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1

John Douglas was fishing. He enjoyed fishing and spent much of his time at it – too much, according to his brother Archie, whose was a different nature, urgent, active, headstrong. John was otherwise, quiet, contemplative, a little reserved, but by no means shrinking or dull – Douglases were seldom dull. Fishing seemed to suit him, an activity which permitted his mind to journey off on its own for much of the time – and he had an active mind. Sometimes, of course, he had to keep his attention very much on what he was doing, especially when in his boat, for it was sea-fishing which he pursued, sometimes afloat, sometimes, as now, from ashore. Tantallon was not much of a place for river-fishing; and the nearest fishable loch was miles off in the Lammermuir Hills.

Not that the description “ashore” was very apt for John’s present stance, for he was sitting on a jutting slab of rock some one hundred and twenty feet above the surging tide, a dizzy perch on which his sisters would nowise join him, and Archie did not. Casting his line down there, duly weighted, hooked and baited, required a certain skill in itself, for the wind, on that long drop, was all too likely to make it sway and swing and divert, often to catch the hook on projections or sea-pink clumps growing out of the cliff-face, or, lower, seaweed and the like, which in a more impatient young man would have been found off-putting. So the control as well as the aiming of his line was all-important, not only for that reason but also to ensure that it fell eventually into a selected spot, a restricted area of sand amongst the rocks, reefs and skerries down there, this no easy open patch but a twisting, turning, narrow channel, a channel which had to serve another purpose than just John’s fishing, for this was the only means for boats and shipping, of necessarily modest proportions, to approach the castle above, and this only at high water and when the seas were not too rough. But that sandy bottom below the waves, winding as it was, was a notable haunt of flounders, sole, rock-cod and suchlike. And if Archie thought that his brother was wasting his time, a strangely feeble Douglas in stirring times, and his sisters, all seven of them, were afraid that he would fall over and kill himself at this ridiculous ploy, they none of them refused to eat and enjoy the fruits of his labours – if labours they could be called.

But perhaps, labours, yes. For part of him was labouring the while, after a fashion, or active at least, purposefully active much of the time. More than just contemplating. He was summoning up pictures, faces, emotions, actions, words, and seeking for due words of his own to describe these adequately; and more than adequately, vividly, dramatically, resoundingly. And sometimes in rhyme and rhythm. For John Douglas was a storyteller, and sometimes a poet. Not that, at twenty years, he claimed to be the latter; but he did frequently entertain the family and retainers with his tales and compositions, of an evening – and even Archie did not find fault with that.

Waiting for that long, long line to jerk, at a bite, and interrupting his picture-building process to deal with an already caught flounder which he had thought was suitably dead but which had now started to flap on the rock at his side amongst others of his catch, to the danger of it and them falling off and over, his attention was further distracted by a call from behind him which jerked him round, in the circumstances to his distinct danger, since his legs below the knee were already dangling over into nothingness. If he had been impatient, like Archie, he would have cursed and exclaimed. But, turning, he merely raised his eyebrows.

“Johnnie! Archie says to come,” his sister Alison called, from the ultimate outer parapet-walk on the north, seaward, side of Tantallon Castle. “A messenger has come. From Stirling. It is important, he says.”

John could have answered let him come to see me, then. But he forbore, not because Archie was the elder and an earl to boot, fifth Earl of Angus, but because he was that way inclined, an even-tempered young man, not exactly placid but normally prepared to please other folk if he could – although, given sufficient cause, he could be otherwise. He waved a hand, dealt with the flapping flounder and proceeded, but unhurriedly, necessarily careful, to raise and neatly coil that lengthy fishing-line, taking heed to keep it free from the rock-face hazards. The ballad of Baldred of the Bass which he was composing would have to wait; after all St Baldred had been waiting for a long time, since the seventh century, seven hundred years.

All in order on his rock-slab, John gathered up his catch so far, four fish – if he left them there the swooping gulls would have them – put them in a canvas bag and clambered up from the lip of the precipice and along to the flight of steps cut out in the naked rock which led up to that outer bastion of the castle where the girl stood, and also down to the dizzy platform from which a rope ladder could on occasion be lowered, to give less than easy access to any boat in that twisted channel. Tantallon was that sort of castle, perched high on a narrow promontory of a cliff-girt, iron-bound coast, impregnable seat of the Red Douglases.

Alison, the youngest of his seven sisters, was aged fourteen, and bonny, a sparkling-eyed, laughing girl, everyone’s favourite. She took the bag of fish and peered in, to count.

“Only four?” she complained.

“If you had been with me, fishing also, we could have doubled that,” he told her easily. “What messenger is this? From Stirling, you say?”

“Yes. From the Princess Mary, I think. A friar, from the Abbey of Cambuskenneth. Archie seems much put-about. I do not know what brings him, but it must be important.”

“Not necessarily,” her brother observed, with a faint smile. “Archie being Archie! But – we shall see.”

From that sea-facing bastion they stepped down into the wide open courtyard of the stronghold, partly paved, partly living rock, to move over towards the mighty keep and its flanking towers linked by lofty walling and parapets enclosing lesser buildings, all in the rose-red stone typical of this knuckle-end of Lothian which shook its fist in the face of the Norse Sea. Tantallon was an unusual castle, in more ways than one, basically a vast wall of masonry which shut off this narrow peninsula’s tip, so that it was defended on three sides by sheer cliffs, and on the fourth, landwards, by a series of moats, deep ditches and ramparts, contrived to keep attackers at a distance and cannon well out of range. That giant stone curtain held the huge keep-cum-gatehouse tower, six storeys high, with drawbridge and portcullis, and almost equally high flanking towers at each end of the fifty-foot-high and twelve-foot-thick linking walls. In Scotland’s turbulent history, it had never been taken by assault. The blue and white banners bearing the Red Heart of Douglas flew from the three tower-tops.

Passing the deep well sunk from the courtyard, necessarily deeper than the cliffs themselves, and leaving the subsidiary buildings of kitchens, barracks, chapel, stabling and storehouses on the right, they entered the main keep, to climb a straight stairway in the thickness of the walling to the first floor, where girlish laughter sounded from six other sisters in the great hall, and on up to the next floor, now by a circular turnpike stair, to the private and lesser hall. Alison opened the door.

Within, two men sat at a table, one young, red-headed, hot-eyed, squarely built, not handsome but eye-catching, of very different appearance from his brother who was slender, fine-featured, dark of hair and grey-eyed. The other man was middle-aged, spare, tonsured and clad in black, travel-stained monkish garb. He was eating from a platter.

“John, here is Brother Anselm, from Cambuskenneth. He comes from Mary, the princess, Countess of Arran, with tidings,” the younger said. “Ill tidings. Thomas Boyd is dead. The Earl of Arran.”

“Dead!” John stared. “They . . . they caught him, then? At last. You mean . . . ?”

“Not caught, no. He died in the Low Countries. How, it is not clear.” The earl looked at the friar.

“We have no sure word, my lord. Save that the Lord Arran is dead. How he died we have not heard. The word came to my lord Bishop of St Andrews from the Vatican. But with no details. Save that the Duke of Burgundy, his friend, is desolate. And is building a great monument to him. Whether he died of a sickness, or . . . otherwise, we know not. But the death is sure, I fear.”

“Here is sorrow!” John said. “He was a good man – despite being a Boyd! This will be sore news indeed for Mary Stewart. And . . .” He left the rest unsaid.

“Aye, sore news in more ways than one!” his brother exclaimed. “This is why Mary sends this messenger. She is to be married again, no less! Now.”

“Married . . . ?”

The friar gulped, to avoid speaking with his mouth full. “The Princess Mary asked my abbot to have the word sent to you, my lords. She is as good as a prisoner in Stirling Castle. But she sees my abbot frequently. Whenever the tidings of the Earl of Arran’s death reached Stirling, the Secret Council decided that the princess must remarry. She is to wed the Lord Hamilton.”

“Hamilton! That lecher!”

“That is what she has told my abbot. She is much distressed. And asks that you, my lords, her friends, come to Stirling and seek to persuade the King otherwise. To forbid this forced marriage of his sister.”

“James!” Archie cried. “He will never do that. Outface the council. He is craven, weak . . .”

“We might persuade him.”

“That, my lords, is what Her Highness hopes. Why I am sent to you to seek your aid. The King might listen to you, heed you. If you will come to Stirling . . .”

“We could come to Stirling, yes. If you consider it worth the doing,” the earl agreed. “How say you, Johnnie?”

The other nodded, if a little doubtfully. He was not one for Kings and courts and great affairs.

“When?” Archie asked.

“Soon. The sooner the better, my lord. For there is need for haste, Her Highness says.”

“Tomorrow, then. Eh, Johnnie?”

“Should I go, also?”

“Yes, yes. Better with us both. For James. He likes you.”

“Very well . . .”

The friar, fully fed and refreshed, was sent on his way. The brothers eyed each other. Here were problems indeed – and not merely problems of state and court, for there was a very personal side to it all. This man who had died abroad, Thomas Boyd, Earl of Arran, a banished exile, was in fact brother-in-law to the Earl of Angus. His sister, Archie’s wife, Elizabeth Boyd, was upstairs in the East Tower, with her three children. She would have to be informed.

