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Louis the Ninth: King of France, known as St Louis.


PART ONE



1


Patrick eyed his father doubtfully, as well he might. This all seemed to signify a notable change of tune on the older man’s part – and he, it appeared, was to play the tune.


“You would have me to go to the dead Lion’s den, and salute his cub?” he demanded. “You, sir, who ever preferred the Black Boar to the Red Lion! You are changing your colours?” Patrick was noted for his sense of humour; but this, perhaps, was taking a risk with it.


The earl tightened his lips for a moment, and then shrugged. “Lad, you will do as I say. I do not change, but circumstances may. I desire to know these circumstances. And you are the only one who will discover them for me, for us. To go myself would not serve. But I must know, and be sure.”


“So! I am to be the pigeon to test the new young hawk!” Patrick was fond of his father, and they got on well normally; but he had been reared to speak his mind, like all of their ancient line.


Cospatrick diffused the incipient tension, smiling briefly. “Make up your mind, boy. Is it a lion’s cub or a hawk that you go to?”


It was the son’s turn to shrug. “Either way I am the bait, it seems. What shall I say? What excuse do I give? This Alexander, although only sixteen years, will know well enough of our challenge and claims. He is no fool, they say. And he will have his father’s lords around him, advising.”


“No doubt. But they, and he himself, will not wish to provoke us. Even that Dorward! Not at the start of the new reign. But to go myself would be unwise, I judge. As though seeming to yield in our claim. You they will not see thus.”


“But they may see me as possible pawn, a sort of hostage! For your good behaviour.”


“No. They will not wish to arouse me against them. See you, Patrick, here is a notable part which only you can play. Important it may be, for our line.”


The son shrugged again and then nodded. “I see it, yes. But will our line ever hope to come into its own? Whatever we say or do?”


“If right and justice prevail, one day it may. I told William that, after he shamefully paid homage to English King John in London. Until then I had given him support against the English. After all, your mother, Ada, was his bastard daughter. But after that, in London, no more. William the Lion he may have called himself, but he was no lion! Now, as to his young son, we shall see.”


None of all this, of course, was new to Patrick. Always the succession of Cospatricks, Earls of Dunbar, had cherished their right, on various grounds, to the throne of Scotland; and their wrath against Malcolm the Third, Canmore, Big Head. For Malcolm it was who had arrogantly, unlawfully, changed the line of succession to the crown after he married Margaret Atheling – if married was the word, for he already had a wife, Ingebiorg, the daughter of the Orkney Earl Thorfinn Raven Feeder, King MacBeth’s half-brother. And he had had two sons by Ingebiorg, Duncan and Donald, legitimate. He got rid of Ingebiorg, and named his successors on the throne to be the sons of the new Margaret, a dire act. But the two older sons survived, escaped with the aid of loyal men over into Northumbria and Cumbria. And from there, in due course, after Malcolm’s death, Duncan Ban had managed to seize his rightful crown, holding it for only one year as Duncan the Second. But the Margaretsons, all six of them, had put him down; and three of them, Edgar, Alexander and David, had reigned over Scotland in succession. And William the Lion, just dead after fifty years on the throne, was the grandson of David. These Margaretsons, two brothers, had left no competitors for the crown. But there had been a more lawful successor. The ancient Celtic royal house of Scotland had always been unique – save, it was said, for the Jewish realm of old – in that succession was matrilineal, that is the crown passing through the female heiress at each reign, not from father to son. MacBeth had not changed that, after Duncan’s death, not his own son but his queen Gruoch’s son, Lulach, succeeding. But Malcolm had done so. And there had been a more lawful candidate, Malcolm’s own cousin on the female side, Maldred, also a grandson of the Princess Bethoc, daughter of Malcolm the Second. But Maldred had been passed over by Canmore when young; and his son was the first Cospatrick, Patrick-Comes, Patrick the Earl, given the earldom of Northumberland and Dunbar by way of compensation. This should have been the royal line. The fifth of that line stood there now, in Dunbar Castle.


All this complicated and infamous story had been instilled into Patrick since boyhood – for one day he would be Cospatrick the Sixth, God willing.


“So, when do I go to Roxburgh?” he asked.


“Forthwith, lad. Young Alexander should be made aware of our ongoing claim without delay. At but sixteen, and unwed, his hold on the throne is scarcely secure. He has no brother, only three sisters. If he dies or was slain . . .!”


“Do I put it to him? That we should succeed? Would that not seem a threat?”


“I do not think that you should put that in words. But . . . implied. Meantime we would hope to support him. It is his advisers that I fear.”


“You send me on a hard task, sir.”


“I know it. But I have reared you to use your wits, have I not?”


“Very well. Tomorrow . . .”


In the morning it was a forty-five-mile journey almost due southwards, to where Tweed and Teviot joined. Only since King David’s days had this been the favoured seat of the monarchy, not Dunfermline in Fife where his kin had dwelled, nor at the great fortress of Stirling, previously the royal base in the centre of the land. Roxburgh was anything but that, within a few miles of the borderline with England. That fluctuating frontier was partly David’s concern in making his headquarters there, to emphasise his claims to Northumberland and Cumberland; but also to symbolise his good relationship with England, where he had spent many years as a kind of hostage for his brothers, and had married an English wife, Matilda.


Patrick rode through the Lammermuir Hills, a dozen miles, the greatest sheep-rearing lands in all Scotland and the property of his father, whence came their wealth; indeed much of the country he would traverse that day belonged to the earldom, the Merse as it was named, or the March, the shire of Berwick. By Ellemford and Duns he reached the limits of the territory to which he was heir, just beyond Home, and so passed into the royal lands of Edenham, or Ednam, where the religiously minded King David, in his efforts to promote the influence of Holy Church and limit the powers of his nobles, had established the first of the ecclesiastical parishes in Scotland, a most notable enterprise. From then on all the realm was divided into parishes, but this was the beginning of it all.


Soon thereafter he came to Kelso, or Kelshaugh, names becoming corrupted through time, where David had built one of his many great abbeys, a majestic towering building, another token of his godliness. If only the others of his line had been as excellent monarchs as David, Patrick thought, although his grandson, Malcolm the Fourth, the Maiden, unmarried, had sought to emulate him and had founded the first great hospital in the land, at Soutra in Lauderdale.


Just west of Kelso a mile the two great rivers of Teviot and Tweed joined, and on the arrowhead peninsula where they met soared the castle of Roxburgh, the royal residence, a great and elongated fortalice consisting of a series of towers in line, this positioning dictated by the narrow site above the two wide rivers. Above all these towers flapped the scarlet lion rampant on gold, adopted by the new king’s father William the Lion as royal standard, he not having liked wild boars, for long centuries the standard of the Celtic monarchy. If it had been Patrick’s father who had been riding here this day it would have been the black boar on silver that he flew. The son was perhaps a little less assertive, and carried no banner.


That may have been a mistake when it came to gaining admittance to the palace stronghold. One young man with only two attendants was not looked upon with any great respect by the royal guards at the gatehouse, despite announcing himself as the Master of Dunbar seeking the King’s Grace. He was kept waiting for some considerable time before an individual, declaring that he was the Under-Doorward, loftily came to tell him to follow him within. Patrick did not look for respect from anyone using that style. The Dorward himself, one of the hereditary officers of court – not that he would ever demean himself by acting the conveyer – had the reputation of being one of the most arrogant nobles in the land, far from favoured by Earl Cospatrick. And he spelled his name with only one O.


