain—here present, mind—will no’ like yon o’ Antichrist and, and locusts, was it? Right enough about David and Solomon and the like—but moderation in a’ things, mind. Aye, and in length too, mannie. Enough is enough.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. On the very knees of our hearts, we . . .”

“Quiet, man—quiet! I said enough. If you hae knees to your heart, then you’re a right wonder! Myself, I’m hungry—and it’s a guid mile yet to Holyroodhouse, forby! Have done. Is that a’, Mr Provost? It’s usual, mind, for a bit presentation and recognisance, at such time. Secretary Tam—did you no’ say . . .?”

In his urgency the Provost actually interrupted the monarch. “To be sure, Sire—Your Majesty. Here it is. The city sword and keys, delivered to your royal keeping.”

“Ooh, aye—but I wasna just meaning bits o’ iron, man.” Gingerly James looked at the two city officers now bearing down on him, one bearing aloft the great sword, the other the keys on a crimson cushion. The monarch was expected to signify his acceptance of these symbols by touching them and returning them to their keepers. But throughout James had remained sitting on his horse instead of dismounting and coming to sit under the fine purple velvet canopy erected for him. So that the two officers were up on the platform and, though the King was approximately on the same level, there was a sizeable gap caused by the steps up. The bearers of the capital’s emblems were in a quandary. Were they to descend the steps and then hoist up their awkward burdens, or would the sovereign dismount or even climb to the platform? Actually, James, who hated and dreaded cold steel—save for the gralloching-knife of the deer hunt—waved away custodians and symbols both, looking round accusingly at Sir Thomas Hamilton, the Secretary of State, now created Lord Binning and Byres, who had come to the Figgate Burn to meet him.

That bulky but shrewd individual raised the powerful voice which had so often intimidated the Court of Session—for he had long been Lord Advocate and was now Lord President of Session as well as Secretary of State. “The cup, man!” he shouted. “The siller cup.”

Provost Nisbet, whose day this seemingly was not, hastily turned to the City Treasurer who handed him a silver chalice, with which he came forward, almost at the run. Again there was the gap to contend with. He hurried down the steps and more or less thrust the cup up at the King, wordless.

James leaned to take it, and hefted it expertly in his hand, peering within. “Light,” he pronounced. “Gey light.” He passed it over to the plain-faced man on his right. “How much, Vicky?” he demanded, frowning. “Scanty, I’d say—aye, scanty.”

The Duke of Lennox grimaced. “Now, James? Here?” He had scarcely been attending to all this performance, his gaze tending to be fixed on the persons of Mary Gray and his son, sitting there across the platform.

“Aye, now. You’d no’ have us ignorant, Vicky, about so important a matter? Eh, Provost?”

“No need to count it, Sire. There is five hundred pounds there, in double-angels,” Nisbet asserted.

“Five hundred, just?” James sniffed. “Five hundred, eh? Och, well.” He turned and glowered back at the Secretary of State. “You hear that, you Tam?”

“Wait, Sire,” that individual called.

“Na, na—we’ve been here ower long as it is. I’m awa’. . .”

“Sire—the Provost,” the Duke reminded, in a penetrating whisper. “It is customary to knight the Provost of this your capital city.”

“Customary, eh? Customary! Na, na, Vicky—no’ for five hundred pounds, it’s no’! You should ken that. Geordie Heriot wouldna have said the like. He kent what was what. See you to this Provost-mannie—I’m awa’. Come, Steenie.” Majesty dug in his heels, reined his horse half-round, and headed off for the West Port archway.

Ludovick Stewart looked at the unhappy Nisbet, shrugged and dismounted. He tossed his reins to one of the Town Guard, handed the silver chalice to another, patted the cloaked provostly shoulder sympathetically, and ran up the steps on to the platform and straight over to Mary Gray, his son and his sister.

“My dear, my love, my heart!” he cried, and enfolded the dark woman in his arms, there before all. “At last! At last!”

Mary Gray hugged him, laughing between kisses. “Dear Vicky! Dear, dear Vicky! But . . . but is this wise? So many . . . to see.”

“Let them see! All know, anyway. And I am a widower now, mind!”

“And growing fat on it!”

“That is French food. Too much oil!” He turned to embrace his sister—but still kept one arm around Mary Gray. Then he held out a hand to his son. “Johnnie! Johnnie—how good! Damn it—you’re a better-looking man than your father!”

John Stewart was speechless.

“Where are you lodging? With the old Tippermuir dame? Then I will come to you there as soon as I can get away from James.”

“Will he let you go, Vicky? He is always so demanding.”