Arran’s wife, or widow now, was the Princess Mary, elder sister of the monarch, James the Third, King of Scots. Theirs had been a forced marriage. James and Mary, when out hunting, had been unlawfully kidnapped and thereafter held captive by the Lord Boyd of Kilmarnock and his brother, Sir Alexander Boyd. Lord Boyd had thus been able to rule Scotland, for three years, as Regent, in the young King’s name. He had had his son and heir marry the Princess Mary. But Thomas, whom he had had created Earl of Arran, and Mary Stewart, however inauspicious the start of their marriage, had grown to admire and love each other. After those three years the Boyd regime had fallen, whilst Arran was in Denmark arranging for the betrothal of the King of Denmark’s daughter to King James. Jealous and resentful nobles, led by the King’s uncles, had combined to topple the Regent; and a parliament had declared the Boyds guilty of lèse-majestè and high treason, and condemned them to death. Arran, bringing home the royal Danish bride, had, in his ship, reached as far as the mouth of the Firth of Forth, here off Tantallon, when, with Douglas help, Mary had managed to get out to intercept and warn him of his impending fate; and she and her husband had left the bride-to-be and both sailed back to Denmark. But weak young King James, on the orders of his new governors, actually his uncles the Earls of Atholl and Buchan, had sent and had his sister brought back, by royal command, although her husband had contrived to make his way to the Low Countries. That was four years ago, in 1470, and husband and wife had not met since. Now he was dead, and the new widow calling for help.

Mary Stewart’s call was not to be ignored. As well as being kin by marriage, the King’s sister, and possibly the most beautiful woman in Scotland, she was the Douglases’ friend, well loved.

Archie, impetuous, always for immediate action, was already preoccupied with practical details. They would go by boat, of course, up-Forth, not consider the sixty-mile journey on horseback. His galley would serve. They would get as far as Airth, up the river, only nine or ten miles to ride to Stirling, hiring horses there. A score of men would be sufficient as escort . . .

John was otherwise concerned. Elizabeth! How were they to tell her, to least hurt? Her own brother . . .

Archie shook his head and shrugged one wide shoulder. “The girls . . . ?” he suggested.

“No. You are her husband. It is for you to do it.”

“You come with me, then, Johnnie.”

The brothers did not have to go down to courtyard level again to reach the East Tower, for those enormously thick curtain walls on either side reached higher than this level, and contained linking mural corridors on each floor, with secondary staircases, a major convenience. Along the topmost of these passages they went, silent.

They had some two hundred feet of corridor to cover, for these walls were lengthy as well as tall, actually the greatest man-made stone barriers in the land. They heard the children before they got to the East Tower, squeals and cries. This castle, grim as it looked, was full of young people.

At the tower they had to climb a further storey; but before doing so, at this level they passed an open doorway, from which the juvenile vociferation issued. At sight of the young men on the landing, two children, a boy of five and a girl of four, came running out, in loud acclaim, to hurl themselves bodily on father and uncle, clutching and demanding. After them came a nursemaid, to restrain them, comely and smiling.

Archie, fond of his children, patted their heads, but when they showed every intention of climbing the stairs with them, told them to stay below meantime, and signed to the maid to detain them, reinforcing his wishes with another pat, this time on the young woman’s shapely bottom, to giggles. The men climbed on.

On the next floor they entered another room, five storeys up, a light and airy chamber with surpassing views, untidy with clothing and scattered gear, in the centre of which was a huge canopied bed, and beside it a little crib or cot. On the bed, half sitting, half lying, was a young woman, flaxen hair loose, an open bedgown around her shoulders. In the crib was a tiny baby, pink, blue eyes open.

Elizabeth, Countess of Angus, opened her own eyes, and turned head to consider the newcomers. Obviously she had been dozing. The infant had been born only the day before, after a difficult labour, and the mother was still exhausted. And clearly she was surprised to see her husband and brother-in-law coming thus in mid-forenoon. But she raised a smile.

“Both of you!” she said. “What have I done to deserve this?”

Archie cleared his throat and went to peer down at the baby, leaving his brother to do the news-breaking.

John and Elizabeth were good friends. He went round to the other side of the bed, to reach out and take her hand – and she made no attempt to cover up the bosom which her bedrobe left exposed.

“Ill tidings, Liz, I fear,” he said. “We are sorry to be the bearers of it. But . . . you have to hear it. And you are sufficiently brave.”

“Ill? It is not the children, at least,” she answered. “I can hear that they are all too well! What is it, Johnnie?”

“Your brother,” Archie jerked.

“Tom? Is it . . . do not tell me that they have got him? At last! They have not captured Thomas . . .?”

“Not captured, no. But . . . he has died, Liz. Died. How, we know not. In the Low Countries. Antwerp, we think. I am sorry, lass.” That was John. “This is a sore blow to bring you. And at this time, when you are in weak state . . .”

“We have just heard. A messenger from Stirling. From Mary Stewart.”

She looked from one to the other, and then shut her eyes. But it was John’s hand which she gripped, tightly. She said nothing.

The men eyed each other across the bed, Archie looking helpless, John compassionate. He it was who spoke their thoughts.

“You have had so much to bear, lass. And now, this. You and Tom were close, I know . . .”

She nodded, silent, as tears oozed from beneath closed eyelids. The Boyds had suffered for their deeds, indeed. Her uncles had been caught and executed, her father had escaped to England and died there. Now her brother.

Archie had to get the rest out. “Mary is in trouble. With more than the death. She is to be wed again. And to Hamilton, of all men! Old enough to be her father, and the greatest lecher in the land! Atholl and Buchan would have it so. And James – he will do nothing to spare her, his own sister, that feckless halflin. She calls for us to go to Stirling. To aid her, if we can. We go tomorrow . . .”

John held up his hand to halt his brother. Elizabeth’s own loss was what was of first importance here, not Mary Stewart’s. She was still gripping his hand.

“Thomas will do better where he is gone, than in exile, I think, Liz,” he said, seeking to be helpful. “An outlaw no longer.”

She nodded again.

Archie gestured towards the door. “We will leave you, Liz. I will be back.” He patted her head. He was good at patting, but found action a deal easier than words.

John could scarcely linger when the husband left. He raised her hand, pressed it, and brushed his lips over it, before following Archie out.

They had to stay with the children for a little, making a gesture at play, before heading back to inform their sisters of the situation, these receiving it variously but all six distressed. Should they go to Elizabeth, to comfort her?

John was unsure about this, but Archie said yes. He would ride down to North Berwick harbour and see that his galley was readied for the morrow.

His brother went back to his cliff-top, whether to fish again or just to sit and consider remained to be seen.

 

In the morning the brothers rode the two miles from Tantallon to the town and haven of North Berwick, leaving Elizabeth calm, her grief contained, the girls saying that they would look after her, and wishing their brothers well. Two dozen armed retainers rode behind their lords; it would not do for the Red Douglas, the Earl of Angus, to appear in public with a lesser “tail” than this.

The road to the town followed roughly the cliff-tops, which sank gradually, with the dramatic conical hill of the Law soaring ahead, and the island-dotted Scotwater, the Firth of Forth, stretching westwards to the limit of sight, the still more dramatic Craig of Bass, that extraordinary, precipitous rock thrusting out of the waves, to the north, all a fair prospect indeed, however familiar to the Douglases.

The town, not large but pleasingly situated, sent horns round its two sandy bays but clustered must of its red-roofed houses about the area of the harbour and church – for the latter seemed to act almost as guardian and gateway for the former. Perhaps this was the intention of the builders, long ago, before ever the Douglases came to Tantallon, and this harbour was the southern terminal for the ferry of the ancient Celtic Earls of Fife, linking their northern and southern territories, as Earlsferry across Forth, in Fife, was the northern one; fair sailing and weather conditions had been all-important, and these being in the hands of the Almighty, Holy Church had its part to play. Still, to be sure, prayers for seafaring were much in order, for North Berwick was a fishing haven as well as a Douglas fief and castleton, and these seas could be dangerous, for nearby, off the Bass Rock, there were underwater cliffs, where the land shelf met the ocean floor, and tidal commotion could be as dramatic as the views. Moreover, the harbour itself was tidal, all but drying out at low water, which could complicate life for the fishermen.

Tantallon residents were ever well aware of the state of the tides, and Archie had ensured that his galley was moved for this morning to just outside the harbour and moored to the far side of a breakwater, where it could not be grounded. The vessel was not truly a galley, although Archie liked to call it that, in salute to the fierce sea-greyhounds of the old Highland chiefs. It was really a sea-going oared barque, low-built, half-decked, with two masts and great square sails, suitable for open sea voyaging but also commodious and useful for estuarine journeying.

The travellers embarked, to much interest of the townsfolk, and two of the men-at-arms were sent back with the horses, the others now having to change character from armed escort to oarsmen – another reason why so sizeable a party was advisable. The Red Heart banner of Douglas was hoisted to the mast-head and the eight long sweeps were pushed out to manoeuvre the craft away from the breakwater, to cheers from the watchers. The Douglas brothers, standing on the stern platform, were popular as well as all-powerful in North Berwick.

