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David Kennedy drummed his fists impatiently on the parapet of the wall-walk of what was known as the Laigh House of Dunure Castle, gazing out to sea. This waiting! He had promised the master-mason, Dod Johnstone, from Ayr, to be at Cassillis, seven miles eastwards, well before midday. And here that wretched Red Douglas, Archibald Bell-the-Cat, had arrived again, and was closeted with his father and sister. And Janet wanted to go with him to Cassillis, being almost as interested as he was himself in the building progress there. He could go on alone, of course; but he wanted to have her with him on this occasion. And he did not want to leave her with that Earl of Angus, whatever their father thought and planned. David was fond of his sister.


How long could he wait? The man would almost certainly go back to Ayr again if they did not arrive at the building site after a couple of hours or so, for he was working on another project, more important for him, as he was also building a castle at Skelmorlie for the Earl of Eglinton, the Montgomerie chief, who was his own laird. And he, David, particularly wanted to see the man to explain his plans and wishes. His coming to Cassillis today had been difficult to arrange.


And now Archibald Douglas, Earl of Angus, had arrived just as they were going to set out, and Janet was detained.


Was there any way in which he could contrive his sister's escape? She would thank him for it, even if their father would not. David Kennedy was perhaps an impatient young man. At twenty-five years, he chafed at his father's



autocratic ways. He was Master of Kennedy, after all. But his sire, the second Lord Kennedy, self-styled King of Carrick, was not to be thwarted by any of his sons and daughters. This dominant and peremptory attitude was indeed why David was building the new castle for himself at Cassillis, his personal property as Master and heir to the title, and where Janet was volunteering to come and keep house for him in due course – if she was not married first, she also desiring to distance herself somewhat from their commanding father; but not by wedding the Red Douglas!


In a way, of course, he, David, would miss dwelling here at Dunure, where he had been born, for it was a most notable stronghold, perched on top of a great column of rock thrust up out of the waves of the lower Firth of Clyde, some eight miles south of Ayr, in Carrick; at least the ancient keep was, oddly shaped to conform with the summit limits of the crag, although the Laigh House, more commodious and built by their grandfather, was sited on slightly lower ground on the little peninsula linking the rock with the shore, itself cliff-sided but less lofty, with steps leading up to the keep, which meant that all who would enter this last must climb up afoot, leaving horses and any numbers of men down in the inner courtyard, a defensive measure. David could look down on the Atlantic rollers smashing themselves in spray on the rocks below, with the recurrent but unending sigh-and-roar, a sound which had been in his ears all his days, and which undoubtedly he would miss at Cassillis, where there would be only the chuckling murmur of the River Doon to hear; but that would be a small price to pay to be out from under the immediate sway of the King of Carrick.


At length he heard the swish of skirts above the noise of the waves, as his younger sister by two years came running along the parapet walk to him from the stairhead caphouse.


“I knew that you would be here,” she cried. “You could



not go without me, and I could not get away until now. That man! His paws on me! Stroking. Feeling. I am not his yet! Whatever our sire says.”


“No. I pray that you never will be.”


Janet Kennedy was a sight to be seen, even by her own brother. Tall, lissome, shapely, spirited, she was a beauty, indeed the most beautiful woman David had ever seen, long of neck, fine of feature, with flashing, laughing eyes. But it was her hair that struck most viewers first, vivid and plenteous red hair, flame-coloured and cascading down. She was known as Flaming Janet Kennedy all over Carrick and beyond. They were very close, these two.


“Can we go now?” he went on. “Before they call you back. Our horses are saddled, waiting.”


“Yes, yes. I am scarce clad for riding. But I care not. Off with us, yes. And quickly.”


They hurried down the winding narrow turnpike stair, past the door to the first-floor hall where Lord Kennedy was entertaining the Earl of Angus. The groom waiting with the horses, a little apart from the group of Douglases with the earl's mounts, grinned conspiratorially and helped the young woman up into her saddle, she agile and with a flash of long white legs, caring nothing for the stares of the Angus men. Then they were off, kicking their horses’ flanks urgently, even there on the cobbles of the yard, out through the gatehouse-arch, over the drawbridge and moat, and so down the hill towards the more level ground amongst the cattle. Due eastwards they rode, at a canter now, up the Dunure Burn's little valley and on through the Brown Carrick Hills, heading for the River Doon.


