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Will stared, sovereign-lord or none. ‘But, but . . . that is . . . that is . . .’ His voice trailed away as he wagged an incredulous head.


‘Aye, it’s a big task. Ooh, aye, I ken that fine. But I’ve set mysel’ to dae it.’


‘The whole Bible, Sire? All of it? The Old Testament and the New? From the Greek and the Latin? Hundreds and thousands of words, thousands of thousands! Is it, is it possible?’


‘Aye, it is. I’m set on daeing it. Mind, I’m going to need a deal o’ help. That’s whaur you come in, Alexander man. It’s no’ poetry, forby there’s much o’ poesy in it. David’s psalms and the like. And yon Solomon’s proverbs. But you hae the gift o’ words, like mysel’. And you hae the Latin. You taught Argyll, and noo young Henry. Sae here’s a right new duty for you. You’re to aid me in this great ploy.’
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PART ONE



1


The two men eyed each other, one doubtfully, the other almost mockingly, there in the doorway of the small fortalice of Menstrie Castle, while the group of retainers in Campbell colours stood by their horses in the courtyard and watched. They were two very different men, in looks and in temperament, in rank and status, and in much else, although much of an age, both youngish. Despite the differences, they were friends, and had been for long.


‘I will take you to him, present you, Will,’ the dark one said. ‘They tell me that he has been writing this poem of his for weeks now. How he whiles away the time, when he is not hunting, until Elizabeth Tudor dies! He is like a man smitten with the plague, two plagues! A plague of desire for the woman’s throne. And a plague of words, rhymes, couplets, at which he scratches himself.’


‘And you would have me go to him? In such state? What is behind this? I know you, Archie! There is some ploy you are at!’ the other declared, fairer of head and skin, keen of eye, slenderly built but wiry.


‘No ploy, man. This will be good for you, of benefit. Another poet. Time that you were brought to his notice. He is seldom in Stirling these days. He is come from his hunting at Falkland for this meeting of the Privy Council, and goes on to Edinburgh thereafter. Here is opportunity. Come with me.’


‘Is that an order, my lord?’


Archibald Campbell shook his dark, saturnine, proud head. ‘Be not such a fool, Will!’ When his friend spoke in that fashion, he, even he, had learned to be careful, over the years. ‘I but seek your weal, man.’


‘And something else, no?’


‘Not so. Be not so ready to suspect. Why?’


‘Say that I have known MacCailean Mor for long enough to be wary of such sudden gestures.’


‘What ails you at it? He will not eat you, slobbering monstrosity as our liege-lord may be! Perchance you will be able to serve him. Teach him how to pen his poetry, you the master at it. Put him in a better mood for the rest of us. James’s moods are the bane of all who would serve the realm.’


‘Or serve themselves in it!’


‘You are sour this day, Will. When I but seek your good. This, I judge, will get us into James’s presence, privily. You should be grateful.’


‘Ah, so that is it! The privy presence! You require this?’


‘Well, I would welcome it, yes. In this state of affairs, with Elizabeth of England dying, at last! There will be much to settle. And he should have much on his mind, beyond poetry!’


They were talking about James the Sixth, King of Scots, the Wisest Fool in Christendom, the self-proclaimed Lord’s Anointed, and a much concerned monarch in that year of Our Lord 1603.


‘Very well, Archie. I will come. Although what good it will serve, I know not. But I must dress myself. I cannot appear before the king clad thus.’


‘James cares naught about clothes, man. He wears anything that comes to hand, himself, in whatever state. He will not care how you are dressed.’


‘Yet you are clad finely, I see, my lord Earl of Argyll! Am I to shame you before all, even if not our sovereign-lord?’


‘As you will. Go change gear. I will ride on. Join me at Stirling Castle hereafter. You will be admitted if you give my name.’


‘My lord!’


The chief of Clan Campbell pursed fairly thin lips at this small laird and feudal vassal of his, who could speak to him as few others did, then shrugged and turned away to join his waiting henchmen and the horses.


William Alexander of Menstrie watched him go, with a smile. If MacCailean Mor had looked back he would have perceived that it was a warmer smile than might have seemed likely after that exchange of views. They were friends.


Presently then, Will was riding, alone, westwards along the levels of the Carse of Forth, the Ochil foothills on his right and the meanders of the Forth, suddenly changed from estuary to river, on his left, with the towering bulk of Stirling’s castle-crowned rock four miles ahead. Menstrie Castle, with its little village, lay directly under the steep slopes of Dumyat, the most shapely of the Ochils, facing the two-mile-wide strip of flat and fertile land between the escarpment and the water, still salty as far as Stirling; whereas Castle Campbell, his friend’s and all but master’s Lowland seat, soared some eight miles eastwards along these hillfoots, near his township of Dollar. These locations were significant, and strange also, for Lowland as they had their domicile, both these men, both nearing thirty years, were Highlanders by blood, Argyll chief of one of the largest and most important clans, with his ‘capital’ at Inveraray on Loch Fyne, and William, calling himself Alexander, really a MacAllister, a sept of the great Clan Donald, hereditary enemies of the Campbells. Two or three generations before, that acquisitive clan had dispossessed the MacAllisters from their lands in Kintyre, and taken them over. The first Earl of Argyll, on becoming Chancellor of the realm or chief minister for James the Fourth, had built this Lowland Castle Campbell to be near to Stirling from which the king ruled, and brought the dispossessed MacAllister with him, giving him the small Menstrie property as sop for the wide but lost lands of long Kintyre. That practical individual, instead of seeking to rebel at fate, had accepted the situation, proved himself a useful aide to Argyll, and changed his surname to Alscinder, or Alexander, the English-language form of the Gaelic Alastair, thus becoming a small Lowland laird instead of a Highland chieftain. Perhaps some echo of all this was apt to sound in Will’s attitude towards his feudal lord. That, and the fact that he had been chosen by the present earl’s father as tutor for his son, although only two years older, this because he had had a superior education at St Andrews whereas the young Campbell had not. Indeed Will had accompanied the new earl, on his father’s death seventeen years before, on the lengthy Continental tour which was all but obligatory for Scots of high birth.


As he rode past Cambuskenneth Abbey where the great Bruce had received the surrender of the captured English lords after Bannockburn, below the Abbey Craig from which William Wallace had directed the only slightly less famous Battle of Stirling Bridge, Will’s mind was not so much on any possible audience with his present odd monarch, as on a form of words. For he was, at this juncture, nearing the end of a long poem which meant a lot to him, his ninety-eighth, and it was his ambition, his determination indeed, to publish the entire sequence once the hundredth was finished, not in prideful self-esteem but because he looked on his gift for words as something that God had entrusted to him and would expect to see used and presented as pleasure, enjoyment and interest for others. Just how he might achieve this he knew not, but somehow he would, that he was sure. This present piece, to be entitled The Tragedy of Darius, had gone well enough in the main; but now, near the finish, he was having difficulty in winding it up sufficiently dramatically. It was a tragedy, after all, and Darius, who had created the ancient Persian Empire, triumphant as had been most of his life, had scarcely died gloriously; and although Will could not change that, he had somehow to end his epic on a high note. Not easy, after the stirring lines which had gone before. So he turned over in his mind a variety of words and phrases and sequences which could lead up to a final flourish, without striking a false note nor being inept.