It did not take long for the rowers to get into their swing and pull the long oars in unison, this aided by Archie’s rhythmic beating of a gong, kept aboard for the purpose. John played his part by raising voice, and he was a good singer, to start a steady, pulsing chant which the oarsmen took up, an endless melodic beat which rose and fell, rose and fell, to the pull of the sweeps and the drawing and exhalation of breath, a strangely stirring accompaniment.

Thus they proceeded up Forth, at quite impressive speed, although they could not have the help of the sail since they were heading due westwards into the prevailing westerly breeze. They passed the islands of Craigleith, Lamb and Fetheray and the dangerous reefs of Eyebroughty or Ibris, to cross the wide mouth of Aberlady Bay, with the towering peak of Edinburgh’s Arthur’s Seat now beckoning them on, and the long range of the Pentland Hills superseding that of their own Lammermuirs on the skyline. Although the landward journey to Stirling, where the Forth dwindled to a river possible to bridge, was over sixty miles, going thus directly by water was considerably shorter, some forty-odd to Airth and then less than ten to their destination. Even with a head-on breeze, they would do that in five or six hours’ rowing, if Archie had anything to do with it, instead of a long day’s riding.

With two men to an oar, and regular changes of rowers, they kept up a good and steady progress, to pass the large island of Inchkeith on one hand and Leith, the port for Edinburgh, on the other, in something over two hours. Then on to the narrows of Forth, at Queen Margaret’s Ferry, where the firth made its brief closing-in to merely a mile’s width, and the galley, avoiding the midway isle of Inchgarvie, was as near to the Fife as to the Lothian coast. Now they had only a score of miles to go, Archie told the perspiring and tiring oarsmen, and beat his gong the louder.

They passed, presently, the royal fortress and state prison of Blackness Castle, and then the Avon-mouth port of Borrowstounness, noted for its trade with the Low Countries. Here was the eastern start of the Roman Antonine Wall, although they could not see it from their ship. But they could see the castle of Kinneil, on the higher ground – and this drew the brothers’ frowns, for it was a seat of the Lord Hamilton who, it seemed, was being chosen as new husband for the unfortunate Princess Mary.

Airth was now only a few miles ahead, beyond the flat lands of the Carron mouth. They could, to be sure, have rowed this shallow-draught vessel much further up the narrowing river to considerably nearer Stirling. But they had to consider the hiring of horses for this large party, and Airth was the best, indeed the only place for this, for here was the terminal of another ferry across from Fife, from Kincardine, which was the shortest route for travellers from all the Fife lands and burghs to Glasgow, and so the site of hostelries and stabling. So into Airth Neuk, as the ferry port was called, they at length drew in, to thankful grunts from the oarsmen.

Although a ferry-boat had evidently just pulled in, from Kincardine a mile away, and horses were in some demand, with such as the Red Douglas himself requiring them their party had no difficulty in gaining preferential treatment and hiring a sufficiency of animals, although some were scarcely of the quality an earl might consider suitable for his train. The rowers were rewarded for their efforts with ample ale and provender at the hostelries, and by mid-afternoon, less than seven hours after leaving Tantallon, they were mounted and on their way over the levels of Dunmore Moss, by Cowie and the plains of the Pools of Forth, to Bannockburn, with Stirling Castle now prominent on its rock-top before them and the blue background of the Highland Line beyond. The talk was all of Robert Bruce and the great battle for Scotland’s freedom won here one hundred and sixty years before, and how feeble a descendant of the hero-king was the realm’s present monarch, six generations on.

Mounting the ridge above the battlefield, at St Ninian’s, they trotted on to the outskirts of Stirling town. There were fortified gates to be negotiated, but these stood open, and the Douglas banner, transferred from the galley’s mast to fly above the riders, got them past the guards without further declaration. There were undoubted advantages, as well as demands and duties, in being who they were, John had to admit.

The royal burgh of Stirling mounted by narrow streets and wynds the steep lower slopes of the mighty rock on which perched the castle, the principal seat and most secure stronghold of the Kings of Scots, a fortress since Pictish times. Climbing these, their beasts’ hooves striking sparks from the cobblestones, the horsed party had to string out, however close they tried to keep, owing to the constriction of the ways between the tall buildings, tenements, warehouses, churches, monasteries and barracks. The citizens were little impressed by the Douglas party and banner, for the town was ever full of the retainers of a score of lords anyway; so they were scarcely accorded a glance, although they did receive some doubtful looks from idling men-at-arms.

Up at the approaches to the castle’s gatehouse and drawbridge they were halted by guards demanding identities and their business.

“The Earl of Angus and the Lord of Douglas to see the King’s Grace,” Archie called back strongly.

John always was apt to wince rather at the announcement of his title, Lord of Douglas. He was all too well aware of the part their father, and the Red Douglases generally, had played in the bringing down of their senior line, the Black Douglases, some thirty years before, a sorry episode in the story of a great family. Admittedly the Blacks, the Earls of Douglas, had become almost too powerful, and marrying into the royal family, rivalling the authority of the crown; and their bloody downfall had been a shameful business. Their own father, fourth Earl of Angus, always a little jealous of the others’ pre-eminence, had aided James the Second, the present monarch’s father, in contriving it, and had gained much thereby, large portions of their vast lands, including Douglasdale itself, in Lanarkshire. And it was this style and title, Lord of Douglasdale, more commonly just of Douglas, which he had obtained for his second son, the first of course being Master of Angus, his heir Archie.

The Captain of the Guard went to obtain permission for them to enter the fortress, which delay had Archie frowning, for it was prolonged. When at length there were calls from the gatehouse parapet, it was not the guard who spoke.

“I am Atholl. What does Douglas seek here?”

“Audience!” Archie barked back. “Of the King.”

“Many so seek, my lord.”

“Angus is not many! Tell His Grace.”

“Even Douglas cannot command the King! Or his uncle!”

“Douglas can command others! Many others, I’d remind you, Atholl. Many!”

John laid hand on his brother’s arm. “Let me speak,” he murmured, and raised his voice. “My lord of Atholl, here speaks Douglasdale. The Princess Mary is kin to us both, you and us. We would speak with her over her husband’s death. His sister, the Countess of Angus, had word for her. His Grace will not keep us from seeing his own sister, I think. And proffering him our loyal duty.”

There was a pause and then the answer came. “Very well. I will go inform the King.”

Archie spluttered, “Do that! But we are not to be kept waiting here, outside, like packmen, Atholl, while you do so, by God! Douglas!”

“Very well,” the other repeated. “Enter. But leave your men.”

Snorting, Archie led the way in over the drawbridge timbers and under the gatehouse arch, John signing to the escort to dismount and wait.

Inside the outer bailey of the citadel they found that Atholl had disappeared.

“Where are the Princess Mary’s quarters, fellow?” Archie, dismounted, demanded of one of the guard.

That individual shrugged. “In the West Tower, my lord. Beyond the pits. The Bear Pit and the Lion Pit, yonder.”

John had never been in Stirling Castle before, but his brother had. Archie gave the guard their horses’ reins to hold and strode off up the slope, largely naked rock worn smooth by the tread of generations, to the central courtyard. This was flanked by high buildings, the royal block or palace, the governor’s tower, the Chapel Royal, the council hall and the rest. Archie marched past all.

“Should we not await word from the King?” John suggested.

“Wait? I await no man’s permission. In especial one so feeble as Jamie Stewart!” They passed the parapets of two well-like shafts, from the first of which arose a strong animal smell. Peering down they could see two black bears, pacing, pacing. The other pit appeared to be empty. Beyond rose two more buildings, one of which was obviously a storehouse, the other, higher, a tower. They entered this unchecked.

They heard juvenile voices at once, and climbing to the first floor found three children at play with a young woman, all turning to stare at the newcomers.

“Anna!” Archie exclaimed. “Here’s fair meeting. So you remain with Her Highness! That is well.”

“My lords, my lords!” The girl started forward to them. “Oh, how good to see kenn’t faces! And kindly ones. It has been so long, so long. Praises be! This – this will be the Lord Johnnie? No? A man, now. And a bonny one!”

John bowed. It was four years since he had seen the Lady Annabella Boyd, the princess’s lady-in-waiting, and he had been only sixteen. She had not changed much, apart from no longer being pregnant; but no doubt he had changed. She was a comely, spirited creature, sister to the late Arran and to Archie’s wife, forthright, outspoken always.

“Have you no such praise for me?” Archie demanded. “You look fair enough – for what could be named a prisoner!”

“Oh, I make do, yes. We . . . survive. Unlike, unlike . . .”

“Aye, your brother. I am sorry, lass, sorry. So grievous.” Archie looked at John, whom he recognised was better at this sort of thing than was he.

He went to clasp her arm, but this time said nothing. She turned, and for a moment or two buried her face against his shoulder. Then, gulping, she swung round, to hold out her hand to the youngest of the three children, who were watching this exchange great-eyed.

“Pate, come and greet the great lords of Douglas,” she got out, thickly. “The Earl of Angus and the Lord of Douglasdale. I have told you of the Red Douglas. Here they are.” She swallowed again. “This, my lords, is Pate.”

“Your son? A fine boy . . .”