“He has this new pup, George Villiers, whom he calls Steenie. He dotes on him, even more than he did on the late and unlamented Carr. So long as he has young Steenie he maybe will scarce miss me . . .”

“Look—there seems to be some trouble at the gate,” the Countess said.

There was indeed now a great milling of horsemen and guards at the West Port arch, although that was to be expected with so many to get through the narrow entry. But, by the shouting and jostling, with the white-satined Town Guard hurrying thither, there appeared to be more than mere congestion.

The Duke felt that he might be required, as so often he was by his crowned cousin—for one thing, because of James’s fear of naked steel, he alone was permitted to carry a sword in the royal presence, which weapon was required more for knightings than for anything more martial, but, in the sudden crises and panics which were so apt to develop out of nothing with this Lord’s Anointed, James was glad to have both sword and reliable kinsman ever near-at-hand. So now he hurried to the gateway. John went with him.

Actually there was no call for any alarm. All that had happened was that the royal interest had been caught, typically, by the three grinning malefactors’ heads stuck on spikes above the West Port archway, a favoured display spot for such relics, where they would do most good. Being James, he was intrigued not only by the various expressions thereon but in the varying stages of decay and putrescence, demanding of the gate-porters to know just how long each had been there exposed and wondering why one, not the newest apparently, should be still reasonably whole and intact—save for the eyes pecked out by crows—and a later example little better than a grisly skull? Nothing would do but that all three items should be brought down for royal examination. Not only had all this delayed passage through the gateway but, it so happening that the ladder to mount to the wellhead above the arch being kept behind one of the halves of the great double-doors, this half had to be pulled out, thus part-closing the already constricted entry. Such semi-closure, with the monarch on the other side, was of course incomprehensible for much of the royal train queueing up, and there ensued, in some, a scare that some sort of attack or assault was in progress, especially amongst the English courtiers—and much of the huge cavalcade was English-born—who were prepared to believe that everything in Scotland was barbarous, hazardous and probably treasonable into the bargain. So confusion developed outside the gate, and an anatomical study inside.

By the time that Ludovick and John Stewart had pushed their way through the noisy throng, however, at some risk from horses’ stamping hooves, and discovered all this, the monarch had lost interest in the relics, and, yielding to Steenie’s gasping complaints about the stench, shooed the heads away and set off eastwards down the street towards the Grassmarket at a brisk pace, scattering the crowded citizenry before them like squawking poultry. They left behind major disarray and doubts, as the most illustrious of two kingdoms sought to get through into the city after their liege-lord.

The Duke, of course, found himself in the forefront but without his horse. “A plague!” he exclaimed, “James will not stop now until he gets to Holyrood! Where the devil is my horse? He’ll be shouting for me, God knows!”

“He’ll have to stop,” John pointed out. “There are other arches and spectacles to get through, three more at least. At the West Bow and St Giles and the Tolbooth . . .”

“Lord!” his father groaned. “He’ll be in direst straits then, I swear! I’ll have to be after him, or he’ll be yelling treason! A horse . . .?” He looked about him and reached for the bridle of the most forward-placed mount he saw—which happened to be that of Thomas Howard, Earl of Arundel, chief of the greatest house in England, and who should have been Duke of Norfolk but for the attainder of that title by the late Queen Elizabeth. “Off!” he shouted. “Off with you—in the King’s name!” And, more or less, he tugged that astonished young man out of the saddle by main force. “Sorry, Tommy—you’ll find my grey somewhere. This is important,” he panted. Mounting to the vacated saddle, Ludovick looked down at his son and held out his hand. “Up behind me, Johnnie—you’ll know where these damned arches are. Come!”

So, mounted pillion behind the only duke in both kingdoms, and quite deserting Mary Gray and the Countess, John Stewart of Methven was carried jolting down the street and into the Grassmarket even faster than the sovereign of the United Kingdom had gone before, scattering all before them and leaving utter chaos behind.

 

