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JAMES THE FOURTH: King of Scots.
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SIR DAVID LINDSAY OF GARLETON: East Lothian laird and former warrior.

LADY ISABELLA LINDSAY: Wife of Lord Lindsay of the Byres.

KATE LINDSAY: Daughter of above.

ARCHIBALD DOUGLAS, MASTER OF ANGUS: Great noble. Later 6th Earl of Angus.

MASTER JAMES BEATON: Archbishop of Glasgow and Chancellor of the Realm.

ALEXANDER, 3RD LORD HOME: Lord Chamberlain. Great Border noble.

SIR ARCHIBALD DOUGLAS OF KILSPINDIE: Known as Greysteel. Uncle of Angus.

MASTER GAVIN DOUGLAS: Brother of above. Provost of St Giles. Poet.

MASTER GAVIN DUNBAR: Tutor to James the Fifth. Poet.

JAMES HAMILTON, EARL OF ARRAN: Lord High Admiral. Cousin of the King.

ANTOINE DE LA BASTIE: French envoy and noted soldier.

PATRICK, 4TH LORD LINDSAY OF THE BYRES: Kate’s father.

DAVID BEATON: Lay Rector of Campsie. Nephew of Archbishop Beaton.

JOHN STEWART, DUKE OF ALBANY: Cousin of the King and French citizen.

WILLIAM KEITH, EARL MARISCHAL: Great noble.

MARION OGILVY: Daughter of 3rd Lord Ogilvy of Airlie.

SIR JAMES HAMILTON OF FINNART: Illegitimate son of Arran. Known as The Bastard of Arran.

ARCHIBALD, 3RD EARL OF ARGYLL: Lord Justice General. Chief of Clan Campbell.

MASTER WILLIAM DOUGLAS: Abbot of Holyrood. Another uncle of Angus.


1

The square-faced young man with the darkly humorous eyes nudged with his elbow his companion standing beside him, and jerked his head half-right, grinning, towards where Mirren Livingstone, the King’s newest young lady, was intently inspecting herself inside her notably low-necked gown and scratching comprehensively at the same time—activity calculated to engender interesting speculation in any male worthy of the name. His friend began to smile, then changed to a head-shaking frown. After all, John Inglis was a cleric, Abbot of Culross no less, despite comparative youth, and they were in church, St Michael’s by the Palace, at Linlithgow, no place for levity, especially on this solemn occasion. He lowered his head again, presumably in prayer, while the choir of singing boys continued to render sweet background music suitable for a monarch at his devotions.

His younger companion, David Lindsay, maintained his not-too-obvious vigil on Mirren Livingstone, whom he rather admired—at a distance, naturally—whilst dutifully keeping his eye on his beloved King James. The monarch, fourth of his name, knelt at a reading-desk, the only kneeling figure in the crowded south transept of St Michael’s, before the altar of St Katherine, where Bishop Elphinstone of Aberdeen was conducting Vespers, a special service. All others must stand. James was a notably pious prince—in a practical way, of course, which would not restrict his other interests. He was here to pray for the success of his forth-coming great venture against his wretched brother-in-law, Henry Tudor, eighth of that name on the English throne. It was St Christopher’s Day, 25th July, 1513.

The Queen was noticeably not present.

David Lindsay was not in a particularly worshipful frame of mind, apart altogether from Mirren Livingstone, mainly because he was being expressly excluded from the King’s notable adventure. He had pleaded to be taken, along with all the flower of Scotland’s chivalry. But James had been adamant. Davie’s place was with the little Prince, he had insisted. He was his appointed Gentleman and Procurator, and his place was at the child’s side, the heir to the throne. There would be opportunities in plenty for armed prowess and glory, later, never fear. So attendance at this special service was scarcely relevant for him.

Wondering what Mirren would be up to whilst the King was away—since he could hardly take her with him—movement caught David’s roving eye. From an archway of the transept, to the right of St Katherine’s altar, a figure emerged, a strange, an extraordinary figure. It was that of a tall old man, upright, dignified, with long white hair, parted at the forehead, falling down below the shoulders, dressed in a blue robe tied with a linen girdle, walking with a long white stick like a shepherd’s crook. Ignoring the bishop, priests and acolytes at the altar, this apparition came slowly across the chancel, in majestic fashion, seeming almost to glide, towards the head-bowed King. David stared, and not only David. The choir’s singing faltered momentarily.

The eye-catching figure moved directly over to the monarch at his faldstool and there stood. James looked up, eyes widening.

Strongly, sternly, the old man spoke, loudly enough to be heard above the singing and chanting.

“Sire—I am sent to warn you. Not to proceed with your present undertaking. You hear? Not to proceed. For if you do, it shall not fare well with either yourself or those who go with you.”

He paused, as the King eyed him, astonished.

“Further,” he went on, “it has been enjoined on me to bid you shun the familiar society and counsels of women, lest they occasion your disgrace and destruction. Hear you, I say.”

“Save us—who a’ God’s name are you? What . . .?” It is safe to say that James Stewart had never before been addressed thus.

The other dismissed the question with a wave of the hand. “Heed!” was all he said, but dramatically, and with another jab of his pointing finger, passed on.

The monarch lifted to his feet in a single movement, for he was a very fit man for his forty years although beginning to thicken at the waist. “Wait! Stop! Stop, you!” he commanded.

The oddity paid no heed.

David Lindsay moved sideways and thrust out a hand to detain the old man, but he eluded his grasp and pressed on into the crowd behind, which swallowed him up.

Gazing after him, the King shook his head. “A madman! Or a spectre—which?” he demanded, of no one in particular.

And no one answered, even though it was a royal demand.

“Davie—fetch him for me.”

Young Lindsay turned and pushed his way into the throng which filled the side-chapel—lords, lairds, courtiers, soldiers and their women. But they were so close-packed that his progress was slow and, despite the remarkable impact of the strange figure, no sign of it was now evident in the crush.

Urgently David worked through and out of the transept into the main nave of the great church, much less crowded here, although worship was proceeding in some fashion before some others of the two dozen altars therein. Still there was no stranger to be seen. He went to the tall west doorway, to stare out. Nothing. The curiosity seemed to have disappeared into thin air.

Back at the King’s side, David had to confess his failure. James, who had exchanged worship for discussion and debate, was surrounded now by a group of his lords, all very vocal although the service was still proceeding up at the altar. At the young man’s announcement that there was no trace of the interloper, Andrew, Lord Gray, Justiciary, declared that it was, as he had said, a spectre, a bogle, sent by the Prince of Darkness himself, others agreeing. How else had he won into the church unchallenged and out again? He was from the Other World, clearly, a messenger, a wraith . . .

James frowned, hitching at his waist, a habitual gesture when in doubt or unease, adjusting the lie of the chain which he had worn next to his skin since the day twenty-five years ago when he had looked down on the dead body of his father, the hapless James the Third, and recognised how he, the fifteen-year-old son, had been used by unscrupulous nobles to bring his sire to this grievous pass, and took the chain, a mere harness chain, as reminder of his vow of remorse. That it was the same Lord Gray, old now, who had finished off his injured father with a dirk, on that occasion after the Battle of Sauchieburn, might have added some significance to this present, possibly fateful, interlude.

“You, Davie Lindsay—you were close to this, this creature,” the King charged. “And you, Abbot. How say you? Was he honest man, however insolent? Or spirit, phantom, good or ill?”

David shook his head. “I know not, Sire. How can I tell? I have never seen a phantom. He seemed but man to me, although strange. And yet . . .”

“Yet, what, man—what?”

“I thought to grasp him, Highness, as he passed. As you bade. But . . . touched nothing! And then I went after him. But he disappeared. Gone. I, I do not know . . .”

“And you, Abbot John?”

“I would not venture an opinion, Your Grace. I saw nothing to have me think that he was other than an old man, probably deranged in his wits. But—who knows?”