As they went, when the terrain allowed them to ride side by side, David asked about what had taken place and been said with their father and Archibald Bell-the-Cat of Angus, that notable and unscrupulous chief of the Red Douglases who had engineered the notorious slaughter, at Lauder Brig, of the late King



James the Third's minions and familiars, whence he gained his by-name.


“They were chaffering over lands,” he was told. “Lands in exchange for me! Angus was offering two baronies. In Lanarkshire: Braidwood and some property called Crawford-Lindsay. For these I was to become his third Countess of Angus, wed to a man older than our father. He was not satisfied, wanting more. I will not have it, I will not!”


“We must stop it, yes. But how? There must be something that we can do.”


“I am of age now. Twenty-three years. No longer some child to be used, bought and sold . . .”


“I fear that an unwed woman's age does not prevent her father giving her in marriage. Wrong as it is. Different with a man. I am of full age, and cannot be forced to do this and that. But, unfair as it is, with a woman it is different.”


“I would flee, run away, go into hiding, rather than be wed to that man! Would Father be able to take me out of your house? Cassillis?”


“I deem that he would. In law. Although he could scarcely besiege us! But sooner or later he would grasp you, outwith it.”


“Why is he so eager for this? Why Angus, a man older than himself and of ill repute?”


“He is the Red Douglas. Chief of the second branch of the greatest family in the land, after the king's own. And rivalling the king in power. Angus has been given control, since his Lauder affair, of all the Borders and Lanarkshire. How he can offer these lands for you! And he now dwells at Douglas Castle, none so far away, so we see the more of him. Our sire is ambitious. He would be more than King of Carrick! He once told me that he should be an earl. Power he wants – and Angus could aid him to that. For the new king seems to esteem him highly. King James needs Douglas support also . . .”


They rode on, swinging southwards by Garryhorn towards the Doon valley, well above Maybole. Soon



they were into David's own lands, Grange and Milton of Cassillis, and so to a quite dramatic area. The Doon, a major river flowing north-westwards out of the Galloway hills, had here channelled for itself a steep-sided trough, up to one hundred feet deep, where trees and bushes clung precariously. And on a strong site above the river, on the south side, was Cassillis Tower, their destination.


There had long been a small and simple tower-house here, the heritage of the heir to the Kennedys of Dunure. But David wanted something better, more commodious, where he could live in fair comfort away from his father. But strong, for strongholds were necessary in the Scotland of the late fifteenth century, with the nobles and lairds aggressive and the central government weak, although the new king, James the Fourth, was seeking to improve that. So a new fortalice had risen, incorporating the small tower, massively built with walls a dozen feet in thickness. It was complete to the wallhead, and the roof timbers were in place, but the stone slates were not yet on.


After fording the river at a brief shallow reach downstream, with relief David saw that three shaggy garrons were tethered nearby, which meant that Dod Johnstone, the master-mason, would still be there. Janet and he rode up, to dismount from their very different, taller and better-bred horses, to go within.


They found Johnstone, a heavy, slow-spoken man, talking with the four builders employed on the construction work. It was not for the Master of Kennedy to apologise to a tradesman, however skilled, for keeping him waiting; but he did explain that the arrival of the Earl of Angus had delayed them at Dunure. They moved over, to discuss the object of this visit.


It was, strangely enough, a staircase, not the usual preoccupation of a laird at his house-building. But this was to be a very special stair. The old one, for the previous tower, was still there, a typical narrow winding ascent, even more limited than that they had descended at Dunure. It had been on an earlier visit, when they were



having great difficulty in getting the new fourteen-foot-long lintel for the hall fireplace up to the first floor, that the matter had arisen. They just could not manoeuvre that length of solid stone up the twisting constrictions of that stairway. They had had to devise and erect a hoist up at the window-opening of the hall, and with great labour, and some danger, heave the lengthy and so weighty piece of hewn sandstone by means of ropes and tackle, and in through that aperture. Janet had pointed out that this would also apply to required furnishings, such as a long hall-table and benches, indeed to bedroom plenishings for the upper rooms also, hereafter. What was needed was a much wider stairway. David had accepted that, and told the builders to consider one at least twice as wide.