The Duke of Lennox’s alarm was not uncalled-for. They caught up with royalty at the far end of the Grassmarket, where the winding street known as the West Bow curled up to the main spine of the city, the mile-long Lawnmarket, High Street and Canongate. Unfortunately, however, here where was erected the temporary but elaborate cloth-of-gold-covered arch with figures, such royalty went unrecognised. Dean of Guild Aitkenhead and others of the city guildry and merchant company, who officiated here, were perhaps scarcely to be blamed. After all, they had looked for a monarchial figure at the head of a great and noble train, and, when only two mounted persons came clattering up, one distinctly odd-looking with a high hat aslant and clothing disarranged, the other a mere youth however pretty, they were barred from further progress and told to go whence they had come. That these good burgesses should not know James Stewart’s distinctly memorable features was not so surprising either, for it was now fourteen years since he had departed from his native land, on succeeding to Elizabeth Tudor’s throne in 1603, and this was his first return. Hence all the excitement. But it did mean that few there were in any position to recognise him. Moreover, when James got upset, as now, he spluttered and dribbled more profusely than ever, becoming practically unintelligible save to the initiated, and here his hot protestations that he was the King and that they were all shameful and seditious scoundrels went quite uncomprehended. As he continued to gabble and gesticulate, Master Aitkenhead assumed him to be a madman, and, being Moderator of the City Constables as well as Dean of Guild, he ordered the constables there on duty to apprehend this disturber of the King’s peace, and his companion, and remove them. So Majesty was hauled down off his horse, struggling and bawling, Treason, Murder! Steenie protested too, that it was the King and that he was George, Earl of Buckingham; but his aristocratic English voice was scarcely more intelligible to his hearers than was his spluttering master’s, and went equally disregarded.

This was the situation when Ludovick and John rode up, with the now weeping sovereign and his favourite being hustled away by the constables, and the platform-party seeking to soothe Dame Music and her choir of children and instrumentalists who were naturally agog, the lady all but in hysterics, a spectacle in herself, for she was large and pink in diaphanous robes and they had already been there for almost three hours.

In these circumstances, the arrival of two more hurrying horsemen, but only one horse, was bound to have a less than calming effect. The Duke of Lennox ought to have been recognisable, for he often returned to Scotland and indeed had acted as Viceroy. But the King’s cousin would not be expected to be giving a lift to a pillion-passenger, nor to be unaccompanied either. Also Ludovick, as well as being plain-faced, dressed plainly and not in court fashion, and John was likewise. So the newcomers’ shouts were ignored also, as the platform prepared to deal with more madmen.

John, who rather prided himself on being fit and agile, indeed something of a mountaineer, leapt nimbly down from the back of his father’s saddle, without waiting for representations or explanations, and in three strides launched himself bodily upon the two unfortunate constables who were with difficulty manhandling the shambling, struggling monarch. One he cannoned into with sufficient force to send him reeling, and the other he lashed out at with his fist, spinning him round, whereupon the other fist, to the jawline, felled him to the ground. James, not knowing whether he was being rescued or undergoing further attack, cringed and staggered helplessly.

John, with an instinctive gesture of protection, held open his arms. And Majesty, recognising this at least for what it was, hurled himself into that embrace, gabbling.

The Duke, seeing the King in good hands, dismounted, and, ignoring poor Steenie, stormed up on to this second platform, calling out who he was. Lennox at least was a name all there knew, and it gained him a hearing. At his shouted information, utter consternation dawned and reigned in that company. Dame Music’s hysterics developed uncontrolled.

Leaving them to their appalled deliberations, Ludovick ran down to James, who was still clutching John. Although seldom at a loss for words, even eloquence of a sort, however difficult at times to comprehend, now the monarch was completely incoherent, babbling of treason, lèse majesté, savagery, skaith, damnation and the like, but also of saviours and angels of God—presumably referring to his deliverers. Declaring that it was all a mistake, that the folk here had not known that it was the King, that it might have been in fact some move against the King that they were seeking to counter, the Duke sought to soothe his cousin. John kept silent, but continued to provide a sturdy pillar to which his sovereign could cling. Steenie released, ruffled but apparently none the worse, complained about the manners of the Scotch.

James was somewhat calmed when Dean of Guild Aitkenhead, supported by two of his colleagues, ventured tentatively down from the platform, dread and reluctance in every line of them. But however humbly, even servilely, they approached, the monarch saw them only as further menace, putting John between himself and them and calling on Vicky to draw his sword and run them through, the scoundrelly miscreants and treasonable dogs. In vain they pleaded, and Ludovick reassured; Majesty once aroused was not easily placated.

Fortunately it was at this difficult juncture that the first of the distinguished train turned up, somewhat puzzled by the scene—and James broke off his fulminations to cry shame on all his earls, lords and court for deserting him in his hour of need, him and Steenie both. The chorused and righteous protest, unanimous but of no avail, was proceeding when there was a diversion. The children’s orchestra at the back of the platform suddenly struck up, and after three or four bars, the choir joined in also, youthful voices singing, to the effect that:

 


King James returns to his own land, and all do bow before him;

He shines his light on every hand and his folk all adore him:

Auld Scotia’s Lion brave is he, in wisdom he is peerless.

He glads our eyes his face to see, in all our cause most fearless.



Presumably the youngsters had been instructed to start when the cavalcade drew up, and start then they did with or without Dame Music.