“Aye. Mirren—how say you? You were nearby, also.”

The young woman, red-haired, full-lipped, full-bosomed and lively—James had a weakness for redheads—came forward. “I say that he was wraith, Sire. None other would dare to speak you so. Sent to warn you against this invasion. I pray Your Grace to take heed . . .”

“Aye—we all know your wishes in the matter, lass!” the King said, with a half-smile. “Some others wish it, too, if for different reasons! But whether Heaven or Hell are so concerned is less certain.”

“But you will pay heed, Sire?”

“We shall see . . .” James turned to face the altar, where the venerable Bishop Elphinstone made belated recognition of the fact that his congregation was scarcely with him in worship any longer by winding up the service quickly and signing for the choristers to do likewise. He came hobbling down to the royal group.

“Your Grace is pleased to dispense with further seeking of God’s blessing?” he reproved.

“Scarce pleased, old friend. Say provoked. You saw this, this visitant?”

“I saw another old man pass me, who might be more lacking his wits than even your servant, Sire! Was that sufficient to interrupt this holy office?”

“He miscalled the King. Spoke against this great endeavour. Threatened ill,” the Earl of Atholl asserted. “Would you have such go unheeded, Sir Priest?”

“I think to heed Almighty God the more, in this house of His,” Elphinstone said simply. His was a fine face, although lined and worn, with the noble features of a saintly yet practical philosopher, who had held the highest offices in the land, including that of Chancellor or chief minister; James’s early mentor, who should have been Archbishop of St Andrews and Primate—only the King’s own illegitimate seventeen-year-old son, Alexander Stewart, had been given that position.

“Aye, well—enough of this meantime,” the monarch said. “Back to the palace. My belly rumbles, spectre or none! Come, Mirren . . .”

Leaving the Bishop to unrobe, they all moved from the church and crossed the mound above Linlithgow Loch, which it shared with the handsome brownstone palace.

At the meal which followed, in the great first-floor banqueting-hall, the talk, needless to say, was all of the apparition and what it might signify—the story, naturally, growing with the telling. Only a few who had been nearby had actually heard the words spoken, of course, so that there was considerable scope for the imagination. David and Abbot John—who was the young Prince’s appointed tutor, although at only seventeen months not much tutoring was yet being attempted—discussed the matter back and forth, and although they came to no definite conclusions, certain indications were established for further debate.

It is to be doubted whether any similar progress was being achieved up at the dais-table, or at least at its centre, where the King and Queen scarcely exchanged a word; the French ambassador, on James’s other side, had not been present in church and was besides a military man and unlikely to concern himself with metaphysics.

James Stewart and his wife were hardly the best of friends. Married for ten years now, they both bored and were bored with each other. On his part this was little to be wondered at, for he liked vivacious and attractive women, and Henry the Eighth’s sister was neither. Margaret Tudor was plump, dumpy and somewhat moon-faced, without personal grace, and although still only twenty-two years old already looked almost middle-aged. Yet she was notoriously highly sexed and her little pig-like eyes, so like her brother’s, were shrewd enough and missed little. She was probably the least popular queen-consort Scotland had ever had, and knew it—no pleasant situation for any woman. Their marriage, when she was only twelve, at Henry’s urging, had done little to interrupt James’s long succession of mistresses. Her own amorous adventures had to be less explicit.

When the Queen and her ladies retired and the men were getting down to serious drinking, a page came down from the dais-table to inform David and John Inglis that the King would speak with them, and to await him at Queen Joanna’s Bower in the park, presently. James was abstemious about liquor, whatever else, and frequently left his hard-drinking lords to get on with it whilst he sought a different kind of solace.

The two younger men wandered out into the fine July evening. Of all the palaces of Scotland, Linlithgow was the most picturesquely sited, embosomed in low green hills, with the long, narrow curving town on the south side and the fine broad loch on the north, palace and church sharing the ridge between. With the last of the sunset staining sky and water crimson, black and palest green to the north-west, and drawing long purple shadows out of every fold and hollow of the hills, it was pleasant there amidst the last of the darting swallows and the dusk-flighting duck as the friends walked down to the summer-house known as Queen Joanna’s Bower, after Joan Beaufort, wife of James the First.

They were not there long before they saw the vigorous figure of James Stewart come striding downhill, alone.

“Here comes the finest king Scotland has had since my noble namesake, David the First,” Lindsay observed, “the Bruce excepted.”

“You still say that?” his companion charged, smiling. “After his refusal to take you on this great venture of his? Wise as I would say he is, in that!”

“Yes. He has his reasons, no doubt—although I wish that he had not.”

The King beckoned them out. “Come—we shall walk around the loch. No long ears there! And I can do with stretching my legs. Too much sitting and talk in the rule of a nation!” Ever straightforward, James came at once to the point. “This at Vespers. What do you make of it all? You were both close by me. And you both have sound wits, or I would not have chosen you to watch over my young son. You have had time to consider it. How think you?”

The others glanced at each other. Inglis spoke. “We do not think that it was any spectre, Sire.”

“No? Nor do I. But—why?”

“Would a spectre lean upon a stick, Your Grace?” David asked.

“Ha! A fair point. Anything else?”

“Would a spectre have entered the chapel from the main church and crossed the aisle thereafter, to you? Would one not rather have materialised directly before Your Grace?”

“Perhaps. I am not wise in the ways of phantoms.”

“Nor are we, Sire,” Inglis hastened to declare. “If such there be.”

“You think that doubtful?”

“With respect, Sire—yes.”

“Yet Holy Church speaks much of the spirits of the departed and the like.”

“But not as coming to haunt men on earth, Highness. Only as existing in the hereafter.”

“Indeed. I bow to your superior knowledge, Abbot John. So—if this was no spectre, what was it?”

“Possibly a seer, Your Grace. Some eremite or holy man believing that he has the sight and can foretell the future. There are some who so conceive, I understand.”

“Possibly, yes. I had so considered. Crazed or otherwise.”

“I do not think that he was crazed, Sire,” David said.

“No? Why?”

“Because of what he said in the second place. The first, about doom and scaith, could have been the babblings of a crazed man. But the second was different, quite. About, about . . .” David looked embarrassed. “. . . this of women, Sire. I misremember the words. But it was to do with shunning familiar women. Something of that.”

“I heard,” James said grimly. “What of it?”

“That is not, I think, what a seer or a crazed religious would have said. That was a different matter, no prediction but a rebuke, a challenge. That was . . . different.”

“So-o-o! There, now, we have shrewd thinking! I had not perceived the difference. Yes, you are right. That was no message from the Other World, nor yet the dreams of a crazed seer. Those were the words of a man with a purpose. But, why? Who was he?”

“Does it matter who he was, Sire? That old man. A mummer, perhaps, a play-actor. Rather, who sent him?”

James nodded. “No doubt you are right again, Davie. Where did you win the head on those young shoulders?”

“It is none so remarkable, Highness. Who mislikes both your venture into England, and your, your interest in other women, sufficiently to have contrived this?” David’s slight catch of breath at his emphasis on the word “other” betrayed his fear that he might have gone too far.

The King paused in his walking to eye him searchingly. “You mean the Queen, man?”

“Your pardon, Sire—but who else has such good reason? Leastways such strong reasons.”

James hitched at that chain of his. “True. But . . . would she do this? So fell a device?”

Neither of his companions ventured to answer that.

“It could be,” he went on slowly. “In truth she has done all that she can do to halt this project. No doubt at her brother’s behest. This could be a last attempt. And she much dislikes the Queen of France’s fair words in sending me her glove, and to venture three steps into England for love of her.”

This great expedition was being undertaken at the urgent request of King Louis of France under the mutual-aid provisions of the Auld Alliance, whereby Scotland and France had long sought to contain English aggression against either by agreeing each to stage an invasion, south or north, if the other was menaced. Henry was at present engaged in the attempted conquest of Guienne; and James, who had suffered much at his brother-in-law’s hands, was only too pleased to accede.