It was the next day that Janet had come up with the idea. She had been thinking about it all before sleeping that night, and had a suggestion to make. Since the stairway was to be so much wider, could they not have a much wider, thicker newel also, that is the central pillar from which the steps and treads of the twisting stair projected? These turnpike stairs were necessary for defence; that is why they were shaped and twisted that way, so that one man, or two, with swords, could hold up and keep out attackers, however many, themselves safely hidden behind the said newel, only the sword-arm and weapon in evidence. That was fair enough. But these narrow turnpikes were highly inconvenient for normal living, not only for the carrying of burdens up, but for mothers with children in their arms, elderly folk unsteady on their feet, and the like, especially as the public rooms, halls and bedchambers were always on the upper floors. So – a wider stairway. But also, a great inconvenience was their lighting, by night, when no light came in from the narrow arrow-slit windows in the walling, and one had to carry a lamp or candle up the circular ascent, and many had been the falls and minor disasters in castles by the hundred over the years.


Janet's notion, simple as it sounded once it was propounded, was that a wider newel such as she suggested



could be hollow down its centre, built that way; and this, with slits in the sides of it, would allow lamps to be lit and placed therein, which would give light to folk going up or down, steady and reliable light. A hollow newel, that was the answer, with little shelves for lamps and candles.


David was much taken with this idea, and wondered why nobody had thought of it before, at least not that they had ever heard of. Praising his sister's ingenuity, he agreed to have such built. It must be possible. Hence the master-mason from Ayr.


Johnstone, considering it all, said that he thought it could be done, indeed might well be something that he could recommend to others. David foresaw Skelmorlie Castle perhaps getting a similar innovation. But the mason thought that the present narrow stair in the thickness of the walling should be left intact. A wide one replacing it would inevitably project into the floor space at each level, making for awkward angles into the rooms and difficult access. Much better to build a little extra wing to house the new stair at a corner of the keep, making the whole L-shaped. This would be less difficult, less costly and more convenient than replacing the old turnpike. And shot-holes in this extra extension would give improved defence by allowing flanking fire along the two sides of the main walling.


This all commended itself to David and Janet. So be it.


The pair lingered on at Cassillis long after Johnstone and the builders departed, in no hurry to return to Dunure in case Archibald Bell-the-Cat was still there. He had left his men and horses in the courtyard unstabled and waiting, so it had looked as though he had not intended to remain for very long. If he was going back to Douglas Castle he had a lengthy journey ahead of him, although he had a nearer property at Garvellton. David and his sister spent the time examining all the new construction, noting where improvements could be made, and admiring the handsome great fireplace in the hall, with its ingleneuks under that



noteworthy lintel. Thereafter they went walking up the side of the River Doon, in its picturesque glen, beside the cataracts and minor waterfalls and deep pools, so very different a scene from the surroundings of clifftop Dunure.


At length they set out on their return to the coast, hoping for the best.


Best it might be, with Angus gone, but that did not mean any pleasant reception by John, Lord Kennedy. Their father was a tall and sternly handsome man, in his late forties, with a somewhat hawk-like stoop. He was waiting for them, less than warmly.


“Your behaviour, Janet, in absenting yourself like this, with our distinguished guest here, was ill-done, and an embarrassment for myself,” he greeted them. “I expect better of my daughter. And my son, who went with you! It was ill-done, I say. Earl Archibald was much put out, as well he might be, seeking your hand in marriage as he does. What have you to say for yourself?”


“As well to let him know, then, that I am not for him!” his daughter returned, nowise abashed. “I much mislike the man. Whoever I wed, it will not be him.”


“You will wed whom I tell you to, girl!”


“Why so? I am no child now. Twenty-three years. I have a mind of my own. That Douglas is all but old enough to be my grandsire! And he has had two wives already and seven children, all older than am I. Why have me to marry such a man?”


“I have my reasons. Our families linked could be to much advantage and worth.”


“For whom, sir?” That was David.


“Quiet, you! Where did you take her? To Cassillis? That, in despite of my wishes.”


“Father, I would remind you, we are no bairns! You forget it at times. Our brothers and sister may still be subject to your charge, but Janet and myself are not. We have our own lives to live. You cannot trade Janet, like



cattle or merchandise, for lands or repute or influence. As this would be.”


“When I require you to tell me what I can or cannot do, David, I will ask you!” the King of Carrick jerked. “In my house, what I require will be done.”


“Then the sooner that Cassillis is ready for us to occupy, the better for us all.”


Father and son glared at each other.


