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Part One


1

Three men stood looking out of a window of the royal quarters of Stirling Castle, gazing down on the forecourt area where there was considerable stir, dismounting from horses and shouting for grooms. Of the trio, one was in his mid-twenties, and two of an age, in their forties. The young man was tall, red-headed, high-coloured and good-looking, and named James Stewart. But despite the fact that he was King of Scots, fifth of that name, and in the strongest fortress of his kingdom, he looked the least at ease, almost agitated in fact, for one who was normally rather too carefree, not to say irresponsible, as a monarch, for some of his advisers. Of the two said advisers who were with him now, one was notably handsome in a smooth and almost delicate way, splendidly elegant, dressed all in scarlet; the other was much more rugged of feature and person but with a strong, plain face and keen eyes, plainly clad. They were respectively Davie Beaton, Abbot of Arbroath, Bishop of Mirepoix in France, Coadjutor and nephew to the Primate of Holy Church in Scotland, and Lord Privy Seal of the realm; and Sir David Lindsay of the Mount, Lord Lyon King of Arms, chief Usher to the King and Poet Laureate. These two eyed each other and their liege-lord significantly, as much as they considered what went on below.

“See you – you are to bide, both of you. Even though she bids you begone,” James said. “I want you to be present. To note. And, and to support me. If necessary. She will be difficult. She, she always is. You understand?”

“Have no fear, Sire,” Beaton told him, easily. “The situation is entirely clear, and all in your favour. We shall . . .”

“Who speaks of fear, man? Sakes – I do not fear her! It is but . . . awkward.”

The other shrugged eloquent, red-velvet shoulders.

Lindsay said nothing. Despite being the poet and playwright, the man of words, he was a deal less prompt of speech than was his friend.

Presently they heard voices from the stairway. Then, without the usual preliminary knocking, the door was thrown violently open so that it banged to the wall, and a woman swept in, followed by an overdressed young man of almost beautiful appearance but looking distinctly unhappy, not to say dishevelled, just then, hand out, seeking to restrain her, members of the royal guard behind.

The lady, notably small eyes blazing, paused after a couple of paces into the chamber, then swinging round on the young man who was in the act of making a hasty bow towards the King, actually pushed at his chest, thrusting him back through the doorway with no little force, into the arms of the guard. Then she grabbed at the door again and slammed it shut in his face, before turning to confront the waiting trio.

“God’s mercy – the insolence of that cub!” she exclaimed. “It is not to be borne! I will not be treated like some serving wench – I, Margaret, I tell you! Do you hear? Dragged here by that fopling and his ruffians!”

“I sent Oliver Sinclair to bring you, Madam,” James said. “I, I desire words with you.”

“The more you are to blame, then, James!” she snapped back. She was a stocky, short woman of thick waist and middle years, sallow of complexion and unbeautiful, but with a very distinct presence and an inborn authority which by no means required her over-aggressive speech and manner to be effective. Dowdily dressed, she was nevertheless overloaded with jewellery for horseback-travel.

“Blame! You to speak of blame! You, who would betray me to my enemies! Who plot my downfall and scheme against me. You talk of blame to me! I’d have you to know, Madam, that your treasonable doings are revealed, your letters intercepted . . .”

“Ha! Spying, is it? Creeping and peeping and prying? As well as subjecting me, me, to indignities! I will not have it, James – do you hear? You go too far!”

“No! I will go further. I am the King . . .!” But James’s need to assert the fact implied a certain lack of the authority so evident in the woman. After all, it is difficult, unnatural, for a son openly to controvert his mother.

Her glance slid over towards the two others standing there listening; as indeed did the King’s.

It was in answer to the young man’s unspoken appeal for help that there was reaction, the churchman seeking to provide it.

“Lady Methven – Madam – His Grace, in this, has the rights of it. The matter is serious, grievous, the safety of the realm involved. This must be dealt with in due and decent fashion. For the sake of all . . .”

“Silence, sirrah! Speak when you are spoken to, not before! And do not name me Methven – never that! Highness, from you, Beaton. Remember it.”

He inclined his head, but only slightly. It was not easy to put down Davie Beaton, as many a great one had discovered. “As the Lord Methven’s wife, lady, I but address you in that style.”

“I have no further part nor concern with Methven. He is a scoundrel and a deceiver. I shall divorce him. He has stolen my rents and taken a mistress. When I am finished with him, he will regret deceiving Margaret Tudor!”

Her son cleared his throat. “This is why I required to see you,” he declared. “This of divorce. And . . . remarriage. I will not have it, Madam – I will not!”

“You will not? My marriage has naught to do with you, James.”

“I say that it has. Since, of all follies, you are proposing to rewed my greatest enemy, Angus. I tell you, we have read your letters. It shall not be.”

“You cannot stop me. I shall wed whom I please.”

“Angus is your brother Henry’s tool, lackey, lickspittle! Has sworn him fealty and become an Englishman – a Scots earl! Henry wants him only to try to unseat me and so gain Scotland. You, Henry’s sister, will not aid him, I say, against my realm. You will not remarry Angus.”

“And I say again, you cannot stop me.”

“You cannot rewed lacking a divorce from Henry Stewart of Methven.”

“The Pope will grant me that divorce. With Methven in open adultery.”

“Not if I urge him not to. And if Holy Church in Scotland requests Rome otherwise. There will be no divorce.”

She glared, first at her son and then at Beaton. “This, then, is your doing, you clerkly snake, you viper! I might have known it. You have ever hated me – both of you.” And she turned on Lindsay also. “From the first you have wrought me only ill, poisoned my son against me, as a child and as a grown man. You, Lindsay, first; then this upstart priest. Always you have been my enemy.”

“Not your enemy, Madam – only the King’s friend, however humble.”

“Liar! I have watched you . . .”

“Madam – instead of miscalling my friends, answer me this,” the King intervened. “John, Master of Forbes, is your friend. Married to Angus’s sister. Can you deny being close to him? Sending secret messages? We have your courier. And Forbes plotting my death.”

“I know naught of such. Scurrilous tales. John Forbes is an honest man.”

“Yet he plots to slay me. With gunfire. A culverin, no less. When I go to Aberdeen, on justice-eyres. And you are his friend.”

“Lies – all lies.”

“And lies also that Angus’s other sister, the Lady Glamis, likewise your friend, threatens to poison me? As she poisoned her first husband? And now you plan to marry Angus again!”

“You believe such fables, James? Are you fool enough for that? Tales devised to cozen you against me. No doubt by such as these two here!”

“They have served me long and well . . .”

“They have served themselves well! A versifying small laird and an upjumped clerk! Who now dare to insult me, a queen and princess. And would rule you, the King. If we are to have further privy talk together, James, have them out of here.”

“No. They stay. This is not privy talk. It is the realm’s business. Henry is ever plotting against me. He would reign in Scotland, as well as in England and Wales and Ireland. And you, his sister, would aid him. It may be that you think to be his viceroy, with Angus? It will not be, I tell you! You will not wed Angus again. You will remain wedded to Methven. That is my will, my, my royal command. Seek a divorce, from Rome, and you will be imprisoned. For the remainder of your days.”

That silenced even Margaret Tudor for a space. Her mouth worked but no words came. Then she got it out. “You, you would not dare . . .!”

“Dare? I need not to dare, Madam. I am the King. My word is sufficient. For too long you have intrigued against me, your brother’s accomplice in this my kingdom. You talk of snakes and vipers. What are you but Henry’s viper here at my very throat? No more, I say. You will plot no more on Henry’s behalf.”

“It is not true. You haver, you wander in your mind! I have not worked against you. I know nothing of Henry’s plottings.”