David had a notion that the Queen’s objection to familiar women would be apt to be centred nearer home than Versailles, but he did not say so.

“The English were ever great on play-acting, mummery and masques,” he mentioned.

“Aye. This could be West’s device.” Dr West was the English ambassador. “Although Her Grace has the wits to have thought it up for herself!”

“Will you heed it, Sire?” Inglis wondered.

“I will not. All is prepared. Arran, the admiral, has already sailed from the Clyde with my fleet. Home, with his Borderers, is probing into Northumberland. It is too late to turn back now—even if I could. I go to Edinburgh in two days. And we march some days later.”

There was silence for a while as they walked on.

“You will cherish my son for me, while I am gone,” the King went on presently, in a different tone of voice. “There are ever ill-intentioned folk in this kingdom, as in any other, who would grasp the heir to the throne if they could, to use him to advance themselves. And I do not trust Henry’s ambassador, West. So keep ever close to the lad. I chose you two carefully. You can call on any of my royal guard left behind, at need.”

“The Prince is safe with us, Sire,” David assured.

They were almost back at the palace when James added his second injunction—and it was clearly to David that he gave it. “Look after Mirren when I am gone,” he said briefly, and waved them away.

It was two weeks later, in fact, when David Lindsay and John Inglis stood on the vantage point of the Borestane Knowe and gazed out over the Burgh-muir of Edinburgh, spellbound by the sight. It is safe to say that never had that lofty and extensive moor above the city, traditional mustering place for Scotland’s armies as it was, seen such a sight as this. Near and far, from the town walls right to the very slopes of the Braid Hills two miles away, the concourse stretched, not in any wide-scattered dispersal but in close-marshalled, serried and orderly ranks, as far as eye could see, the sunlight gleaming on steel and blazoning the colours of a thousand banners and standards which fluttered in the breeze, the steam of scores of thousands of horses raising a sort of mist above all, the encampment of baggage-wagons, ox-carts and weapon-sleds itself larger than the city below. Men said that there were one hundred thousand gathered there—and although that was probably an exaggeration, even half that number would be a greater army than ever Scotland had gathered before in her long story of warfare and strife. None other than James the Fourth, the most popular monarch ever the land had had, could have assembled this enormous host from every corner of his kingdom, from the distant Hebrides to the Mull of Galloway, from Sutherland and Ross to the Borders, the manpower of a score of earldoms, a hundred baronies, thirteen bishoprics and two score Highland clans, townsfolk of every burgh in the land. Great armies had marched from here a many, down the centuries, but never anything like this.

The knoll where the young men stood with their charges was like a small island in the sea of glitter and colour, and itself a crowded island, tight-packed and even more colourful than the rest under its forest of waving lordly pennons and escutcheons and tossing plumes, for here waited the principal nobility of the realm who were not for the moment heading up their armed strength, the officers of state and the leaders of Holy Church. In this galaxy of earls and bishops and lords, Lindsay and the Abbot would have merited no least place—save that they escorted two charges, or three, the seventeen-months James, Prince of Scotland and Duke of Rothesay and his nurse the Lady Erskine, and Mirren Livingstone. The Queen was not present, having remained at Linlithgow.

Young James was a chubby and cheerful infant, well-made and restless—which, considering his present seat on David’s broad shoulder, where he could view all, brought its problems. He chortled and pointed, laughed and dribbled and beat on his Procurator’s bare head, to emphasise his satisfaction with all the prospect. Mirren, perhaps unsuitably, clutched an arm each of the young men, also exclaiming at all she saw. Lady Erskine was more discreet.

A curious, creaking, groaning, rumbling noise turned all heads northwards, city-wards, but the crowds and the falling level of the land hid the cause, and speculation was superseded by the return to the Borestane Knowe of the tight little group of horsemen under the great Lion Standard of Scotland, spurring from the other direction. Reining up before them, the King raised his hand high.

“All is well,” he cried. “The South Galloway folk have arrived. And the Arran Hamiltons. We now but await the cannon.”

“We hear it now, I think, Sire,” George Douglas, Master of Angus, called. “Listen!”

“Aye. They are slow, cannot be other. We shall see them come, then march.” James made a splendid figure, in black gold-inlaid half-armour over scarlet and cloth-of-gold doublet and doeskin breeches, with thigh-length riding boots, a purple fur-trimmed cloak flung back from his shoulder. But, as usual, his head was bare, only a simple gold circlet at his brow restraining the long thick auburn hair which fell to his shoulders.

He dismounted, throwing his reins to an esquire and striding up to take his son from David, to toss the gurgling child into the air and catch him, laughing.

“Hey, Jamie Stewart! Ho, Jamie Stewart!” he shouted. “Here’s to you, and here’s to your sire and here’s to this fine realm of ours! Yours, one day! See you yon Lion ramping there?” And he pointed up to the great red and gold tressured banner, held aloft and flapping above the royal charger by his standard-bearer, Scrymgeour of Dudhope. “True Thomas said: ‘When Alba’s Lion throats a roar; wise men run to bolt their door!’ That Lion is throating a big roar this day—and you are hearing it, Jamie. Pray others will also—but scarce in time to bolt their doors! Eh, my lords?”

There was a roar of approval from the ranked nobles. But not from them all. A harsh, rasping voice spoke.

“I say, see that your Lion doesna choke on this meal you seek to give it! Or it will no’ roar again for long enough!”

There was a shocked hush at that, and then a storm of protest which drowned out even the rumbling, clanking noise.

James raised one eyebrow towards the old man. “You belled the cat one time, Archie Douglas,” he said, mildly enough. “But you’ll not bell the Lion so easy!”

A shout of mirth greeted this sally. Archibald Douglas, fifth Earl of Angus, had been known as Bell-the-Cat ever since, thirty years before, he had disposed of the man Cochrane and others of the late James the Third’s odd minions, by the simple expedient of hanging them from Lauder Brig.

The Earl, head of the great Red Douglas house, irascible always, scowled and, since even he could scarcely challenge his sovereign-lord, rounded on the others instead. “Laugh, dizzards!” he cried. “Laugh whilst you may! For, by the powers, you may not have much longer for laughing if you proceed with this folly. Have you considered what you do? You challenge England’s might, in war. How many of you ken what war is? You are bairns in the business—baims! But Henry’s lords are old in war—his father saw to that, in his French campaigns. How many of you have ever drawn sword in battle? You are but tourney fighters! I tell you, this will be no tourney!”

The laughter changed to growling. Even the speaker’s eldest son and heir, George, the Master, joined in the hostility. “Too late for doubts now, my lord,” he called, embarrassed. “When has Douglas ever been afraid to hazard a toss? Is not this the greatest might our land has ever mounted? And our cause just?”

“Cause! Whose cause, fool? Louis of France’s cause, not ours. All this, to save Louis! What has Louis of France ever done for Scotland?”

“The Auld Alliance . . .”

“The Alliance is all one-sided. What do we gain?”

“Honour, at least!” somebody shouted.

“Honour! I would choose to die for more than honour! Are all summoned here, my lord King, to die for honour? Whose honour? Last night there was another summons, I am told. Not to flourish empty honour, but to compear before the Throne of Darkness within forty days! On the commands of the Prince of Darkness himself. If you do not turn back. And he named many by name—you, Atholl! And you, Argyll. And you, Glencairn. And Bothwell. Aye, and you Cassillis. And Lyle . . .!” Angus’s pointing finger jabbed at the owner of each proud title, under their heraldic banners.

There was a shocked silence as he continued with his grim roll-call. All there had heard how, at midnight a bare twelve hours before, a disembodied voice had sounded at the Mercat Cross of Edinburgh announcing that Pluto hereby required all the earls, lords, barons, gentlemen and sundry burgesses of the city to appear before his master, King of the Underworld, within forty days, under pain of disobedience, designating many of the foremost names in the land, as a consequence of this present expedition.