Janet had her say. “I perceived, before I left you, Father, that you were less than satisfied with what that man was offering you for my hand: these baronies in Lanarkshire, Braidwood and the other? Did he raise the price that you desired for me?”


“I do not like the style of you, girl! If I say that you will wed the Earl of Angus, wed him you will. But, yes, he did speak of Bothwell. Which he won from that sawnie whom the late king made Lord Bothwell, that Ramsay. But that is no concern of yours. I shall be seeing Angus again before long, and we shall come to agreement, I judge. Now, go to your room. And you, David, I'll thank you not to encourage your sister in her undutiful behaviour, of which there has been over-much of late. Or you will pay for it!”


“There are duties and duties, sir! I see mine somewhat differently than evidently do you!” And the Master of Kennedy tooks his sister by the arm, inclined his head briefly towards his father, lips tight, and led her from that hall.
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The matter of the Red Douglas's marriage prospects was rather put in abeyance for a space, at least as far as the Kennedys were concerned, by an unexpected, indeed exciting, happening very shortly thereafter: no less than the arrival at Dunure of the King of Scots himself. James Stewart, fourth of his name to be monarch, had now reached full age, six years after the defeat and death of his feeble father, James the Third, at Sauchieburn, a battle in which the son, aged fifteen, had been on the other side, led by the nobles in rebellion against the misgovernance and the unstable rule, not so much of the weak king as of his low-born favourites. After that battle, shown the corpse of his father at the Mill of Bannockburn, where he had been slain, fleeing the field, he, the son, acknowledging unfilial guilt, had sworn to do penance all his life for his share, however nominal, in the deed, and there and then, in the stable of the mill, had taken down a harness chain from where it hung on a hook on the wall, and girded his loins with it, this ever to be worn, to remind him of his guilt. This he still wore always.


He had instituted other penances, including a yearly pilgrimage to the shrine of St Ninian, he who had first brought Christianity to Scotland, or what was to become Scotland, about the year 400, at Whithorn in Galloway, the famed Candida Casa. James was on the way to Whithorn on this occasion, and having been already at the royal castle of Dunbarton, on the Clyde estuary, was heading for Galloway down that coast with a small group of personal attendants.


The unannounced royal arrival at Dunure created a



great stir, inevitably, that May evening of 1494, with James, King of Carrick only too eager to show his loyalty to James, King of Scots, he who had fought on the other side at Sauchiburn. So it was every effort to be made to provide the young monarch with hospitality and cheer, and, for the moment at least, all signs of disagreement and resentment in the family banished.


James Stewart, despite his preoccupation with guilt, was a cheerful and amiable young man, scarcely handsome but personable, pleasantly open of countenance, frank and anything but stiffly aloof. And from his first sight of Janet Kennedy he was most clearly much impressed. Unlike his late father he was known to be in favour of the opposite sex; indeed he had had a son born the year before to a mistress, Mariot Boyd, and was known to be presently interested in Margaret Drummond, daughter of the Lord Drummond, while King Henry the Seventh of England was making moves to have his young daughter Margaret Tudor wed to him. But all this by no means inhibited the royal interest in other attractive women. And Flaming Janet, finding him to her taste, was nowise concerned to repel him.


Her father, of course, like the rest of the family, could not fail to perceive this attention and admiration, and whatever his ambitions with regard to alliance with the great house of Douglas, recognised that royal favour could have its advantages also. So no instructions were issued to reject the king.


James was entirely frank in this, as in almost all else, that evening concentrating his attentions on the young woman, kissing her goodnight when she retired, and lingering next morning when his party was clearly expecting him to be on his way. He was not aggressive nor cavalier about it, but clearly appreciative. Janet could not but feel flattered; and she perceived this royal interest as perhaps not unhelpful in her battle against Angus's intentions.


When the king's group was gone, her father made no comment on the monarch's attitude towards his daughter,



but did remark on his great improvement on the previous king, and left it at that.


So, for a few days there was comparative peace and ease in the Kennedy household, although Janet was dreading a return of Archibald Douglas. But instead of that, on the fourth day, James Stewart it was who again appeared at Dunure, on his way back to Stirling, even though this was scarcely on his direct route. It was fairly evident to all what had brought him again.