“Your letters belie you. You should be more careful, Madam, of what you pen on paper. You accept Henry’s gold. Why, when I have given you sufficient lands, properties? Aye, and your friends get more, as you know well. Four hundred pensioners Henry keeps, in my Scotland. Four hundred! Why? Not out of love for them, or for me, I swear! This Master of Forbes, no doubt amongst them. And Angus’s kin and other Douglases. But – no more, I say. It is to stop.”

“This is crazy-mad! You have been fed lies, falsehoods, I tell you. By these, these creatures.” And her beringed finger jabbed venomously towards the two Davids. “You cannot do this to me, your father’s queen, a princess of England. Halt my divorce.”

“You think not? I could do more. I could summon you before my courts. Both as prisoner and as witness. John Forbes is arrested and will be tried, in Edinburgh, in a few days. The Lady Glamis likewise. Shall I summon you? To compear there? For them. Or against them? There, before all. How say you to that, Madam?”

She actually stepped back, as though she had been struck. “No! No – never that! You would not, could not . . .”

“I could, and would. If need be. So consider well. You will plot no more, with Henry and Angus and the Douglases. You hear? I have been patient overlong. You will go back, under escort, to Methven Castle. And remain there, married to Henry Stewart. Applying for no divorce. Or you will come to court, accused of art and part in treason. That is my royal word.”

There was silence in that room, for a space.

James resumed. “Now, Madam – you have my leave to retire. Oliver Sinclair will conduct you to your quarters, and tomorrow, back to Methven. Go.”

Tense, without a word spoken, Margaret Tudor went, and closed that door quietly behind her.

“I did it! I did it!” James exclaimed then, his voice quivering a little. “I told you that I would. She, she knows now who is master!”

“Yes, Sire – that was admirable,” Beaton said. “You are greatly to be congratulated. The lady will now know her true position, I think. Not before time.”

Later, in Lindsay’s more modest quarters of the fortress, the two so strangely different and often differing friends, exchanged impressions.

“I am surprised that James was able to be so firm with that dangerous woman,” Beaton admitted. “When I first spoke with him, after coming from St. Andrews, I feared that it would be merely myself and you who would have to confront her, on his behalf. As in the past. What has changed him? He has ever been afraid of her – and not without cause. Could it be the death of Madeleine?”

“I think that may have had much to do with it, yes. His wife’s death has greatly affected him. He is altered in some ways. It has much sobered him, to be sure. But he is more readily angered. He was always hot-tempered, but now he angers more deeply and frequently. It is as though the loss of his new queen and love is to be worked off in wrath, hitting at what offends. Perhaps his own hurt seeking easement in the hurt of others? Or that may be but a fancy. But this of the Master of Forbes and the Lady Glamis – he is hot against them. With what true cause I am not sure. He has had them both taken into custody. He would have had them both condemned out-of-hand, I believe, but we persuaded him to bring them to open trial, at least. Any with Douglas connection are now endangered. Always he has had reason to fear and resent Angus and the Douglases. But now it is sheerest hate. As though they were in some way responsible for Madeleine’s death.”

“This trial? In Edinburgh, he said? And threatened to hale his mother before it?”

“Two trials. Separate. One, of Forbes, for conspiring to shoot him. And the other of Lady Glamis, Forbes’s good-sister. Since mere talk of threatening to poison the King would be difficult to prove, as treason, she is to be tried for practising witchcraft – which is a deal simpler! I mislike it, for I fear, whatever the justiciars find, that James will have these two guilty and condemned. Because of their connection with Angus. Perhaps, Davie, if you could be there, attend the trial, be with James, even if only to plead mercy? He much respects your judgement. And you speak with the voice of Holy Church . . .”

“I do not think that will be possible, my friend. When are these trials, do you know? Two weeks hence? Then, no, I cannot be there. I shall be in France. Or on my way there.”

“France? You – again? What is this?”

“It is necessary. That is why I have come here, now. To convince James. And have convinced him, I think. This morning. I had much talk with him, alone. See you, Queen Madeleine has died, yes. And James is shattered. But the realm’s need is not altered. An heir to the throne is necessary, all-important. Or Scotland will be on the road to disaster. You know that. With the creature Arran as next in line, and his brother the Bastard steering him, James must produce a true heir. That he ever wed Madeleine is, in fact, the tragedy, brief joy as it brought them both. I blame myself that I did not seek more strongly to stop it . . .”

“You, man – even you could not have damped down that sudden fire! That flame of love was beyond all quenching.”

“Perhaps. But I believe that I could have persuaded King Francis to have forbidden the marriage. He was loth, as it was, recognising his daughter’s weakness. And, I flatter myself, he heeds me in not a little. My wits told me that it was all a mistake, as did her father’s. I knew that, frail and sickly as she was, she could never bear James the child he needed, his kingdom needed. Even though she had not died thus soon.”

“Aye. But it is too late to repine.”

“Too late for Madeleine. But not for James. He must marry again. It will not be the same, no hot love-match. But that is not necessary. Most monarchs do not wed for love. For this realm, nothing is altered from one year ago. The succession must be assured. Or Henry will have us, one way or another. He, or the Bastard of Arran – or both, in concert. France is still the key to Henry’s postern-door. We need France’s aid, and not just in the Auld Alliance, but in her active support. So it must be a French princess again.”

“But – so soon! It is but weeks since Madeleine died.”

“Aye – but these things take time to arrange. And much time we have not got. Henry is busy, always. And the Douglases readying. James is not wholly mistaken in this hatred of his for that house. And the Hamiltons but bide their time. The Bastard is building a great new castle, a fortress indeed, at Craignethan – have you heard? He is vastly extending the old tower of Draffane, a former Douglas place. And on the very edge of the Douglas territories. Why, think you? Well away from the rest of Hamilton land. I have heard that he intends to make common cause with Angus, he who has always been that earl’s enemy – this since James has dispensed with his services. No doubt, he hopes to gain Douglas support, for his half-brother Arran as king. Should James happen to die! And James could die so easily, and without heir. This of shooting by Forbes, or poison by Janet of Glamis – they but represent a continuing and wider threat. Then there is this new reforming heresy, in the Church. The reformers are the supporters of Henry, now that he has parted with the Vatican – and Henry supports them, for his own purposes. They see James as a stumbling-block to their aims. So James needs France and Rome for his active support. I have convinced him of the urgency of it. So, I sail, with his authority, in but a few days.”

“Authority to do what?”

“To find him another wife – and quickly.”

“But . . . six months after his wedding to Madeleine? This is indecent! Too soon.”

“It will be a year before all is arranged. We cannot wait. And, fortunately, I have something to start from. There were three French ladies offered, in the first place. Madeleine, Marie de Bourbon of Vendôme, and Marie de Guise, Duchess de Longueville. Poor Marie de Bourbon is not to be considered now – James would not have her, for her looks; and forby she is now wed to Holy Church and become a nun, in her disappointment. But the de Guise – that is different. Until he met Madeleine, James was well pleased with her. She is handsome, lusty, able, and she liked him well, clearly. He should have wed her. She is a widow and has proved herself fertile. Unless she has wed someone else in these last months, it is not too late. And she would, I swear, make an excellent Queen of Scotland – better than the fragile, beauteous Madeleine ever could.”

“So, that is it! Marie de Guise. And James – he agrees to this?”

“He is scarce fervent, admittedly. But, yes – he accepts the need. And would find her . . . bed-worthy! You know him – that is mighty important with him. And since he is not in love with her, only admired her person and spirit, it need not too much restrict his adventures otherwhere!”

“Lord, Davie – I sometimes think that you are a devil, rather than any churchman!”

“I am but a practical man, my Lord Lyon King of Arms – as I have told you before. And since the Church is in this sorry world, and must deal with it, the Church needs practical men, as well as saints!”