James, distinctly doubtful as to the appropriateness of all this youthful enthusiasm in the circumstances, began to point a minatory, quivering finger at them, when he paused, to stare upwards. They all did.

A loud cranking and clanking and squealing sound penetrated the music, apparently emanating from the top of the cloth-of-gold triumphal arch, which shook somewhat in sympathy. Then from behind the draperies slowly descended a great globe of painted glass, out of which a markedly good-looking Cupid, naked except for the wings, was lowered in turn, standing on a realistic cloud of swansdown and bearing in his hands a silver basin. Any such mechanical device, not to mention the naked youth, could be guaranteed to preoccupy James Stewart, who for the moment forgot his indignation to gaze in expectation. Cupid completed the descent safely, to musical accompaniment, achieved a flap of his wings and came forward with his basin. At the front of the platform he paused, hesitant, clearly uncertain as to who to present it to.

The King was certainly not going up those steps. He still clutched John Stewart indeed. “See what’s in it, Vicky,” he directed. “Hae the laddie doon.” His voice quavered.

Beckoning Cupid down the steps, the Duke looked into the basin. “It’s keys,” he declared. “More keys.”

“Keys, just? Guidsakes, is that a’? We’ve had their bit keys, already!” That was almost a wail.

“These are the keys of the Guildry Court and Merchants’ Hall,” the Dean of Guild explained. And, greatly daring, if somewhat doubtfully, “And of all our hearts, Your Grace.”

“Ooh, aye,” James said, giving him a nasty look and pulling down his hat more firmly. “Keep your keys, man. Aye, and be thankfu’ that you keep your head on your craig, forby! In my mercy—aye, my mercy!” He peered round for his horse. “Where’s my beast? Fetch it. You, lad—heist me up.” He tweaked John’s sleeve. “Up wi’ me.” Laboriously in the saddle, he looked down. “Who are you, man, that God sent to my aid, eh? Your name?”

“John Stewart, Your Majesty.”

“So! Is that a fact? I might ha’ kent it would be a Stewart! Though there’s a wheen o’ them, mind—and no’ a’ o’ the best repute!”

“This is my son, James—John Stewart of Methven, of whom you have heard,” the Duke said.

“D’you tell me that! Hech, hech—so this is your bit by-blow by yon quean Mary Gray. I saw her sitting, back yonder. Save us—an’ this size already! And as well he was—a right paladin and God-send when I was in sair need. Hoc erat in votis!” James was obviously feeling better when he could resort to Latin.

“I did nothing, Sire,” John said.

“D’you ca’ it nothing to rescue Christ God’s Vice-Regent frae malevolent hands—aye, maist malevolent? And your kinsman, John Stewart, in a sort o’ a way. You will ride by my side, John Stewart—find yoursel’ a horse. Take Steenie’s, there. You, Steenie Villiers, were nae guid to me at a’, in that stramash. Nane. You did naething. Gie him your horse, for he’s got mair spunk than you!” And without further ado and no single gesture towards the platform-party, their sovereign-lord rode off once more.

There was much mounting and reining-round behind him.

So a bewildered John Stewart found himself now riding up Edinburgh’s West Bow on the Earl of Buckingham’s fine black, on the King’s left, whilst his father rode on the right, three Stewart kinsmen whatever the differences in rank and station, the brilliantly clad throng behind wondering what next? There was not a lot of sympathy for poor Steenie, who was less than popular.

They had a reasonably clear run through dense crowds up into the High Street. But there, outside the huge High Kirk of St Giles, was another barrier. The King, glowering, undoubtedly would have crashed his way through this one, decorative and flower-decked as it was, had he not perceived the magnificent figure in archiepiscopal robes and mitre, with tall crozier, standing in the forefront. Since this was Archbishop Spottiswoode of St Andrews, Primate of Scotland, and very much James’s own appointment, head of the bishops whom the King had insisted on introducing into the Reformed Kirk, he could hardly ignore him. Also, as it happened, the Mercat Cross which stood nearby had been ingeniously treated to spout red wine from its cannon-like drainage-spouts, and this being instantly turned on, naturally caught the royal eye, especially when suitably disrobed bacchantes trooped forward to offer filled cups of the wine and platters of cakes to the horsemen. James, muttering that this was the first sensible thing that had happened since he reached this town, graciously partook. Meanwhile, an older lady, more comprehensively clad, announced in ringing tones that she was Dame Religion, and invited the King’s Grace to step within St Giles Kirk and hear a discourse from the Archbishop. It is to be doubted whether, fond of archbishops and bishops as he was, James would have acceded to such request at this stage had it not been that the lady issued her invitation in Hebrew—and James was probably the only person present, apart from Spottiswoode himself, who understood what was said, and knew that he was so. To everyone’s surprise, therefore, he dismounted, nodded familiarly to the Archbishop, and lurched with his peculiar knock-kneed stride into the church, still chewing. Perforce all must follow.