Thus preoccupied he reached Causewayhead and turned southwards to ride along the mile-long raised causeway itself, whereon Wallace had won his victory, with the soft bogland still there on either side into which the mounted English knights and heavy chivalry had been forced into floundering and mired defeat. And so on to cross the high-arched ancient Stirling Bridge, the first and only way over Forth, other than by boat; for eastwards stretched the seventy-mile estuary, and westwards, for twenty-five miles right to the mountains around Ben Lomond, lay the waterlogged and impassable plain of the Flanders Moss, which had confronted and defeated armies right from Roman times, five swampy miles in width, with only the MacGregors, lately decimated and even their name proscribed – this by Campbell machinations – knowing secret and devious ways across it. So Stirling Bridge, overlooked by its rock-top royal fortress, had for centuries been the cockpit of Scotland, where invaders could be held, and access to the north and the Highlands denied. Darius the Mede would have appreciated the significance of this, the mighty strategist of long ago.




The Median hero all his life surveyed


From great Persepolis palace strong; 


As on his death-bed he was laid,


And weighed where worth had ousted wrong.





No, that would not serve. The triumphant emperor, dying, would scarcely so spend his last hours, contemplating failures, even though he had suffered them, like lesser mortals, in especial the sore defeat of Marathon, five years before, at the hands of the Athenians. If he could bring in the later wiping out of that episode, at the end, on a high note?


Debating with himself thus, he entered Stirling town and set his mount to the narrow, climbing streets which led up steeply to the fortress, streets thronged with the idle retinues of the great ones attending this Privy Council, already some of them drink-taken and coming to blows with rivals, in typical Scots fashion. Up at the jousting-ground before the towered gatehouse, Will dismounted, to tie up his horse among the many tethered there, and went to present himself to the guards.


‘Alexander of Menstrie, to join my lord Earl of Argyll,’ he announced, and was admitted without question.


Within the walls of that skied citadel with its far-flung vistas, he climbed over cobbles and naked rock to the palace block, past the famous Chapel Royal which had seen so much of history enacted. More guards beyond barred the way, but again yielded to the confident manner of the new arrival and the mention of Argyll’s name.


The great Outer Hall was crowded and loud with talk, lords and barons, lairds and chieftains and churchmen thronging. Why so many of these? After all, this was a meeting of the Privy Council, was it not? A comparatively small and select body. What brought all this company, however lofty?


Looking around him as he worked his way through the press, Will could see no sign of Argyll. Nor indeed of sundry others whom he would recognise as Privy Councillors and Lords of the Articles. Presumably, then, these greater ones would be in the further Lesser Hall, lesser in size only. Reaching a communicating door into this, he asked the guards there whether the Earl of Argyll was within. And at a shrug which might mean anything, he used the sort of voice which could give even MacCailean Mor pause, instructing to go and inform his lordship that Alexander of Menstrie sought word with him, important word.


That had its effect.


Argyll appeared after only a brief interval and, taking Will’s arm, led him over to a vacant corner.


‘James is not down yet,’ he disclosed. ‘He is up in the royal apartments. Best thus, that we may see him alone.’


‘If he will see us?’


‘I think that he will see me, if I refer to further MacGregor trouble. Naming Roro in Glen Lyon.’


‘Are the MacGregors not sufficiently punished?’


‘That is neither here nor there. My deplorable kinsman, Duncan of Glenorchy, has contrived to obsess James with hatred and fear of the MacGregors. He will believe anything of them. That will win us into his presence, I think. Then – you and your poetry. And his.’


‘M’mm. I do not know that I like this. This device.’


‘With James Stewart, devices are necessary. As all who have to deal with him find out. Come.’


Heading through the press for the outer door, Will remarked on the numbers present and wondered the reason; in February, and many evidently from afar, when travel conditions were at their worst.


‘It is this of Elizabeth Tudor. The word has got around that she is near to her end, at last, and all know that James is itching to be off to London to take over her throne. Many will undoubtedly wish to go south with him. There will, therefore, be great changes in Scotland, many vacant positions and offices. So, they seek to bring themselves to the royal notice.’


‘As would yourself!’


Argyll frowned, but could scarcely deny it.


Out in the courtyard, they moved on round the palace block to a wing which housed the royal quarters. More guards barred their way.


‘The Earl of Argyll to see His Grace!’ That was all but a bark, and MacCailean Mor, without waiting, pushed his way past the sentinels authoritatively and made for the stairway, Will somewhat doubtfully following.


They climbed to the first floor, at the landing of which two more guards stood. The monarch was well protected.


‘Argyll. With especial tidings for His Grace,’ these were informed. ‘The king will see me.’ That was a statement, not a request.


One of the men, bowing, went within; but the other remained, barring entry.


‘I do not see why you wanted to have me here,’ Will said, low-voiced. ‘You appear to be able to gain the presence without my aid.’


‘Wait, you,’ he was advised.


And there was quite a wait before footsteps sounded behind the closed door. Then two men appeared, not one. Argyll stiffened.


‘Ah, my lord Duke!’ he got out. ‘Here, here is a pleasure!’ He hardly sounded overjoyed nevertheless. ‘I . . . we have word for His Grace.’


‘Indeed, my lord. Perhaps your word will keep? His Grace is not for audience yet. He is . . . engaged.’ The speaker was a stockily built man of early middle years, plain of feature, undistinguished in appearance but bearing himself easily, Ludovick Stewart, Duke of Lennox, the king’s cousin and the only duke in Scotland, he who had acted viceroy while James was over in Denmark collecting his bride, Queen Anne.


Argyll hesitated. ‘The word is anent the MacGregors,’ he said, less than confidently now. ‘That might keep until the council. But knowing His Grace’s concern with, with matters of the muse, shall we say, I judge that he will be prepared to see our friend here, Alexander of Menstrie, privily. Before affairs of state take all his attention. Will Alexander is a poet, you see, a notable poet. And would wish to talk of poetry, verse, balladry, with his liege-lord who is also a poet.’


Will could scarcely deny that, there and then, however he felt.


‘So! And you consider that this is the time to do this, my lord?’ the duke asked – but it was at Will that he looked, consideringly.


‘His Grace is seldom . . . available. To such as our friend. And, and he seeks the royal guidance in what he is presently writing. One poet with another, as you might say.’


This was the first Will had heard of his seeking royal guidance. He shook his head. ‘My lord Duke, I would not wish to trouble His Grace with my poor scrievings! It is my lord Earl’s notion, not mine . . .’


‘Knowing His Highness’s great concern with the muses, in especial poesy and prosody,’ Argyll added.


‘Poetry would seem to be a sore affliction for those so inclined!’ Lennox observed. ‘I have been spared it.’ He smiled at Will. ‘I will inform the king.’


They waited, eyeing each other.


After an interval the duke returned. ‘His Grace will see you. But only for a brief time. He has much on his mind.’


They were led through an anteroom to another closed door, no guards on this one. Lennox opening it, he announced, ‘The Earl of Argyll and the Laird of Menstrie crave audience, Sire.’


Bowing, the new arrivals found themselves in a bedroom. Will had heard that the monarch was apt to favour his bedroom, indeed often conducted interviews from the bed itself, in various stages of undress. Now, at least, he was fully clad, and wearing the high hat which seldom left his head – allegedly for fear of bat droppings landing upon him. He considered the visitors sorrowfully from great lacklustre eyes, these said to be the best feature of James Stewart.


Certainly he was an odd figure of a man, of medium build, shambling, knock-kneed, anything but handsome, a dribble almost always running from his lips, for his tongue was too large for his mouth, and seeming as untidy in his make-up as he was in his clothing. He made the most unlikely son for the beautiful but ill-fated Mary Stewart, whoever his father had been – and there were questions about that, the Queen’s Italian secretary David Rizzio being the favoured choice rather than her second husband, the Lord Darnley. But woe betide those who judged by appearances and underestimated the Wisest Fool, for those large eyes were shrewd, however mournful, and missed nothing, and his tongue, whatever its size, could be biting.