The family could not but welcome the royal attentions, and, since his party arrived at midday, Lord Kennedy suggested that perhaps His Grace would care to go hawking up in the Brown Carrick Hills, amongst which there were three or four small lochs apt to provide good sport, in wild duck, the occasional goose, herons and even swans. The king, glancing at Janet questioningly, agreed when she nodded.


She went off with her sister Helen to dress suitably for riding and hawking, her brothers Alexander, John and William, as well as David, not requiring to do more than improve their attire for royal company. Helen was the youngest of the family, a plain-featured lass compared with her sister, but pleasantly smiling and buxom for her fourteen years. Apart from David, her brothers were all under twenty.


With the king's entourage they made over-large a party for effective hawking. Also they had insufficient trained falcons to provide all with birds; so Lord Kennedy divided up their numbers. David found himself put in charge of the less important group, Janet of course staying with their monarch and her father.


David took his section by the more southerly route into the hills, to the less productive Loch Drumshang area where wildfowl was concerned. Nevertheless they made quite a successful day of it, their four hawks bringing down no fewer than eight mallard, three widgeon and a heron, their two tranters being kept busy retrieving both the hawks and their prey.




The royal party was rather later in getting back to Dunure, and actually had not done so well. Perhaps some of them had been otherwise preoccupied on occasion.


That evening, after a worthy repast, considering the visitors were unexpected, there was music and dancing, King James, who had an excellent voice, contributing to the former, and entering into the latter with vigour and enthusiasm. He had one round with the young and bouncy Helen and devoted all the rest to Janet, whom he did not fail to hold close to him on every available occasion. Later, he undoubtedly would have conducted her up to her room had not Lord Kennedy carefully engaged him in talk just as she was leaving the hall.


David was amused, but also just a little concerned by it all, whatever his father might be.


In the morning James Stewart, taking his leave, told his host that he desired to repay his excellent hospitality in some measure. “Come you to my house of Stirling, my lord, and soon,” he said. “You shall have good sport there, in the Flanders Moss and the Tor Wood, stags and roe-deer, even boar. And wildfowl aplenty. And bring your daughter with you. And the Master, to be sure. And such other of your family as you wish.” He turned to Janet. “Do not delay overlong. Wiser to send me word, lest I be away – which I would not wish. It would be grievous indeed to miss you, lass.”


‘Is this a royal command, Sire?” she asked, smiling.


“Why, yes, you could make it so! Although I might be yours to command!” And he kissed her heartily before remembering to salute her young sister also, but less lingeringly. There was no other female thus to embrace, the Lady Kennedy having died some years previously.


The royal party mounted and rode off.


When they could be alone, David tapped his sister on the shoulder. “You have much affected our liege-lord,” he said. “I do not wonder, for you are . . . very lovely. But, remember: he is the king. And a man of some thirst



for women, I think. Indeed, we know it. And kings can be . . . demanding!”


“I like him,” she said simply.


“Aye. But you must watch how you go with James Stewart, Jan. That one will not be content with a mere kiss or two. And his demands cannot lead to any fulfilment. Kings must marry into their own kind. James is all but promised, is he not, to that English princess, Margaret Tudor. So, watch you!”


“His interest, may keep Angus at a distance!”


“There is that, yes. But, at a price, perhaps.”


“Our father appears none so ill-pleased.”


“But he will still want those Douglas baronies!”


“We shall see . . .”


See they did, for although Lord Kennedy decided to take the king at his word and to go to Stirling shortly thereafter, Archibald Bell-the-Cat did arrive again at Dunure before they made a move. It was not to be known if the monarch's visits had anything to do with this, or whether word of the royal regard for Janet had reached his cars; but he came, and almost the more eager to claim the young woman as bride, and now made his offering the greater. Not only the large Bothwell Castle was to be added to the price but also a town-house in the capital, Edinburgh.


Being such a notably beautiful female had its advantages, undoubtedly, but also its problems and handicaps. Janet had a trying interlude with the earl, but on this occasion David made a point of remaining at her side, with his father and the visitor, somewhat inhibiting the Douglas in his advances. James Kennedy himself was clearly in something of a dilemma.


The entire situation was as difficult as it was unusual, for all concerned – save perhaps James Stewart.
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James Kennedy took only his heir and elder daughter with him to Stirling, although escorted by a sizeable train of mounted men-at-arms, as became the King of Carrick. They went, all wondering, with their different preoccupations and questionings.