Led to the second of the free-standing towers within the outer walling, Patrick was left in an anteroom, his men in the courtyard outside, for a further quite lengthy interval. Then another official came to eye him assessingly and to enquire what was his reason for seeking the royal presence. Patrick curtly told him that that was between himself and the King’s Grace. Although the other frowned at this, it was presumably a sufficient response, or the manner of it, to gain further ingress.


Patrick was taken out to still another tower, the largest, a tall keep, where he was conducted upstairs to the withdrawing-room of a vaulted hall, hung with tapestries, and again left alone. He had not realised that gaining young King Alexander’s presence would be quite so protracted a process.


A burly man of middle years, richly dressed, anything but welcoming in attitude, arrived presently from the hall.


“You, I am told, are the Master of Dunbar, a Cospatrick,” he said. “I am Dorward.” Noticeably he did not say Doorward. “What, sir, is your business with the king?”


This, then, was the notorious noble from far Aberdeenshire, much decried by Patrick’s father. He was Earl of Atholl, as well as being one of the officers of court, and married to one of the late monarch’s bastard daughters. But the younger man was not going to concede him any undue deference, for he was of much lesser breeding than the Cospatricks, whatever his reputation.


“I come, my lord, on my father’s business with His Grace. And only with His Grace.” That was said quietly but firmly.


“Indeed! I could deny you audience with King Alexander, young man!”


“Could you? Coming in the name of Cospatrick? I think not.” As well that Patrick had been brought up to behave, on occasion, like Cospatrick.


The other, unspeaking, turned abruptly on his heel and stalked back through the doorway, the visitor at his back.


The hall into which he was led was large and well filled with men, all notably well dressed, standing or sitting round a long table, many with flagons in their hands. Patrick did not see any faces he knew. They all eyed him and Dorward, but none did more than that. None was young enough to be the new king.


Dorward strode on to another door at the far end, knocked briefly and, opening it, entered without waiting, and quickly enough to shut it again in Patrick’s face. None in the hall took any heed.


Standing alone, Patrick bit his lip.


Then there was a surprise after all this. Suddenly the door was thrown open, and a youth came out to gaze, eyes alight, a slender, good-looking but urgent-seeming character, lips parted. And behind Patrick, everyone in the hall stood.


There was no doubt that this was the king himself, Alexander the Second.


“You are Cospatrick!” the youth jerked. “My kinsman!”


“Not Cospatrick, Sire – just Patrick.” Not the ideal start perhaps, to correct the monarch. “Cospatrick is my father, the earl. Who sends his greeting and salutations.”


Alexander waved that aside. “You are my late sister’s son. And we have never met! This is good. I have ever wished to meet the Cospatricks. My father . . .” He left the rest unsaid. “Where have you come from?”


“Dunbar, Sire. On the coast of Lothian.”


“I have never been there. I have been to Haddington.” He gripped Patrick’s arm. “Why have we never met?”


That was a difficult question to answer, there and then, with all in the hall listening. “Our fathers, Your Grace . . . disagreed! Latterly. As I understand it. But, now – he sends me with goodwill.”


“So! I am glad. But come you!” Still clutching Patrick’s arm he turned to lead him into another withdrawing-room. “You have come from this Dunbar? Today? Long riding.”


The smaller chamber seemed full of men also, perhaps ten of them, only Dorward of Atholl known to the visitor. All were eyeing the pair heedfully.


“Here is Cospatrick. Or just Patrick, he says. Kin to myself. Is it not strange? A sister’s son. He has ridden far.” Alexander did not introduce any of the company there, all fairly elderly men, the late monarch’s officers and advisers.


“I am William, Bishop of St Andrews,” a tall stooping man announced. “I know your father, Master of Dunbar. The Earl Cospatrick. As do others here.” That was carefully said, as was not to be wondered at in the circumstances, the Cospatricks having long been not outlaws but uncooperative.


“It is, I hope, good to see you here, in His Grace’s presence,” another said, a good-looking, greying-haired individual. “I am Walter, the High Steward, Seneschal.”


“My lords,” Patrick said briefly, “I greet you all.” That committed him to nothing.


Alexander nodded. “These are all the realm’s great ones,” he declared. “The High Chamberlain. The Knight Marischal. The Chancellor. The Justiciar. The Crowner. The, the . . .” His voice tailed away, as though he could not remember all the styles and titles.


Men inclined their heads, and for moments no one spoke.


Patrick recognised himself to be anything but welcome, save by the young monarch himself. He had known that this was going to be a difficult mission admittedly, but his various notions, on the way, had been of what he would say to the king, rather than to an array of distance-keeping magnates. But he had to say something.


“I come to wish His Grace well, on his accession to the throne. As does my father. I, I have matters to tell His Highness.”


“Yes,” Alexander said. “We must talk.” He grinned. “I am your uncle, am I not?”


The High Steward it was who came to the rescue. “Sire, I think that we should leave you to speak with the Master of Dunbar alone,” he suggested, glancing at his companions.


“That is best,” Bishop William agreed. “Summon us when you require us, Sire.” And he moved for the door.


The others, eyeing each other, began to follow him, some looking doubtful, especially Dorward. But the king’s obvious approval of the move meant that none could refuse.


They filed out, closing the door behind them.


Alexander pointed after them. “They are all so old!” he declared.


Patrick nodded. “Your royal father’s men. But I am five years older than Your Grace myself!”


“Are you? But that is different. They are so grave, so long of face! The Steward and the bishop are the best. But I find them . . . trying. All telling me what I should be doing. Do not do this. Do not do that. Is your father so? It should be this way, not that. They are all wise, no doubt, but so heavy with it, so dull.” Clearly Alexander was badly needing someone to confide in, to spill his youthful frustrations upon, someone nearer to his own age.


He went over to a table whereon were wine flagons and goblets and sweetmeats, he reaching for one of the last. “Take what you will,” he invited. “There are wines and ales and these. Do I call you Patrick, then? Or Master? Not Cospatrick. Why this?”


That was as good an opening as any for what Patrick had to say. “Cospatrick, Sire, refers only to the one man, the head of the line. I know that we are called the Cospatricks, but only my father is that, meantime, the Earl Cospatrick. It is the ancient tradition. From the time, over one hundred and fifty years ago, when your forebear, and ours, changed the succession to the throne. Since then we have kept the style as a kind of token, a reminder.” He could hardly say a claim to the throne.


“I have been told this of the succession. A strange matter. My father never mentioned it to me. But others have. Do you say that I am not truly the king? That you, or your father, should be?”


“No, Sire. You are the crowned and anointed monarch, King of Scots. We do not dispute it. Only that our ancient right is not forfeited, the descendants of the elder son. Of the same father, Malcolm the Third. I am here to assure you of my father’s support. And mine. But to . . . remind you of all this.”


“What would you have of me then, Patrick? Thus, Patrick, I call you? Yes? What is your other name? Patrick what? Dunbar?”


“No, Sire, just Patrick. We have no other name. Nor have you! You are just Alexander. Alexander the Second. Unless you name yourself Alexander mac William, after the ancient fashion. We have the same blood, of the old Celtic line of kings. No family name.”