‘Aye, aye – so here’s a mannie who ettles to scrieve lines and rhymes, aye, lines and rhymes, eh?’ he said thickly. ‘Ambitious, just!’ The king always spoke braid Scots from childhood, his foster-mother, the Countess of Mar, always insisting, here in Stirling Castle where he had been reared. ‘Menstrie, eh? Yon’s just doon ayont Blairlogie, is it no’? Hielant folk, I am told. But no Campbells!’ And he glanced at Argyll.


Surprised that the monarch should be so well informed. Will bowed again. ‘Your Grace honours me by knowing of my poor house and line,’ he said.


‘Hech, aye – there’s lines and lines, mind! And some worse than others, I’m thinking! No’ only the written sort. I jalouse that if Argyll brings you to me, man, it’ll no’ be for lack o’ purpose! Campbells being that way! Eh, my lord?’


Argyll, clearly disconcerted by this prompt and telling challenge, shook his dark head. ‘Your Grace’s love for poesy is known to me. And, with the council, and matters of state hereafter, I judged that there would be no opportunity for my poet friend here to gain your royal ear. When he lives so close by.’


‘Aye. I’ph’mm. Nae doubt. So, what’s your trouble, my mannie, that you seek my aid? It maun be fell important to you to come yammering at my door!’ It was at Will that he looked.


That man cleared his throat. He sought to adjust, to arrange his thoughts and words to meet this curious situation. Obviously he had to play this the king’s way. ‘Sire, I am at present seeking to indite a quite lengthy measure. Of epic proportions. Not of epic worth, I hasten to say. But epic as to subject also. I think to call it The Tragedy of Darius. On Darius, Emperor of Persia . . .’


‘D’you think that I dinna ken that, man! Darius the Mede, who united Media and Persia, aye and Athens, Babylon and Egypt forby.’ A whinnied royal laugh. ‘As I am about to unite Scotland and England, with Wales and Ireland too. Maist appropriate! Him who slew Gaumata the usurper – aye, and a wheen others! And wed yon Atossa, when the rightful king killed himsel’, she who was his ain sister and wife, forby! Right shameful folk they were, but before Christ, mind, before Christ’s right teachings.’


Blinking his surprise at this detailed royal knowledge of ancient times, Will nodded. ‘Your Highness is renowned for your erudition. So, no doubt, you will perceive my problem, Sire. I am at the end of my poem, and I wish to finish on a strong and lofty note, in keeping with what has gone before, all the glories of the imperial triumphs and campaigns. But Darius died in his bed, of a lingering sickness, scarcely the tone and tempo that I would seek to end on. You will understand, Sire, I am sure.’


While Will had been speaking thus, James had gone to sit on his bed. No doubt with those knock knees he preferred sitting to standing. But the move gave no hint of boredom at what he was hearing, indeed he looked interested.


‘Aye, weel, endings are important, to be sure. I grant you that, Alexander man. But this is a tragedy, you say? No’ a triumph. So you’ll no’ need a flourish at the end. Mair o’ a cry o’ sorrow, for what might ha’ been. No tears, no wails, but a call to whatever god he worshipped – a bull, was it no’? Can you credit it, just, worshipping bulls? Mind, they have fine long cockies, bulls! He had Persian stane bulls at yon palace o’ Persepolis. A bit roar to his bull for the price he had to pay, eh?’


‘Sire, you overwhelm me! Your interest, your perception! On a theme which you cannot have been considering . . .’


‘Och, weel, see you, I ken your need. For I hae something of the same problem my ain sel’, in this pass. I am scrieving a piece on yon Elizabeth, whose throne I’m to mount any day now. The Tudor woman who’s been ower-long a-dying. I’m naming it Gloriana. It’s for her English court and lords, right arrogant and prideful critturs, mind! But I’ll hae to work wi’ them. So a bit ode to Gloriana, as they called her, will dae nae harm. But she’s no’ been a’ that glorious these last years. Aye, and she slew my mother! Now she’s but a mumbling hulk, the Maister o’ Gray tells me, mouthing on her bed. So I ken your trouble for an ending. But mind, yours is no’ so sair a problem as mine, for yours is a tragedy you say. And mine is a celebration o’ sorts. So I hae to end wi’ a flourish.’


‘I see your difficulty, Sire. Do you wish to bring in your own succession to her throne? Indicate that you are the heir to Gloriana, and will continue and enhance her glory?’


‘There you have it, man. That is needful, at the end. But no’ easy to put down when it’s mysel’ I’m writing aboot! But these high and mighty English lords maun learn who’s master now, or any day now. And no’ to look doon their prideful noses! Difficult.’


‘Could you end on the note, Sire, of Gloriana no more? Gloriana passes on. Now succeeded by Grace. Play on the English usage of majesty for their monarchs, and the Scots grace. Gloriana’s Tudor majesty passes to more ancient Stewart grace? Something of that sort?’


James was fingering his wispy beard, and gazing with those eyes which now had become almost soulful. ‘Man Alexander, I might just use that, aye! Gloriana’s Tudor majesty passes. To mair ancient Stewart grace! That’s no’ bad. No’ bad, ava’. Forby, ancestral might be better than ancient, see you. I’m no’ that auld! They might pin the ancient on to me, instead of my crown! Better still, patriarchal, which speaks o’ man, rather than deid woman! Aye:




Gloriana’s Tudor majesty passes.


To patriarchal Stewart grace.





Better still, no’ passes, but reaches oot. Reaches oot to patriarchal Stewart grace. That right telling, is it no’?’ James looked at the two listening lords. ‘See you, reaching oot means they’re doing the seeking! The Englishry. Seeking mysel’ to come and rule ower them. In patriarchal fashion, as in Scotland. No’ just a change but an improve on Gloriana’s majesty. You see it?’


‘Excellent, James!’ his cousin agreed. ‘Very subtle. Together, you and Menstrie have it.’ Argyll applauded likewise.


‘I’ph’mm. That’s for Gloriana. But this o’ Darius a-dying. We maun gie it a guid finish, right enough. What hae you thought on, Alexander?’


‘Well, Sire, I was thinking along these lines, but without satisfaction. As you will perceive:




The Median hero all his life surveyed


From great Persepolis palace strong


As on his death-bed he was laid


And weighed where worth had ousted wrong.’





Will’s voice tailed away, his dissatisfaction the greater for having to speak the words in such distinguished company.


‘Ummm!’ the monarch said. ‘Worth ousted wrong.’ Man, that’s no’ just a high note, no. We could dae better than that, I’m thinking. To rhyme wi’ strong, is it? Throng? Song? Along? Och, strong’s no’ just easy. See you, if you changed it to great, palace great. You’d have to change great Persepolis palace then. So, fine Persepolis palace great. Then you could end your verse wi’ fate, maybe. And weighed his reign in Persia’s fate. How think you o’ that?’


‘Much better, Sire, to be sure. Better. Persia’s fate. That tells, yes. I thank you.




The Median hero all his life surveyed


From fine Persepolis palace great,


As on his death-bed he was laid


And weighed his reign and Persia’s fate.





That sounds well.’


‘Aye, weel – is there mair to come?’


‘Perhaps another couplet, Sire, that is all. Something of this sort.




He closed his eyes on this world’s view,


And faced the next, and challenge new.





That is not quite right. But something thus.’


‘Challenge new isna’ just apt, no. Nor view either, I’m thinking. If you were to change view to scene, maybe – and faced the next, and pastures green. No?’


‘Pastures green?’ Monarch or none, Will could not pretend that he liked that. ‘For a warrior emperor, Highness, pastures green sounds too, too pastoral, I think.’


‘You say so? Maybe so. Then make it yestreen. And faced the next, forgetful of yestreen. That would serve.’