It made a long ride, fully seventy-five miles, going by Kilmarnock, Eaglesham, Glasgow, Cumbernauld and Falkirk, but all, necessarily, good on horses and their mounts of the best. Passing Bannockburn, beyond the great Tor Wood, it was David who gestured towards the mill thereof, to his sister, not their father. For this was where, near the scene of Bruce's great battle, James the Third had been murdered, and Lord Kennedy had been on the side of the defeated. That unhappy king, no hero, had fled the field of Sauchieburn, alone, this a mile or so to the west, and at the burn of the Bannock, crossing here, his horse, misliking the rushing water, had reared and thrown him. Clad in armour as he was, he had been stunned. The miller had witnessed it, and not knowing who it was, had dragged his monarch over to the stable, fearing that he was going to die, when presently a group of the victorious rebels, including the Lord Gray, had arrived. The miller had told them that he feared that the unconscious man in his stable was going to die, and perhaps he should be shrived, this the blessing of a priest before death. Gray had declared that he would shrive him, and there and then, drawing his dirk, had stabbed James through the heart. So ended an inglorious reign. The dead monarch's eldest son, on the side of the rebels, arriving then, uneasy about this sudden ascent to



the throne, had taken down that harness chain and begun his penances. All this David told Janet as they rode by, their father silent.


Another four miles and they came to the town of Stirling, its royal castle soaring dramatically on its great rock and dominating all, this above the first, vital and indeed only, bridge across the Forth, with the wide estuary to the east and all the equally wide and marshy wastes of the Flanders Moss to the west, almost less crossable since it could not be by boat, providing the most strategic locality in all Scotland, in the centre of the kingdom, its castle-palace all but impregnable, and for long the favoured seat of the monarchy, this despite Edinburgh being the nominal capital, thirty-five miles away. Hereabouts, at the junction, as it were, of Lowlands and Highlands, had been fought some of the most significant battles of the realm's bloody history, not only Wallace's Stirling Bridge and Bruce's Bannockburn, the said Sauchieburn itself, but also Malcolm the Destroyer's defeat by King Knut of Denmark, Canute.


Up through the narrow streets of the town they rode, the higher they went the larger the dwellings, these the town-houses of the nobility, and the nearer to the castle.


At the tourney-ground in front of the fortress they were challenged by the royal guards, but presumably the king had given orders to look out for them, for at the name of Kennedy they were admitted and escorted up and over the moat and drawbridge and through the gatehouse arch to the rock-top citadel. In an inner courtyard, after a brief wait, they were approached by Patrick Hepburn, Lord Hailes, the Master of the Household, who eyed Lord Kennedy distinctly sourly as one who had been on the other side at Sauchieburn, but Janet much more interestedly, informing her that His Grace was just back from hunting in the Moss, and would accord them audience in due course. Meantime, one of his underlings would conduct them to



their quarters in the West Tower. He would inform His Grace.


“That man,” the King of Carrick muttered as they were led off. “An up-jumped rogue! Laird of only a small property in Lothian, now Lord Hailes, Master of the Household, Captain of Edinburgh Castle, even Lord High Admiral of Scotland! Home, his friend, little more than a Borders mosstrooper, likewise Lord Home and High Chamberlain. So much for rebellion against the late king. Treason!”


His offspring made no comment.


At least Lord Kennedy had no complaint to make anent their accommodation. The West Tower, living up to its name, was perched on one of the highest crags of the castle rock, overlooking the vast panorama of the Flanders Moss, twenty-five miles of it by five in width, that impassable barrier that had held up even the Roman legions as so many other armies, flanked on the north by all the blue mountains of the Highland Line, and beyond the far western end, the challenging mass of Ben Lomond in the MacGregor country. Their rooms were notably fine, a small hall in which to dine, three bedrooms above, all hung with tapestries, and servants to wait on them.


Exclaiming at the magnificent prospect, Janet demanded details of all that she saw, David able to inform her, for he had been to Stirling before although she had not. Lord Kennedy chose the lower and larger bedchamber, and brother and sister went to the lesser rooms above.


King James did better than accord the visitors the promised audience. Quite soon he came personally to welcome them in their tower, running up the twisting stairway to the upper rooms when he found only Kennedy in the lower one. Janet was greeted fairly comprehensively, hugged and kissed when he found her brushing that long red hair of hers, and David had a twinge of concern, almost jealousy, as he saw it. This visit was going to be a testing time for his beloved sister.