“I have it now. We are kin, then. In more than you being my sister’s son. I never knew Ada. She was . . .”


“Yes. A bastard daughter of your father the king. One of not a few! She died fifteen years ago. I have a younger brother, William, whom she died giving birth to. And a sister, another Ada.”


Alexander helped himself to another of the oatmeal cakes. “This is all good to know,” he said, his mouth full. “I like you, Patrick!”


“Your Grace is kind . . .”


“This of Grace and Sire. Need you so call me, Patrick? Since we are kin.” He smiled. “I would not have you call me Uncle! But when we are alone, Alexander will serve. Or Alex, as my sisters used to call me. I never see them now.”


“As you will, Alex. But only when we are alone. And my brother and sister call me Pate!”


“Ha – Pate! I like that. Pate and Alex. I have three sisters, all much older. And all were married to Englishmen, and live in England. Why this, I know not.”


“Your father, Sire – Alex – having made a compact with the English king, to pay him homage, chose to wed his daughters to English lords thus, part of the bond. This so that he could gain the return of Northumberland and Cumberland to Scotland. Our families’ lands. Also why he wed your own mother as his second wife. This was when my father fell out with yours. For making such compact with the English. We, the Cospatricks, had held Northumberland and Cumberland since Malcolm Canmore’s time. We were prepared to hold them by armed strength, not by paying fealty to the English king, as liege-lord. King William allowed himself to be brought into King Henry’s presence, as prisoner, with his feet shackled beneath his horse’s belly as sign of his homage. My father saw it, and returned to Scotland. Thereafter, William agreed with Henry, in the Treaty of Falaise, and he too returned to Scotland. That was before you were born, or myself. Since then, the Cospatricks have remained . . . aloof! Rightly or wrongly.”


This was one part of what Patrick had come to say. Whether he had said it well or poorly he did not know. Had he been somewhat unfair to the late William? But it was important that the new monarch should know the truth – if he had not known of it already.


“My father saw it all differently, I think. Not as I would, it may be. He saw peace as all-important. And would pay what price it demanded. And, and he reigned for longer than any other King of Scots!”


“That is true. But . . .” Patrick was doubtful indeed as to how to put the other vital matter that he had been sent to say, no easy task. “This of the succession,” he went on, somewhat hesitantly. “We, the Cospatricks, support you on the throne, Alex. But after you? What then? It is . . . uncertain.”


“After me? What mean you?”


“It is this of you being young. You have no close heir, no male heir. And Scotland has never had, nor desired, a queen-regnant. Only queens-consort. Your sisters, therefore, would not serve if you were to die. And with English husbands. You are not yet wed. You may have sons, yes. Probably will. But, if not?”


“Die? You fear that I may die?”


“No. Not that. But we all could die. Or be slain, see you. Especially if there was to be war with England. And then?”


“Then you would wish to take the throne?”


“Mmm. Would it not be just? Our line sprung from the elder son of Canmore. Who is your nearest heir, Alex?”


“I know not. My great-grandsire, David, had but the one son, Henry of Huntingdon, who died before his father. Henry left two sons, Malcolm the Fourth, my uncle, and William, my father. Malcolm never wed. And I am my father’s only son. Did David’s brothers, who reigned before him, Edgar and Alexander, leave any sons? I have not heard of such.”


“I think not.”


“So you, or your father, could be my heir! I had not thought of that.”


“It could be, yes. Let us hope, pray, that it would never come to that. That you would one day have your own son to succeed you. And you reign as long as your father. But . . .”


“We are more than just kin, then, Pate! We are closer than I knew. None has told me of this. If I have no son, you could be king one day.”


“I am older than you, and could well die first. But if it was accepted, understood, that the Cospatrick line would then succeed, that would be just, fair. An ancient wrong righted.”


“That is true. Good! We shall make it so, then. I will tell them all. Those old men!”


“Probably it will never come to that, Alex. You will wed and have sons. But the thing should be known. That was my father’s message. In all loyalty to yourself.”


“Yes. Then, you will be much at my court here? That will be good, Pate. We will be together much. I will like that. I get so weary of these men whom my father left to surround me. And I have no other younger friends. You will be my companion, no? You will do that? Come here to my side. And soon?”


“If so Your Grace commands.”


“I do! I do!”


It was as simple as that, Patrick’s task over, fulfilled, and satisfactorily. For he liked this royal youth, felt strangely close to him already. Somehow they seemed to match, to suit each other. And he, Patrick, could do with some getting away from Dunbar Castle, fond as he was of his family; a young man, now of full age, he often felt the need, as it were, to stretch his wings. This of attending on the king now and then would be an opportunity, a worthy one. And his father would see it so, undoubtedly.


“Are you an archer?” Alexander asked. “I much like archery. I am good at it. None of these others do it. I have to do it alone. I have many bows. I have a target-place down by the Tweed. But I shoot at hares, foxes, even roe-deer when I can. But these lords frown on it. They call it child’s play.”


“I have not done much at it,” Patrick admitted. “I can use bow and arrow, but only now and then.”


“I once shot a heron in flight! Tomorrow, Pate, will you come shooting with me?”


“If you wish it, yes. But I am not very good at it, see you.”


“I will teach you . . .”


A tap at the door from the hall, and Dorward appeared. “Sire, the evening meal is prepared. They are laying the tables now in the dining-hall. If Your Grace is ready, we will move down to it.” That sounded more like a summons than an intimation.


“Yes, Sir Alan, we will come. I am hungry. Are you, Pate? You have ridden far. Come.”


Dorward led the way out, looking with no favour on Patrick. Few men were now in the hall, and none was of the great ones.


Downstairs in the vaulted lower hall, near the kitchens, most were already seated at the three tables, two lengthwise and one crosswise on the upraised dais at the far end. All stood, however, for the royal entry, with the High Seneschal announcing the King’s Grace.


Patrick hesitated. The lower tables had benches for seating; but up at the dais there were chairs, nine of them, the central one and another at one end empty. Dorward strode on. Patrick hung back, looking for a seat at one of the lower tables.


But Alexander realised that behind him his new friend was no longer coming on at his heels. He turned. “Come you with me,” he said. “Up there.”


Decidedly doubtfully Patrick followed on again. There were only the two vacant seats up on the dais, the centre one obviously for the king, the other no doubt for Dorward. Officers of state and the like occupied the others. Where was he, Patrick, to go?


Alexander had no doubts. Climbing up the dais steps, he gestured to one of the servitors standing there on the platform’s rear, waiting. “Another chair,” he ordered, and pointed.


Dorward, conducting the king to his throne-like seat, eyed Patrick less favourably than ever. Other eyebrows there rose also. But Alexander knew what he wanted. He went to his central chair, beckoning Patrick forward. Reaching it, he pushed it a little to one side, and, smiling to the man standing next to it on his right, Walter the High Steward, indicated that he should move his chair a little aside to make room for another. The Steward, with a slight shrug, edged his seat sufficiently. Alexander remained standing, awaiting the extra chair called for – and so long as the monarch stood, all must stand.


Fortunately the servitor was not long in coming with the extra seating, and under royal direction this was pushed in between the Steward’s place and the throne. Alexander waved for Patrick to take it, and only then sat down, and all could do the same.