‘To be sure. Yes, Sire. Forgetful of yestreen is good. You are kind. That will round it off well.’ He hoped that he sounded grateful and honest, not risking a glance at the two listeners.


‘Words are the stuff o’ wonder for them as hae the gift. Aye, and hae the sensibilities!’ James looked almost accusingly at the duke and earl. ‘No’ all hae these!’ He turned back to Will. ‘So your bit task will be finished? This o’ Darius. What do you think to dae wi’ it, man? Your tragedy? So folk can read it, hear it, savour it? You have scrieved other verse?’


‘Well, Sire, it is but one of a series, a long series, I fear. It is the ninety-eighth, no less! Although most of the others are less lengthy.’


‘Guidsakes! Ninety-eight! Man, you’re no’ begunking me, me your ain sovereign-lord! I’ll no’ be gulled, mind.’


‘No, Highness. It is truth. I have been at it for long. Years. I planned, perhaps foolishly, arrogantly, to make a book of them. Of one hundred poems.’


‘A book! Here’s a notion indeed. One hunnerd! In a book. You’re no’ feart, Alexander man! And this is ninety-eight. So you’ve twa mair to do yet?’


‘Yes, Sire. One on Julius Caesar and another tragedy on Croesus. But shorter than on Darius.’


‘But Croesus was before Darius, man!’


‘Yes. But I do not write them in order of years, Sire. But just as the spirit moves me. Perhaps unwisely. But so it suits me. Perhaps, when I publish – if I can – I will set them in due order.’


‘You dae that.’ Suddenly the king altogether changed his stance and tone. ‘Now, I’ve mair to dae than mak poesy, for you or mysel’, mair’s the pity! There’s this council. Off wi’ you. Or, first, we’ll hear what my lord o’ Argyll brought you here for, this day! No’ just to hear verses, I swear! He’ll be wanting something o’ me, that’s for sure.’


MacCailean Mor looked less comfortable at that than the son of Great Colin should have looked. ‘I, ah, I believed that you would wish to hear of my friend’s project, Your Grace. But, as well . . .’


‘Aye, oot wi’ it, man.’


‘Well, Sire, the word is that you will be going off to London soon, to take over Queen Elizabeth’s throne. Many will be going with you from Scotland, undoubtedly. To assume high positions in that realm. Including, no doubt, my lord Duke here. So . . .’


‘Aye, and you would be one o’ them, Argyll! Is that it?’


‘No, Your Grace, not so. I would stay in Scotland. I have large responsibilities here. A clan to lead. I sit on your Privy Council of Scotland. And I am Admiral of the Western Seas.’


‘Ooh, aye. So what do you want, man? What are you at?’


‘I have served Your Grace in the field. Against the Catholic lords, the Earls of Huntly and Erroll and others. I led at Glenlivet. Forby, both my father and my grandsire were Chancellors of your realm . . .’


‘I canna mak you Chancellor, Argyll man. The Master o’ Gray acts Chancellor. Acts, mind, no’ right Chancellor. But he sits in the chair, does oor Patrick!’


‘Not the Chancellorship no, Sire. But the duke here is Lieutenant of the North. If he goes with you to London he can scarcely fill the office adequately. If I was Lieutenant of the North, as well as Admiral of the Western Seas, I could keep the north and the Highlands in order for Your Grace. For these northern Catholic earls, Huntly, Erroll and the rest, will think to rise again, with Your Highness away in England and so many Protestant lords with you – nothing more sure, I would say. I am experienced in warfare. And have large number of men at my command. I could serve you, and Scotland, well. Sire, as Lieutenant of the North.’


‘So that’s it! I kenned there was something. Lieutenant and Admiral baith, eh? You’d be the king o’ a’ the Hielants, Campbell man? A right monarch on your ain!’


‘Never that, Sire. You are my king and monarch. I would be but your faithful and leal lieutenant and servant. For I judge that you will need someone such!’


‘You do? Maybe aye, maybe no. How say you, Vicky?’


The Duke of Lennox shrugged. ‘If I am with you in London, James, as my lord says, I cannot act Lieutenant of the North. Someone must do so. I cannot think of anyone better than my lord. Or who can field so many men as Clan Campbell and its allies.’


‘You reckon that they’ll be needed? A’ the men? Against Huntly and the rest?’


‘The Highlands are largely Catholic yet. And with their Protestant monarch gone south they could see opportunity.’


‘I’ve forgiven Geordie Gordon much. And Erroll, the Constable. Aye, and Angus forby. Och, they’ll no’ rise again, I’m thinking. But I hear you dinna name Huntly marquis, man. I made him marquis near a year back. He has his pairts, mind, even if he is a Papist.’


‘Your Grace’s generosity to the Gordon is well known, Sire.’ Argyll glanced at Lennox, for the duke’s sister had been married off to Huntly as a child bride, although it was known that he and the Gordon chief were unfriends. ‘But Huntly is said to keep close touch with Philip of Spain, who seeks a restoration of the Catholic faith here. So . . .’ He left the rest unsaid.


James, who had a soft spot for Huntly, said nothing either. The duke spoke.


‘James, if the council has to be got over before the banquet planned, it would be as well to get it started, I say. There will be much discussion.’ Lennox, among his many other offices, was Lord President of the Council. A practical man, the king owed him much.


‘Aye, but they can wait. They a’ can.’ The monarch nodded at Argyll and Will. ‘You hae my permission to retire. Aye, leave us. But you, Alexander man, you can sit up near me at this repast. In case I hae words for you, some matter to speak on. See to it, Vicky. I’m no’ just happy on yon patriarchal grace. Patriarchal’s a gey unchancy word. The meaning’s right, mind. But I dinna like patriarchal. Noo, off wi’ you.’


They bowed themselves out.


Past the guards, Argyll looked at the other. ‘I hope that you are sufficiently grateful to me, Will, for all that!’ he said. ‘The man is next to crazed, to be sure. But he has taken to you and your rhymes. What a creature to have as Scotland’s sovereign-lord! And like to be England’s too, it seems. What have we done to deserve that! And now you are to sit up on the dais at this banquet. All because of a few rhyming words! Are you not pleased that I made you come?’


‘As to that I am unsure, Archie. It is no wish of mine to be sitting in high places. Nor to attend any banquet. And you? Are you satisfied with your device? Have you gained what you wanted, by getting into the presence, think you? I knew it was for something of the sort you planned it. And so did the king! He is not so crazy as you deem him. Will you be Lieutenant of the North?’


‘I should be that. I am the obvious choice. But Mar might seek the position, and he is James’s foster-brother and crony. Why I wanted it brought up before the council meets. Fortunately Lennox has a sound head on his shoulders. And much influence with James. He could counter Mar.’


‘This banquet, Archie? I am not clad for any banquet of kings and lords. Have I time to ride back to Menstrie, to change into better gear? While the council meeting takes place.’


‘Nonsense, man. You are well enough as you are. You will be as well clad as your liege-lord, I swear! Besides, many there will be in like case. In travelling garb.’


‘But, sitting up on the dais. I wish that he had not ordered that. And all because of a word – patriarchal!’


‘Tush, Will! You will do very well. Be thankful that you do not have to sit at the council. It will be all about the English situation, and members seeking positions and places and offices.’


‘Unlike MacCailean Mor!’
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So Will had quite some time to wait there in Stirling Castle, before the banquet, while the council was in session. Many others were in the same situation, of course; and because of the outer and larger hall having to be prepared and seated for the feast, most of the company had to be disposed elsewhere, meantime, in various quarters of the great fortress, which in this cold February weather could be less than comfortable. Fortunately Argyll’s position enabled him to proceed right through to the lesser hall, and he took Will with him, among the nobles.