James frowned. “I say whoever contrived yonder mummery at Linlithgow, with its mouthings, contrived last night’s play-acting also,” he said, shortly. “Speak no more of King Henry’s friends’ inventions, my lord!”

“Such calling up of the powers of darkness is evil and should be cast from our minds,” another old voice asserted, that of Bishop Elphinstone. “But I much urge Your Grace nevertheless to consider well your intentions, in this venture. Already you have despatched your fleet to France’s aid and to threaten the English coasts. And sent my lord of Home and his mosstroopers into England. I pray you to be content, Sire, to take this great array only as far as Tweed and there rest, on your own side of the Border. Posing sufficient threat to King Henry, without leaving your own territory. The English will well perceive the danger, never fear, and will be as greatly concerned as if you had crossed into their land. But you will have remained on your own soil, as you have all right to do, and no men’s lives endangered. Wait this side of Tweed, my lord King—in the name of Holy Church, I beseech you.”

As murmurs arose for and against this course, there was a diversion, from behind the King this time, where a gallant youth leapt down from one of the fine horses beneath the standard and strode over to take the infant prince from his father’s arms in familiar fashion.

“Come, rascal—to your gossip, Alex,” he exclaimed. “And let us tell these greybeards that Holy Church can speak with other voice than trembling caution when the cause is just! I say, enough of gloomy doubts and fears. Let us be doing and on our way! And Saint Andrew of Scotland himself will loud out-voice all these quavering ancients!” This was Alexander Stewart, James’s seventeen-year-old son by Marion Boyd, his first mistress, Archbishop of St Andrews and Primate of the Church—even though the only hint of episcopacy about him today was the mitre painted on his gleaming half armour. He bounced his small half-brother about vigorously, apparently to the satisfaction of both.

The cheers which greeted this spirited intervention indicated general support.

The King waved a hand for quiet. “I have heard all, and shall consider all,” he said. “But meantime we have this host to set in motion. Here come the cannon, at last. We shall see them past and then be on our way.”

He had to shout that, for the rumbling, squealing and growling noise was now so loud as to drown all else. The cause of it all was becoming evident, a vast ponderous cavalcade of horsemen, oxen, artillery, wagons and marchers, half a mile long, before which all the serried ranks of the assembled host had to draw aside, however difficult this was. First came a splendidly mounted figure in emblazoned full armour and nodding plumes, under the three black cinquefoils on white, the banner of Lord Borthwick, Hereditary Master Gunner of the realm; and behind came his sons, vassals and followers. Then trundled his famous Seven Sisters, Scotland’s greatest cannon, normally kept at Edinburgh Castle, massive monsters each drawn by a score of plodding oxen, their protesting wheels and axles setting up most of the screeching din, added to by the shouts of the drivers and the cracking of their long whips. Behind were ten lesser pieces, similarly ox-drawn. Then innumerable wagons, carts and sleds carrying the cannonballs, powder-casks and other necessary stores. Finally came a succession of hay-wains, laden with the thousands of eighteen-foot pikes which King Louis had sent from France as his contribution to the invasion, looked at distinctly askance by most Scots although allegedly good for keeping attacking swordsmen at more than arm’s length. Over four hundred oxen were required to draw all this cumbersome weapon train, such as no Scots army previously had fielded.

As Lord Borthwick came level with the King, he signed for his banner to be dipped in salutation and raised a hand high, James acknowledging. He did not pause, for once that lumbering cavalcade ground to a halt it would take a deal of starting again. It had fifty miles to go to Tweed and would be lucky to cover it in five days.

Now the royal party stirred, most there eager to be on their way. Alexander Stewart gave the young Prince back to David Lindsay, and the King came to kiss the child goodbye.

“You will see well to this one, Davie,” he charged. “He is fell precious. None other near the throne save my cousin Albany in France. Those in Henry’s pay will seek to grasp him if they can. And the Queen . . . less than single-minded! See to it.”

“With my life, Sire.”

“Aye.” James turned to Mirren. “So, lass—it is farewell, for this present.” He reached into his breeches pocket and brought out a jewelled pendant on a gold chain, rubies glowing richly red. “Here is a keepsake to mind me by while I am gone. These two will look after you,” and he gestured to Lindsay and the Abbot. He gave her a smacking kiss, slapped her round bottom and made for his horse. In front of all that company even the non-hypocritical James Stewart had to be casual about his ladies. But he looked back before he mounted. “You said that you were going to Garleton, Davie? Take them with you, I think—both. It might be best, meantime.”

“If you wish, Sire . . .”

With the monarch in the saddle and reining round, his herald-trumpeter blew a resounding flourish, and the leadership group was on its way, the nobles and bishops swinging into jostling place behind, flags waving, plumes tossing, armour clanking, harness jingling, a brave sight. Not all there went, to be sure, some few remaining to gaze after the departing company, Bishop Elphinstone, Lord Privy Seal, amongst them, and a proportion of the royal guard—but it was noteworthy that the old Earl of Angus, despite his strictures, rode with the King. The Bishop shook his white head sorrowfully.

David Lindsay, holding the Prince, looked from his friend to the two women, and shrugged. “It seems that we all go to Garleton. Why, think you?”

“I do not, that is sure,” Lady Erskine said decidedly. “And the Queen will expect the Prince back at Linlithgow, forthwith.”

“His Grace’s command was clear,” the Abbot pointed out.

“Not for me. I take my orders from the Queen, now. And I am the child’s nurse and keeper.”

David eyed her thoughtfully, learning so soon something of the burden of reponsibility and difficulty his liege-lord had laid on his shoulders. “The King’s express command must prevail,” he asserted. “I am his appointed Procurator for the Prince. He goes to Garleton, with me. As does Mistress Livingstone. Your ladyship must do as you see fit.”

“I return to the Queen, then. To inform Her Grace of this . . . this folly. The child needs a woman’s care, and should come with me.”

“I will see to the Prince’s needs,” Mirren put in.

“I said a woman’s care—not a whore’s!” Lady Erskine said, and turned her back.

The young men exchanged glances.

“Come, then—let us be on our way,” David announced, hurriedly. “We have fifteen miles and more to ride. Mirren—which is your horse . . .?” And, lower-voiced, he added. “What my father will say to this, the good Lord knows!”
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Garleton Castle sat snugly beneath the quite steep escarpment of the green Garleton Hills, at the head of its fair hanging valley between the vales of Tyne and Peffer, in East Lothian. It was a pleasant, peaceful place, no mighty fortalice, but sufficiently strong for protective purposes, with its tower, turrets, parapets and shot-holes, its position strong too, as witnessed by the ancient Pictish fort which occupied the rocky spur immediately above. Garleton had been a Lindsay possession for almost four hundred years, ever since in the twelfth century Sir William de Lindsay had wed the Dunbar heiress of Luffness, the great castle and estate two miles to the north, on the shores of Aberlady Bay, and became baron thereof, with this Garleton, Byres, Athelstaneford and much else. Here David had been born and would one day be laird—although for official occasions he was styled Lindsay of the Mount, from a smaller property he had inherited, in Fife, from his mother.

The little company, eight strong, clattered into the courtyard filled with the long shadows of the sinking sun, the small Prince jouncing about in front of David’s saddle but making no complaint, indeed almost asleep despite the motion. With the father he had he was much used to horseback travel. They had adopted the King’s suggestion and brought along four members of the royal guard as escort.

As David set the toddler down on the yard flagstones and turned to aid Mirren to dismount, a large, burly man of middle years appeared within the arched doorway of the main keep, beneath the coloured heraldic panel with the carven Lindsay arms, the blue and white chequy-fesse on red.