Lindsay shook his head. “And Francis? And the Duchess Marie herself? How will they consider this? So soon after the other marriage? Doting on his daughter as he did, will Francis not hate the very name of Scotland?”

“I think not. He is a king as well as a father. He will be concerned still to have a Frenchwoman as queen here. He must seek ever to contain Henry of England. He would have Scotland an ever-present threat at England’s back. As for Marie de Guise, that one made it clear that she did not mislike James Stewart! And she would be a queen, I have no doubt, if she might. Forby, her uncle, the Cardinal of Lorraine, whose word counts for much in France, is my friend.”

“So you have it all thought through. As ever! But, would James go to France a second time? Leave his realm again, for weeks, months. That would be dangerous, in these circumstances. We took sufficient risks before.”

“No, not that. It will have to be a proxy wedding. In France. James to send someone as representative. Then the full ceremony here, when the bride arrives. That will have to be understood. It might be unacceptable in some case. As it would have been for Madeleine. But the de Guise is different. She is not a king’s daughter. And has already been wed. I think that she will be prepared for such arrangement.”

“Will you be away for long? You are needed here, more than in France, I think.”

“For so short a time as is possible to contrive it all. I shall not linger, I promise you. My uncle is all but senile, and I cannot afford to leave him, and Church affairs, for long. Even though I have good deputies. In the present state of both kingdom and Church I need to be back quickly.”

“Must it be you that goes, then?”

“I fear so. Both Francis and the Cardinal are friendly towards me, from previous years. I shall need their aid, probably.”

“Your Marion will see but little of you, at Ethie, these days.”

“To my sorrow, yes. She has the bairns, of course – three now. I miss her damnably. But . . .”

“But you are David Beaton. And Church and state stand or fall by your efforts! And Marion is only . . . Marion!”

“Damn you . . .!” For a moment that normally so imperturbable individual lost his calm control, eyes flashing quite as hot as Margaret Tudor’s had done earlier. But swiftly he recovered himself. “That is scarcely just, my friend. I must seem to neglect her grievously, yes. But it cannot be otherwise, placed as I am. Marion understands. She has known, from the first, that it would be this way. She knows that she has my love and devotion. And I get to Ethie oftener than you may think, even if only for brief visits. I have a small ship constantly ready at St. Andrews haven, which in any passable weather can win me up to Ethiehaven in three hours. It is but a score of miles, by sea. I must needs fail Marion much – but never in my love. You are more happily placed. You can have your Janet here at court. I can by no means do the like.”

“No. I am sorry, Davie. It is easier for me. But – we often grieve for Marion Ogilvy. We are fond of her.”

“I know it. If you could contrive to visit her at Ethie, perhaps, while I am in France, it would be kind.”

“We shall try, yes.”

“Good. Now – I must back to St. Andrews, if indeed I am to see her before I sail. Wish me well . . .”

The trial of John, Master of Forbes, in the great hall of Edinburgh Castle on 16th July 1537, was a show and demonstration as much as an impeachment – and by the same token, the verdict was scarcely in doubt, from the first. This was to be a counter-stroke against Angus, the Douglases and Henry Tudor, and at the same time some sort of strange salve for James Stewart’s hurt and sorrow. Both kingdoms were to know it, so the hall was full, great numbers of the most influential of the land summoned to attend, almost as though it had been a parliament. Since the charge was high treason, this was not a matter for the new-founded Court of Session, but for the Privy Council itself. James, although very much present, was not to take active part. And the Lord Privy Seal, Beaton, being off to France, the Chancellor of the realm, Gavin Dunbar, Archbishop of Glasgow, deputised for him; the other members of the court, all privy councillors, being the Earls of Atholl and Cassillis, the Lord Maxwell and the Master of Glencairn, carefully chosen. David Lindsay was there, as Lyon, but only formally to open the proceedings in the King’s name.

On the stroke of noon, splendidly attired in the vivid red-and-gold Lion Rampant tabard of his office, and flanked by his heralds and trumpeters, he paced into the crowded hall, on to the dais at the west end, and after a fanfare by the instrumentalists, announced the arrival of James, by God’s grace High King of Scots.

To another blare of trumpets James came in, carelessly dressed as usual, all men bowed and, as the monarch seated himself on the throne, Lindsay declared that His Grace’s Privy Council was hereby commanded to hear the lord Earl of Huntly’s charge of high treason against two of His Grace’s subjects. In the absence overseas of the Lord Privy Seal, the Lord Archbishop of Glasgow, Chancellor, to proceed, with His Grace’s royal permission.

Gavin Dunbar, who had once been James’s tutor, looked unhappy in this situation. He was a mild, studious man, no proud prelate despite his lofty position, who had been appointed Chancellor, or chief minister, when his predecessor, Archbishop James Beaton of St. Andrews, had become incapable of continuing as such, in order to maintain Holy Church’s power in the state. In fact, of course, Davie Beaton, his uncle’s secretary and coadjutor, wielded the true power, with Dunbar more or less a figurehead. His discomfort on this occasion was obvious to all. Without preamble, he called for George Gordon, Earl of Huntly.

Huntly, chief of the great north-east clan of Gordon, who rejoiced in the hereditary appellation of Cock o’ the North, a dark, spare, lantern-jawed young man of twenty-four years, stood forward. His mother had been an illegitimate daughter of the King’s father, James the Fourth. This being that highly unusual occurrence, a public meeting of the Privy or Secret Council, the normal trial procedure was not used. There was no crown prosecutor, as such, no judge and jury in name, merely this panel of councillors at a hearing. But none doubted their ability to pronounce and impose due judgement.

Huntly, bowing to his uncle by blood, announced that in his country and sheriffdom of Strathdon, Strathdee and Strathbogie, there had long been a general belief that certain highly placed persons were less than leal subjects of the King’s Grace, supporters of the renegade Earl of Angus and in frequent communication with the King of England. As Justiciar he, Huntly, had been concerned and perturbed, but had no proofs or certainties on which to take action. And in view of the status and rank of the persons involved, this much distressed him. Then, a month or so past, he was approached by one, a man of some substance in Strathdon, a laird by name Thomas Strachan of Lynturk, a vassal of the Lord Forbes, who informed him, as a leal subject of His Grace, that there was a plot to murder and slay the King’s Grace, the instigator of which was none other than John, Master of Forbes, son and heir of the said Lord Forbes, one of those long suspected of treasonable correspondence with Angus and England. The said Lynturk’s declarations and assertions were so specific and grievous that he, Huntly, had conceived it to be his bounden duty, as Justiciar, forthwith to apprehend the Master of Forbes and his father, the Lord Forbes, since His Grace’s royal person could be endangered, and have the matter enquired into by His Grace’s Privy Council, the Lord Forbes himself being of that Council and so entitled to go beyond the justiciary court. Hence this sitting and hearing.

Archbishop Dunbar nodded and murmured something about it being most correct and duteous of the lord Earl. Were the accuser and the accused here present for the Council to question? Then let them be produced.

Officers thereupon escorted in two men, one elderly and the other in his thirties. Both were tall and good-looking in a florid way, clearly father and son, although they held themselves very differently, the Lord Forbes distressed and apprehensive, the Master defiant and with a sort of inborn arrogance. They bowed towards the throne, low and less low. From another door, a third man was led in, of an age with the Master but short, stocky and ill-at-ease, the Laird of Lynturk.

The Chancellor looked uncertain as to how to proceed, this all being a new experience for those present, the trial of a privy councillor and his son by a committee of that Privy Council at the instance of another privy councillor, the accuser being merely a nobody, but the instigation undoubtedly coming from the monarch himself. Dunbar waved a hand towards Huntly.

The Earl turned to the King. “Sire – is it your royal will that this Strachan of Lynturk should here repeat, before all, what he revealed to me of this matter?”