It was only a small and unspoken gesture, but a significant one, however many elderly lips were tightened.


Patrick sat on the king’s right, next to the High Steward of Scotland.


The Seneschal, whom most were not yet used to thinking of as the Lyon King of Arms, called on William, Bishop of St Andrews, the Primate, on the monarch’s other side, to say grace-before-meat.


Embarrassed by all this, Patrick, after the intercession, turned to the Steward. “I regret inconveniencing you, my lord,” he said. He was thankful that it was the Steward, one of the only two who had acknowledged his first arrival with anything like welcome.


“His Grace is to be obeyed,” the other said. “Your father, the earl – he is in good health?”


“Yes. He sent me, with his greetings, to His new Grace. With goodwill and support.”


“That is well. We see little of him, these days.”


Patrick was spared the answering of that by Alexander whispering in his ear. “The Steward is the best of them! I do not like that Dorward. Nor . . .” He left the rest unsaid.


The repast began to be served, a handsome one, to which Patrick did full justice, as did his liege-lord. It was not any banquet, but with salmon, venison, swans’ flesh and wild duck, all washed down with mead, wines and ale, it was the finest Patrick had partaken of for long. At the sweetmeats course, musicians struck up in the minstrels’ gallery, and Alexander told his friend that if he had known that he was coming, he would have had dancers, jugglers, even the performing bear, to entertain them.


The music and dancing went on and on, and presently Patrick was smothering yawns, for he had left Dunbar at dawn for his lengthy ride through all the ranges of hills. Alexander saw it, and declared that he was ready for bed also. So they rose, as must all others, the instrumentalists halted their offerings meanwhile, and the Seneschal announced that His Grace would retire.


Everyone bowed, and Alexander was led to a door behind the dais, none but Patrick following him. This gave access to a turnpike stairway, which they climbed.


Upstairs two flights, above the upper hall they went, where they were ceremoniously handed over to two armed guards and two serving women who waited there with great jugs of hot water. It occurred to Patrick then that these were the first women he had seen, none in the dining-hall. These Alexander waved away, and taking Patrick’s arm, ushered him into a chamber there, closing the door behind them.


It was a bedchamber, wherein were two great beds. But ignoring these, Patrick was led to another door beyond and a second room, this containing only the one bed, but a handsome canopied one, with a steaming tub of water beside it.


“You will share a bed with me, this night, Pate?” Alexander asked. “Then we can talk, before we sleep.”


Somewhat taken aback, Patrick hesitated once more. This unexpected royal association was productive of much hesitation. He had never occupied a bed with another in his life, not even with his young brother William, nor with a female, although he was not entirely ignorant of lying alongside a young woman or two, but this in a hay-shed or in a hidden woodland glade.


“If Your Grace so wishes,” he said. “But . . . I may not stay awake. It has been a long day.”


“You were to name me Alex, were you not? And we shall not talk for long. But in the morning . . .”


“Very well, Alex.”


“Mine is a big bed! Room for us both. Better than going to one of those others there. I have never slept beside anyone. Have you?”


“No.” Patrick was a little relieved at that last confidence. It sounded as though nothing unnatural was involved. This youth was just lonely. He had not realised how alone a young king could be, however many his elderly attendants.


“Do you wish to wash?” Alexander pointed at the steaming tub. “I will not trouble with that. And the garderobe is yonder.” He gestured to a little recess, with drain, in the thickness of the walling.


Patrick was glad to use both the tub and the sanitary arrangements, elementary as they were. When he had finished, the king was already in bed.


“Tomorrow shall we shoot our arrows down at Tweed? Or go riding, with the bows, and hope for something to shoot at?” Alexander asked. “Or both. When I go a-horse, they always send men with me, guards. So foolish! For with a number of men, no game is like to be seen. The guards for my protection and dignity, they say! Who is going to assail me? But down at the riverside, where I can be watched from the castle here, I can be alone.”


“Perhaps if I am with you, Alex, your lords will spare you the guard? But I might be the better of some trial at a target first.” As Patrick was completing his undressing, the other was watching interestedly. “As I said, I seldom practise archery.”


“Yes. Then we will do that first. Then go riding. But I fear they will send guards with us.”


Getting into the wide bed and under the blankets, naked, Patrick kept well to his own side. But his companion did not move closer, mind wholly on the kind of sport he favoured.


“For shooting at deer or hares the crossbow is best, although not so long in range, nor so fast with fresh arrows,” he said.


“I am better with the crossbow, yes.”


“The longbow in the morning. Crossbows later. There is a wood up Teviotdale where we often see deer. Not very far. Do you know these parts, Pate?”


“Not well, no.”


“They are very different, Tweed and Teviot.”


“Mmm.” That was drowsy.


“I have been right to the head of Tweed, a very long river. One of the longest in the land, they say. And up on Tweedsmuir, Clyde and Annan also rise. Did you know that?”


No answer. Patrick was already asleep.


After an undisturbed night, in the morning the royal servants brought breakfast up to the king’s anteroom when summoned, which spared Patrick the company of hostile-seeming magnates. Alexander said that the High Chamberlain, or more frequently his deputy, came to see him after breakfast; to say what was to be done that day, and if the royal presence was required for any important matter, affairs of state, receiving missions, and the endless signing of papers, deeds, charters and the like. How he hated all that, quills and ink and paper! He seemed to spend a lot of his life signing documents. Every sale of land all over the kingdom appeared to require his signature. Why others could not sign in his name he did not know, with the royal seal to cover it.


That led to Patrick mentioning the matter of regency. Was it not usual for a monarch, if under full age, to have a regent who could aid him, guide him, deputise for him? He had none, had he?


Alexander declared that this had been his father’s wish for him. No one regent, but a council of ministers. One of King William’s last decisions. He had feared, it was thought, that there would be much rivalry for the position, leading to trouble in the realm, and had chosen thus, for which his son was grateful. For he might have had Dorward, who was also High Justiciar, as regent, or the Comyn Earl of Buchan.


They were selecting longbows and crossbows, and the different sorts and lengths of arrows to suit them when the High Chamberlain arrived at the royal suite on his routine daily call. He proved to be an old man and frail-seeming, Sir Philip de Valognes, who had been Chamberlain to King William for forty years, indeed then succeeding his own father, one of the English friends King David had brought north with him on his accession to the throne. He considered Patrick from rheumy ancient eyes, but showed no animosity. Alexander got in first, and announced that they were going down to Tweedside for archery and later would go hunting with crossbows. He would not require an escort, for the Master of Dunbar had two men with him who would serve for that. De Valognes did not counter this or comment, but said that there were a number of documents awaiting His Grace’s signature in the hall below. If these could be dealt with first, it would be best. Making a face at Patrick, the king said that they would be down shortly, and the Chamberlain took his leave.


“Papers! Papers!” Alexander said. “Ever he is at me for signing. It is not his fault, I suppose. He is quite a worthy old man, better than most of them that I have to heed. But ancient!”


They went down presently, and there was indeed a deal of paper and parchment, with an inkhorn and spare quills, awaiting the royal hand, with de Valognes ready with lit candle, beeswax and the privy seal to confirm the signatures. Alexander did not read any of the writings presented to him by a clerk, Patrick noted.