“What a God’s name is this, Davie Lindsay?” this individual demanded, in something of a bellow. “You’ll no’ tell me you’ve fathered a bairn this age without me kenning! I’ll no’ believe it!’

“No, sir—no, no!” David disclaimed protestingly. “This is the Prince. Young James, Prince of Scotland. The heir.”

“Sakes—here? The Prince? Why? What’s to do?”

“The King’s command. I will tell you. He is gone to England . . .”

“All the world kens that, boy! I have sent eight stout lads for him. With the Byres’ tail. Patrick’s gone himself, with his three sons. Would God I could ha’ gone myself, but this leg . . . But—no’ yourself, it seems, Davie? You havena gone!”

“His Grace decided otherwise.” That was short. David turned to the others. “This is my father, Sir David, of Garleton. Here is Master John Inglis, Abbot of Culross, of whom I have spoken. Tutor to the Prince. And . . .”

“Aye—and the lassie? You’ll no’ tell me that you’ve brought a woman home, at long last? After all your daffery and dalliance? Boy, at your age, I was wed four years, and you were older than this princeling!”

“No doubt, Father. But this lady is Mistress Mirren, kin to my Lord Livingstone. She is a, a friend of the King. He has placed her in my, in our care, meantime . . .”

“Ha—is that the way of it? His Grace had ever a guid eye for a horse, a hound and a woman—whoever he had to wed! You should learn frae him, Davie! Forby, mind, I wonder he trusts you with this one!”

His son cleared his throat—as he frequently had to do in Sir David’s company. “Mistress Mirren will be tired. We have ridden straight from the Burghmuir of Edinburgh. And the child needing his bed. And feeding, first . . .”

“Aye, to be sure. Bring them in—and welcome. You’ll no’want the lady in your own bedchamber, then—nor yet the Abbot’s? We’ll have to see what we can do . . .”

Mirren giggled, as servitors came to take the horses, the men-at-arms were led to the kitchen premises in the lean-to buildings of the courtyard, and Sir David limpingly conducted his guests into the main keep and up the twisting turnpike stairway to the hall and private quarters. Perhaps because of his bad leg, he found it necessary to grasp the young woman’s quite sturdy person round the waist to aid in the ascent, his son sighing behind, but not in surprise.

Later, with young James fed and put down to sleep, the others sat at table in the hall and discussed the day’s events. Sir David lived alone at Garleton these days, a widower for many years now, and his other son and two daughters married and away.

This son was particularly interested in why the King should have deemed it advisable that he brought the little Prince here to Garleton instead of taking him back to Linlithgow Palace. They had puzzled over this as they rode, and come up with no adequate answer.

“He must believe the bairn in danger,” the laird said. “He doesna trust that Queen of his—and I blame him not! She is more Henry Tudor’s sister than James Stewart’s wife!”

“But the Prince will have to go back to his mother sooner or later. We cannot keep him here. Forby, she’ll send for him, for sure. We have no authority to hold him here, or otherwhere. He merely said to guard him well. And later, added to bring him here meantime.”

“Aye. Then he must have feared some early attempt on the bairn. If Henry’s friends could take and hold the heir to the throne, hide him away somewhere, then they have a notable grip on the King. They could force him to turn back on this invasion, perhaps. Every child-king or prince in this Scotland has been grasped or threatened thus—this King Jamie himself. He weel kens the danger. And what better time to grasp at the bairn than now, when none would look for it? When in the care of but yourselves? Before he’s back to the safety of yon Linlithgow.”

“Then it might not be the Queen at all that the King fears?”

“He said something of Her Grace being less than single-minded,” John Inglis pointed out.

“If he feared something of this sort, then why did he bring the boy to Edinburgh? Why not leave him safely at Linlithgow? Or send him to Stirling Castle, where he would be safer still?”

“Who knows, lad. But he would have much on his mind with this great venture to prepare. And he may indeed mistrust Margaret Tudor. The Queen did not come to Edinburgh with him? No—then that might be it. He might not wish to leave the bairn alone, with her.”

“He says that Dean West has the Queen in his pocket,” Mirren Livingstone made her first contribution. “He much mistrusts the Dean.” Nicholas West, Dean of Windsor, was English resident at the Court of Scotland.

“A slimy toad!” Sir David commented. “I’ve heard that he has the same pocket full of gold, to bribe any who will enrol in Henry’s service. And such are no’ that hard to find, I fear, where gold is on offer! Aye—and what better time to grasp the Prince, when most leal men are away with the King?”

They digested that thoughtfully, with their cold venison.

“What are we to do, then?” David demanded, presently. “We cannot keep the lad here, over long. Or we ourselves could be thought to have abducted him! The Queen will send for him.”

“The good Bishop Elphinstone would hear the King tell you to bring the Prince to Garleton,” the Abbot reminded. “He will let it be known that all is in order.”

“True. But that would not prevent the Queen sending here. And with His Grace gone, she will now rule the land, not Bishop Elphinstone. Forby, she does not love him, either.”

“You can but wait, then, to see what transpires,” his father said. “And in a day or two, perhaps, send our Abbot friend here to Bishop Elphinstone for his guidance. He is an honest man, and wiser than most. And Privy Seal, forby. He will best advise.”

That seemed fair counsel, and they left it there.

David saw Mirren to her room door, presently, and there she seemed reluctant to say goodnight.

“Davie—what is to become of me?” she asked, clutching his arm.

“Why, lass—you will do well enough,” he assured.

“Are you sure? What am I to do? Where can I go?”

“Go? You have your quarters in Linlithgow. And when the King comes back, all will be as it was.”

“The King may not come back.”

“Wheesht, Mirren—what way is that to talk?”

“He may not! It is war he goes to. And I am afraid of the Queen!”

That admittedly was not something which could just be laughed away. Margaret Tudor was not the woman to look kindly on a husband’s mistress.

“What of your home? Your father’s house?”

“My father is dead. There is only my mother and three sisters at Dechmont. They could not save me from the Queen. Nor, nor I think, would wish to!”

“M’mm. And the Lord Livingstone?”

“My uncle is gone with the King. With all his strength.”

David frowned. “You can bide here meantime, lass. Never fear—all will be well.” Feeling protective, he put an arm round her—he was his father’s son, after all. And she responded, pressing her ripely rounded warmth against him.

Somewhat hastily he disengaged. “I . . . ah . . . fear nothing!” he told her. “Goodnight, Mirren—sleep well . . .”

He left her, to mount the stair higher to his own chamber.

They waited a few days before Abbot John went off to consult Bishop Elphinstone, pleasant enough days, with Sir David and little Jamie Stewart getting on notably well together, the child being friendly and easy-going by nature and little trouble to anyone. Which left David free to conduct his friend round the neighbourhood and show him what was to be seen—for John Inglis came from Ayrshire and did not know Haddingtonshire or East Lothian. And inevitably Mirren was apt to come along too, being a little bit chary of being left alone with the laird—in which the son scarcely blamed her—and as inevitably her red-headed good looks, generous endowments and unmistakably approachable character, drew considerable comment and interest. And since it was neither convenient nor suitable to declare to all and sundry that this was the King’s present mistress; and since even with the prevailing state of the clergy, with concubines commonplace, it could not be assumed that she was Abbot John’s paramour, it was generally taken for granted that she was David’s lady, and congratulations were apt to be the order of the day. Which, embarrassing as it was at first—to David, for Mirren was not readily embarrassed—became in time so normal that the embarrassment wore off and was replaced by a sort of mutual and secret amusement, which engendered its own intimacy.

That it was largely female neighbours and friends who jumped to these conclusions added its own dimension to the situation, for the fact was that the countryside, hereabouts at any rate, was largely denuded of its menfolk, so successful had been the King’s call to his standard. Every castle, tower and lairdship in that fair county between the Lammermuir Hills and the sea, appeared to have sent most of its manpower on the great adventure, save for the ancient and decrepit—this, of course, by no means diminishing David’s own need for explanation as to his non-inclusion.