It was as well, perhaps, that the succeeding address was an episcopal one and not a sermon by one of the Kirk’s more reformed divines, so that it was mercifully brief. Not that the monarch now seemed concerned, for once in his throne-like seat, with Ludovick and John standing on either side of him, he tipped forward his hat over his nose—he never took his hat off in church, nor in most other places, in case, as he would explain, bats fell from the roof into his royal hair—and promptly went to sleep. It is to be feared that few of the remainder of the entourage crowding into St Giles in loud-voiced protest, got much more out of the Archbishop’s excellent Latinity.

It was the subsequent music which waked the sleeper and, unappreciative of such noise as ever, immediately he got to his feet and marched for the door—but not before he had grasped John’s arm and propelled him along.

The service broke up in less certainty.

Going back to the Mercat Cross for another cup of wine, James remounted and headed determinedly down the High Street.

As they trotted after, John reminded his father that there was still another hurdle to get over, outside the new Tolbooth, before they entered the burgh of the Canongate. The Duke shook his head, wordless.

They came to this quite quickly, the most elaborate and extensive arch and platform of all—and were surprised to see Provost Nisbet and the magistrates and Council awaiting them again thereon. Presumably they had managed the move from the West Port while the church service proceeded. Sundry hearts sank at the sight and James looked almost ferocious.

“Nae mair keys!” he shouted thickly as he approached.

Whether the Provost heard or not, he prudently interposed a trio of handsome ladies between himself and the oncoming monarch. The first of these held up a hand and declared clearly and in pretty fair Greek, that she was Dame Peace. James could scarcely do other than draw up, however reluctantly, for this was another of his own illegitimate cousins, and another Lady Mary Stewart at that, sister of one of the battlers for the baby back at the West Port and widow of the late famous, or notorious, Master of Gray, Mary Gray’s sire. The Scottish aristocracy was like that.

Dame Peace thereupon enunciated a dignified welcome in classical Greek, at which the multilinguist sovereign nodded approval—he claimed to be able to converse in fourteen languages—and thereafter the next lady, Dame Plenty, launched forth into a similar oration in Latin, to suitable comments in the same tongue by the recipient. The third, Dame Justice, rendered her contribution in braid Scots, also much approved, James having been brought up to speak thus by his foster-mother, the old Countess of Mar. He glanced round slyly to observe how most of his train of Englishry were taking all this, well aware that few if any would have the least notion of anything that had been said, his opinion of English education frequently enunciated.

This over, and the King nodding agreeably and preparing to ride on, his face clouded again as the Provost stepped forward once more.

“Majesty,” Nisbet called, almost pleadingly, “one last token before Your Highness leaves this our burgh for that of the Canongate.” And he waved up two of the satined Guard, who bore between then a large cauldron, apparently of silver.

“Sakes . . . keys . . .!” James began, when the obvious weight of the burden, on two stalwart men, struck him. “Hey—what’s in it?” he demanded.

“I advise Your Majesty to go and see,” a fruity voice from behind said genially—the Secretary of State again.

“Eh? Eh? Me? Na, na, Tam—you go, Vicky Stewart. You see.”

The Duke dismounted, sighing, and climbed up once more. He looked into the cauldron, shrugged, and then lifted out first a small roasted chicken, then a small ham, a loaf of bread and a flagon of wine.

“Houts!” the monarch cried. “What’s this? Comestibles, just. Guidsakes—viands and belly-cheer! Are you run clean gyte, Provost man?”

“Go on, my lord Duke—more!” Tam o’ the Cowgate urged.

Handing over the provender to the Provost to hold, Ludovick delved in again and brought out a large white napkin. Then he stooped forward, peering. He plunged in his hand and brought it out dribbling gold pieces. In he dived again.

“Lord!” he exclaimed. “There’s hundreds, thousands, here!”

“Eh? What’s that? Thousands . . .?” For one so ungainly, James was off his horse and up those steps with remarkable alacrity. Almost running he came to plunge his own two hands into the cauldron.

“Aye—plenteous! Maist beauteous and convenient. Convenient, aye,” he approved. “How many? How much, man?”

“Ten thousand, Sire—10,000 merks, in double-angels,” the Provost informed, beaming now. “Yon other, the 500, was but a sweetener, as you might say!”