“My son. And Patrick’s!” That was almost defiant.

They nodded. Anna’s love had been Sir Patrick Fullarton, son to the hereditary coroner of Arran, and gentleman attendant to the earl thereof. But her father had loftier aims for her, and when she had grown big with child to Patrick, the Regent Boyd had had her forcibly married to a supporter of his own, Sir John Gordon of Lochinvar, in Patrick’s and Arran’s absence in Denmark. So she was, in name at least, the Lady Gordon of Lochinvar, although the marriage had not been consummated, Where, and in what state, was Sir Patrick Fullarton now, was not known.

“And here are Jamie and Grizel.” She signed forward the other two. They were the children of the princess and Arran, the boy, who should now be earl, aged six, his sister a year younger. What were they to say to these?

John smiled but said nothing. His brother asked, “Their mother . . .?”

“Upstairs. She writes letters, I think.”

They climbed to the next floor where, in the anteroom of a bedchamber, they found another young woman, quill in hand, sitting at a table. At sight of them she rose slowly, and stood, one hand out, silent.

They both bowed low, but not sufficiently so as to prevent them eyeing her. As well they might, for she was the most beautiful and attractive woman either had ever seen, still only in her mid-twenties, dark of hair, fine-featured, tall and lissome but splendidly built and bearing herself with an unassumed dignity suitable for the daughter of the longest line of kings in all Christendom.

She it was who spoke. “How good, my lords, that you have come. I thank you indeed. I was loth to trouble you. But . . .” She made an expressive gesture with her hands, pen and all.

“Highness, we could do no other,” Archie declared. “Your wish is our command. We came at once.”

“Your sorrow and hurt and pain, Princess, must be beyond all words,” John said. “In especial, our poor words. But . . . we are sorry, sorry . . .”

“I know it, my friends, my good friends. You, then, are John, a man grown. Five years, is it? No, four. Long, sorry years. And now . . . !” She shrugged and mustered a smile. “Here I cause you more upset and concern, as I did then. Is it the role I have to play in life?”

“Never that, Highness!” Archie exclaimed. “Tell us what we must do. What we can seek to achieve on your behalf.”

“Achieve? That is very doubtful, I fear. That you may achieve anything in this of hateful marriage. But if you can try, I am grateful. But come, sit. Anna will fetch wine and sustenance. At least they do not starve us, here!”

“Your husband, Highness – this grievous blow. Sorrow must desolate you. Without this added trial of marriage.” That was John. “Have you had further tidings as to my lord of Arran? How he died?”

“Nothing, no. Save that he is . . . gone. To a fuller, kinder life, let us believe. But how, I know not. That is what I am writing here. To Charles, Duke of Burgundy, his friend it seems. Asking for word of it. Aye, and also for him to use his influence to halt this folly of a marriage to James Hamilton.”

“Can he do anything? Far distant?” Archie asked.

“I think that it could be so. Charles the Bold is very strong now, and not only in the Low Countries. And his Low Countries are Scotland’s greatest partners in trade. Most of our wool goes there. And hides. Scotland needs that trade. The duke, and the Hanseatic League together, could make the regency council think again. If they act quickly. My Thomas was acting envoy for the League . . .”

“And the King? What of King James?”

Mary Stewart pursed lovely lips. “James does what his uncles tell him, I fear.”

“But – he is of full age now. But a year to go, no? Then he can dismiss the regency. He has a mind of his own, the monarch. And you are his sister.” Archie was vehement. “Your royal sire, at his age, was acting otherwise, as Douglas knows!” He did not pursue that. “Does King James want you to wed Hamilton?”

“No. But he will not go against the others. He is very different from his father, yes. If Alexander – that is Albany – if he had been the older brother, it might have been different. He is more like his father, stronger . . .”

She paused, as voices sounded from below, not children’s voices but men’s.

“I fear that we are to have visitors!” she observed. “They would know of your arrival . . .”

Steps on the stair, and three men entered the room, without any knocking, two of early middle years, one young. The Douglas brothers rose to their feet, and bowed.

“James, here are old friends,” Mary Stewart said, and coolly. “My lords, you may enter!” That to her uncles. She did not rise.

Stewarts and Douglases eyed each other.

“Our loyal duty, Sire,” Archie jerked.

“Your Grace’s true servant,” John said.

The young King looked uneasy and did not answer.

The elder uncle, John, Earl of Atholl, he who had spoken with them from the gatehouse, was frowning, a handsome man, slender but tall, with a curious stoop to his shoulders. “My lords, you said yonder that it was His Grace that you came to see!” he rasped.

“To be sure,” Archie returned. “We sought audience. Until it was granted, we came to see His Grace’s royal sister, our good friend.”

“It would have been better to have awaited His Grace’s permission,” the other uncle, James, Earl of Buchan, put in loudly, almost with a guffaw. A little younger, he looked older, inclining to stoutness, hair and beard greying. He was a great laugher, although not always with humorous intent; indeed he was known as Hearty James. These two, although Stewarts, were not of the royal line. Their father, the famous Black Knight of Lorn, a brilliant mirror of chivalry, had married Queen Joan Beaufort, the widow of the assassinated King James the First, and these were the progeny, half-brothers of James the Second, who had created the elder Earl of Atholl and endowed him with considerable of the forfeited lands of the Earls of Douglas. The younger, Hearty James, had until recently been just Sir James Stewart of Auchterhouse, of which lands he had married the heiress.

Mary considered them. “These friends rightly came to console me over the death of my husband. Do you find fault with that, Uncles?” She paused. “And even if you do, is that of moment?”

Atholl stiffened the more. “Highness, His Grace’s permission should have been sought . . .”

“Permission! Am I a prisoner, my lord? I am the Princess Royal of Scotland, I would remind you. James, you hear that? To your sister. How says the King?”

The monarch was actually older than John, but looked a deal younger, hesitant, awkward in his movements although quite good-looking, but with a weakness about mouth and chin. He was nibbling his lip.

“They . . . they represent the council, Mary,” he got out.

“The council is there to counsel you, their sovereign-lord, James. Not to order you, like some infant. Nor myself!”

James, glancing unhappily at his uncles, said nothing.

“The Secret Council has the duty to guide His Grace, Highness. And hold responsibility for the realm,” Atholl said sternly. “That is our duty. But we are not here to chaffer words, see you. The Earl of Angus and the Lord of Douglas sought audience of the King. His Grace is graciously granting it.”

Archie looked at John – who himself was not too sure how best to proceed. Probably, at this juncture, there was nothing to be gained by temporising.

“Sire,” he said, “as well as coming to express our regrets, our deep regrets, to Her Highness over the death of the Earl of Arran, we came because of concern that there is word that there are plans mooted to marry her to the Lord Hamilton. This against her wishes. We of Douglas would much deplore that.”

“What concern is that of Douglas?” Atholl snapped.

“Friendship. Esteem. Respect, my lord. We –”

Archie interrupted him. “We address the King!” he asserted. “Not . . . others. As is my right, as an earl of this realm.”

“It is . . . for the best,” James said unhappily.

“If against Her Highness’s wishes?”

The King did not answer.

“Hamilton is a notable lecher. I know of seven bastard sons of his, and by different women. God alone knows how many others, and daughters! What sort of match is that for Your Grace’s sister?”

Hearty James spoke. “Your right, as an earl, is to address the King, Angus. Not to put His Grace to the question!”

“For so new an earl, you speak loud! To tell Douglas what he may say!”

John intervened less hotly. “Sire, and my lords, let us consider this matter with more of reason and patience. Tell us . . .”

“It is not for you, young man, to consider the matter at all!” Atholl declared. “It is the decision of the council. And for the realm’s good. That is sufficient.”

“The council! That is yourselves, and one or two of your friends – including no doubt the Lord Hamilton!” Archie gave back. “No parliament, I swear, would so consider and decide!”

That word parliament produced indrawn breaths. Parliament, the supreme authority under the crown, could do great things, even dismiss a regency.

Then, “This is no matter for parliament.”

“Yet you say that it is for the nation’s good. If it is the realm’s weal, or otherwise, then it is parliament’s business.”

“This is folly!” Buchan hooted. “A parliament called over a marriage! Which the King has sanctioned. Have you lost your wits, Angus?”

“Far from it. I tell you –”

“Only the King can call a parliament,” Atholl reminded.

“If one is requested by a sufficiency of the earls and lords, the King can scarce refuse. And Douglas could see that it was so requested!”

John tried again. “If you will but inform us. Why? Why this of the Lord Hamilton? What benefit for the kingdom? Your reasons, Sire and my lords. When it is to Her Highness’s hurt?”

“It is of no avail, John.” Mary Stewart had remained quiet throughout this exchange. “They will not heed you, any more than myself. The Lord Hamilton is rich, one of the richest in the land. He has bought me, I think! It is as simple as that. The treasury is, I am told, empty again.”

There was a moment’s silence at that, before Archie burst out, “This, this is an outrage! If true. Shameful, above all! Is it true? Is this the truth of it?”

“Not so,” Atholl jerked. “Her Highness but dreams. The Lord Hamilton is the crown’s good and loyal friend and strong supporter. As the King’s good-brother he will greatly strengthen the throne. A widower, and a man of parts. He has been the realm’s ambassador to England. And to Rome. He will make Her Highness a good husband.” Abruptly he turned. “Sire, I think that Your Grace has had a sufficiency of this! It is . . . unsuitable.”