He had another subject of challenge to counter, in which the other two could nowise come to his rescue—poetry. For David Lindsay was a poet, of sorts, had been since his student days at St Andrews, and had something of a local reputation to sustain, however inadequate he knew his verse to be—and of course used to it being overshadowed by the offerings of the famous William Dunbar and Gavin Douglas, both of whom, oddly enough, hailed from this same county. But the fact was that he had written not a word since he had been summoned, over a year before, to take up this appointment with the infant Prince, his new life at court quite absorbing all his attentions and interests—this despite having previously started on what, in his folly, he had already informed folk was to be a major work and to which he had even presumed to give a title—The Dream. Oddly, it was his father who was mainly responsible for bruiting this abroad. The Lindsays had always been fighters, soldiers, as had Sir David himself—his damaged leg was a relic of warfare in King James’s Highland campaign—and he was much tickled that the line had at last produced what he referred to as a man of letters, although of course he would have been the first to object strongly if this literary inclination had tended to lead to any lack of manly vigour and spirit in his son.

David himself had said little about this interest of his, latterly—indeed, Mirren knew nothing of it and even Inglis took it to have been a passing youthful concern not engaged in since student days at St Andrews where they had first met. But any secrecy was forfeited when, on the third day at Garleton, they paid a visit to the Byres.

This strangely named property was the next estate westwards, below the green Garleton Hills; indeed, originally, Garleton Castle and demesne had been part of this larger barony, the full name of which was Byres of Garleton. But locally it was known merely as the Byres; and when that branch of the chiefly house at Luffness, now Earls of Crawford, themselves became sufficiently renowned in war and statecraft to be given a lordship of parliament, they deliberately elected to use the title of Lord Lindsay of the Byres. So that, although there were one thousand and one byres in Scotland, every farm having its cowshed so named, there was only the one Byres with a capital B. The present Patrick, fourth Lord Lindsay of the Byres, with all three of his sons gone adventuring with the King, was a far-out kinsman of David’s, the first of Garleton being a younger son of the first of the Byres.

They were well received, for this house—despite its name a larger and finer castle than Garleton, and standing within a handsome, high-walled garden—had been a second home for David ever since his mother had died when he was but a boy. He had always called Lady Lindsay Aunt Isabella.

“I am thankful to see at least two sensible young men who have not gone off in this madness of the King’s!” she greeted, kissing David warmly after the introductions, a big, strong woman, still handsome. “It has been long since we saw you, David.”

“Two years, yes. I have been away with the King’s Grace the length and breadth of the land. And last time I was here, you were from home.”

“You enjoy the King’s service?” It had been largely through the Lord Lindsay’s influence that David had won his position with the Prince.

“Indeed, yes. It is good. Because the Prince is so young, I am much with the King himself. He is kind to me. Even though he did not take me with him to England.”

“You wished to go? The more fool you!”

“All are going, why not I? The King needs everyone . . .”

“And none left to see to all he leaves behind? James has a realm to rule. Even he could not be so foolish . . .”

“Davie—oh, Davie!” The cry turned him round. A girl had appeared within the hall doorway, gazing great-eyed. She held out her hands towards him and then came running.

David was staring, too, as well he might. “Kate!” he got out. “It’s Kate!”

Then she had hurled herself into his arms in headlong, impetuous joy. “At last, at last!” she cried.

“Kate—behave you! You are not a child now, remember,” her mother said, but smiling.

The girl ignored her. “Davie—so long! Why? Why did you never come?”

“I, I have been occupied, Kate. Throng with affairs. Busy. Going hither and yon. I am Prince Jamie’s Procurator. I, I . . .”

“I know, I know. But you were only at Linlithgow and Stirling . . .”

“And Falkland and Kincardine, at Dumbarton, even Inverness. The King is never in one place for long, lass. And takes his young son, to show to all—the heir.” Gently he put her from him, but only to arm’s length, where he held her young loveliness. “Lord, Kate—you have . . . changed!”

“I have not!” Impulsively she shook her dark head. “You may have done. I think that you were unkind. Never to come.”

“Heed her not, Davie,” the Lady Lindsay advised. “She is but growing up. A process which can be trying. For all!”

He wagged his head. “No, no—not that.” But it was that, of course. Kate Lindsay was indeed growing up, and most dramatically. A gawky, angular thirteen-year-old when last he had seen her, now at fifteen she had changed almost out of recognition, become a young woman and a beauty, features firmed and bloomed, person filled out and developing into promising excellence. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, clear-skinned, vivacious, eager, she was no longer the child he had known and looked on almost as a sister.

“Growing up, I see, yes. And I like what I see!” he said.

“You have waited sufficiently long to see it! But, now that you have come, you have brought . . . others!”

“Ah, yes. This is Mistress Mirren Livingstone of Dechmont. And the Abbot John of Culross. Friends.”

The girl dipped a curtsy towards them, deep enough to be slightly mocking, towards Mirren at least. “Friends of Davie Lindsay’s must be friends of mine!” she declared, eyes flashing.

“The Abbot is Prince Jamie’s tutor,” he explained. “And Mistress Mirren is at the King’s court.”

“Indeed. Have you finished my poem? Katie Lindsay’s Confession?”

“Ah, no. No, I fear not. I, ah, have not been writing poetry, Kate. So much to do . . .”

“But it was nearly finished. And you promised!”

“I am sorry. But my life now is not helpful to writing poetry, I fear. All bustle and company and travel. Too many people coming and going . . .”

“Too many people, yes!” she agreed, looking daggers.

“Kate—fetch our guests wine and cake,” her mother ordered briskly.

“I did not know that you were a poet, Davie,” Mirren said.

“Nor am I,” he disclaimed. “I used to scribble the occasional verse. Nothing of any real worth.”

“That is not true,” Kate threw back, from the doorway. “He wrote much that is fine, splendid. The Dream is great poetry.” She slammed the door behind her.

“So you kept it up,” John Inglis observed. “I said that you should. What is this of a dream? Some major work?”

“No, no. Just a few notions and observations. On a—a theme. Nothing of moment.”

“I would wish to see it, nevertheless . . .”

“Davie is too modest,” their hostess asserted. “Much of his work is very fine—although I know little about poetry. But—I like it. As do many.”

“I always said that he had promise. At college . . .”

When Kate brought them the wine, oatcakes and honey, David had managed to get them off the subject of poetry. But that young creature was not to be balked.

“See,” she said, “I have here my copy of the Confession you wrote out for me,” and she drew out from her burgeoning bosom, now just large enough to contain it, a rather grubby wad of folded paper which she thrust at him. “Now you can complete it, Davie Lindsay.”

He took it, warm from her person. “It is scarce worth it, lass.”

“If it was worth starting, it is worth finishing. For me, Davie.”

“Very well . . .”

“I will hold him to it,” the Abbot promised, smiling.

After that, Kate was all sweetness and charm, even to Mirren. When the visitors left, she declared that she would come over to Garleton the following day to make the acquaintance of the young Prince.

That evening, Abbot John took the many pages of The Dream to bed with him, with a candle. And a little later, David saw Mirren to her room door again, to say goodnight.

“The lassie Kate is a lively one!” she declared. “She did not love me, I think.”

“You must not heed her, Mirren. She is young and grown headstrong, it seems. She was not so before. I have known her all her life.”

“And been fond of her, it seems.”

“Why, yes. Almost like her older brother—although she has brothers of her own. We are cousins, of a sort, after all.”

“She sees you as no brother, that one, Davie! And she is going to be very beautiful.”

“She is greatly altered, yes. In looks, as in, er, behaviour. I scarcely knew her. In but two years.”

“This poem she covets? About herself?”

“In some fashion, yes . . .” Something between a grunt and a snort came from the next room where the laird slept, door open, and lowered David’s voice to a whisper. “A childish thing just, suitable for a bairn. I am no true poet.”