There were still quite a number left, lords and chiefs who were not Privy Councillors, when a herald came to announce that the Secret Council, as he named it, would meet in the council chamber forthwith to await His Grace’s arrival; and there followed an exodus of the great ones. The residue consoled themselves with the plentiful liquid refreshment. Will, who felt that he did not belong to this company, would have taken himself off for other premises, wishing that he could just have returned to Menstrie, but found himself approached by an acquaintance, hardly a friend but the father of a friend, two friends indeed, Sir William Erskine, Commendator of Glasgow, no less. And in this citadel of Stirling he was one to be heeded, for he was a brother of the Earl of Mar, hereditary keeper of the castle, foster-brother of the king, and one of the most important men in the realm. Sir William himself was important, although not on the Privy Council, and rich, one of those who had profited exceedingly from the Reformation, for his uncle had been Bishop of Glasgow, and the great Church lands thereof had been, as so often the case, manipulated into the hands of the bishop’s family, his nephew being granted the style of Commendator of Glasgow. Sir William’s son Robert had been a long-time university friend and companion of Will’s; and his daughter Janet likewise, something of an accomplice, a lively character.

‘I see that you are with Argyll, Menstrie,’ the older man said. ‘Your one-time pupil, eh? How does he think in this of the English crown? It seems that there is now no doubt that James will succeed to it. My cousin Mar was envoy, with the Master of Gray, to London, to settle it all with Cecil, Howard and Sackville, Elizabeth’s lords. Does Argyll mean to go south with the king? Like so many?’

‘I think not, sir. He has his clan to lead. And sundry Campbells not averse to stepping into the chiefly shoes! He must remain in Scotland, I think.’

‘Aye. Glenorchy, Ardkinglas, Lochnell and those other rogues! He has his problems with that crew. Yet hereafter so much, I fear, will be decided in London. Those who would hold sway in Scotland will have to go south for their authority. That is why this council meeting is so important.’

‘I can see that, yes. You, sir? Will you go to London with the king?’

‘I judge not. I have much to keep me here. The Glasgow properties to see to. And if Cousin Johnny Mar goes with James, as he may well, then I would probably become keeper here, in his stead, acting keeper of Stirling Castle. So, London is not for me.’ Erskine tapped Will’s shoulder. ‘Lad, who does Argyll think to be ruling Scotland, for James in London? Himself, perhaps?’

‘H’mmm I do not know, sir. He has not confided in me.’

‘His father and grandfather were both Chancellors, chief ministers of this realm. There is no Chancellor at this present, with Maitland dead. The Master of Gray is acting it, but not having the title. James will not give him it. He does not trust Patrick Gray, I think! Huntly, our only marquis, might aspire to it. But being Catholic, that would not serve. Erroll and Angus likewise. Hamilton is a sick man-ah, he has just been made a marquis also, by this strange monarch of ours, who esteems English titles. So – Argyll?’

All this was beyond Will. ‘I do not know,’ he repeated. He was not going to divulge Argyll’s aim to become Lieutenant of the North. ‘In matters of state, my lord of Argyll will keep his own counsel.’

‘Yet you are close to him, Menstrie. And if he does become Chancellor, you could have influence. There will be great changes in Scotland when Elizabeth Tudor dies. We must be prepared for it.’

A little bit uncomfortable now, the younger man wondered what Erskine was wanting from him, or at least from Argyll, for he seemed to be angling for something. There would be a lot of that going on hereafter, it seemed. He changed the subject.

‘How is Robert, sir? And Janet. It is some time since I have seen them.’

‘Oh, well enough. Robert is at Balgonie. And Janet is here, with me, at Stirling. She is to act governess to the young prince, Henry Frederick. No, governess is not the word, for the boy is now nine years. Scarce lady-in-waiting either! It is my great-aunt’s notion, the Countess Minnie. She is getting old, and needs a help with the lad.’

Almost as though summoned by name, a commotion in the lesser hall heralded the arrival of a group of newcomers, three women, a boy and two menservants, these last carrying musical instruments, a spinet, a lute and a lyre. All turned to eye them, surprised.

And they were worth eyeing, for the hitherto entirely male company. Although the older woman was not beautiful she was as strong-featured as her reputation warranted, an able, indeed dominant female, Annabella, Countess Dowager of Mar, known as Minnie, the king’s foster-mother, who had reared him here at Stirling and was now guardian of the king’s elder son, Prince Henry, who now came in behind her.

He was a slender youngster, a deal better-looking than was his father, eager-seeming and looking about him interestedly, despite being all but a prisoner in this fortress. For, heir to the throne as he was, and apple of his father’s eye, he was the victim of a feud between the king and queen. James and Anne were ever at loggerheads over something, almost everything, many sympathising with the Danish young mother in being saddled with so odd a husband, with his curious tastes. She was relegated to her dowery-house of Linlithgow Palace, half way to Edinburgh, where she was allowed to keep her younger son, the silent Charles, and the daughter Elizabeth – but not Henry, whom she was not permitted to see in case she should influence him against his sire. This extraordinary situation meant that the boy was allowed out of Stirling Castle only under guard and for no distances, for fear that the queen might have him kidnapped and taken into her own custody – this a strange reflection of James’s own childhood, penned up here on this rock by the Protestant lords lest his Catholic mother, Mary Queen of Scots, should get him into her hands.

But it was the two young women who held at least Will Alexander’s gaze, both good-looking, eminently eye-catching. One was Janet Erskine, his friend, dark, bright-eyed, vivacious, lissome and carrying herself in almost boyish fashion as befitted her tomboy reputation, a pleasing sight to see. Nevertheless, it was the other beside her who held Will’s attention; for this was quite the most beautiful and spectacular woman that he had ever set eyes on, her cascade of flaming red hair, her finely sculptured features and grey-green eyes, her long swanlike neck and superb figure. He stared, biting his lip.

For, although so struck and surprised by what he saw, Will knew this young woman, or at least knew who she was. She had, in fact, been the inspiration and subject of his very first effort at poetry when, as a sixteen-year-old youth, he had seen the Lady Agnes Douglas and had been smitten with a sort of bursting admiration for the redhead, two years his junior but in all else his senior, in rank and status and prominence of family. For this was the daughter of the Earl of Morton who, as Sir William Douglas, had been gaoler of Mary Queen of Scots at Lochleven Castle, where she had been forced to sign a document of abdication in favour of the baby James held at Stirling. Sir William had succeeded the then real ruler of Scotland, the Regent Morton, his kinsman, when that Douglas had eventually been executed, not before time, by his own devised heading-machine, the Maiden, on which so many others had perished before him. Will had seen the young Lady Agnes at Castle Campbell, and had been overwhelmed by her looks and fiery red mop even then, although scarcely daring to exchange words with so wonderful a creature. He had gone straight home and striven to put into penned words what he had been unable to speak, in a headlong spate of youthful worship which he had entitled ‘Aurora’, the roseate goddess of the dawn, his poetic baptism. He still had that paper somewhere. And now, this startling, dramatic beauty, developed into fullest loveliness, still all but overwhelmed him.

Janet had spotted him beside her father, and came over, almost running. ‘Will! Will Alexander!’ she exclaimed. ‘How good! How splendid to see you! It has been long.’ She gripped his arm. ‘Here’s joy! What do you here with Father?’

Collecting his thoughts and emotions, Will took her hand, to kiss it. ‘Janet!’ was all that he could find to say.

‘He is with my lord of Argyll,’ Sir William said, ‘who is at the council. We have been speaking of this of the English move.’

‘Folk talk of little else!’ the young woman declared. ‘It is scarcely decent, I say, waiting for, wishing for, Queen Elizabeth to die! Why this eagerness to go to England? We have fought the English all down the ages. Why now seek to join them?’