Hurried through, it did not take so very long; and then, with bows and arrows, they went down to the courtyard, hurrying lest the king got waylaid by other dignitaries, and out through the gatehouse arch. The Tweed flowed strongly on the north side of the castle’s peninsula, with a strip of meadowland intervening. Down there a shed contained Alexander’s targets, skin covered and padded life-size effigies of roe-deer and hares, the padding necessary to retain the arrows. They brought out one each of these, and set them up.


“Seventy yards,” Alexander said, beginning to pace out the distance. “Or would you wish it one hundred? For the longbow?”


“I may be no better at seventy than one hundred. You choose.”


“Seventy, then. Judging the arc of it is more difficult the longer the range.”


“Yes. Unlike the crossbow, where you aim direct. Much simpler.”


“But less powerful and lacking the range.”


They took up their stance and tightened the strings of their bows, testing the tension, then fitting the arrows.


The king shot first, calculating the trajectory, for at that range, and further, it was not a case of aiming straight at the target but of allowing for the curving flight of the feathered arrow. And as his bow twanged, Alexander jerked a curse. “Too much to the right,” he declared; and before that was out the arrow was projecting from the rump of the stuffed deer only just short of the tail. “Poor! Poor!”


Patrick lined up his bow, not very confidently, calculated the required height of the flight, and loosed off. The arrow soared, the line accurate enough but the height wrong. It disappeared well above the target.


“I told you that I was no longbowman!”


“Try again, Pate. Lower.”


“After you, Alex.”


The other’s second shot hit the stuffed deer in mid-belly, which Patrick thought was good enough, but the youth pronounced poor again, for he had aimed for the heart, just behind the fore-shoulder.


Patrick’s next arrow got the height right but the line wrong, missing the target once again.


“Let us try the hundred yards,” the king suggested.


So they paced another thirty yards back, and shot again. This time Patrick’s arrow hit the ground just in front of the objective, and Alexander’s scored another hit, but not quite where he wanted it.


Patrick cast down his bow. “I am just wasting arrows,” he declared. “You continue, Alex.”


“It will come, if you keep on trying . . .”


There was little improvement on that man’s part until, oddly enough, with his companion scoring well, Alexander decided to try the smaller target, the stuffed hare; and Patrick’s first shot scored a hit, even though only just. Loud was the monarchial praise, even when Alexander himself did better still, and carried the hare some distance back.


But that was the height of Patrick’s achievement. Thereafter he kept missing, and soon they had run out of arrows and had to go seeking to retrieve the missing shafts, which took some searching and time.


Then it commenced to rain, and they agreed that enough was enough. They returned to the castle.


With the rain continuing, and any hunt less than inviting, Patrick decided that he might as well head for home, cloaked against the weather, although against Alexander’s wishes, who would have had him stay for another night at least. But the Earl Cospatrick would be expecting his son’s return, and they ought to be able to make Dunbar before dark.


So after a meal, it was farewell meantime, with a promise to return to the royal presence, and soon.


It had been a strange and unexpected interlude, but as pleasing as it might be significant. Who knew what all this might lead to? Clearly Patrick would have to improve on his archery if he was to become some sort of courtier.
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Earl Cospatrick stared at his son. “You are telling me that young Alexander is for making a friend of you! That you actually shared a bed with him last night! The Lion’s cub! This is scarce believable.”


“It is true, sir. He insists that I call him Alex when we are alone. And myself he names Pate. He is good company. And lonely. I had not realised how alone a king can be. Especially a young one. Being so cut off, as it were. Despite being surrounded all the time by lords, councillors, courtiers . . .”


“He is only sixteen years, yes. But you are now a full man.”


“But five years between us. And he is, in many ways, old for his years. He has had only elderly company all his days. An aged father, and much older sisters, married off to Englishmen and away. Alexander is in need of closer company. And . . . I like him.”


“This is extraordinary. The Cospatricks and the royal . . . usurper!”


“You, sir, married one of William’s daughters, my mother.”


“Illegitimate, yes. My father, your grandsire, deemed it wise. With William without a son then. We grew happy together. But it was a marriage of . . . expediency. Scarcely of my choosing.” The earl waved that aside. “And he, Alexander, would have you to join his court?”


“Yes. At Roxburgh.”


“And you? Would that be to your liking?”


“Yes and no. Not the company I would have to keep there. Save for the king’s own. And, it may be, one or two others. I found Walter the High Steward not unfriendly. And Bishop William, the Primate. And the Chamberlain, old as he is. They are all old, or elderly.”


“It comes to us all! And the succession? You spoke of that to Alexander?”


“I did, yes. And he saw it in our way. There is none nearer, indeed, to succeed him, if he has no son, think you, sir? He accepted that without dispute. That is what you wished, is it not? What you sent me there for? I judged that you would be well pleased.”


His father nodded. “I am, yes. It is good. I am only surprised at this of friendship. That youth desiring your presence with him. A Cospatrick! We have so long been distant from the throne. But, so be it. If you are content. It should serve our cause. And you will not be with him all the time. I require you here, see you, son. I will miss you.” It was not often that the father spoke thus.


“Roxburgh is but five hours of riding, sir. I can be home here often. I, too, will miss Dunbar. And Roxburgh is so different, so enclosed-seeming . . .” And Patrick glanced out through the window.


Certainly Dunbar Castle could not be called enclosed. It was one of the most extraordinarily placed strongholds in the land. Although its gatehouse and entrance tower rose from a cliff-top above the harbour of the quite sizeable town, the rest of the fortalice stretched seawards, this made possible by a series of rock-stacks rising out of the waves, three of them bearing their own towers and all linked by covered bridges of stone. Roxburgh Castle was elongated, but nothing like this one, the total length nearly three hundred yards, this dictated by the distance apart of the tall columns of rock. It was all but impregnable even against cannon, for only the gatehouse tower could be assailed from the land, and even that so placed that the barrels of artillery could not be raised at a sufficient angle to batter it effectively. And attack by sea would be equally unproductive. The Cospatricks had known what they were at when they constructed this curious fortress.


Father and son were presently in the first and largest of the stack towers, which formed the principal living quarters for the family, with the best accommodation. But Patrick’s own chosen roost and bedchamber was in the outermost tower, skied amongst the wheeling, screaming seabirds, its walls and windows often drenched with foam and spray from the crashing seas, a challenging eyrie indeed for a young man. And not only was this a building that seemed to shake its fist in the face of the Norse Sea, but it also posed another and more profitable challenge, this to the fisherfolk of Dunbar. For the gap between this tower and the next landwards was, because of the long and curving pier and breakwater of the harbour, this itself specially constructed for the purpose as well as for sheltering the haven and anchorage, the only access from the sea; so that every fishing-boat had to pass under that last bridge on leaving or returning. This was important for the earl, for part of his dues as superior of the town and its trade was that he received one-tenth of the fishermen’s catches, lobsters and crabs as well as fish; and having to pass below that bridge, from which a sort of gate could be lowered, like a portcullis, if this tribute was withheld, was a very effective way of ensuring payment.