“Yes, let us begone,” his brother said loudly. “Your Grace has been very patient. Too patient, I judge!”

James nodded, glanced almost furtively at his sister, and made for the door, followed by the others.

This time, the Douglas brothers did not make the required obeisance.

Alone with Mary they eyed each other.

“I am sorry, my good friends, that it had to be thus,” she told them, sighing. “I might have hoped for better, but scarcely expected it. This has been the way of it since the word of Thomas’s death. I see no remedy.”

“There must be!” Archie cried. “This of a parliament? It came to me. I swear that I could rouse sufficient support to demand one of the King. And lead an assault against the marriage.”

“I doubt whether you could call a parliament merely to do with the wedding of one young woman!” she said, shaking her head. “It is good of you to think of it – but I fear that it would not be sufficient to bring out the attendance necessary, even if James could be prevailed upon to call it.”

“We could think of some other cause, also. Something concerned with the realm’s needs. You spoke of the Duke of Burgundy, your husband’s friend. Could we not use him? There is this man Monypenny, who calls himself the Sieur de Concressault, King Louis of France’s envoy, new come. He seeks to enrol Scotland in France’s cause against Burgundy. Could we not have a parliament called to decide on that? And also on your marriage?”

“That is possible, I suppose. But a parliament requires forty days of notice. That is the rule, that all may have time and opportunity to attend. Forty days. And delay there must be, while you raise support. And my good uncles would seek to hold back James.”

“Yes. But . . .”

Anna Gordon appeared with a serving-maid and a silver tray laden with food and drink, the three children in train; and for the moment debate was superseded by chatter, Anna making forthright and uncomplimentary comment on their recent visitors.

Then, with the brothers doing justice to the fare, and after no long interval, the maid came back.

“The Captain of the Guard is below, Highness. He waits to escort these lords to the gatehouse,” she announced.

“Dear God – escort! He does? We are to be sent off!” Archie all but choked on his oatcake and honey. “These upjumped placemen think to tell Douglas that he must go! By the Rood, we will see about that!”

John looked doubtful. “Is there any point in outfacing them, Archie? It will but make them the sorer against us. And will not help Her Highness’s cause, I judge.”

“Have some pride, man! We are not to be ordered about by such as these.”

“I think that John could be right,” Mary said. “In Stirling Castle you can do nothing to effect. They could always have James to issue a royal command for you to leave. Which you could not refuse. And that would serve nothing. I fear that you should go, my friends.”

“Satan roast them! The Red Douglas will not forget this!” But he rose.

“You must not let my sorry affairs bring you troubles and upset. That would but add to my woe. Best to go now, with my warm gratitude for the coming, and so swiftly. And for your support and care, which I shall cherish.” She rose also, with a faint smile. “I will survive, see you! We Stewarts are good at surviving. I have had . . . some practice!”

John went to take her hand, and kiss it. She raised her other hand, to run her fingers lightly over his head and brow, and meeting his intense gaze, so that for a moment or two their eyes, grey eyes both, locked. Neither spoke.

Archie, perhaps emboldened by his brother’s favourable reception, went to clasp the princess to him in something of a bear’s hug. She gasped a little laugh.

“Douglas’s motto is Jamais Arrière, is it not?” she exclaimed.

Anna chuckled.

They bowed themselves out, in very differing style, to go down and meet, and ignore, the Captain of the Guard.
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Back at Tantallon, John had little time for fishing or for ballad-composing. Almost at once he set off journeying, on a lengthy and round-about tour, to cover as much of Lowland Scotland in as short a time as possible. His task was to call upon as many barons, lairds and prelates, such as were entitled to attend a parliament, to urge them to request the calling of a session thereof, and promptly. Archie would do the same for the greater magnates, where they had some influence, such as the Earl of Morton, formerly Douglas of Dalkeith, the Earl of Crawford; married to a Douglas, the Earl of Erroll, the High Constable, similarly, the Lords of Annandale, Erskine, Cathcart and Hay of Yester, with sundry bishops likewise.

John, escorted by just two servitors, made his first call at nearby Kilspindie Castle on the shore of the great bay of Aberlady, eight miles to the west. This was a seat of their uncle, William Douglas of Cluny. The barony of Cluny was over in Fothrif, the west part of Fife, near Auchterderran; but he spent much of his time at Kilspindie, more conveniently placed. As well as being their uncle, he was their good friend. Indeed he had been Archie’s guardian and tutor when their father had died a dozen years before, leaving a ten-year-old as heir. All the Douglas family were fond of him.

Uncle William, at home, received John warmly and listened to his account and request with sympathy and understanding. He was a big, burly man of high colouring and outgoing personality, but who could be sternly authoritative when necessary. Now he readily agreed not only to press for a parliament but to set off himself for Fife, Perthshire and Angus, even further north, to urge others in those parts to do likewise, using the France-Burgundy situation as main reason but prepared to contest the princess’s marriage once they got there.

Well pleased with this, John rode southwards for Whittinghame, in the lap of the Lammermuirs, a dozen miles. Douglas of Whittinghame was younger, of more distant kin, and not in the best of health. But he was quite ready to co-operate in this matter and add his voice to the call. As always when friends came to Whittinghame, John was taken to see the place’s speciality, the ancient yew tree nearby, an extraordinary and gigantic feature. How old it was none knew, but down the ages it had sent out innumerable branches which, in time, had rerooted themselves in the ground, to form a strange, arched and arcaded green enclosure, a sort of cathedral of boughs and verdure, a secret sanctuary in which, as children, the Douglases had loved to play.

These two calls did not take long and John decided that, instead of returning to Tantallon for the night, they would ride on southwards, through the Lammermuir Hills, for Bonkyl and Preston, another Douglas barony, only some fifteen miles as the crow might fly but a deal more than that by the twisting hill-tracks and valleys they must take.

It made a pleasant enough journey, by climbing burn channels and grassy ridges, sheep-strewn – most of them indeed Douglas sheep – over escarpments, gorse and hawthorn-scattered, and up to the high heather-clad summits where the deer drifted, the blue hares loped and the yittering curlews called, hunting country although still sheep-dotted. They called in at Stonypath Tower, where there were more Douglas connections, the nunnery of Garvald and on, beginning to climb consistently now.

Through the fifteen-mile belt of Lammermuir, twenty-odd miles long, and so producing some three hundred and fifty square miles of the best sheep country in all Scotland – whence indeed came much of the Red Douglas wealth – they climbed and dropped, climbed and dropped, the names of all they passed, from that of the range itself, bespeaking sheep: Rammerscales, Wedder Lairs, Wether Laws, Hog Rig, Ewelaw, Tuplaw, Lamblair, Sheeppath Glen and so on. In time they came to the upper reaches of the Whiteadder, or White Water, and followed this down, past Cranshaws and the fords at Ellem and Millburn and Cockburn Mill, to Preston. It was evening now, and they were tired and hungry; but they had only two more miles to go to Bonkyl Castle, where they were assured of welcome, by another distant cousin, married to a Home.

Douglas of Bonkyl was not only a notable baron in his own right but his links with the Homes were important. For that great family largely dominated the Merse, Central Berwickshire and the East March, the more so since the downfall of the Earls of Dunbar and March, another of the victims of James the Second’s policy of getting rid of great nobles capable of endangering the crown by their power. The Homes had profited, and were now on the way to becoming almost as powerful as Dunbar had been. If they could be enrolled into the parliament-demanders, that would be a major help.

Bonkyl promised to do what he could in that direction, but suggested that the present and newly created Lord Home was much influenced by his uncle, George, Prior of Coldinghame. If the Lord of Douglasdale was to call upon the prior, much might be achieved. The Priors of Coldinghame were always Homes, and their influence greater than that of many abbots and even bishops.

So next day John went on to Coldinghame, only some thirteen miles to the east, and at the great priory near the fierce coastline of St Ebba’s Head and Fast Castle, made himself pleasant to the gaunt and cadaverous, irascible-seeming prior, much more like a warrior-chieftain than any cleric. His initial reception was unpromising, but when John mentioned the Lord Hamilton, that produced a very positive reaction of hostility, and anything the prior could do to counter Hamilton, he would – why was not explained.

Thereafter much longer journeyings were involved, for now John had to cross the entire borderland westwards, calling at the Douglas fiefs of Bonjedworth, Jedburgh Abbey, Cavers Castle and Hawick, then over the very spine of Lowland Scotland, the watershed where the Teviot, the Ettrick, the Ale, the Ewes, the Esk and the Liddel Waters were born, and so down into the West March and Dumfries-shire and Galloway, lands formerly belonging to the Black Douglases but now many of them to the Reds. Then north, by Drumlanrig into Ayrshire and Lanarkshire, the Douglas calf country as it were, John able to visit his own lordship of Douglasdale in the by-going. The Abbot of Crossraguel promised support; these mitred abbots had seats in parliament.