“Ten thousand, eh? Och, now—that’s mair like it. That is duteous and right suitable. Whence comes it, man? Och—but non olet pecunia! Eh? Aye, well—you, Vicky, you look after this, now. See to it. Wi’ the utmaist care, mind. You’ll need a bit hand, see. Saddlebags will be best—saddlebags. Stow it a’ in saddlebags. They can keep their poultry and that. But first—gie’s your sword, Vicky. Sword, aye. Carefu’ with it, now—carefu’! Dinna birl it around, that way. Now you, Provost man—on your knees. Doon wi’ you.” Taking the proffered sword as though it was red-hot, Majesty poked it in the general direction of the alarmed Provost. Then he paused, looking up and over. “Aye—you, lad. You here, too. Here wi’ you, Johnnie Stewart. Come, man—dinna just sit there staring like some houlet! You were mair spry, afore! Come and kneel by this Provost chiel.”

As in a dream, John dismounted and climbed to the platform, not believing any of it. The Provost, still clutching the chicken and the rest, was already kneeling and eyeing the flickering sword point apprehensively. John was gestured down beside him.

“Put thae comestibles doon, man—you canna be knighted wi’ an armfu’ o’ belly-fodder! And dinna jink your head about that way, or you’ll maybe get skewered like your ain chicken! Now—what’s your name, again? Aye, Nisbet—William Nisbet. Well—still, noo. I hereby dub thee knight, then. So . . . and so! Arise, Sir William Nisbet—and be you guid knight until your life’s end. Aye—now you, Johnnie Stewart.”

John was too bemused to take avoiding action and sustained a swipe on the head as the sword came over. Fortunately he had a fine thick crop of hair and took no hurt.

Again the litany. “I dub thee knight, John Stewart. So . . . and so! You did well, back yonder—when others were less forrit! Arise, Sir John Stewart o’. . . o’ Methven, is it? Aye, well—be a guid knight until thy life’s end, Sir John man. Up you get . . .” James turned, without pause. “Here, Vicky—take your whinger. I’ve been thinking—you’d be better wi’ a bit sack than the saddlebags. You’d need a wheen o’ them, and some fell rogue might be off wi’ one. Find you a sack, and then come on to Holyrood. I’m awa’ there now—and I’ll no’ be stoppit this time, as God’s my witness! I’ve had enough.”

Allowing himself to catch no one’s eye, James Stewart shambled down to his horse, mounted and spurred off round the archway, cleaving the crowd and heading for the Netherbow Port. After that Holyroodhouse was only some hundreds of yards, sanctuary indeed. After him streamed his court.

Father and son eyed each other, the Provost, the magistrates and Council, the ladies and the rest.

“Well, well,” Ludovick said, at length. “God’s will be done! Or His Anointed’s, which is much the same thing! Congratulations, Sir John. Who would have thought it? And to you, to be sure, Sir William. That was a notable contrivance!”

The Provost was still too shaken to utter coherently, John still more so.

The Duke shook his head. “I am to find a sack, for this money. By royal command! Who will find me a sack, in Heaven’s name? Someone—come to my aid! Johnnie—you had better get back and find your mother. Lord knows where she will be now. Tell her that I’ll be up to your lodgings so soon as I may. James will want to eat and drink and sleep, after all this—so I should hope not to be very long. Off with you, and give her the news that she has got a knight for a son! I see you have lost your fine horse! Steenie Villiers won’t forgive you for that! Now—this sack, of a mercy . . .”
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It was later that evening than he hoped for before Duke Ludovick managed to make his way up from Holyrood-house to the Lady Tippermuir’s lodging in the High Street, to fall into Mary Gray’s arms, John looking on with a somewhat embarrassed grin. It was a while before anything very sensible was said.

The woman it was who first recovered her composure, she being a notably composed character normally.

“You will have eaten, I suppose, by this time? I had a meal prepared.”

“Aye, Murray, the Treasurer-Depute had a great banquet awaiting us—I could not escape it. James actually had me counting out all that money at the table. He appears to look on me as Geordie Heriot’s successor, as man-of-business, Heaven help me—for as you know I cannot add three to five and win the same result twice! You heard about the ten thousand merks?”

“Yes. It was a strange device. It is said that Tam Hamilton—or the Lord Binning and Byres, as now we must call him—concocted it all, to ensure that the King partook in all the ploys. If he had been given all that gold at the start, we would not have seen hide nor hair of him thereafter until he had it all safe stowed away in Holyrood-house!”

“It could be so. A dire reputation for our lord and master to have! He is a great fool, but . . .”

“But you still love him, nevertheless, Vicky?”