Patrick’s father, wanting to hear when these new duties with the king were to commence, and being told that it was to be as soon as was convenient, said that he had a task for his son before he departed again for Roxburgh. There was friction, squabbling, between the Abbots of Kelso and Melrose over sheep-grazing rights in the Lammermuir Hills, part of the Dunbar earldom. Cospatrick’s father had granted such rights, over a south-westerly portion of the great hill area, to Kelso Abbey when his son had married William the Lion’s illegitimate daughter, Patrick’s mother, this at the king’s behest. But a cousin and close friend of Cospatrick’s own, Hugh, had become Abbot of Melrose, a rival establishment, and he had been allotted an adjoining area as a kindly gesture and in order that prayers should be said in perpetuity for his soul in Melrose Abbey; after all, the earl could afford this, for the Lammermuirs were the greatest sheep-rearing tract in all Scotland, two hundred and fifty miles square, if very rounded, the wool therefrom the most valuable of the realm’s exports. Now argument had developed between the two abbots as to the boundaries of their respective areas, or at least between the lay-brother shepherds, with appeals made to the earl for support and favour. Clerics could be just as contentious about their rights as other men. So Patrick was to go and survey the terrain in question, and decide upon a fair solution to the dispute. And it would be best, on this occasion, if he was to take his brother William with him, now aged fifteen; for if Patrick was to be spending much of his time hereafter in the king’s company and court, young William would have to begin to take a greater and more useful part in the administration of the earldom.


The next day, then, the two brothers and Patrick’s usual pair of attendants set off again for the hills, almost due westwards. William was a cheerful, lively, indeed ebullient youth, all high spirits and noise. Although barely a year younger than King Alexander, Patrick decided that he seemed much more than that, junior as to maturity and responsibility. But he would learn – he would have to. Their sister Ada was, on the other hand, a rather solemn and very serious girl, not beautiful but reliable.


They rode by the villages of Beil, Stenton and Garvald into the grassy and heathery slopes, these positively littered with sheep, the earldom’s wealth. As far back as the fifth and sixth centuries these hills had been the source of prosperity, even Loth, who gave his name to Lothian, King of the Southern Picts, having relied on the sheep for his kingdom’s main sustenance; indeed despatching his own daughter, Thanea, the mother of St Mungo, to be a shepherdess in these hills in 517, this to teach her to obey her stern father. It was amongst these sheep-strewn slopes that St Mungo had been conceived, he who was to found Glasgow.


Presently the brothers and their escort were passing the very farmery at Johnscleuch where Thanea had done her shepherding, and allegedly had quite enjoyed it, before she had been raped by a Galloway princeling, whence came her child. Patrick told this story to Will as they rode, the youth demanding details as to the physical aspects of the incident.


Here they were nearing the southern flanks of the range, facing on to the Merse, or March, the heights giving dramatic views of the far Cheviots, the border with Northumbria. These Lammermuirs were not high as Scotland’s hills and mountains went, few rising above fifteen hundred feet; but they were very extensive, averaging fully a dozen miles from north to south and twenty-five from east to west.


They reached the headwaters of the Whiteadder, which in due course would become a major river, and there, south-westwards, they were approaching the area under dispute, the hill slopes around the somewhat isolated summits of the two Dirrington Laws, Great and Lesser, this admittedly the furthest away from Dunbar and the harbours for exporting the wool to the Low Countries, which may have had something to do with the two Cospatricks giving to Holy Church. Onward, south and west of these, all the way to Lauderdale, was the land conceded to the churchmen, not given, for it was still the earldom’s property, some thirty square miles.


Patrick was making for the farmery of Kilpallet, where the Melrose chief shepherd was said to be based, amongst a welter of minor, grassy hills, little of heather on these south-facing slopes. They found the man at his midday meal, a lay brother named Gavin, with one of his associates. Offering the visitors heather ale and oatcakes, he informed them as to the cause of the altercation between the abbots. It all was concerned with the matter of water boundaries, the headwaters of the Rivers Blackadder and Whiteadder. The Dye Water, a tributary of the latter, was the line separating the two grazing areas. This was no problem where it ran east and west for most of its course. But around the southern side of the quite major hill of Meikle Law, it turned abruptly northwards, or at least two of its main feeding burns did, one on either side of the Law, the Sheil Bum on the west and that of Kersoncleuch on the east, two miles apart. Each abbey was claiming the intervening area as their own, and grazing sheep thereon, the respective shepherds even on occasion coming to blows over it all, with quite a large and worthy grazing involved, their sheep of course becoming hopelessly mixed, and this creating further trouble and complaints. Each side claimed that their grant from the Earl Cospatrick was in their favour, the wording of the charters stating that the Dye Water’s main headstream constituted the boundary. The controversy was over which of these two bums was the main headstream. Patrick’s grandfather had apparently not given the burn an actual name in his grant to Kelso.


Brother Gavin did not own a horse, so they mounted him behind one of the escorts, and rode on westwards over the slopes. In something over two miles they came to the first of the burns, the Kersoncleuch, which they duly examined for width and flow, a sizeable stream, Meikle Law rising high behind and ahead. Then over the flanks of this hill they proceeded, crossing sundry other lesser burns on the way, Patrick considering all the surroundings heedfully. Will pointed out the mixture of blue and scarlet stains on the animals’ haunches, mixed as they were, the marks of the two abbeys’ ownership.


On the far side of the hill they reached the Sheil Burn, with Brother Gavin strongly asserting that it was the larger, deeper than the Kersoncleuch, although Patrick would have been hard put to it to say which was indeed the greater, the other insisting that it was so, and that therefore this was the boundary of the Melrose holding. Making no definite decision, they rode on to near the other side’s views, the lay brother muttering.


They had almost still another two miles to go to reach a scatter of cothouses and sheds which formed the base of the Kelso herders, the sheep that they passed now all bearing the blue colours. The lay brother in charge here, one John, scowled at Gavin but had to be civil to the Master of Dunbar. He was voluble in his assertion that the Kersoncleuch Bum was larger than the Sheil, and therefore that his grazings went eastwards right to that; and when vehemently challenged by his rival, declared that it had a three-mile-long bum feeding it from the Kilpallet Heights, whereas the Sheil Burn had nothing such. At which Gavin proclaimed that the Sheil was itself much the longer, rising on Willie’s Law of the Hope Hills, fully two miles north-west, and therefore must be the greater.


The argument was prolonged and anything but clerical in tone.


Faced with this, and Will all but egging the arguers on, Patrick had to end the unsuitable dispute and come to a decision.


“I see no means by which we can declare one stream larger than another,” he said. “They both looked very similar to me. But I noted, as we came round the side of Meikle Law, that we crossed, amongst many small streams, one quite large. Indeed at first I assumed that to be the Sheil Burn, but was told that it was not. I would say that it was more or less midway between the other two. So, since I have to make the decision, in my father’s name, I say that this one should be the boundary between your two holdings. Which is fair to you both. What is its name?”


Gavin looked sour. “It is not important, my lord. It has not got a name.”


“A mere trickle, my lord,” John declared. “Not worthy of a name.”


“Nevertheless, my friends, that will be the march between your two holdings. This is my decision. We shall call it the Betwixt Burn! This side of it will be Kelso’s grazing, beyond it Melrose’s. The Betwixt Burn!”


Silence from the lay brothers.