‘There is much to be gained, lass. Much of wealth and standing and position. Forby, an end to warfare.’

‘I think that I see it as Janet does,’ Will said. ‘Scotland is good enough for me!’ But his eye still strayed back towards the Lady Agnes Douglas.

Perhaps Janet mistook the direction of his gaze. ‘Prince Henry? Now, it seems, to be in my charge! You know him, Will? Have met him? He is a friendly, amiable boy. Come, I will present you.’

They moved over to where the prince stood with the other two women, Janet smiling on all.

‘Highness, here is Will Alexander of Menstrie. Long a friend of mine. He writes poetry and balladry.’

‘As does my royal father,’ the prince declared. ‘Is it very difficult? He finds it so, I think. I must not speak to him when he is at it.’

‘It can be taxing on the wits, Highness, seeking for the right words—’

Will was interrupted. ‘Did I hear aright? Menstrie? Is it Will Alexander of Menstrie!’ That was the beauteous Lady Agnes. ‘Sakes, here’s a change! And a pleasure. A man of parts, and looks, now, I see! How many years since last I saw you, sir? At Argyll’s house, was it not?’

Will bowed, recollected that he ought to have done so to the countess first, and repaired that omission. ‘Ladies, your servant. I, I am honoured. That I am remembered. Yes, it was at Castle Campbell. Many years ago. Fourteen or fifteen, perhaps! But I have not forgotten either. Nor could I!’

‘And what does that mean, sir? Do I take it—?’

The Lady Agnes it was who was now interrupted, and by the older woman. ‘I ken o’ Menstrie. Indeed once I visited it. Lang syne. Yon would be your faither I saw? A Hielantman, was he no’? Alscinder, he ca’d it, as I mind.’ Here was the source of the king’s braid Scots.

‘Alexander we call it now, Countess. MacAllister once it was. MacAllisters of Kintyre.’

‘Aye, before yon Campbells robbed you o’ it! Was MacAllister no’ a bit sept o’ MacDonald?’ Clearly here was a knowledgeable woman, from whom James Stewart had learned more than just his manner of speech. She had been Annabella Murray of Tullibardine, from the verge of the Highlands, herself.

‘Yes, Countess. The great Clan Donald had many branches: MacIan, MacAngus or MacInnes, MacVurich, MacDonnell, MacRory, Clanranald, even the MacDougalls were originally of the name.’

‘Aye, and a’ scoundrelly caterans, I’ve nae doubt! But nane sae ill as thae Campbells, heh? Who stole other lands than yours! And by words, forby, no’ their swords! Words and clerks’ deeds and charters! Aye, words can hae mair sway in the end than cauld steel, mind, as oor present guid liege-lord kens fine. Campbell, I’m tell’t, means wry mouth. Twisted tongue, just. And weel it may! You heed that, Henry lad.’ And she patted the boy’s head.

The Lady Agnes laughed. ‘I did not know that. I will have to tell Archie of Argyll when he comes paying court!’

‘You dae that, lassie. But, see you, we didna come here to blether anent Hielantmen! We’re here to gie this pack o’ lordlings a bit enterteen, wi’ music and sang, just. Afore they’re a’ that drunken as no’ to behave themsel’s at Jamie’s banquet! So, ower there to the bit dais, and we’ll dae what we came for.’

‘Do you sing ballads, Will Alexander, as well as write them?’ Lady Agnes asked, as they followed the servitors with the instruments over to the raised platform at the end of the hall. ‘Prince Henry has a good voice. But we could do with a man’s strains to give some weight to our female twitterings!’

‘Will sings like a bird! Mind you, I will not say what kind of bird!’ Janet announced.

‘Call it a crow!’ the man advised. ‘But I scarcely came here to sing.’

‘Nor did we. But the Lady Minnie insists. So we must suffer it. Or these must!’

So, on the dais, the countess at the spinet, Agnes at the lyre and Janet at the lute, the two males looking uncomfortable at first, a series of traditional ballads was rendered for the imbibing company. They started with ‘Red Harlaw’, suitably, since Alexander, Earl of Mar, had been the victor two centuries before, and which was well received even though the ancestors of some of those present had been on the losing side, including Will’s MacAllister Clan Donald forebears no doubt. This was followed by ‘The Song of the Outlaw Murray’, which the countess asserted did not refer to her branch of the family but to the Border Murrays, an ill lot. The tune of this being better known, some of the listeners sought to join in the chorus, which helped the entertainment along. The countess did not sing, but the two young women had good voices, Janet’s the more confident, while the prince’s treble was a delight. Will produced a powerful tenor and quickly picked up the melodies with which he was not familiar, as they followed on with ‘Rose the Red and White Lily’, the thirteenth-century ‘Auld Maitland’ and ‘Cospatrick’, by which time the company was beating time with tankards and flagons in appreciation, however little this helped the stories involved to come over.

It was Janet Erskine who then suggested that Will Alexander should give them one of his own compositions. He was less than eager to oblige, since this would have to be a solo and, at least at first, without accompaniment. So he chose ‘Blairlogie Glen’, which had a fairly rhythmic chant, easily picked up by the instrumentalists, and he soon had his companions joining in the refrain. This being applauded enthusiastically, he gave them a very different ‘MacAllister’s Lament’ for the lost lands of Kintyre, and the price the Campbells had exacted – as well that Argyll was otherwhere – a sorrowful but stirring piece sung to a traditional West Highland cadence.

Then Prince Henry was persuaded to give them ‘The Lord John’, which apparently appealed to his father and which he rendered most movingly, to much praise.

They finished up with Will’s ‘The Dream of Dumyat’ and the ancient and lengthy ‘The Well at the World’s End’, soprano, tenor and treble voices alternating between the well-known refrain.

All voted the performance a success, and there was much congratulating of the ladies in especial, the young ones’ looks remarked upon, before they retired, with the prince, to prepare themselves for the banquet. Will took the opportunity to escort them to their quarters in the separate Mar tower.

The two young women appeared to be sharing a room next to the prince’s, and at their door Will was told how much they admired his ballads, the words and the singing. Janet rewarded him with a kiss, admittedly only on the cheek, and Agnes promptly followed suit, to the sniggers of the heir to the throne.

Distinctly bemused, the Laird of Menstrie found his way back to the lesser hall.

The council presumably over, a herald presently arrived to announce that all should take their seats for the banquet in the outer hall. There followed a somewhat unseemly exodus, with considerable pushing and passing, for, apart from the very lofty ones either up on the dais or immediately below it, men had to find their own seats, and few wished to be the humblest. Will, who would have been quite content at the lowermost end of one of the lengthwise tables, had to wend his self-conscious way to the head of the hall and mount the platform, by royal command. He noted that, as well as the dais table itself, throne in the centre, there were two secondary tables, shorter, set endwise a little way apart at either side, and he was much pleased and relieved to see two young women already seated at one, his friends of the ballad session. Also there were the Countess Annabella and Sir William Erskine her kinsman. Whether or not it was there that Will was intended to sit, he made straight therefor. And he received a co-operative welcome, sufficiently so for the two girls to move a little way apart on their seating to allow him to place himself between them.

‘I am to be up here by His Grace’s orders,’ he hastened to explain. ‘On account of poetry! We are . . . he is writing an ode to Queen Elizabeth, or about her. And asks my, my aid.’

‘Lord!’ Agnes exclaimed. ‘Our crow flies high!’

‘Will’s verse will much enhance the king’s, I vow!’ Janet declared. ‘He is known to write. But can he make up fair poetry, Will?’

‘Oh, yes, he has been inditing verse since boyhood. He has a fair ear for words, there is no doubt. But who am I to judge? There is a word now concerning him in especial at this time. The word patriarchal. He likes not the sound of it, although the meaning is right. Patriarchal Grace. “Gloriana’s Tudor Majesty passes to Stewart Patriarchal Grace.”’