“I would scarce call it love, my dear! But I have an affection for him, yes. And there is much that is admirable about him, as well as the rest. His virtues outweigh his vices, I swear. Kings cannot be as other men, but James, whatever his faults, is no tyrant and has a heart. Aye, and a head too, however he looks and sounds. He is shrewd, the shrewdest man in all his court. I have little doubt . . .”

“Dear Vicky—you are ever loyal! But . . . we are not come together again, after so long, to talk about James Stewart, are we? There is so much I want to hear—and have to tell. And Johnny was as full of questions for you as an egg of meat—only this odd knighting has driven it all out of his mind, I think!”

“Not so,” their son denied. “The knighthood is nothing. Or . . . not exactly nothing.” He was a fairly honest young man. “It is . . . good to have. Agreeable. And could be useful, I think. I had never dreamed of this. But it, it changes nothing that is important. I am just the same. And you both are just the same. That is what is important. And, oh—I am glad to see you home, Father!”

“Well said, lad!” Ludovick nodded. “Excellent sentiments. But knighthood is important—or should be. James has made too many knights—and often for the wrong reasons. But it is an honourable state, a standing which should set you apart from other men in some measure. There is more to knighthood than being called Sir John Stewart!”

“Dear me, we are serious tonight,” Mary complained, but smiling. “Come, sit to, my solemn duke and knight—we can at least drink a little wine to celebrate our long-delayed reunion. You were not wont to be so sober, Vicky. Of course, you are two years older . . .!”

“Aye—I am growing aged! Whereas you, my heart, grow younger each year! It is unfair, I say!”

“Well seen that you have been biding in France, to teach you such flattering speech, my lord Duke! My father used to say that they all were deceivers ever, there—and he should have known, the greatest deceiver of them all! Tell me, have you brought home a new Duchess from France? I am told that French women are very . . . enticing!”

“No, I have not! Think you that I would? I found them mostly painted hizzies! I look for my new Duchess a deal nearer home than that. Here, in Edinburgh, in fact—or at least, in Methven!”

“Ah, Vicky, my dear—that nonsense again! How often have I told you, it is not possible? I thank you, with all my heart—but you must know that that is a dream, no more. It cannot be. You must know it . . .?”

“I know no such thing. I am not a simple youth, any more, to do as I am told. I am a widower, of middle years, and can marry whom I will.”

“You are the King’s cousin—the only, male and legitimate. If you were one of the others, it might be different. You are the only duke in this United Kingdom. James would never allow it.”

“I am James’s cousin and friend, yes—not his slave! I serve him faithfully, but . . .”

“You are his representative and envoy, Vicky. You were Viceroy, and High Commissioner to Scotland. Think you that he would send you, as such, with Mary Gray as your wife? The bastard daughter of Patrick, Master of Gray, his enemy? Mother of your own . . .” she baulked at that word as applied to their son who stood, listening, “. . . your own offspring.”

“I would not ask his permission. Think you that I care whether I am ever Viceroy or envoy again . . . ?”

“Perhaps not. But he cares, the King! And his word is law. He relies on you. He will not let you go. He trusts you, and almost only you. See how he sent you as his special ambassador to the King of France. Could Mary Gray have gone also? You know that I could not. In France you would associate and treat with all the great ones. Would they have accepted such as myself? So, enough of this. Tell us what you did in France, who you saw and what you achieved . . .?”

“No—you will not change the subject so easily, Mary. I want you to marry me. I should have insisted when Jean died, five years ago. You talked me out of it then . . .”

“And must do again, my love. James would have the marriage annulled, nothing more sure. He could do. He is head of the Church of England. And up here his archbishops would leap to do his bidding. We would be wed for only days, I swear. But . . . let us have done, for now at least. Have pity on poor Johnnie, who should not have to spend his first evening as knight listening to this sad old story.”

“I think that you should do as Father says, Mary.” She had always asked him to call her that, not mother. “If the King did insist on the marriage being annulled, at least you would be wed in the sight of God . . .”

“We always believed that in the sight of God we were man and wife, anyway,” she asserted. “Always we held to that, John.”

“There at least we agree,” the Duke declared vehemently.

“Then why all this to-do if our true union means so much to us? Another marriage would be but for show. We have each other, and John here. And our home at Methven. Is that not sufficient? Is it not what we agreed on, so long ago . . .?”

It was indeed the arrangement made between these two away back in 1597 when they had fallen in love, she only seventeen and he already wed in an arranged child-marriage to a daughter of Scotland’s Lord High Treasurer. When John was born, he had made over, in the boy’s name, the fine estate of Methven in Stratheam, really for Mary, and installed there mother and child. James had insisted that his cousin accompanied him to London, to take over the throne of Elizabeth, in 1603, and to set up the United Kingdom; Mary and the boy had to be left behind. Ludovick had come back to them as often as he could, but the King was demanding and piled many duties on his cousin, declaring that there was none other whom he could trust in the same degree. There had frequently been long periods of separation. In fact, the Duke was no courtier and would much have preferred to act the country laird and family-man at Methven. But it was not to be.