Whispering in turn, she drew him into her room—for it would be a pity to wake Sir David, if he was indeed asleep. “Why did you never tell me? Does the King know of it? Abbot John thinks that you are good. This poetry. Will you make a poem about me, Davie?”

“M’mm. Well—I am truly not writing poetry at this present, any more, Mirren . . .”

“But you can. Am I not good enough, fair enough? Will you not do it? Just a little one? For me . . .?” She was close, and came closer, gazing up into his eyes, a most natural-born and unashamed wanton. And he, to be sure, was no monk. As her thrusting breasts brushed against him, he put an arm around her, pulled her closer still, and their lips met. She was wholehearted and generous about that, too.

But quickly his conscience got the better of him. After all, she was the King’s woman and he the King’s servant. This would not do. She was in his care. Almost roughly he pushed her from him.

“No, we must not,” he jerked. “This is folly! Worse!”

“Is it? I do not think that James would mind,” she whispered. “He is open-handed. In all things.”

“Nevertheless . . .” He shook his head. “I will write you a verse. Goodnight, Mirren.” He hurried off.

It took him some time to sleep.

In the morning, John Inglis was loud in his praises over The Dream, however unresponsive and preoccupied the author. Mirren was her usual uncomplicated self. Poetry, David thought, and indicated, was an unsuitable subject for the breakfast table.

Kate turned up thereafter, in excellent spirits, and made a great fuss over the little Prince, Jamie loving it. Soon she was announcing that she would come each day to look after the child whilst he remained at Garleton. None ventured to say her nay.

The next day Abbot John set off for Linlithgow and Bishop Elphinstone.

With his friend gone and the Prince being more than well looked after by Sir David and Kate, David and Mirren were more and more alone in each other’s company, and inevitably the pressure grew. Mirren probably could not help herself, and seemed to make little attempt to do so. David was both mightily exercised and sorely tried. He took occasional refuge in his upper chamber, which opened on to the parapet-walk of the keep, ostensibly to write poetry, which required much privacy.

This was only a moderately successful device, for although it kept Mirren at a distance it had little such effect on Kate, who of course was almost as much at home at Garleton as was David at the Byres. Moreover, the parapet-walk round the tower’s wallhead was a favourite viewpoint for young James, from whence he could survey all the countryside around, croodle at the pigeons and watch the darting swallows. Not infrequently, then, the poet had company after all.

At least this had the effect of getting Kate’s Confession completed sooner than would otherwise have been the case, to the girl’s satisfaction. She, of course, promptly showed it off to Mirren—which produced a different variety of pressure on the versifier.

It was five days before Abbot John got back. He had had to go all the way to Stirling to find the Bishop, although the Queen was still at Linlithgow. Margaret Tudor and William Elphinstone failed to get on; and Stirling, to be sure, was the true seat of government, Linlithgow being merely a royal residence and, moreover, the Queen’s own jointure-house, settled on her at her marriage.

The gist of John’s report was this. The Queen was displeased at her son being taken to Garleton; but the Bishop had told her that this was at the King’s express command. She had done nothing about it, as yet, but Elphinstone judged that it was only a question of time before she sent for the boy. His advice was that they should not wait for this, but return to Linlithgow fairly soon, for there was no point in causing unnecessary unpleasantness. On the other hand, the King’s fears for the Prince’s safety probably were not wholly ill-founded and further precautions should be taken. There could well be others than Margaret Tudor who had their eyes on the heir to the throne. The Bishop would advise the Queen, in his capacity as temporary chief minister—Archbishop Beaton, the Chancellor, was with the King—that the Prince should be brought to Stirling Castle, for greater security. He would get the Privy Council, or the rump of it left behind, to make this official policy. Then the Queen could scarcely refuse. Young James would surely be safe in Stirling Castle, the strongest fortress in the land.

This all seemed reasonable and wise. It was decided to take the Bishop’s advice and return to Linlithgow shortly, and then on to Stirling. Mirren was less than enthusiastic, preferring to have remained at Garleton until the King came back; and for once Kate was in full agreement. The laird also declared that Garleton would be a duller place without them.

All were reluctant to go, in fact.
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The appalling, unbelievable news reached Linlithgow just three days after their return. It was utter and complete disaster for Scotland. The King was dead. Slain in battle, most of his lords with him, and untold thousands of his ordinary folk. Even his son, the seventeen-year-old Archbishop.

The scale of the catastrophe was beyond all comprehension—twelve earls, two bishops, fifteen lords, innumerable knights, lairds and chiefs of name died with their sovereign lord, together with most of the greatest and most illustrious army the land had ever fielded, cut down in utter bloody ruin, mountains of dead, and the King fallen eventually himself on top of one of these mountains.

His realm reeled.

It had happened, apparently, not far into England, at a place high above the Till valley called Flodden Edge, a strong position which the Scots had occupied but which James had abandoned, allegedly to meet the English army under Surrey on more equal terms. This sounded the completest folly, but James was chivalrously inclined and the entire expedition was a chivalrous gesture towards France and her Queen. At any rate, the entire Scots host had dismounted, leaving their scores of thousands of horses there on the high ground, and charged down the steep escarpment to the waiting English below. And there those eighteen-foot pikes, sent by King Louis of France, had begun the disaster, causing men to trip and stumble and fall in the downhill rush, shafts snapping, jagging, wounding. And into this headlong chaos the disciplined, ranked English bowmen had rained their arrows in unceasing thousands, so that even before true battle could bejoined the Scots had lost large numbers and confusion reigned. Thereafter, typically, the dashing James had led like a captain of foot rather than a general, in the very forefront, sword tireless; and one by one his lords and knights and clerics had died around him, the royal standard falling and rising again above him, held up successively by a score of hands. Just when the King, wounded many times, had finally been struck down, reports did not say; but night had descended on continuing carnage and fight—but in the morning only the slain remained on Flodden’s field. The pride of Scotland was laid low.

The effect of these fearful tidings was indescribable, the reaction shattering, people just incapable of accepting the magnitude of the calamity. There was scarcely a home in the land unscathed, whole villages had lost their menfolk, many burghs their provosts and magistrates, including Edinburgh itself. And almost the entire government and leadership of the nation had fallen with its monarch. Never, in a thousand years of history, had anything like this befallen.

Linlithgow, and no doubt Stirling too, was as stunned as the rest—except for the Queen, that is. Margaret Tudor gave no impression of being stunned—on the contrary, she had never seemed so vigorous and decisive. If she grieved for her husband, she showed little outward sign of it, apart from ordering court mourning. She took charge—and admittedly it was necessary that someone should do so.

One of her first acts was to send for David and John, to fetch her son to her, from their wing of the palace. Two days before, she had given them a vehement dressing-down for taking the Prince away without her knowledge or permission—to which they could only say that it was done on the King’s command. Her displeasure had been pronounced, but against the monarch’s authority it had had to be muted. Now that situation no longer pertained.

They found her in a private anteroom of her bedchamber, with a young man of high colour and hot eyes, whom they knew to be Archibald Douglas, son of the Master of Angus and grandson of old Bell-the-Cat, the Earl. Young James eyed his mother doubtfully. She held out her hand to him.

“Come, James,” she said, smiling.

Perhaps he was not used to that smile, for he hesitated, and David gave him a little push.

It was unfortunate that there was a bearskin rug on that anteroom floor, over which the toddler caught his feet and fell his length. He was none the worse, indeed chuckled cheerfully as he picked himself up—but promptly his expression switched to alarm at the outbreak of hot words his small mishap produced.

“How dare you, sirrah—to strike the King’s Grace!” the Queen exclaimed.

“Oaf—keep your hands to yourself!” the young Douglas jerked, jumping to his feet. He strode over to the boy. “Sire—all is well. Heed him not. Come to Her Grace.”