‘Patriarchal! What a word to get tongue round! In verse. Especially that royal tongue!’ Agnes said, head ashake in dazzling, gleaming red. ‘Little wonder that he likes it not. Trust James Stewart to think on a word like that!’

‘In fact it was my suggestion,’ Will admitted. ‘As I say, it has the correct meaning, but sounds . . . unwieldy.’

‘It means of ancient line, does it not?’ Janet asked. ‘Of ancient family rank? Of the fathers. Would fatherly not serve?’

‘H’mm. Scarcely that. Stewart fatherly Grace is not just what he seeks to render for the English lords he is wishing to rule. He will himself be younger than most of them – and hardly paternal!’

‘Then time-honoured? Elder would be little better . . .’

‘What of ancestral?’ Agnes put in.

‘I had thought of venerable, myself. Time-honoured is overlong to scan.’

‘Senior?’

‘Would patrician not do?’

Their debate was interrupted. A herald came to blow a trumpet to announce the arrival of their sovereign-lord, and all must stand. The king entered by the dais door, high hat still in place, leading young Henry by the hand and followed by a distinguished train, all save the Duke of Lennox more richly dressed than himself, privy councillors, earls and prelates. James was heading, in his shambling walk, for the throne-like chair at the centre of the main dais table when he thought better of it and veered to bring the boy over to this side table, at the head of which the Countess Annabella stood, this sudden diversion, apparently unpremeditated, causing some confusion in the file of dignitaries behind.

‘Here, laddie, sit you beside the Lady Minnie,’ he announced thickly. ‘Best there. Behave yoursel’, mind.’ He eyed the others standing thereat, at which the ladies curtsied and the men bowed, his so liquid glance settling on Will Alexander.

‘Aye, sae you’re there, man Alexander,’ he said. ‘Hae you the right word for me?’

‘I have thought on it, Sire. I, we thought of one or two.’ There before all, Will felt not a little embarrassed at being thus singled out by such sudden demand. ‘Venerable, perhaps? Or ancestral? Patrician?’

‘Patrician? Na, na, patrician means noble, o’ noble blood just. We need better, higher, than that. Ancestral? That’ll nae dae either. A’ folk’s forebears are ancestral. This is a deal mair than that. What was the ither?’

‘Venerable, Sire. To Stewart’s venerable grace.’

‘Better, aye better. Venerable. But no’ just right yet, man. Venerable minds you o’ grey-beards and the like. I’m no’ that, yet!’ The monarch whinnied a laugh of sorts, then frowned. ‘I’ll consider it. But think again, man. Think again.’ And, to the relief of his patiently waiting train, he left the prince at this table and ambled off to the long, main board, to ease himself into the chair.

Argyll, a few paces behind, lifted an eyebrow at Will as he passed. And just behind him, quite the most handsome man in all that assembly looked thoughtfully from Will to his two companions as he strolled on.

The Lady Agnes tapped Will’s arm. ‘Patrick, Master of Gray,’ she said. ‘Said to be the handsomest man in Christendom! And one of the cleverest. How think you?’

‘He is good-looking, yes. I have heard of him, to be sure. But never before seen him. Argyll says that he is too clever altogether!’

‘My father names him the most able rogue in Scotland,’ Janet observed. ‘Says that he it is who has contrived that the king will succeed Queen Elizabeth, when she was considering another woman, Arabella Stewart.’

The other privy councillors ranged themselves in order of precedence right and left of the king’s seat, while the clerics went over to the other side table.

Now all could sit.

Young Henry, Duke of Rothesay, to give him his due title, grinned at Will and squeezed in between the countess and Sir William Erskine, across the board from Will and the younger women.

‘I told him about our singing,’ he called over, and was shushed to silence by the Lady Minnie as the Archbishop of St Andrews rose to say grace before meat, at some length, with especial reference to the honour of the royal presence.

With the servitors hastening in with the steaming viands, talk resumed. Low-voiced, in the circumstances. Will mentioned to the companions whom many men there must be envying him, that he noted that the prince, in the care of the countess as he might be, was not apparently being reared to talk in the braid Scots which his father favoured. To which Janet answered, with a little laugh, that this was the king’s sole concession to his wife. Anne, being Danish, had sufficient difficulty in learning and speaking English without having to cope with the Scots Doric dialect.

‘Poor Anne!’ Agnes sympathised, in something of a whisper. ‘She must wonder at her fate, at being Queen of Scotland, wed to so odd a husband. And soon, it seems, to become Queen of England also. God be praised that such is never like to come to us!’

‘You mean never wed a poet?’ Janet asked.

‘There are poets and poets!’

Will looked from one to the other, but said nothing.

‘I am surprised that Queen Anne did gain that concession,’ Janet went on. ‘In the matter of words. Since she lost the first. His name.’

‘Name? What mean you?’ Will wondered.

‘You have not heard of this, Will? Of young Henry’s name? His christening. The king, wishing to please Elizabeth Tudor, to help forward his eventual claim to her throne, wanted his heir named Henry, after her father, Henry the Eighth, of ill fame. But Anne wanted him called after her own father, King Frederick of Denmark. Neither would give way. Even at the font, in the Chapel Royal here, they fought over it, for Anne has a will of her own. She told Bishop Cunningham of Aberdeen that he was to christen the child Frederick Henry, while the king insisted on Henry Frederick. The poor bishop was much concerned. But the king was the king, and he muttered Henry Frederick, and splashed the holy water. And then, with another splash, he named him Frederick Henry! So our Duke of Rothesay was christened twice, Henry Frederick and Frederick Henry. Think you that has ever happened to anyone else?’

‘I had not heard that. He is always called Prince Henry.’

‘Here, yes. But if he was at Linlithgow Palace he would be Prince Frederick! One reason, I think, why the king keeps him from her.’

‘Does the boy miss his mother, think you?’ Agnes asked.

‘I know not. Possibly he does not, in truth. For he scarcely knows her. The countess has always acted not so much mother as grandmother. He is fond of her. Nor do his brother and sister mean aught to him. He never sees them. It is a strange family, indeed.’

‘With James as its father, it could hardly be otherwise,’ Agnes asserted. ‘And with his grandsire too.’

‘You mean the Lord Darnley?’

‘No, I mean Davie Rizzio! My father’s kinsman, the previous Earl of Morton, who was regent, always said that Darnley could not father a bairn! And that Rizzio, Queen Mary’s Italian secretary, was James’s father. Which would account for much.’

‘Illegitimate!’

This intriguing conversation was interrupted partway through the venison course by the said doubtfully fathered character himself banging on the table with his goblet and turning in his chair to jab a finger towards the lesser table, and clearly at Will Alexander. Rising, and hastily seeking to swallow the meat in his mouth, that man made his way across the platform, to the surprised stares of all.

Behind the king’s chair, with Lennox on the right and Mar on the left, Will stooped low. ‘Yes, Sire?’ he said.

‘Aye. See you, I’m nae mair content wi’ venerable than I am wi’ patrician, man. I’m thinking on primal, just. Primal would scan. And it’s simple, but right telling. Primal’s the first, aye, first of all. Taks the mind back to the beginning o’ a’ things. How deem you primal, man Alexander? Stewart primal grace?’

‘Good, Sire, good! Primal sounds well. And means well. Yes, I like that. Primal grace.’

Leaning over the royal shoulder, Will had to swallow more than venison. For the smell of unwashed humanity was strong. James was known to look on washing with disfavour, asserting that water was bad for the human frame, taken externally or internally – perhaps another reason for the queen’s disenchantment with her spouse.