“Am I to be bound, always, by what we decided when we were little more than bairns?” he demanded. “But—we will talk of this anon. I want to hear of your doings, both of you. Of what goes on at Methven. Of all that has happened . . .”

So he was told of the new stabling and other extensions being added to the castle on its shelf above the loch; of the great drainage project on Methven Moss and the Cowgask Burn; of the timber extraction in Methven Wood and the tree-planting to replace it; of the parish minister and his lengthy sermons; of the MacGregor raids on the farmers’ cattle and the counter-measures; of the great heather-fire only the previous month, which had destroyed much grazing; and all the other matters of concern to a large lairdship on the verge of the Highlands. This was mainly of John’s recounting. Mary told of the state and doings of their neighbours, friends and unfriends.

“When will you come to Methven, then, Vicky?” she asked. “How soon can you get away?”

“Lord knows! James plans a progress round Scotland. He talks of Linlithgow, Stirling, Dunfermline, hunting at Falkland, St Andrews, Dundee, even Aberdeen. For how much of it all he will need me, or at least demand my presence, I have no notion. But he does demand me much, as you know. I will escape when I can, but . . .”

“He surely does not need you all the time, Vicky? Has he not hundreds of others, all those courtiers . . .?”

“Not hundreds, thousands! Do you know, there were over five thousand in his train by the time we won to Berwick-on-Tweed? Home nearly died a death, meeting us there, when he learned how many mouths he had to feed! The same with Winton at Seton, where we lay last night.”

“Well, then.”

“The trouble is that James trusts so few, almost none. I mean, in arranging his affairs. He affects to despise the English, says that they could scarce manage a cattle-fair! Worse, they waste his siller—the greatest sin of all! Very few will he allow to manage what concerns his person.”

“But this is folly! You are not to be tied to him like some servitor, because of his childish distrust of the English. Forby, there are plenty of Scots.”

“You would think so. But he must have all done his way. Would you believe it, he had me send up from London, months ago, two black velvet cloaks, one with fur-trimming, as examples for the magistrates and Town Council to copy, for this visit. An improvement on those worn by the aldermen of the City of London.”

“And yet I swear that he scarcely looked at any of them today,” John put in.

“He would see, nevertheless, and note, lad. Not much eludes the royal eye, however short-of-sight. If there is aught amiss with those gowns, the new Sir William will hear about it tomorrow! James even sent up rolls of white satin for the Town Guard—and fools they looked in it, to be sure!”

“But why, Vicky? For what purpose is all this done?”

“He is eager, you see, that the English nobility, who think themselves superior to all, shall not come and consider Scotland backward or inferior in any way. They will, of course; nothing will change their belief that we are all barbarians up here. But James keeps trying. It is all part of his policy, you see, to maintain his ascendancy. The English lords gained altogether too much power during the last years of Elizabeth, when she was an ageing and ailing woman. All along, James has been seeking to bring them down a peg or two, so that the King remains supreme. He does not chop their heads off nor maltreat them, as did Henry the Eighth, and Elizabeth too when she was younger. But he appoints Scots to high places about him to humiliate them, he scoffs at their lack of education—for they care little for learning—he chooses Scots as ambassadors. And now he would show this great horde of Englishry that Scotland compares well with anything that England can show. He does not give in easily, does James Stewart!”

“And when does this hero of yours start on his progress round the land?” Mary asked. “Do you come to Methven before or after?”

“I do not know, lass. I believe that the intention is to pass tomorrow in Edinburgh, then the next day to proceed to Linlithgow. He may not require me when we get to Falkland. I should be free, at least, for when hunting I am not needed.”

“Then what do we do? Wait here another day or two, in the hope of seeing you on occasion? Or go back to Methven and await you there?”

“I think that you must wait here meantime, my dear. For almost the last thing James said to me, when I sought permission to leave his table, was to tell that son of mine, ‘my saviour’ as he put it, that he expected to see him at court. That he was a swack chiel and he would see more of him. I am to bring you to Holyroodhouse tomorrow, Johnnie.”

“I do not think that I like the sound of that!” Mary Gray said.

Ludovick laughed “John will be well enough. He is not the sort that is in danger from James. Or, I sometimes think that it is James who is in danger from these unpleasant youths and their scheming sponsors! Usually it is these who put the creatures his way—for their own advantage. You would scarcely believe the fine names behind George Villiers!”
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