James shrugged. “Address your questions and remarks, my lord, to the Chancellor. He presides. I but observe.”

Looking more uneasy than ever, the Archbishop said, to no one in particular, “Proceed.”

Another voice spoke up, and strongly. “Before anything further is said, my lord Archbishop, I would have all present to know that I, and my father, protest, most strongly protest.” That was John Forbes, glaring around him. “Protest that we should have been brought here like felons, and held imprisoned. The Lord and Master of Forbes! Of a line more ancient, honourable and illustrious, I dare to say, than any, any soever in this hall today, MacFirbis, a power in this land when it was still Celtic Alba, and when the forebears of most here were still horse-holders and scullions in Normandy-France!” At the growls that produced, he merely raised his voice the higher. “And this treatment at the hands of one who is our house’s enemy, our recent enemy, since this man’s Lowland ancestors, Normans, only came into our north but two centuries ago, there to crow like any cock on its midden, and be sufficient proud to name himself so. Worse, this man’s grandsire only changed his name from Seton to Gordon a few years back! And he dares to accuse Forbes! On the trumped-up testimony of a forsworn small tacksman of ours, who holds a grudge against me over a wench!” He did not deign to glance over at Strachan, reserving his ire for Huntly. “This, I say, you should all know, before proceeding further.”

There was uproar in the hall, unprecedented at a Privy Council meeting, Lowland lords of Norman pedigree shouting, the Chancellor flapping his hands, and Huntly shaking his fist, bony features contorted, at this attack on the Gordon origins – Gordon in fact being a place in the Berwickshire Merse, and the family only marrying into the Highland polity two centuries before, and another century later a Sir William Seton, another Norman-line Lowlander, wedding the Gordon heiress and taking the name. Even James Stewart sat forward on his throne scowling; for after all, the Stewarts got their name from being Stewards of Dol, in Normandy, before ever they became High Stewards of Scotland.

The Chancellor, unable to obtain silence, looked appealingly at David Lindsay, who nodded and signed to one of his trumpeters. A blast on an instrument achieved quiet.

“Sir,” the Archbishop said, “your words, however unsuitable here, have been heard and noted. Hereafter, you will speak only by my permission. This is a council meeting, in the presence of His Grace, not a cattle-market! Now – my lord of Huntly.”

The Earl, mastering his wrath, turned to Strachan. “Lynturk – give your evidence,” he said tersely. “And make it the truth.”

That man, looking even more nervous now, spoke only hesitantly. “My lord . . . my lords . . . Sire . . . I swear it is truth. I but did my leal duty. Could do no less. When I heard of the Master’s design to slay the King’s Grace, I could not stay silent. I must needs tell it. I went to my lord the Justiciar . . .”

“Yes, yes, man,” Huntly intervened. “All accept that. Come to the heart of the matter.”

“Yes, my lord. It was in May month. While His Grace was still in France. The Master spoke with some close to him. I was there. He said that the King always came to Aberdeen town to preside at the justice-eyres in the autumn, in September or October months. And to hunt, with you my lord Huntly, in Strathbogie. He said that the next time, His Grace should die, be slain. That he was no good king for Scotland. That he was against the Highlands and the north. That he was destroying the old order. That he was over-fond of France. That my lord Earl of Arran would make a better king. That he, the King, hated my lord of Angus, the Master’s good-brother . . .”

“The plot, man – the plot?”

“Yes, my lord. The design was to shoot His Grace as he passed through the streets of Aberdeen, to open the justice-eyres.”

“And how was this to be done?”

“It was to be done by cannon-fire, my lord. A culverin. To ensure that there should be no miss, no mere wounding. Cannon-fire at the King’s person . . .”

The noise in the hall drowned the rest.

When order was restored, Huntly went on. “This dastardly design – was it agreed?”

“I spoke against it, my lord. But the Master was strong for it. Said that it was necessary for the realm. That King James must die – and before there might be a son born to heir the throne . . .”

“You disagreed. But others did not? Who else?”

“Three others. I do not know their names. Forbeses, no doubt.”

“No doubt will not serve, sir,” the Chancellor said severely. “Was the Lord Forbes present?”

“No, my lord. Just these three. Whom I did not know.”

“Have you reason to believe that the Lord Forbes was privy to this evil plot?”

“No-o-o, my lord.”

“Then why, my lord Earl of Huntly, when you arrested the Master, did you also arrest my Lord Forbes, his father?”

“Because, when Lynturk brought me this word, as Justiciar, I considered it to be wise. Forbes has ever been a friend of Angus and the Douglases – as, to be sure, is the Master, married to Angus’s sister. I feared that if I left the father free, he might well seek to rescue his son, with his Forbes caterans, of whom none are more unruly in the north. Or with Douglas mosstroopers in the south here. Forby, we do not know that the Lord Forbes was not in the plot, or was at the least aware of it. Prudence made his arrest advisable.”

“Prudence, aye, my lord. But you have no true charge against the Lord Forbes?” That was a different voice, that of John Stewart, Earl of Atholl. His aunt, after all, had been Forbes’s first wife.

“Nothing that I could prove, no.”

“Then, my lord Chancellor, I say that the Lord Forbes should be permitted to stand down.”

Dunbar cast a quick glance at the King, who gave an almost imperceptible nod. “Very well,” he said. “My lord, you may go. Leave this hearing.”

“I thank your lordships – but may I first speak?” the older man asked. “I am, after all, a member of this Privy Council.” And when the Archbishop inclined his head, went on more strongly. “I swear before God and you all that I am innocent of any plot to slay His Grace – whom may Heaven preserve! I would never, never I say, seek hurt towards the King, to whom I have sworn sacred oath of support. But, my lords, equally with that I say that neither is my son guilty of this charge. It is untrue, I do assure you. This man, Strachan of Lynturk, is not to be trusted. He was dismissed from my son’s service. He is a noted troublemaker in Strathdon. Because time and again we have had cause to rebuke him, he has become the enemy of me and my house. You cannot, in all decency and honesty, accept the word of such a man against that of Forbes!”

There was a stir and murmur throughout the hall, not all of it unsympathetic. Not many lords present would be prepared to have one of their vassals’ or tacksmen’s word accepted in preference to their own.

Recognising it, Huntly spoke up sternly. “My lords, the Lord Forbes accuses this Lynturk of being a troublemaker. As to that, I have no knowledge. But what I do know is that there are few greater and more notour troublemakers in all Scotland than John, Master of Forbes! As Justiciar in the north, I can assure you of that. It is none so long past that he was involved in the murder of Seton of Meldrum, in the Garioch – and did boast of it! He it was who, when the late Regent, the Duke of Albany now dead, led the Scots host to assail the English some years back, headed the refusal of many to cross Tweed and attack Wark Castle, and so caused the failure of that expedition. Always this man has worked in the English interest and supported Angus. Can he deny that he receives frequent payments in siller from King Henry? A pension, indeed!”

Taking this as permission to speak, the Master raised his powerful voice. “I do so deny. Deny all these charges. Brought against me by Huntly out of pure spite and malice. None can be proved. It is all hearsay, based on the lies of this Strachan, an arrant rogue . . .”

“Silence!” Huntly cried, reinforcing the Archbishop’s feeble flappings. “Still that evil tongue, sirrah, in the King’s presence! Your denials are of no worth, man. For the charges are not but hearsay, or merely on Lynturk’s testimony. You were unwise, Forbes, to write letters. To the Lady Margaret of Methven, His Grace’s mother.”

That produced sufficient effect. The company was suddenly stilled, almost breath-held, all eyes turning on the King, who sat expressionless, staring ahead of him. As for John Forbes, he was abruptly changed in his entire stance and attitude, the arrogant confidence wilted. He moistened his lips but did not attempt speech.