Then back to Lothian, by Abercorn and Alderston, after two weeks of travel and persuasion. He had not particularly enjoyed the latter, not being of an assertive character, but he had been sustained all along by the recurring vision of Mary Stewart, her loveliness of feature, form and manner, and in especial that last long look they had exchanged on parting at Stirling.

Back at Tantallon, he learned that Archie’s briefer visiting had been on the whole successful, and that Uncle Willie had sent word from Kilspindie that reactions to his appeals had been favourable. It looked as though King James and his advisers would be so bombarded with demands that they could nowise refuse to call a parliament.

And then, two days after John’s return, Friar Anselm arrived again from the Abbot of Cambuskenneth, with the word that they were too late. The Princess Mary had been married to the Lord Hamilton four days previously, alas.

Distressed, angry, resentful, they heard the news, Archie in a rage, John sad, sad.

When Archie was in a fury all were left in no doubt about it, and for a while all Tantallon quivered with it. But eventually they were able to hear details. The wedding had been held in the Chapel Royal at Stirling Castle – where, ironically, Mary’s other forced marriage had taken place seven years previously. On that occasion, the Primate, Patrick Graham, Bishop of St Andrews, had conducted the ceremony; but this time, oddly enough, the celebrant was a comparatively humble cleric – if humble was the word for a character who was anything but humble-minded, according to Friar Anselm, who declared the Abbot of Cambuskenneth to be much offended. The Douglases had not heard of William Sheves; but they would, their informant told them, they would! Sheves was a curiosity indeed, a hitherto obscure priest but a noted astrologer and magician, as well as a physician and purveyor of herbal medicines. King James suffered from pimples, possibly acne, and this Sheves had been called upon to treat him. He had cured him, it seemed, and a bond had developed between the young monarch and this oddity, so much so that James had had him promoted to the influential position of Archdeacon of St Andrews, this while the Primate was himself away in Rome. Bishop Graham had gone to the Vatican, although a sick man, two years before, in order to try to persuade Pope Sixtus to elevate the Scottish Church to Metropolitan status, and St Andrews to an archbishopric – this in order to end claims by the Archbishops of York, England, that they were the most northerly Metropolitans and therefore overlords of the Scots Church. This was a cause in which Princess Mary and her husband, Arran, had been much involved, in Denmark and Norway, since the Archbishop of Trondheim there had made similar claims, as a still more northerly Metropolitan. In that they had been successful, and now Bishop Graham, at Rome, had been finally so. The Scottish Church was now declared independent, and Graham an archbishop. But, his sickness continuing, he had remained at the Vatican meantime, and there were those at home, ambitious men, who claimed that he was but malingering, quite useless as head of the Church, and should be replaced, despite his achievement there. And amongst these, Archdeacon Sheves was one of the loudest, and apparently swaying the King. That James should have chosen him to perform the wedding ceremony of his sister to Hamilton was significant indeed.

The Douglas brothers were not uninterested in all this; but they were more concerned over the fate of Mary Stewart. What now, they demanded? Where was she? And in what state? Was it but a marriage of convenience, a gesture to appease Hamilton’s desire to be linked with the royal house? Or was it . . . ? They left the rest unsaid.

The friar shrugged. Who could tell, as to that? But Hamilton had taken her away to his castle of Cadzow in Lanarkshire – and he was noted for his desire for women, especially beautiful women.

The brothers eyed each other.

“What is to be done?” Archie demanded. “What can we do?”

John repeated that last, but with the emphasis on the word “can”.

The friar had no suggestions for them. “The marriage is accomplished. Only His Holiness at Rome could undo it – and then only for reasons of consanguinity. I do not think that there are any such.”

“Poor Mary!” John said, although poor was a description which somehow nowise fitted that young woman in any respect.

“We can go to see her at Cadzow. Hamilton cannot forbid us to see her. Tell her that we have tried. This of the parliament. Discover her state, what she would have of us. That, at least . . .”

“Yes, let us do that. Go to Cadzow. Show her that she still has friends. Even though the parliament will serve nothing now.”

“Aye, that parliament. We could have spared ourselves the trouble. But it will have to go ahead now. We cannot abandon that. Not when so many will have demanded it.”

“If the King does call it . . .”

With Archie there was no delay – there never was, once he had a course in mind. Not that John was for putting off either, on this occasion. Countess Elizabeth and their sisters gave their varying views as to what to say to the reluctant bride.

They would go the very next day.

 

So it was more riding the country for the Douglases, due westwards this time, much of it over ground John had just recently covered on his return journey, almost seventy miles, by the northern flanks of the Pentland Hills, after Edinburgh, over the bleak uplands beyond the Calders, and down to the great Clyde valley. Cadzow was in north Lanarkshire, some ten miles south-east of Glasgow.

The castle was a strong and extensive place, picturesquely situated on the lip of a ravine, and overlooking the wide plain of Clydesdale. With their escort, the visitors arrived at sundown, and found all looking very lovely in the golden light, looking west as it did. They had some difficulty in gaining access, which was not unusual on such occasions, shouts from the gatehouse declaring that the Lord Hamilton was not there meantime. But when Archie declared haughtily that it was the Earl of Angus come to see the King’s sister, Princess Mary, on the realm’s business, this could hardly be refused, with the guard conceding that Her Highness had not gone to Glasgow with his lordship. The drawbridge came clanking down.

Within the main keep, who should come running down the stairs to enquire their business but the Lady Anna, all smiles and exclamations, clearly as delighted to see them as she was surprised. Amidst a great flood of chatter she conducted them upstairs. The children were just being put to bed, she announced. John managed to insert a query as to how was the princess and how taking her dire situation, to be told, with a half-shrug, half-grimace, that Mary was Mary, no great clarification.

Up on the third storey a different kind of chatter prevailed, young voices upraised in anything but sleepy fashion. At Anna’s introductory cry, Mary Stewart, stooping over a bed, straightened up to turn and gaze. Then her hand came out, open, eloquent, without any words.

Archie strode forward, to clasp her, ejaculating incoherences. His brother was less impetuous, but no less moved.

She stood there looking calm and beautiful, as it were contained, but her welcome of them none the less evident for that. When John came up, she again touched his cheek gently – and he knew a great upsurge of feeling, which itself precluded words.

Archie was producing words sufficient for them all, in a spate of enquiry, assertion and declamation, Anna adding her quota from the background, the children not to be outdone. Noise prevailed – but also quiet.

With Anna presently left to finish the bedding process, the princess promising to come back and kiss all three goodnight shortly, she led the two men down to her own chamber.

“My very good and dear friends,” she said to them now. “To come all this way! How kind, how very kind. It lifts my heart.”

“We would have come further than this!” Archie declared. “We came whenever we heard of, of this. We were wroth, hot! When we had been getting all to demand a parliament. To protest . . .”

“Yes, I heard of that. My thanks. Heard from . . . him! From my husband. Yes, I must name him that, for I am now indeed his wife. And in more than name! Someone told him of your moves for a parliament. But after the wedding! It, your call and claim, is being spoken of.”

“He knows, then? Hamilton?”

“Oh, yes. Not much escapes that one. He knows. And who is behind it.”

“And we are too late. Too late! They moved over-fast for us.”

John spoke. “Highness, we grieve for you. It is . . . damnable! Your state, now. Is, is . . . ?” He could not go on.

“Is he acting the husband?” she completed for him. “Oh, yes, he is. From that first night. James Hamilton is no laggard, especially where women are concerned! Despite his years.”

They were silent.

“I was . . . prepared, to be sure. Expecting no less.” She spoke quickly, evenly, not making drama of it. “He is not a, a savage! Much experienced! And I, mother of two, am not some shrinking virgin. I can endure.”

John, who had no least call nor claim on this young woman, princess or none, and who was restrained by nature, found it hard to restrain himself now. He bit his lip. “I, I could slay the man!” That, coming out, surprised even himself.

Archie stared, knowing his brother.

Mary did not comment, in words, but her look was warm, kind, understanding, even though she shook her head.

“What is to be done?” Archie asked. “Something we must do.”

“You can do naught, I fear. None can. But – it is none so ill. Once I had accepted it. That was the trial, the test. But I am in some measure favoured, see you. In that my new husband is so much concerned with other women, he requires me the less! He has them a-many. Two or three in this castle itself. Others near and far. So – I am spared much.’ Her faint smile was not reflected in the men’s faces.

“At his age he may not live overlong, in that case,” Archie suggested hopefully.

“Fifty-two is no great age. But – enough of this. Tell me of all at Tantallon. Elizabeth? Your children? Your sisters . . . ?”

“They are well enough.” Archie dismissed that, with a wave of his hand. “Could not there be a divorce? Or annulment? The churchmen can usually find grounds for such, to put before the Pope in Rome. Some grounds, some pretext, some device . . .?”

“I know of none. I thought of that, before the wedding. Put it to my friend, the Abbot of Cambuskenneth. But we could think of nothing. No sufficient reason. A man may have many mistresses, but that gives no ground for divorce. And there is no near blood relation.”

“Some powerful cleric? Such need but little excuse . . .”