As Janet sought to coil her hair up in a suitable fashion,



James told her to leave it hanging loose and long; he liked it that way. And he stroked and rippled it to prove his point. He declared that he had never seen the like and that she was even more beautiful than he had remembered, she making the required modest disclaimers. He announced that they were to dine with him within the hour in the main hall of the royal quarters.


When he had gone, David put it to his sister. “Janet, what are you going to do about this? James is going to seek to take you, here. That is evident. How are you going to deal with it? Are you going to try to fend him off? It will be difficult, with that one, I know. He will want to go . . . far.”


“Do you think that I do not know it, David?”


“Then . . . what? And he the king.”


“What choice have I? It is either him or Angus! Or, in time, some other. It is my lot, it seems. And I do find him . . . pleasing. He will be kind, I think. As well as demanding. No?”


“Who can tell? Men, in their desires, can be . . . exacting. And forceful.”


“I know it. I have discovered that, have I not? John Dalrymple of Stair. He was very . . . urgent. Gordon of Lochinvar also. I am not without some experience, David.”


“But these were not the king, used to having his own way. Able to command, indeed. And with other mistresses. How will you cope with him, lass? For nothing is more sure than that you will have to! These others – none has had his way with you, however eager to. You have told me so.”


“Yes. But I am no artless innocent, even though I am still my own woman. One day, it seems, I must learn the price women have to pay for being women! Or most of them. And it may not be so hard a bargain in the end? You should know, brother – you have had your women.”


“So long as you are not . . . hurt, lass. That I would have you spared.”




“My kind brother . . .”


Their father came up to them. “We are to dine with the king,” he said. “Are you ready, girl? We must not keep him waiting.”


“James Stewart would wait, I think! On this occasion.” That was David.


“We must not displeasure him.”


“How much pleasuring would you afford him, sir? Your daughter's, in especial?”


Their father frowned. “Watch your words, boy! And see that you behave aright in the king's presence. We want no trouble with His Grace. He could grievously harm us in Carrick. Mind it.” Actually it was at Janet that he looked as he said that.


They followed their sire downstairs and over to the royal apartments.


The great hall was already crowded, and musicians playing from the minstrels’ gallery. Many men, and a few women, were sitting at the two long tables which stretched down from the dais platform, but the table on that was still unoccupied.


One of Lord Hailes's minions was waiting for them. He conducted David to a comparatively lowly place at one of the lengthwise tables, where he seated him between an elderly man and a young woman. But he took Lord Kennedy and his daughter up to mount the dais. There were nine chairs at this smaller table, in the centre one high-backed and throne-like. To the immediate left of this Janet was escorted, while her father was led to the last chair on that side. There they were left, turning to eye each other.


Presently six men came through a doorway behind the dais, led by Hailes himself. One came to sit on Janet's left, a man of middle years, who introduced himself as the Lord Home, High Chamberlain. The others seated themselves as directed, a tall and handsome man on the other side of the royal chair.


Then the musicians stopped their playing, and one of



them beat a long rat-tat roll on a drum. And in at the dais door strode James Stewart, as everybody stood, to wave cheerfully right and left, smiling – the same hand to drop and linger on Janet's shoulder as he pressed her down into her chair. All could sit.


“I see that you have put up your hair again!” he said to her. “We will have to improve on that! Later.” And he laughed, and patted her hand.


“As Your Grace prefers,” she murmured.


He leaned over, frankly to admire the cleft between her breasts just visible in the not particularly low-cut neck of her gown. “You have a handsome bosom, I judge,” he added.


She shrugged, which stirred those breasts. “I am as the good God made me!”


“He knew what He was at, in forming women,” was the royal reply. “Or, some of them!”


David watched all this from his more lowly seat – as of course did others – and tightened his lips. The older man on his left chuckled.


“He fancies that one,” he said. “She was with you, no? Not your lady-wife, I hope?”


“Sister,” David jerked briefly.


“Ah! Then perhaps you will be the gainer!”


David turned his shoulder on the man, and this brought him into eye contact with the young woman on his right. She smiled.


“The king, he is well accompanied this night,” she said. She undoubtedly had seen Janet's arrival with David and their father. “Did I hear the name of Kennedy?”


“Yes. I am David, Master of Kennedy. Janet is my sister.”