Huntly himself seemed less than triumphant over this dramatic stroke, as though uneasy about the revelation and what was implied. No doubt he was unsure as to how James would react to the public introduction of the Queen-Mother’s name into the affair, how much the monarch might wish to be known, or hinted at, of her intrigues and behaviour. Certainly the Chancellor appeared to be distinctly agitated; and Atholl, the senior of the councillors, was frowning.

Almost hurriedly, Huntly went on. “So Master of Forbes, your guilt can be substantiated, in measure, your denials worthless. My lord Chancellor – I think that sufficient has been said for the Council to make decision?”

With obvious reluctance, Dunbar nodded. “I thank you, my lord.” Almost with a sigh he turned to his fellow-members of the panel. “Do any wish to question the accused? Or the witness? Or my lord of Huntly?”

With varying expressions the four shook their heads.

“Very well. Remove the prisoner, John Forbes. Also the witness Strachan. My lord of Forbes may remain present, if so he wishes.”

“I say no, to the last.” That was Kennedy, Earl of Cassillis, his first contribution. “It would be more suitable, less difficult, if the Lord Forbes was . . . absent.”

“As you will. My Lord Forbes – you will leave us, meantime.”

When the Forbeses and their accuser were gone, there was a change of atmosphere in the hall. Everyone eyed the King rather than the Chancellor and his colleagues. But James gave no sign.

Dunbar wagged his grey head, but knew what was expected of him. “My lords – you have heard. We have to decide. John, Master of Forbes, is before us on a charge of high treason. Not of being a troublemaker nor of being concerned in a previous felony. Such is not our concern here. We must say whether or not he is guilty of treason towards his liege-lord and realm. That only. My lord of Atholl – how say you?”

“Guilty,” that man jerked briefly.

“My lord of Cassillis?”

“Guilty, my lord Chancellor.”

“Aye.” That was heavy. “My lord Maxwell?”

“I can only find him guilty, my lord Archbishop.”

“And you, Master of Glencairn?”

“I also say guilty, my lord.”

Dunbar bowed to the inevitable, inevitable from the first. “Who am I to adjudge you mistaken? I must accept your decision. There is, then, only the sentence. What shall it be?”

“There is only one sentence for high treason, as all men know,” Atholl said woodenly. “Death. Hanging, drawing and quartering.”

The others nodded.

“There is the royal prerogative, my lords – mercy!”

Again all eyes were on James Stewart. And again he stared ahead of him, expressionless.

Seconds passed as the Archbishop waited, until at length he sank his head between hunched shoulders. “So be it,” he got out thickly. “Guard – bring in the Master of Forbes.”

In tense silence the company watched the prisoner being brought back. He appeared to have recovered his defiant attitude, jaw out-thrust. Undoubtedly he knew the verdict, and his fate.

“Master of Forbes,” the Chancellor said tonelessly, “you have been found guilty by the Council of the offence of high treason, in that you have conspired against the life, well-being and rule of your sovereign-lord King James. As a consequence, you will die, and at a time and place to be decided by His Grace. May Almighty God have mercy on your soul!”

Forbes bowed, ironically. “And on yours, my lord Archbishop, for condemning an innocent man!”

As though he had been struck, the prelate shrank back in his chair.

Abruptly, James Stewart rose, and without a word stalked from the hall.

As men scrambled to their feet, David Lindsay signed to his trumpeters to blow, and, with what dignity he could muster, hurried after the monarch.

It was Huntly who shouted after him. “Lindsay – discover when and where? The execution?”

James was at his royal quarters before David caught up with him – and few would have risked speech, in view of the King’s expression. But Lindsay had been his childhood companion and only real friend, the first and most enduring influence in the royal life.

“Sire – are you indeed set on that man’s death?” he asked. “Would not banishment serve? Send him to join his good-brother Angus?”

“No.” That was sufficiently certain. “He dies.”

“Then, my lord King, they must know when. And where.” The criticism in the other voice was as certain.

“Forthwith. Lest the Douglases attempt a rescue, or other move. Today, here, at this castle. He goes not outside these walls again. Now – leave me.”

So, on the Castle-hill of Edinburgh, that same afternoon, John Forbes went to the gallows, bold, challenging to the end, the King watching from a distant window of the rock-crowning fortress. As for mercy, the gruesome drawing and quartering was postponed until life was considered to be extinct.

But James Stewart, in his heartbreak over Madeleine de Valois and his resentment and fear of Angus, the Douglases and Henry his uncle, was not finished. Lindsay had never seen him like this, so dour, sullen, set in his vindictiveness – for normally he was a cheerful, casual young man, verging on the irresponsible, pleasure-loving and easy-going, more concerned with women, hunting, sport and gaiety than affairs of state. He promptly ordered the trial of the Lady Janet Douglas, widow of the Lord Glamis, to be held before his return to Stirling four days later.

It proved to be scarcely a repetition of the Forbes hearing, although it was held in the same hall and before much the same large company, for the actual charge here was not to be treason, although that could be inferred, but witchcraft – and witchcraft was an offence against Holy Church. So it was not a Privy Council matter nor the concern of the justiciary nor the new Court of Session.

Three prelates were the judges, resplendent in magnificent vestments, the Bishops of Dunkeld and Ross, and, just that there should be no mistake, the King’s secretary, David Paniter, Prior of St. Mary’s Isle.

The monarch was ushered in by Lyon in the usual way.

On this occasion, at least, there was no reluctance nor hesitation on the part of the presiding judge. Bishop George Crichton of Dunkeld was an amiable, chuckling, uncomplicated character, who appeared to extract maximum enjoyment out of life, even witchcraft-trials – very different from his superior the Archbishop of Glasgow, who was not present on this occasion. Beaming around him, once the King was seated, he called for the accused.

Lady Glamis was brought in, a handsome, well-made woman in her late thirties, carrying herself assuredly, with no lack of Douglas pride. She bowed to none.

The Bishop waved to her genially, and ordered a chair to be brought for her; but evidently she preferred to stand, for she ignored it, and him.

“You are Janet Douglas, sister to Archibald Douglas, Earl of Angus, now a subject by choice of the English king, rejecting his own liege-lord?” Crichton observed, as though he found the matter amusing, intriguing. “You were married firstly to John, sixth Lord Glamis, who died of a poisoning. Commonly said to have been administered by your ladyship in a posset of Bordeaux wine!” The Bishop smiled cheerfully at this tit-bit of relevant information. “Since when you have wed a Hielantman, one Campbell of Skipnish. We trust that he keeps well, my lady?”

She eyed him coolly. “Well, my lord Bishop. And you, I understand, are a bastard son of a small Lothian laird. Who has boasted that he has read neither the New nor the Old Testament of holy scripture!”

Delightedly the Bishop rubbed plump beringed fingers. “Ha! Spirit, I see. A lady of birth and spirit, indeed! Excellent! And right on both counts, forby. Holy Church looks after the faithful, however humbly-born and unlettered. We are not all witches and warlocks, only simple men. As to scriptures, I have my breviary, and have ever found it sufficient.” He turned to his fellow-judges. “Eh, my friends?”

James Hay, Bishop of Ross, made a gesture which could have meant anything; and David Paniter, a learned man and protégé of Davie Beaton, produced a wan smile.

“Now, to our task, lady,” Crichton went on, pleasantly. “You dabble in poisons, it seems. An art, no doubt – even if it is a black one. Little known to such as us here, simple men – even more so than holy writ, heh? Enlighten us, lady. How do you discover these infusions? By much reading of dark books? Through secret conclaves? Or by witchcraft and consultation with Satanicus?” He hooted. “With Auld Hornie – Satanicus. Lord of the Powers of Darkness? He has his auld and new testaments, too, they do say! But you will put us right on that, no doubt?”