“Bishop Graham?” John put in. The Primate. Or, Archbishop, now. He is in Rome still, is he not? And has the Pope’s ear, or he would not have accomplished this of raising St Andrews to be independent. Would not a plea to him perhaps have results? He owes you much, does he not, Highness? You went to Norway, to this Trondheim to aid in his cause. To win that archbishop’s agreement to renounce claims on the Scottish Church. He, Graham, might persuade the Pope to annul the marriage, Highness.”

“You must stop calling me Highness, John. I am Mary. Besides, my highness is scarce in evidence now, is it? But I fear that our new archbishop would be unable to serve, in this. Even if he could. Or in much, indeed. For I deem him a broken man.”

“Broken! The Primate? When he has just won to be Metropolitan of this Scotland?”

“Even so. For he has enemies, high-placed, here at home. Men who aim to bring him down. And may well succeed.”

“But . . . this is folly!” Archie cried. “If he has the Pope’s blessing, the Vatican’s support. Who can bring him down?”

“The Lord’s Anointed can! My brother! With urgings from others. You see, the archbishop is a sick man. Has been for long. It was a great effort for him to go to Rome. While he is there, his enemies can do little, no, for the Pope sees him, is aware of his state. But when he comes home, it will be different. If the King of Scots petitions the Vatican to have him replaced, as unfit for his duties, in mind as in body, and this is supported by some of the bishops and senior clergy, then the Pontiff will have little choice. And this is what is intended, I understand.”

“Lord! They would do that?”

“He would.”

“King James?”

“Not so much James. Although he would sign the petition, I have little doubt. But . . . another. You have heard of William Sheves?”

“The astrologer? The purveyor of magic? We were told of him only yesterday.”

“Well, you will hear a deal more of that one, I think,” she told them. “Sheves is, I judge, going to be the new power behind the throne.”

“But – an upjumped nobody? A mere interloper, of no standing!”

“But of wits and cunning. Aye, and of ambition! William Sheves is only the second son of a poor Fife laird, yes. But he is a clever man, and without scruple. He knows where he is going, that one. He has wormed his way into James’s silly favour. My royal brother ever lacked judgment. Sheves cured his spots and back pains. He has prophesied all sorts of splendours and achievements for James, the stars telling what to do, he says. James ever needs a strong man telling him what to do – women he despises. My Thomas served for that, for a while. But now he has this William Sheves. And James is of full age in only a month or two now. Taking over the rule, as well as reigning. So . .”

“And this Sheves is working against Archbishop Graham?”

“Yes. He has got James to appoint him Archdeacon of St Andrews, the Metropolitan see, in the archbishop’s absence. Which puts Sheves in a very influential position. And the man is working on sundry of the bishops, who would seek to replace Graham. Blackadder, Bishop of Aberdeen. Treasurer Laing, who is the new Bishop of Glasgow. Others. But, if I know Sheves, he intends that great office for himself!”

“Sheves! Archbishop and Metropolitan! A mere lowly priest and magician!”

“Lowly, but with the King of Scots at his back. He will, I think, use the others to bring down Graham. Then himself slip in above them. I may be wrong – but James himself told me that his good soul-friend William would make an excellent archbishop! So I do not think that we can look to Rome, at this time, for aid in my affairs.”

“This is damnable!” Archie exclaimed. “Such as this creature to be head of the Church! How can this be stopped?”

“The parliament,” John suggested. “It may be too late to save this of the marriage. But could it not be used to seek to aid Archbishop Graham? And put some restraint on the man Sheves? Can a parliament deal with affairs of the Church? I have never attended one, not being of full age. But bishops and mitred abbots are there. If they can discuss and vote on affairs of state, may not others do as much for Holy Church? We are all its members.”

“I have heard Church matters spoken of in parliament, yes,” the princess agreed. “Something might be achieved there. If a parliament is assured. Sheves might well prevail on James not to call one.”

“With a score and more lords and barons demanding one to deal with this of France and Burgundy? Can the King refuse?”

“I am unsure. If advised against . . .”

“Your uncles, the Earls of Atholl and Buchan?” John queried. And added, “Mary,” somewhat hesitantly.

“They have been losing power over James for some time. This of a parliament may indeed suit James. In that it could be used to mark the end of regency and set the nation’s seal on his attaining full powers as monarch. He may see it as that, and so be prepared to call it. Even Master Sheves might see it as to his advantage.”

“Then we must see that it is not!” Archie said. He turned on a new tack. “Your brothers, Mary? The Duke of Albany and the young Earl of Mar. Albany is now reaching manhood is he not? Almost Johnnie’s age. We have heard that he is very different from the King. More spirited. Could he not help to clip the wings of this Sheves?”

She considered that. “He might, yes. Alexander is already chafing at the bit, at his lack of any power or authority. Since James and his Margaret have had their little son, Alex is no longer next heir to the throne, and feels himself to be ignored. He is a very different character from James, vigorous, eager. And James seeks ever to put him down. He will resent Sheves, yes – that is sure.”

“Then we must try to work on him. He could be useful.”

“How to do that?” John asked. “We will scarcely be welcome at Stirling Castle, now that Mary is no longer there. And where else can we see him?”

“Would you invite him here, Mary? Your brother. Would Hamilton have that?”

“I do not see why not. The question would rather be – would you be welcome again? When my husband hears that you have visited me, and then you came again, shortly, he might wonder. When he knows that you judge this marriage a mistake.”

“Somewhere other, then?”

“Perhaps. But I am not always going to stay here, at this Cadzow. As the King’s sister I can claim to be with him frequently. That cannot be denied me. So I will be at Stirling, at times. And you can come there then . . .”

Anna arrived, to announce that if Mary did not go upstairs to bid the bairns goodnight and tell them their story soon, they would all three be down here in a riot of protest.

So affairs of state were superseded by more urgent matters. Indeed, with the youngsters excited by the visitors and demanding more attention and stories, John volunteered to help out, and gave them the ballad of St Baldred of the Bass and his friends the seals, if after that they would go to sleep. This went down well, especially with Mary herself, who said that it was fascinating and that she had never heard of it previously. When John admitted that it was in fact his own composition she was greatly interested, saying that she had had no idea that he was a poet and balladist, a sennachie indeed, and clearly a notable one. Nothing would do but when they went downstairs again, he must give them more of his compositions, with the young women presently picking up lute and lyre to put his words to music, and with considerable success. Archie was less enthusiastic, but put up with it all nobly.

So that evening passed pleasantly, scarcely what the visitors had anticipated at Cadzow Castle.

In the morning, Mary took them down to the town on the lower ground, which in the past had been called Netherton of Cadzow but which its present lord had got elevated to the status of burgh and called Hamilton. Here they were inspecting, considering and admiring when the clatter of hooves drew their attention, as a party of riders came trotting through the streets.

“Ha! My lord returns sooner than looked for,” Mary said. “This will be . . . interesting!”

The newcomers reined up, and a big floridly handsome man doffed his bonnet gallantly to the two young women, at the same time eyeing the two young men keenly. James Hamilton had a personable presence, although slightly overweight, with an air of complete self-confidence and a ready smile. Only those searching eyes rather qualified that smile, weighing, assessing.

“Whom have we here, my dear lady?” he asked.

“Friends of mine, good friends,” Mary answered. “My lord Earl of Angus and my lord of Douglasdale. Come visiting.”

“Ah! A Douglas visitation! We are . . . honoured! Friends of yours are friends of mine, to be sure – if they will have it so. I have heard that these are not . . . uncritical of our felicity, my dear!”

“Let us say that, being friends of my late husband, indeed his kin, they did not look to see me wed again so speedily. As did not I!” She waved a hand, to change the subject. She could be very much the princess, on occasion, if it was called for, that one. “Your errand to Glasgow was successful, my lord?”

“Moderately so. Churchmen are never easy to deal with. This new Bishop Blackadder is not unconcerned with this world and its goods, as well as the next! But, heigho, I should have expected as much.” He nodded to the brothers. “I will, no doubt, see you anon, my lords.” And he rode on.

“James Hamilton is a man to be reckoned with,” Mary observed simply, and led the way down to the stalls and booths of the market-place.

Returning to the castle, Archie declared that they would not linger, now that Hamilton was there. It would only make for discomfort, and no gain, to have words with the man. John agreed, saying that he would have difficulty in keeping his feelings in check, and so had better be gone – a statement which earned him a touch on the arm from Mary and a nod of approval from Anna.

Hamilton, however, thereafter did not prove awkward, indeed was fairly evidently endeavouring to be affable, although admittedly he did not press the Douglases to stay. In the circumstances there was not much that they could do, to any effect. Archie did get out, somewhat abruptly, that the princess’s well-being and happiness were very much his concern, as kin to his own wife; to which Hamilton returned that, needless to say, his concern was even greater.

They made shift to depart fairly promptly, saying that they would be halfway home before nightfall. Unfortunately Hamilton played the good host and accompanied them to their horses, so that they had no last private word with Mary. Their farewells therefore were stilted, constrained, and eyes rather than lips had to say it all. But such can be eloquent enough – and not the least eloquent were James Hamilton’s, warning, whatever his words. They left in no doubt that here was a dangerous man to cross.
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This parliament was duly called for late May, important as the first after King James’s coming-of-age and assumption of full powers as sovereign. It was held at Edinburgh, not in the Tolbooth as was sometimes done, nor in the Abbey of Holyrood, but in the great hall of the citadel-fortress itself, to emphasise the importance of the occasion – and perhaps to ensure that there could be no unsuitable demonstrations by ambitious or hostile lords and their armed followers, as could and did happen on occasion.