The boy looked him up and down, made a face, and turned to run back to David.

This unfortunate contretemps produced a rather difficult pause.

“Your Grace sent for us,” Abbot John said, diplomatically.

“Yes. I require your heedful attention,” the Queen asserted, frowning. She was a plump woman, with a round face, heavy-lidded eyes and a long nose, and displayed a lot of bosom. Those eyes were shrewd, calculating. “All is now changed. I have no reason to consider you suitable persons to be so close to the King’s Grace.”

This seemed a strange announcement, at this stage, until David’s mind adjusted to the fact that it was not her late husband to whom the Queen referred but to her little son who was now, to be sure, King James the Fifth. This would take some getting used to. They waited.

“I have many more pressing matters to deal with and put in order than choosing others to take your places,” she went on, in her clipped English voice. “So, for this present, you will continue to minister to my son, but you will do so in a very much more respectful way and in entire obedience to my wishes and commands. He is the King’s Grace, and will be treated as such, under my authority. Is that understood?”

They bowed to that.

“Meantime, you will prepare His Grace, his person and effects, for travel. The court moves to Stirling tomorrow. Lady Erskine has already gone there to prepare suitable quarters in the castle. You will be ready to ride at sun-up. His Grace will ride with the Master of Angus, here.”

“Yes, Madam.” So Archie Douglas was now being styled the Master. That could only mean that his father, the Master and heir to the Angus earldom, was another of the battle’s casualties.

“That is all. You may retire.”

Again they bowed. “And His Grace . . .?” David asked.

“What of him?”

“Is he to remain?”

“Take him with you.”

So much for the King of Scots.

As the two young men backed out, their charge running ahead thankfully, they were halted at the door.

“Lindsay—the woman Livingstone,” that imperious voice said. “I understand that she was with you at Garleton? Get rid of her!”

As they returned through the palace corridors, they sought to digest all this.

“It seems that our services are not much longer to be required,” David commented. “Young Jamie, I fear, is in for change. And not going to like it, King or none.”

“Poor laddie! It is hard on him. Not only to lose his father, whom he loved, but . . . all this! I can go back to my abbey and you to your Garleton and your poetry. But for young James . . .! He hardly knows his mother. And clearly mislikes that Douglas. Nor do I blame him for it. He is a hard one that, I judge. It seems that he is close to the Queen.”

“Yes, I had heard some hint of this.”

“He is married, is he not? Although young. Younger than the Queen, I think.”

“Married to Patrick Hepburn’s daughter, the Earl of Bothwell. Married very young. She is frail, it is said. I have never seen her at court. And he will require no frail woman, that one, I swear!”

“Perhaps. And he will be Earl of Angus, one day, head of the Douglases. If he is not, already.”

“No—the Queen called him the Master. So his father must have died. But not the old Earl.” They had reached their own very modest accommodation, near the servants’ wing. “It is strange to think that this bairn is the King of Scots. And in these humble quarters!”

“No longer after today, since we move to Stirling. Davie—what is to be done about Mirren Livingstone?”

“Lord knows! It was difficult enough before. But now that the King is dead . . .! Yet, he told me to look after her. And I promised.”

“I heard, yes. You must do what you can for her. But, Davie—do not wed her! She is attractive, yes. Generous and good company. But—do not think to carry out the King’s charge by wedding her.”

“I had no such intention, I assure you!” David said shortly.

“Perhaps not. But she might have!”

David looked at his friend strangely. “What makes you say that? Since when has the Abbot of Culross become so informed in the ways of women?”

“Being in holy orders does not make me blind nor witless, man! Mirren is fond of you, and now needs a protector. Aid her as much as you can—but do not wed her. She would not make the wife for you.”

“You are very sure.”

“I am, yes.”

They left it at that. But that evening David went down to the house that King James had found Mirren in Linlithgow town, near to St Lazarus Well.

She greeted him joyfully. Since the news had come of the King’s death, she had remained indoors, shut up for fear of the Queen’s spite. David came as a deliverer.

In the circumstances, he found it difficult to deliver his message, at least, with her arms around him and her lips on his own.

“I thought that you would never come, Davie,” she declared, between kisses. “I have been cooped like a hen in a yard! Oh, it is so good to see you!”

“And you. But . . .” He got no further.

“I have missed you, Davie. So greatly. After all our time together.”

“It is only two days, lass . . .”

“It seems eternity!” In his arms, or he in hers, she was all but imperceptibly leading him towards an open door. He was fairly sure that it was her bedroom.

“The Queen sent for us, the Abbot and myself . . .” he got out.

“Do not speak of that evil woman. I hate her!”

“More to the point, lass—she hates you!”

“I know it. But not tonight, Davie. You have come. That is what signifies, for this present. And we are alone.”

“We shall have to consider it, sooner or later, Mirren,” he said, rather feebly. He was ever loth to offend a friendly lady; and Mirren was something rather special.

Within the bedchamber, she detached herself—but only to stand back and look him up and down. “You want me, Davie?” she demanded—although it was much more a statement than a question. “I think that you have always wanted me? As I have wanted you. And, now that James has gone, we can have each other!” She made it sound entirely simple and suitable. To emphasise the point she began to untie the strings of her bodice. No churl, after a moment or two David moved to help her.

No great assistance was required in fact, for her clothing seemed to be fairly loosely attached and largely fell off of its own accord, so that in almost less time than it takes to tell she was standing in a froth of lace and undress. Naked, she was a gladsome sight, strikingly yet satisfyingly made, full-breasted, with large, dark aureolas, a belly frankly round over a fiery-red triangle, and ample buttocks and thighs. Like many titian-haired women, her skin was startlingly white and fine. She stood, arms akimbo, at ease, proud of her body, obviously waiting to see its effect upon him.

He feared that he must appear all too appreciative in one respect, and found nothing to say in another.

She laughed. “Come, Davie—do not say that I strike you dumb! You have seen women so before, I swear!”

“Not . . . like you!” he got out.

“Ah! That, now, is better! Kind. You . . . improve.” She held out her hands. “Come—I shall aid you!”

“No need . . .” he declared, beginning to unbutton his doublet; but she moved in nevertheless, thereby complicating the business although engendering a certain hilarity, especially when it came to his lower parts. It was in high spirits, then, rather than in high passion, that they tumbled on to the bed.

Once there, however, there was no giggling fumbling. Mirren was clearly expert and David not without experience—he could scarcely have made his year’s tour of Europe, after university, without learning certain skills. They found each other’s rhythm with minimum delay.

Although the man was sufficiently masculine, the woman’s need seemed to be the greater, and, if anything, she took the lead. Her hands active, stroking, feeling, gripping, the insistence of her body did not fail to inflame him, although even so she retained the initiative. Her person was smoothly hot, save for her breasts which were strangely cool against him, in itself arousing. Tongue as active as the rest of her, she took him with her into physical ecstasy. It occurred to him, fleetingly, at some stage, to perceive why King James, so knowledgeable about women, had found this one so greatly to his taste. Also to wonder if Mirren was right in assuming that her late master would not grudge this so swift consolation after his tragic demise. But present imperatives did not allow such considerations to preoccupy him for long.

When they were both sated and lay back, it still seemed no appropriate time to broach the subject of the Queen’s command. Especially as after only a brief interval, Mirren was employing her considerable dexterity to ensure a repetition of the engagement.

When that too was over, rather more prolonged delight, the hour was growing late and David, a little concerned now over a possible interrogation by Abbot John, made his excuses—although Mirren undoubtedly would have liked him to stay the night. She did not help him on with his clothing, but lay back on the bed watching, all spread and open invitation in the candle-light.

“This of the Queen,” he jerked, more roughly than he knew. “We must speak of it. She ordered us to—to get rid of you!”

She shrugged white shoulders. “So?”

“She meant it, Mirren. She is a hard woman. And she now has almost complete power in this land.”
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