The woman looked at him disdainfully. “Do you wander in your mind, my lord Bishop? Or is this some play-acting? I know nothing of the powers of darkness. Any more than I do of poison. Or of witchcraft.”

“Och, modest, modest! Suitable in a woman, to be sure. But scarce helpful to our enquiry. Never heed – your friend the barbour and chirurgeon has been more forthcoming, see you – the mannie John Lyon. Lyon, now – that is the Glamis name, is it not? Some kinsman, eh?”

That altered her attitude not a little. “What mean you?” she demanded quickly.

“Why, but that a sawbones and trimmer of beards being so close to a lord’s lady and earl’s daughter, could be the better understood if he was of your late husband’s kin.”

“A servant of my lord, that was all. Not close to me. I am not close with servants!”

“Ah – then he is a teller of tales as well as a cutter of hairs and letter of blood! A man of many talents, to be sure. It seems a weaver of spells and brewer of potions also? And the tales he has told us! In yonder Tolbooth.” Crichton positively beamed.

Lady Glamis looked wary. “What is this? What tolbooth? Spare me your riddles, my lord Bishop.”

“Why, lady, the Tolbooth of this Edinburgh. Down the High Street. Where now lie your friends, this John Lyon, Patrick Charteris of Cathelgurdy, a priest whose name I misremember – and, to be sure, your present husband and your son, the young Lord Glamis. Forby, these two are now bestowed up here, in this castle. A notable company – and they have been enlightening us with their own riddles! Interestingly, I say – interestingly.”

“My son! You have my son? How dare you! What have you been doing to John? In that hell-hole, the Tolbooth? He is but sixteen years . . .”

“And well-advanced for such years, lady. A fine lad. He told us much, after a little while.”

“If you have been torturing my son, priest, you, you will . . .!”

“Tut, lady – no need for torture. No, no. A mere sight of the thumbikins and he could not have been more helpful. Told us much. As did they all, indeed – most informative. Och, we are much the wiser, improved in our knowledge.” He snickered. “Even Holy Church can learn, we do confess. So now – we seek your own confession, lady, as is right and proper.”

“I have nothing to confess – to you, sir, or other. You can bring no true charges against me. For I have committed no offence.”

“No? How fortunate you are to be able so to say! Few can be quite so sure, in this sad world! So your son, your present husband, Cathelgurdy, the priest and the barbour – they all lie? Only your ladyship speaks truth?”

“I have not been put to the torment. As yet! What charges do you raise against me?”

Crichton consulted his papers. “We have it here, somewhere. Ah, yes – that you, the Lady Janet Douglas, did conspire and imagine the destruction of the most noble person of our serene lord the King, by poison and witchcraft. Aye, that is the heart of it. To the point, you will agree, lady?”

“I deny it. False as it is foolish.”

The Bishop of Ross spoke up. “Let us have done with this. We get nowhere with this woman. We know the worth of her denials. We know her past offences. We know that she has spoken against the King’s Grace on many occasions. That she actively supports her brother, the outlawed Earl of Angus. That she visited him in England, with Charteris of Cathelgurdy, at King Henry’s court. That she is in constant communication with Douglas factions and their friends up and down this land . . .”

“Aye, Jamie, aye – but this of poison and witchcraft is our especial concern this day, see you. On all you say, the lady is no doubt to be condemned. Sins against the realm. But witchcraft now, could be accounted the sin against the Holy Ghost! The business of Holy Church. Forby, it is fell interesting, you will admit?” Crichton turned back to the prisoner indulgently. “Lady, you will admit to attending secret meetings by night in the kirkyard of Glamis? Of digging up skulls and bones therein buried? Of uttering curses at the full of the moon? Of fire-raising? Of examining the bellies of hares and the like for omens? Of colloguing with the barbour John Lyon, and a man he named as Mackay, in the concocting of potions and poisons, for administration to the King’s Grace . . .?”

“All folly! All lies! How could I administer poison to the King? I have never been in the King’s company.”

“Ah, but you have friends, good friends, who do frequent His Grace’s court. Highly placed friends, who could have the poison administered.” He chuckled. “You’ll not deny that, a bonny woman like yourself!”

“I do so deny.”

“Tut, lass – I have the names somewhere. Aye – what of the Lords Ruthven and Oliphant, eh? And others?”

“Mere neighbours and friends of my former husband.”

“Scarcely his friends, lady . . .?”

The third member of the panel, David Paniter, the King’s secretary, intervened, reading in level tones from a paper. “In the year 1532, the accused Lady Glamis stood trial at Forfar justice-eyres on a charge of fire-raising. And of poisoning her husband, the Lord Glamis, four years earlier. That trial was abandoned for the refusal of witnesses to compear. Also of justices to attend, to the number of twenty-eight, although summoned. For fear of witchcraft and threats to their persons.”

That flat statement quite notably changed the character of the proceedings. The slightly unreal atmosphere engendered by the Bishop of Dunkeld’s genial handling of the matter gave place to tension.

“Idle talk,” the prisoner said into the silence. “The ignorant clack of groundlings.”

“Scarcely groundlings, Lady Glamis,” Paniter said. He read again. “Amongst those fined by the justiciary for refusal to attend as justices were the Lords Oliphant and Ruthven and the barons of Moncrieffe, Ardoch and Tullibardine. Over a score of others.”

Crichton wagged his head wonderingly. “That was right effective witchery, lady. How did you do it? Hech, hech – over a score of them, afeard. Explain it to us, simple churchmen, if you please.”

“It is all lies, I tell you. Talk. Without substance.”

“Was it without substance that you were tried and found guilty, the year before, of conspiring with the King’s rebels and using unlawful means to persuade others to betray their allegiance?” That was Paniter again. “For which you fled the realm. And your property was forfeited. As in 1528, nine years ago, you were summoned to appear before parliament itself, charged, with Home of Blackadder, Kennedy of Girvanmains and others, of aiding the Earl of Angus to convoke the King’s lieges for invasion of His Grace’s royal person, at the age of seventeen years.”

“I was acquitted on that occasion,” she declared, but her voice faltered for the first time.

“But not on this occasion, I say,” Bishop Hay declared heavily. “What need we of further talk? This woman is long set in her wickedness and sins. She is utterly unrepentant. We but waste the time of His Grace and all here. Her guilt is clear. I say that it is only for us to pronounce sentence.”

“I agree,” Paniter nodded.

Almost reluctantly Crichton spread his hands. “As you will,” he allowed. “Although who knows what we might learn, to add to our poor knowledge of such dark matters? If this lady could be persuaded to inform us.” He shrugged. “So, Lady Glamis, you have heard? My godly colleagues find the charges proved against you. Myself, I can do no other. As to sentence, I am thankful that it is not for us to decide. Holy Church in its wisdom has only the one sentence for witchcraft – the stake. But you will know that well, I am sure. Thus may cleansing fire consume and purify the ill in you, and you will go on your way to grace and better things, not only forgiven by a merciful God but purged, refined.” That was benevolence itself. “Will the morrow serve for your . . . translation? Here, on the Castle-hill? So be it.”

Expressionless the prisoner inclined her handsome head. “May I see my son?” she asked.

“Surely, surely – His Grace permitting.” For the first time, the Bishop addressed the throne. “Sire, Holy Church has heard, examined, decided and spoken. We pray God’s blessing on Your Grace and your realm.”

“I thank you, my lord Bishop.” James rose, staring at the Lady Glamis. “There remains but Angus and his brother,” he added, but so low that probably only David Lindsay, standing behind him, heard it.

The trumpeters sounded.
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David Lindsay, straddling two gnarled boughs of an old apple tree in the orchard at the Mount of Lindifferon, picking the last of the fruit in the October sunshine, declared, certainly not for the first time, that he was being careful, that he well realised that he was no longer a young man, in fact that he was in his forty-seventh year – but that did not mean necessarily that he was a decrepit cripple nor a witless idiot. He dropped another apple into the apron his wife held out beneath him, to catch the fruit without it bruising.