Archie and John arrived in good time for the noon opening, to have opportunity for word with the various Douglas kinsfolk and supporters. There could be no value now in protesting against the Hamilton marriage, since the deed was done and could not be undone by any parliament. Any hopes in that respect would rest on Archbishop Graham at Rome. So it was important that any moves against the Primate should be countered – and these, apparently, were anticipated. And the matter of who would be best to try to counter the unending threat of English aggression, Charles Duke of Burgundy or King Louis of France, would come up for decision. The Douglases were to support Burgundy.

Unfortunately Archie and John could not sit together. The earls had special seats just below the dais, whereas the lords-of-parliament, of which John was one, were seated in rows behind them, the holders of territorial baronies, commissioners of the shires and representatives of the burghs further back still. The clerics, bishops, mitred abbots and special officials of the Church sat across a central aisle.

There was a good attendance on this occasion, unlike some when many entitled to be present did not trouble to come from their faraway lands. John found himself seated between the Lords Hailes and Livingstone, while Archie sat with the fairly newly created Earl of Morton, formerly Douglas of Dalkeith. Up in the minstrels’ gallery, where distinguished visitors sat, John could see the Princess Mary and her sister Margaret, amongst foreign ambassadors, sheriffs of counties and officers of state who did not have the right to vote. The young Queen was not present, despite the importance of the occasion for her husband.

Trumpeting heralded the opening of the proceedings, with the Lord Lyon King of Arms entering with his heralds and pursuivants from the dais door, colourful in their red and gold tabards. Lyon thumped on the floor with his staff, for silence, and announced that His Grace by his royal command, ordained that this parliament was now in session. All to be upstanding.

A further thumping ushered in two individuals, a gorgeously robed cleric, John Laing, Bishop of Glasgow and High Treasurer of Scotland, who, in the absence of the Primate, represented the authority of Holy Church; and Andrew Stewart, Lord Avondale, the Chancellor, who would chair the proceedings, under the presidency of the monarch. Avondale, a middle-aged scholarly man, went to the Chancellor’s table in mid-dais, where monkish clerks already stood waiting, while the bishop moved over to a single fine chair at the far side.

More trumpeting, and from the dais doorway emerged none other than James Hamilton, bearing the sword of state held high, followed by the Earl of Buchan, carrying the royal sceptre, and his brother, Atholl, with a cushion on which lay the Scottish crown. These three items were placed on the Chancellor’s table, and their bearers went to stand behind the empty throne.

John frowned. He had understood that it was the duty of the Earl of Erroll, the High Constable – who had married a Douglas of Dalkeith – to bear the sword of state; this of Hamilton carrying it looked ominous, a sign of increasing influence. There was no sign of Erroll.

A long and resounding flourish of trumpets all but shook the hall, and the Lord Lyon raised a hand instead of thumping.

“Hear ye, hear ye!” he cried. “This assembly of his realm greets its liege-lord and sovereign, James, third of his name, by God’s grace High King of Scots.”

There was a distinct pause and then James appeared in the doorway, looking almost apprehensive, hesitant, eyes searching the thronged hall before seeming to summon up courage to enter and make hurriedly for the throne. Despite the splendid finery of cloth of gold and crimson velvet, he looked uncertain and younger than his years, clearly in a state of alarm.

Everyone bowed.

Behind came three others, two young men and one of early middle years, this last bringing up the rear. The pair in front were very different, one tall, well-built, head high, carrying himself with assurance, Alexander, Duke of Albany, until recently heir to the throne; the other, slight, head down, looking no more at ease than his eldest brother the King, John, Earl of Mar. Behind was a slender, almost thin, hatchet-faced man with hooded eyes and a pronounced stoop, which gave him a distinctly vulturine aspect, plainly dressed in clerical garb.

These three went to place themselves, the two royal brothers to stand immediately on either side of the throne, and the third, undoubtedly William Sheves, to station himself behind Bishop Laing’s chair, from whence he surveyed all keenly, calculatingly.

The King sat, so all others might do the same save for Sheves and the group around the throne.

Lord Avondale, the Chancellor, picked up his gavel and beat on the table. “By order of the King’s Grace,” he called, “I declare this parliament in session. I, Chancellor, remind all present of the importance of the occasion. His Grace, having attained full age, as is his royal right, takes over the rule and governance of this realm. None here is called upon to make sanction of this. But it is usual and suitable for the Estates of parliament to acknowledge so notable an occasion, and to express its congratulation and goodwill. I therefore call upon my lord of Atholl, representing the former regency council, to lead in this.”

Atholl, whose declension in importance all this represented, was understandably brief. “I wish His Grace well, and hope that I may still be able to advise him on occasion,” he declared stiffly.

“Holy Church.”

Bishop Laing stood. “I rejoice to add my blessings and good wishes, representing that other realm, Christ’s kingdom upon earth, whose vassal James is. May he reign and prosper, assured of the support and guidance of Holy Church, for his own weal and that of Scotland.”

“The earls.”

The Earl of Fife, Coroner or Crowner of the realm, stood, his the most ancient as to creation. “We, representing the seven earls, do offer our devotion and allegiance.” He distinctly emphasised that numeral. There were now many more earls than seven, more than double that number indeed, but the original seven had represented the seven ri or sub-kings of Celtic Scotland, who had elected the High King; later they were called mormaors, then earls after the Norse jarl, all these earldoms north of Forth and Clyde, the old Alba – Fife, Angus, Mar, Moray, Strathearn, Atholl and Ross. “We salute our High King!” Again that our was emphasised.

Something of confusion ensued as the three who were not already standing, there or beside the throne, rose, Moray, Strathearn and Archie – Ross, as Lord of the Isles, was in rebellion as usual; but this call had been addressed to the earls of Scotland, not just seven of them, so some of the others began to stand also – to the frowns and head-shakings of their seniors and the grins of lesser men.

Avondale moved swiftly to resolve this. “Lords of Parliament,” he called.

Before anyone else could respond, James Hamilton spoke from behind the throne, only first Lord Hamilton as he was. “We, who represent the ancient noble houses of this land, do hail and salute our royal James, whom we shall cherish and sustain whilst life is in us!” he declared strongly.

John wondered sourly who gave him authority so to assert.

“Commissioners of the shires.”

An elderly man but solid, massive, Sir Walter Scott of Harden, rose to bow silently. The Borderers had their own priorities, allegiances, even laws – and anyway preferred actions to words.

“The representatives of the burghs.”

It had to be the provost of Edinburgh, Sir Alexander Napier of Merchiston, who answered, since the assembly was being held in his city. “Your Grace’s most humble and devoted subjects,” he said. “We pledge our fullest service and devotion, and that of all your leal lieges, the true backbone and sinews of your kingdom!”

That drew some scowls from the higher-born, who reckoned that the commonality ought to know their place.

That over, the Chancellor rapped for the next business. “The matter of the Archbishop of St Andrews,” he announced.

There was a notable stir in that hall as men eyed each other and murmured. Bishop Laing rose at once.

“Your Grace, although decisions on the rule and appointments in Holy Church are in the main for the decision of the College of Bishops, there are some which call for the consideration of Your Grace and parliament, where these may affect the well-being and good name of the realm at large. Such is here the case, I do judge. The Primate, Patrick Graham, now domiciled in Rome, is, I say, beyond all doubt unfitted to occupy the position of Archbishop of St Andrews and Metropolitan of Scotland. This by reason of failing health, both of body and of mind. It is my contention that the College of Bishops should be urged to effect his replacement by a more worthy successor, for the good of both Church and state.”

“If that is a motion, my lord Chancellor, then I second it.” That was Bishop Blackadder of Aberdeen.

A considerable volume of acclaim arose from all over the hall.

“Can you?” Archie Douglas jumped up. “Can you, we, or any other, replace the Primate? Was he not made archbishop and Metropolitan by the Pope? And may be unmade only by the Pope?”

There were a few supportive shouts.

“It was not His Holiness who made him Prelate,” Bishop Laing countered. “The College of Bishops so appointed him.”

“No College of Bishops could make him archbishop and Metropolitan!” Archie insisted. “If it could, it would have been done long since. For this has been the need of this realm for centuries. In order to prove the folly and insolence of the English Archbishops of York, who have claimed that since there was no Metropolitan north of York, they should rule over the Scottish Church. And the Kings of England have used this against us time and again, in their efforts to gain supremacy. Not until Your Grace’s royal sister, the Princess Mary, and her late husband the Earl of Arran, my own good-brother, persuaded the Archbishop of Trondheim, still further north, in Norway, to withdraw any claim he had, was Bishop Graham able to win from the Pope this great blessing and achievement for Scotland. And now you would pull him down! Why? Out of envy?”

That was a long speech for Archie, and becoming a little incoherent towards the end. Unfortunately those last four words were clear enough. John, for one, would have preferred them unsaid, for the sake of their cause.

There was near uproar in the hall, so that Lord Avondale had to bang his gavel loudly for order.
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