Another voice spoke up, this from Lennox’s right, melodious, all but amused. ‘If I heard aright, the problem is to do with ancient Stewart grace? Since we all so revere you, Sire, why not revered? Revered Stewart grace?’ That was the Master of Gray. Was there something of mockery in that seemingly casual suggestion?

‘When I require your advice, Patrick Gray, I’ll ask for it!’ the king jerked.

That was acknowledged by a silvery laugh.

‘Awa’, you, Alexander. I dinna think you’ll better primal. Awa’.’

Thankfully Will returned to company considerably more to his taste.

‘The highly favoured one!’ Janet remarked. ‘How does it feel to have become suddenly so close to our sovereign-lord?’

‘I think I would prefer not to be quite so close! However, that will be the end of it, I judge. He seems happy with the word primal.’ He nodded. ‘That Master of Gray? Does the king mislike him? He spoke sourly to him.’

‘My father says that he does not trust him,’ Agnes declared.

‘Yet he makes him Chancellor of the realm.’

‘Only acting Chancellor! The beauteous Patrick’s only sure office is Master of the Wardrobe.’

‘I have heard that he seeks no other than that,’ Janet added. ‘That he desires freedom of action. Only to have the responsibilities which he chooses to assume. Master of the Royal Wardrobe gives him access to the king whenever he so desires, but does not saddle him with unwanted duties. He is as clever as he is handsome, that one.’

‘You sound admiring?’ Agnes suggested. ‘But then, who would be otherwise!’

‘You are not?’

‘I would be wary of that one! As is our James. And so says my father, who went with him to London as envoy over this of Elizabeth Tudor. He believes that Master Patrick has set his eyes on high position in England. That is why he has worked hard for this accession for the king. Scotland is too small for the Master of the Wardrobe! My father calls him the Machiavelli of this realm!’

Will wagged his head over all this. ‘I am unversed in the affairs of state, for which I thank my Maker!’ he said. ‘As for much else.’

‘Hear him!’ That was Agnes. ‘Our poet. Could a poet be an innocent?’ And she tapped his arm.

Janet did not comment.

The repast continued, course succeeding course, their host, Mar, or at least his mother, having excelled themselves for the occasion, which might well be the last such before great change overtook Scotland and its ruling families. Suitable liquor to go with the meats and sweets was equally plentiful, and it became evident that it was having its effect on at least some of the company, no doubt the long wait and refreshment, while the council had been sitting, contributing. Despite the royal presence the occasion was becoming ever more noisy, and behaviour, especially down towards the lower end of the hall, verging on the rowdy. The king was something of a drinking man himself, able to imbibe copiously but never seen drunken; but presently, while not making any move to order quiet, he did turn again to look towards the lesser side table, and beckon.

Will, assuming that more poetry was to be discussed, groaned internally, but dutifully rose and went over to the monarch.

‘Och, it’s you again, is it,’ James said, looking up, so evidently it had not been for him that the signal was intended. ‘But you’ll dae. Hae them tak the laddie to his bed – Henry. It’s getting ower noyous here, for him. There’s them as canna hud their drink! Off to his bed wi’ him. The women tae hae my permission to retire. Awa’.’ And a dismissive hand was waved.

Will went back to announce the royal command to the countess, who nodded and said that it was not before time. She stood and beckoned to Janet, who rose and came over, Agnes Douglas electing to do the same. Young Henry was more reluctant, but did as he was told when Janet took him by the hand.

Will decided that, present company departing, he would be as well to do the same himself, whether the royal dismissal included him or not. The banqueters could do without him, that was for sure. So the three women, the boy and the man bowed to the back of their liege-lord and made their exit.

Over at the Mar tower, when the young women went upstairs with the prince, Will continued to accompany them, none seeming to object. This time, deliberately or otherwise, Janet took Henry to his own room first, with instructions to wash well in the warm water which was there provided, and to get to bed quickly. With goodnights from all three, he had his door shut on him.

Opening the other door, Janet turned to Will. ‘I think, since there are the two of us, it would not be unseemly if you were to come in for a minute or so, Will? How say you, Agnes?’

‘To be sure. If you judge that we will be . . . safe!’ Laughter.

Nothing loth, the man followed them in.

A fire blazed in the lamplit chamber, a tub of steaming water nearby. There was a great double bed, canopied – all the palace beds were thus covered, for James had a horror of bats’ droppings, however few bats were likely to gain access to the rooms – so evidently the young women were sharing a bed. There was a flagon of wine on the bedside table, and two cups – only two.

‘Possibly we have all had sufficient wine for one night,’ Janet observed, going over to this table. ‘But just a sip, perhaps? For good company’s sake. That is, if Will does not object to drinking from my cup?’

‘So long as your lips grace it first!’ he declared gallantly.

‘Mine also,’ Agnes said. ‘Be not so greedy, Janet!’

Thus honoured, the man bowed to each, while Janet filled the wine-cups and moved over to the fireside with them.

With the firelight making a flickering, gleaming glory of Agnes’s flaming head of hair, they sipped, smiled at each other, and in fact passed the two cups round, and round again, a peculiarly pleasing and at the same time unsettling experience for the man, torn between varying and conflicting emotions with these two, in so intimate a setting. They said little, but eyes were busy as well as lips. They took their time, and emptied both cups.

Eventually Will felt that he must make the move, however unwillingly. ‘I am loth to leave you, leave you both,’ he said. ‘But needs must, I fear. You will be weary, and have had a sufficiency of me for one night! Forby, I have to ride back six miles to Menstrie.’

‘You do not bide in this castle tonight?’ Agnes asked. ‘Near us?’

‘No. I fear that it will be packed full, with all these lofty visitors. Even you share a bed, I see. And, and bliss, I swear!’ That was as far as he might go.

‘Aha, there speaks our poet!’

‘If go you must, you take our kinder thoughts with you,’ Janet said.

‘Kinder?’

‘Kindest!’ she amended, and reached up to kiss him, this time full on the lips.

He was savouring that when he found the other to be embracing him also, and her kiss was not only slightly the longer, but her lips opened and stirred beneath his own.

Bemused, he did not release her hurriedly – until he saw Janet eyeing them both consideringly. He drew back.

‘I, I thank you. Thank you both. For kind, for kindest thoughts. And . . . all else. I shall not forget it. Ever. I may even celebrate this night in my poor verse. However inadequately.’

‘Do that.’

‘We shall await it, Will.’

They both accompanied him to the door to say their goodnights, with pats and squeezes. He jerked himself away from them almost roughly and was off downstairs in a hurry; he had to, in the state he was in, a man much affected.

Was he over much so? he wondered, as he rode home through the night. More than there was cause to be? He was no mere impressionable youth any more. Was it the poet in him? Too much of feeling, challenge, beauty, emotion? The price he had to pay?

This of poetry. He had meant what he had said back there in the bedroom. He would put this evening into verse. For himself rather than for the others, he thought. And more than that. He would finish his lengthy collection, his hundred poems, and dedicate it all as he had done his very first effort at rhyme, to Aurora of the flaming hair, the rosy dawn – Aurora! He had decided that as Agnes’s lips had moved under his in yonder bedchamber. But this night’s verse he would entitle ‘To Janet’.

He had the first few stanzas compiled before ever he reached Menstrie.
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It was only two afternoons later that Will had visitors at Menstrie Castle, quite a visitation indeed, for Henry, Duke of Rothesay was not permitted to ride any distance from Stirling Castle, by the king’s command, without an escort of armed retainers of the royal guard, this in case of kidnapping. James himself had been kidnapped, as a boy, more than once, and this had much affected him – even though it was not his mother who had been responsible, as was in this case his fear. Janet Erskine brought the boy.
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