Janet Douglas smiled gently – she was good at that. “It is merely that I rate your worth higher than a few apples! Even wise and agile men of whatever years can fall if the branch breaks under them – and the one under your left foot looks like to do so. Or should I say sinister foot, for my lord Lyon? Lord Ape would suit you better, I swear, at this present!”

“Quiet, woman! I have had enough of that already, from Sandy Moir.”

“Sandy has the rights of it. Kings of Arms and Poets Laureate, to say nothing of privy councillors, should not climb trees. You should leave those top apples to Sandy.”

“Sandy is old enough to be my father! And an auld wife, forby! There now,” he exclaimed, as an apple missed the apron and fell to the grass. “That one will not keep. If you were to stand in the right place instead of clucking at me like a broody hen, we’d do the better!”

Janet made a face up at him. She was his second wife, she was not beautiful nor yet handsome, but undeniably attractive nevertheless in a calm and comely way, her years sitting but lightly upon her. The royal Wardrobe Mistress, she was the only Douglas the King would have about his court – but then, she was a Black Douglas, not a Red of the Angus line, and despite having the same name as the late Lady Glamis, there was little else to link them.

It was the disapproving Sandy Moir, handyman and as much of a gardener as the Mount boasted, who raised his voice from a little way off. “Maister – see yonder! Doon by. Company.” Sandy always had had difficulty in his addressing of Lindsay. A sturdy, independent Fifer, he had known his employer since childhood and had never managed to get his tongue round Sir David, still less my lord Lyon. If he was being particularly critical, he called him Laird.

Looking where the man pointed, southwards, downhill through the autumn leafage, David saw the three horsemen come trotting up the quite steep winding track to the Mount, one most kenspeckle in vivid scarlet. There was only one man he knew who habitually dressed all in red – and he had believed that man to be still in France.

“Davie!” he exclaimed. “Davie Beaton – home again!”

Janet sighed. “Then there is an end to apple-gathering. At least we will get you down from this tree!” She wagged her expressive head. “I am fond of Davie, as you know – but his comings are apt to spell trouble.” She went to empty her apronful into one of a row of baskets.

The estate and barony of the Mount of Lindifferon covered the twin hills of that name which rose out of the green vale of Stratheden in the Rigging of Fife, some three miles north-west of the county town of Cupar, a pleasant place of steep fields, hanging woodlands and far-flung vistas, with a square stone tower within its curtain-walled courtyard, its pleasance and orchard and a dovecote. David had inherited this property as a child, from his mother, long before he fell heir to his father’s larger lairdship of Garleton, in East Lothian, just across the Forth estuary; and having always been known as Lindsay of the Mount, had not bothered to change his style to Lindsay of Garleton, on his father’s death. He looked on this isolated and lofty Fife demesne as his home; and Janet preferred it to Garleton, where he had a younger but not particularly congenial brother as incumbent. Here they came whenever they could get away from their duties at court.

Lindsay was still dusting the green of the tree off his far from elegant homespun clothing when the other David rode up, a picture of fashion and style in red velvet and satin, with nothing particularly clerical about him save for the gold crucifix on the chain against his doublet. His two attendants made up for it, however, heavily armed, in mitre-painted steel breastplates and the embroidered livery of the archiepiscopal see of St. Andrews. They reined up well back from their master.

Doffing his jewelled and plumed bonnet in a sweeping homage to Janet, at the same time as he dismounted lithely, Beaton produced that most winning smile of his.

“The fairest sights and scenes these eyes have been favoured with for many a day!” he announced gallantly. “Bless you both – how good to see you again.” There was little of prelatical benediction about that.

“So you are back,” Lindsay said. “Sooner than we looked for you.”

“A plague on it – what sort of a welcome is that!” the other demanded, laughing. “Janet – can you not do better for me?” He strode forward to embrace her.

“It is good to see you, Davie,” she assured him. “You should know this bearlike husband of mine by now, eloquent only on paper, the most unlikely poet even Scotland has produced! We have missed you these months, despite his greeting. When did you return?”

“Only yesterday my ship reached St. Andrews. And here I am on my way to Stirling, to James. I could not pass without calling, to see if you were here.”

“You will have the shorter journey, then,” Lindsay told him. “James is hunting, at Falkland, here in Fife. He does not require us, for that – so here we are.”

“Good. Then I have only another dozen miles to ride. Which means that I can bide with you a while. For James, hunting, will not want to see me, or any, until he has eaten and is rested. How is he? Still mourning Madeleine?”

“Aye. Although managing to console himself, in some fashion!”

“No doubt. Well, I have consolation for him. Marie de Guise will wed him. And King Francis not only agrees but will provide another dowry, of one hundred and fifty thousand livres, no less! So all is well. Mind you, it was not all simple to achieve. For Henry of England is looking for still another new wife, and his eye fell on the de Guise. But I convinced Francis of the folly of permitting that. And the lady of the dangers of being wed to Henry Tudor!”

“But – is he seeking another divorce? He is married now to this Jane Seymour . . .”

“Sakes, man – she is dead! Have you not heard? After giving birth to the son he so greatly coveted and needed, this Prince Edward, she sank and dwindled. Bleeding never ceased, they say. She died, and within days he was seeking a fourth wife.”

“Lord – that man is beyond all! A monster! This Frenchwoman should thank you, then.”

“I hope that she may. And that James will also. As Francis has done. Likewise Pope Paul.” That was just a trifle smug.

“So greatly favoured! I wonder that you deign to darken our poor doorway!”

“Which you have not yet invited him to do!” Janet reminded. “Come – favour us, favoured as you are, Davie. You will be the better of some refreshment, I warrant.”

But Beaton actually caught her arm as she was moving off, holding her back. “You speak truer than you know, both of you,” he declared. “I would have you the first to know, to hear it, here in Scotland. I am to become a cardinal, a Prince of the Church!”

“Wha-a-at!” Lindsay stared. “Cardinal? You, you jest!”

“No jest. I am to become the Cardinal of St. Stephen of the Caelian Hill. When James marries the de Guise.”

“But . . . why? You, Davie Beaton, a cardinal? You are clever, yes. Able. Have much influence here in Scotland. But, at Rome? Why, man?”

“You scarcely flatter! There is reason enough. Francis urged it on the Pope. Scotland must be strong for Holy Church, this reforming heresy controlled. Henry of England will have Scotland if he can. Having it throw off allegiance to Rome would greatly aid him. He tries all the time, with intrigues and pensions, as you know well. And the Church here is not strong, at this present. My uncle, its head, is little better than a cipher, senile. He will not live much longer. Dunbar of Glasgow is weak. An honest man, yes, but not a fighter, not one to be Primate, and save the Church from Henry and the heretics. And the other bishops – can you see any of them strong enough, with sufficient vigour and resolve? For that task? Old bumbling Dunkeld? Ross already a sick man. Galloway aged. Aberdeen lost in his books. Some already accept Henry’s gold, I know. So . . .”

“So? You mean . . .? You?”

“Aye, myself. There is nothing else for it, David. Do you not see it? I can preserve Holy Church in Scotland – and I know no other who could. So I must succeed my uncle, when he goer. But I am not even a bishop in Scotland, only in France. To become Archbishop of St. Andrews and Primate I must have undoubted episcopal authority, to be accepted. As a cardinal, that is . . . undeniable!”

At a loss for words, Lindsay gazed at his one-time fellow-student.

Janet looked from one to the other. “A cardinal is still but a man,” she said. “And a man requires sustenance after a long ride. If Your Eminence-to-be will come this way?” And she led them out of that orchard towards the little castle, directing Sandy Moir to look after the two men-at-arms.