“So be it. Tell your abbots, in due course. A fair division. Your sheep will still mingle, since there are no walls or fences. If this troubles you overmuch, you can use your shepherds to build a long wall, or dig a deep dyke or ditch. That is your decision. You have mine.” Playing the earl’s son and heir, Patrick waved a hand. “We will return to Dunbar.” Will grinned and made a face.


They went back to the horses, Brothers Gavin and John not exchanging fare-thee-wells.


One day Patrick would presumably succeed his father as Justiciar of Lothian. He had made his first judicial pronouncement.


That evening Cospatrick applauded his son’s decision, declaring that although it was a small matter it could have its significance. The abbots could scarcely contest it, and it might bring peace between them, which was surely worth the doing?
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A week later, then, Patrick set off for Roxburgh, for an indefinite stay, assuring his father that he could be back at Dunbar, if need be, at a day’s notice. Cospatrick suggested that he called in at Melrose Abbey on his way, to assure his friend Abbot Hugh of his good wishes, and to tell him that if he felt so inclined his shepherds could use a stretch of land east of their present boundary in compensation for the loss of grazing on Meikle Law – but not to reveal this offer to Kelso.


The call at Melrose, under the three Eildon summits, involved some slight diversion westwards from the most direct route to Roxburgh, but not sufficient to delay Patrick greatly. He found his far-out kinsman Hugh there amiable enough and registering no complaints, but glad to avail himself of the extra ground eastwards of Kilpallet. For the further east his sheep could graze, of course, the shorter the distance for their wool to be transported to the harbours of Dunbar itself, Eyemouth and Berwick, for profitable export.


But that evening, at Roxburgh Castle, the matter of sheep walks and bickering abbots was swiftly driven from Patrick’s thoughts by a vastly more serious development nationally. This was revolt in the realm, in the north-east Highlands. Donald Ban mac William mac Kenneth mac Heth mac Malcolm had raised Moray and Nairn and Badenoch against the young king, claiming that he was the rightful occupant of the throne, and calling for a general uprising to support him, especially from the Highland chiefs. Alexander’s reign had thus hardly begun before he was faced with challenge and civil war.


Patrick was much concerned, and not only for his young monarch, but because this Duncan was seeking to undermine the Cospatricks’ own rightful claim of succession. He was indeed a very distant kin of their own, descended from Ethelred, third of the Margaretsons, who had rejected his mother’s Roman Catholic faith and returned to his father’s ancient Celtic Church, and been banned from the succession therefore, in favour of his younger brothers, Edgar, Alexander and David. His son, settled in the Highlands, had taken the name of MacEth or Heth. So in fact this Duncan was senior in line to the present royal family, but less senior than the Cospatricks, who stemmed from Malcolm Canmore’s earlier sons by Ingebiorg.


Alexander was very much put about, as were his advisers. He told Patrick that he wanted to muster an army and lead it himself against these insolent Highlandmen. But his lords would not hear of it. He was much too young to become involved in war and battle. He had a sufficiency of others whose place it was to deal with such treachery, the High Justiciar, the Knight Marischal, even the High Steward. In fighting these Highlandmen in their own difficult country, where ambushes and mountain passes and lochs had to be coped with, it was best to have one of their own kind leading, guiding. It was suggested that Farquhar, Earl of Ross, known as Mac-in-t’-Sagairt, the Son of the Priest, was the man to use in this, believed to be loyal to the crown, which could not be said of many of the Highland chiefs with any confidence. So, a deputation to go up to Dingwall, in Ross, and rather than seek to muster and lead a Lowland army which could well be at a distinct disadvantage in those Highland fastnesses, try to enrol this Farquhar.


When they were alone, Alexander said, “Pate, I am thankful that you have come, and now. They will not have me to go up to Ross. Will you go for me? To see that all is well done, that there is no ill to come out of it between these lords and the Highlandmen. I do not trust all of these old men whom my father has left me with. This Earl of Ross, with the strange name – I know him not. He, or even some of my lords here, might think that this Duncan could make a better king. Older, better for their own interests. Will you go, Pate?”


“If you wish it, Alex, yes. But surely you can trust some, the Steward, the Marischal. And others?”


“The Steward, yes. But not all of them. Some do not like me, that I know well. They mislike having to serve one whom they still look on as a child. That Dorward of Atholl. And Comyn, Earl of Buchan.”


“Very well. When do we go?”


“They say not yet. It is still late winter, and the Highland passes are blocked with snow at this time. This Duncan will not be able to raise his fullest strength till later because of it. We would wish our strength, or at least the Earl of Ross’s, to be mustered first, yes. But, with the passes not yet open, and horses unable to win through . . .”


“If you, or your lords, are sending no army north, Alex, only a few to speak with Ross, give him your royal commands, why go by land, on horse? Go by sea,” Patrick suggested. “Once in those Highlands, most travel will be done afoot, besides. Sail up to Ross by boat. Much more speedy and no trouble with snow. Sail to Inverness. Or this Dingwall.”


Alexander stared. “A ship! Pate, yes! A large ship. Could we find the like? Then I could sail with you, in a ship. We could reach this Highland earl that way. And I could tell him what I wanted myself. Not depend on others. Why has none thought of this?”


“These lords are used to doing all by land, a-horse. The sea never for them. But we Cospatricks live by the sea, at Dunbar. My father has two good ships. We could go in one of them. Our castle reaches out into the waves itself. We use the sea.”


“This is good. We will do that. Not wait for the Highland snows to melt. You are clever, Pate!” He faltered. ‘But they may not all like it well, these old men.”


“Does that signify? You are the king. If it is a royal command, they must abide by it, obey. See you, Alex, tell the Steward first. He is the best of them. Leave him to tell the others. Not that many of them need go, no? So long as your royal self, and the Marischal and myself are with you. And the Steward . . .”


They went in search of Walter, the High Steward and Seneschal.


They found him with Bishop William, the Primate, and Bruce of Annandale, in one of the lesser towers. Alexander burst out with the ship suggestion and its benefits with much enthusiasm. At first the older men looked doubtful, but when Patrick joined in, more coherently, they began to look more favourable. When they were assured that one of the Dunbar vessels could have them up at Inverness or wherever the Earl of Ross abode in two days’ time, if they were spared head winds, they saw the point and became convinced. And when Alexander made it clear that was his royal decision, they agreed to inform the others of the council. And they accepted that the sooner the move was made, the better. Much cheered, the king left them.


Patrick said that if their move north was to be made shortly, then he ought to return to Dunbar almost forthwith to ensure that a ship and its crew were available and ready for the voyage. So far as he knew, neither of his father’s large vessels was away elsewhere at this time; they were most often used to send to the Low Countries with the earldom’s wool, returning with cloth and lace, pottery and roof tiles, but this was not the time of year for wool-shearing. And the shipmasters and crews were local, and it all should not take long to make ready.


It was agreed that he would be off next day, and the royal party would not be long in following him.


That night Patrick spent in the king’s bed again, and only slept after much talk.


Back at Dunbar, Cospatrick had no objections to one of his ships being used, and declared it all a worthy action of his son’s, and in fact declared that he himself would accompany this mission to Macantagart, this to emphasise that the Cospatrick succession was senior to that of Duncan Ban; and besides, an earl’s presence would not come amiss in support of the monarch. He would order the Falcon to be prepared for sea, and have as comfortable berths as was possible made for the distinguished travellers.