Later, with no more to be said on Beaton’s soaring prospects, the talk turned to the present situation in Scotland, with that man wanting to know all of significance that had transpired during his four-months’ absence. Lindsay told him about the trials at Edinburgh and his own concern thereat, not only at what he feared might well be the injustice perpetrated – for he was by no means convinced that either of the accused had been guilty – but at the new development in the King’s character, a ruthless severity and resentment not hitherto evident. Presumably it was the death of Madeleine which had brought this out. The Tudor blood in him coming to the surface, perhaps . . .

“The more this new match is needed, then,” Beaton asserted. “Marie de Guise is a strong-minded woman. She will be good for James. He is not a strong character – we have always known that. He needs a guiding hand, closer to him than mine, or even yours. As to the trials, those two, Forbes and the Lady Glamis, they may not have been guilty of all they were accused of, but they deserved to die, I swear. That woman was evil, dangerous, apart altogether from being Angus’s sister. And Forbes was a murderer.”

“Perhaps. But that was not what they were tried for. It was treason. And witchcraft. I cannot think that the King’s justice – and the Church’s – nor their repute, profited. You, Davie, I vow were thankful to be spared sitting as one of the judges? Indeed, I think that you may even have contrived it all, so that you would not be there! And appointed judges who would do it all for you!”

“You esteem me, if that is the word, of greater power and authority than ever I am blessed with!” the other returned lightly. “Give James himself a little of the credit!” And, in a different voice, “You say that he is changed? And for the worse. He is still mourning Madeleine – but consoling himself meantime! With whom? The usual tribe of noble sluts and common whores?” He waved. “With my apologies to Janet!”

“These, yes, in some measure. But that is not what concerns me most – for it has ever been that way.” Lindsay hesitated a little. “It is this of Oliver Sinclair. He is . . . doting on that young man.”

“Doting? You do not mean . . .?”

“I do not rightly know. It scarcely seems possible, in a man so taken up with women. Yet they are seldom apart now. Sinclair has taken over the place of the Bastard of Arran, only more, more intimately. He shares his bedchamber not infrequently – but the Bastard used to do that also . . .”

“And as did you, over many a year, my friend!”

“To be sure. But that was . . . otherwise. There may be no ill in that. But Sinclair is no good influence on James, I feel sure. He encourages his new harshness. I do not like that young man.”

“But he is not displacing the women, you say?”

“No-o-o. But he presumes. Interferes. Gives himself airs. And James appears to see no fault in him. Many complain to me.”

“Such familiars and favourites come and go. Most rulers have the like. It is a lonely life, to be a monarch.”

“True. Perhaps I make overmuch of it. Janet says that I do. But – I believe that he is worth watching. If King Henry could get at Oliver Sinclair . . .!”

“M’mm. Yes, I see. I will keep an eye on him. He will be at Falkland with James? I scarce know the man.”

“He is kin to the Earl of Caithness, of that savage house.”

“David will see no good in him,” Janet said. “I think there is little harm to Oliver Sinclair, that a few more years will not put right. This new marriage will help the situation, belike? When is the wedding to be?”

“James will have to decide that. Francis suggests May. Which is probably right . . .”

“Not another months-long jaunt to France!” Lindsay protested. “So soon after the last. This kingdom could not be doing with that.”

“No, I agree. Nor the French, either. I doubt whether James would wish it, forby. I am going to suggest that he sends one of his lords for a proxy wedding in Paris, Erskine perhaps, or Maxwell. Then the true ceremony when the bride gets here.”

“Will the Duchess Marie agree to that?”

“I believe so. She is a sensible woman, pleased to be becoming a queen. And she was much taken with James – as he with her, before he met Madeleine. Forby, she is no girl, and has been wed before.”

“Poor Marie de Guise!” Janet murmured. “I wonder whether she has any notion of what she has ahead of her, as Queen of Scotland!”

The men did not venture an opinion on that.

“Did you see Marion while I was away?” Beaton asked, changing the subject.

“Indeed yes. We visited her at Ethie Castle for a day or two in August, after we had the harvest in. She was well, and the children. But missing you. A woman in a thousand, that.”

“Do I not know it! I will go there whenever I can get away from James. See you – why not come with me, both of you? Sail from St. Andrews in my vessel. It would be a joy.”

“Yes, David – why not?” Janet exclaimed. “That would be so good.”

“If the King does not require our services . . .”

“If he is having fair sport at Falkland, he will not, my friend,” Beaton assured. “Kings of Arms and Wardrobe Mistresses, even poets, are scarcely essential to stag-chasing! I will seek leave-of-absence for you . . .”

To the Lindsays the speed and ease of the voyage by sea, compared with the journey by land which they had had to make hitherto, was scarcely believable. Whereas it required two long days of riding, even using the ferry across Tay, from Lindifferon to Ethiehaven on the Angus coast, going by ship it was a mere twenty miles or so, on this breezy October day and took them only three hours. Sailing in Beaton’s own – or at least Holy Church’s shallop, Eden Lass, from St. Andrews quayside, they headed north by east on the steady south-west wind, out of the bay and crossing the mouth of the Tay estuary, to pass between the long, low headland of Buddon Ness and the menacing reef of Inchcape, which was spouting high spray even on this relatively calm sea, the most fatal hazard on all the east coast of Scotland according to Beaton. He explained that it was a long ridge of rock, entirely hidden at high-water, threatening the shipping routes to both the Forth and Tay firths, on which more vessels had struck and foundered than anywhere else on this seaboard. With some satisfaction he pointed out the slender scaffold or timber frame rising from the rock, on which hung the great bell which they could just hear intermittently out of the contrary breeze, and which had been erected there, after great endeavours, by a former Abbot of Arbroath, its constant tolling to warn mariners by day and night – so that the reef was often called the Bell Rock; and which the dastardly pirate, Sir Ralph the Rover, had deliberately cut down in order to lure more ships to their doom – and was himself wrecked and drowned on the same shoal within the year. The Abbey of Arbroath still took pride in maintaining this dangerous belfry in the ocean, he assured them.

Soon thereafter they were level with the town of Arbroath itself, its great red-stone abbey rising proudly above the huddled houses and harbour, its smoke-sheds for curing fish sending up blue clouds, all helping to provide wealth for the Abbot, and this the second-richest religious foundation in all Scotland. From there on they sailed parallel with a wild and cliff-girt coast, the precipices growing ever higher and more savage, their feet smothered in spume, until Red Head itself, one of the loftiest promontories in the land, loomed before them in towering majesty. Just round this daunting foreland, where the seas boiled more whitely than anywhere else they had seen, beyond all seeming reason the Eden Lass turned directly in towards the turmoil of waters, heaving on the cross-tides, yet with the calmer waters of Lunan Bay inviting only a little further. And there, tucked in behind the soaring cape, was a cleft in the wall of rock, sheltering the tiny harbour of Ethiehaven, which crouched under the cliffs. A less likely destination for a Prince of the Church would have been hard to imagine.

Their skipper was practised at entering this difficult refuge, and they tied up expertly at a breakwater under a huddle of fishers’ cottages which sat on a mere shelf of the promontory. Disembarking, after a greeting for the fisherfolk, with whom Beaton was obviously on excellent terms, they commenced the ascent of the cliffs by a steep zig-zag which was more stone step-ladder than path, the seabirds wheeling and screaming around them.

At the summit, breathless, they gazed around them at the farflung panorama of land and sea, the great crescent of Lunan Bay ringed with golden sands where the cliffs sank away to marram-grass dunes, the green braes inland, cattle-dotted, the wind-blown woodlands all bending away from the sea, and the distant blue ramparts of the Highland Line enclosing all to the west.
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