All was ready when, six days later, the royal party arrived, amidst flurries of snow, which emphasised the problems of Highland travel, but also might indicate northerly winds, which could delay the ship’s progress.


Alexander was much intrigued with Dunbar Castle’s dramatic and unique positioning, and although he did not share Patrick’s bed that night, he did choose to sleep in the outermost tower, despite the noise of the waves and seafowl. At first he showed himself as somewhat in awe of the Earl Cospatrick, whom he had been reared to think of as something of a threat to the crown; but that man sought to dispel any such impression; and the fact that he was electing to come north with them helped to quell any doubts. Included in the company were Sir Philip Keith, Great Marischal, Sir David Hay and Sir William Bruce of Annandale, together with the High Steward, all amongst the least elderly of the officers of state.


The Falcon was a typical trading ship, of a fair size, single-masted with a large square sail. She was not made for carrying passengers but wool, and the oily smell of the fleeces permeated all. But every effort had been made to improvise reasonable accommodation for these especial voyagers, and the bunks and blankets offered modest comfort. It was hoped that they would not have to be occupied for more than a couple of nights. No complaints were voiced, for none there expected fine quarters, sea travel all but unknown to them. The king was excited by it all, and eager to be off.


The shipmaster, one Rob Meldrum, was somewhat put about by the company he was to transport, needless to say, but under Alexander’s questioning and exclamatory interest he soon got used to the royal presence, more so than he did to the lords. The crew, all fishermen, kept their heads down.


They sailed next forenoon, relieved that the wind was from the south-east and that the snow had ceased, cold as it still was. And the breeze helped not only to fill the sail but to dispel the wool smell. The vessel heaved and dipped rhythmically into the Norse Sea swell, but no admissions of seasickness were voiced.


Heading due north, they soon were passing the mighty Craig of Bass, with its myriad of swooping and diving gannets or solan geese, greatly impressing not only Alexander. Then they were crossing the mouth of the Scotwater, or Firth of Forth, fourteen miles across, and sailing close to another very different but famous island, the May, cliff-girt and a mile in length, where six centuries before the Celtic St Ethernan had established the first warning beacon for shipping in all Scotland, to aid mariners to avoid wreck on the rocks and skerries, a most notable accomplishment, since the wood for the beacon fires had to be brought by barge from the Fife shore six miles away, no trees growing on the isle. Cospatrick pointed out that the very fact that this had been considered a necessary objective of Christian charity indicated that sea-going had been much undertaken even in those far-off days.


They then skirted the extreme easterly point of Fife, the territory of the MacDuff earls, one of whom had slain King Macbeth at the behest of the odious Malcolm Canmore. By mid-afternoon they were off a second great estuary, that of Tay, at the mouth of the longest river in the land, many more miles than even Tweed.


Darkness saw them off the Angus coast, near Aberbrothack, they were informed. They ate an evening meal of cold meats washed down with ale, but the movement of the ship tended to limit appetites, and it was not long before bunks were sought. There could be no discrimination between royal, lordly and lesser accommodation here, and they all bedded, without any undressing, where they would, Alexander and Patrick one above the other.


It seemed strange to most to be sailing, asleep, through the darkness, leaving all to God and the presumably wakeful shipmen.


Daylight and more cold meat, fish and oatmeal porridge saw them off what they were told was the north Aberdeenshire seaboard, the south-east breeze having favoured them. If it continued thus they could be well into the vast Moray Firth by mid-afternoon. After that, it was decided, they would have to proceed more warily. The shipmaster, Meldrum, was not very well acquainted with the coasts as far north as this, but he knew enough to be aware that they could not sail in darkness beyond this Moray Firth, aiming for the Ross earldom’s seat of Dingwall, careful navigation very necessary. Had it not been for this of Duncan Ban’s raising of Moray against the king, he would have suggested putting into the haven of Inverness for the night; but that town might well be occupied by the enemy. So what was to be looked for was a sheltered anchorage somewhere remote from populous country, where they could lie up safely until daylight. Then on to Dingwall in the morning.


His passengers, used to travel by horseback, were astonished at the speed with which they had reached this far, and said so.


In the late afternoon, the great Spey Bay formed an unmistakeable landmark, and their skipper drew close inshore to seek out a suitable anchorage thereabouts. The mouth of the River Spey itself was not advisable, communities on the fertile land there. But only three or four miles west of it they found a small headland, flanked by tall sand-dunes and no villages in sight; this Meldrum said should serve. Inland, far behind the dunes, they could see snowy mountains.


So the second night was spent, undisturbed, in calm conditions.


By this time the travellers had developed a fairly close companionship inevitably; and fortunately all got on well with each other, Cospatrick more or less assuming the lead, not only because they were in his ship, and he was the only earl present, but because of a kind of inborn authority. Not that he made any display of this, but the potency was there, and somehow accepted. Alexander and Patrick were very much left together, as the younglings, and enjoyed their association the more. They at least, however, would be glad to get ashore and stretch their legs.


At dawn they were on their way again, slightly north by west now, crossing the mouth of the inner firth. The River Ness, entering this, represented the boundary between Moray and Ross, and just north of this lay the great peninsula of Cromarty, a score of miles by eight, with its own firth separating it from Ross proper. Ross, Easter and Wester, was one of the largest provinces in all Scotland, even greater than Moray, and Dingwall its capital at the extreme south-east tip of it all, at the head of the Cromarty Firth, perhaps a strange location for it, dictated by the fact that the province had been dominated by the Norsemen and, very much shipmen, they required a sheltered port for their base, and this at the head of its firth suited them; in fact, Dingwall got its name from the Norse thing, meaning council or capital-place.


When the Falcon did reach the tip of the Cromarty peninsula, they saw at once why this had been chosen by the Vikings. For the firth had the narrowest entrance of any in the land, a gap of a mere seven furlongs between the Cromarty shore and another peninsula, that of Nigg, although it broadened out into a six-mile width in a twenty-mile estuary thereafter. So it was readily defendable, and as their ship passed through the narrows, all could see stone forts on either side. Today, however, these outposts did not seem to be manned.


With high white mountains ahead, soon they found the firth narrowing again, and twisting as it did so, all providing excellent defence from attack by sea; presumably those mountains and their passes would be equally effective protection by land. The Earl of Ross could not be easily assailed.


When at length they reached the head of the firth, where the River Conon entered it, there was quite a large township, with quays at the shore, many boats moored there. But none was of the size of the Falcon: fishing-craft, small galleys and old-style longships, rather. The arrival of this large trading vessel would undoubtedly cause some stir amongst the inhabitants, especially with the royal lion rampant flying from the masthead.


A castle, not large by Roxburgh and Dunbar standards, rose on an eminence a little way from the town, presumably Farquhar Macantagart’s seat. None of the present company had ever met him, great chief as he was, possibly the most powerful man in the Highlands after the Lord of the Isles, to whom he was related. He was only the second earl, but of an ancient line, their style prior to the grant of the earldom being, strangely enough, Hereditary Abbot of Applecross, a Celtic dignity dating from Pictish times, a title of which Farquhar was alleged to be much more proud than that of earl. Applecross was far distant, nearly one hundred difficult, mountainous miles, on the seaboard of Wester Ross facing Skye and the Hebrides, emphasising links with the Lordship of the Isles.
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