“And a remarkably lovely woman. I am Agnes Borth-wick.” She half turned to her own right. “This is my brother, William, Master of Borthwick.”


The young man at her side nodded easily. “I have heard of Flaming Janet Kennedy,” he said. “I have not been misled! She is a sight to see.”




“Yes.” This sort of talk scarcely pleased David, however much he admired his sister.


The girl at his side possibly recognised this, from his rather abrupt answers. “Have you come far this day?” she asked. “You are from Carrick, south of Ayr, are you not? We came yesterday. But only from near Edinburgh.” Her words were melodiously unhurried.


David had hardly looked at her until now, preoccupied as he was with the dais-table situation. He saw now that his companion at table was fair rather than beautiful or handsome, but good to look at, attractive in a gentle, calm way, with a strange serenity about her eyes and bearing.


“I have seen Borthwick Castle, on the Gore Water, but have never visited it,” he said, less curtly. “A mighty hold, tall indeed. It was named otherwise once, was it not?”


“The lands were called Lochorwart, yes. Until our grandsire built the castle. Our family had come from the Borthwick Water in Teviotdale. So he changed the name. Next time that you pass that way, do not.” She smiled her gentle smile again. “Call on us, instead.”


Her brother leaned forward. “Do so,” he said. “And bring your sister.”


The servitors intervened meantime, bringing the notable choices of meats, venison, wild boar, duck, goose and beef.


The elderly man on David's left introduced himself. “I am Boyd of Bonshaw,” he announced gruffly. “So, grandsire of His Grace's bairn Alexander. Your sister, Kennedy, would best heed the same!” That had a grim note to it.


David did not anwer. All knew of Mariot Boyd, the young king's first mistress, who had borne him a son at twenty years. Presumably her father was warning anent discarded courtesans.


Up on the dais James was personally selecting choice pieces for Janet's plate, and making something of a show of it. This monarch was not one to hide his feelings.




Agnes Borthwick sipped her wine. “I have heard your father termed the King of Carrick,” she said. “Was not that the great Bruce's style, before he gained the throne?” She sounded interested, not critical.


“Yes, he was Earl of Carrick, in right of his mother, as well as Lord of Annandale, through his father. My own father is not the first Kennedy so to style himself, however foolishly. It all started as a mockery by less successful folk who envied them the lands they gained in Carrick partly by the sword and partly by well-chosen marriages! So they sought further to earn that title over the years.”


“So you are the Prince of Carrick!”


“No one has ever called me that, lady. I am content to be David Kennedy of Cassillis.”


“A modest man?”


As the repast, banquet indeed, progressed, David got on well with the Borthwicks, less so with Boyd of Bonshaw, who clearly thought that he should be sitting up at the dais-table instead of some of the others.


When the dining was over, even though the drinking was not, the long tables were pushed over to the walling to clear space for dancing. Waving to the musicians in the gallery to change their tunes and tempo, James conducted Janet down, to lead the way. For a while they had the floor to themselves, an eye-catching pair. Then others joined in, at the king's gesturing, and soon the floor was crowded, some cavorting rather than actually dancing, there being insufficient women present to provide partners for all, and the wines and spirits having their effects. David felt that he could not do other than ask Agnes Borthwick to step out with him, she inclining her fair head and proving most graceful in this activity as in all else, good to feel in his arms, indeed causing him to decry himself as a clumsy yokel.


In one of their circlings they passed near to the monarch and Janet, she held a deal closer than was his own partner. Sister raised her eyebrows eloquently at brother as they



went by, and James released a shapely breast momentarily to wave. Agnes smiled, but did not comment.


She partnered her brother thereafter, but presently came back to David for one final dance before she retired, he appreciative. It was when this was ended, and she said goodnight, serene as ever, that he noted that the Borthwicks were not the only ones who had thought of retiring. There was no sign of James Stewart any more than of Flaming Janet. Nor, indeed, of Lord Kennedy.


David made his way back to their West Tower. His father was not there, nor, upstairs, was Janet.


David waited and waited in his own room, gazing out over the dusky levels of the Flanders Moss as darkness grew. No sound came from the next-door chamber.


He kept thinking of Janet, and what was happening to her this while. But also, occasionally, another image came into his mind, that of a quietly calm and comely face, so much less animated than was his sister's, but by no means listless or stolid.


For how long he sat there waiting, he could not tell, before he heard voices, and the door next to his own opening, a man's voice but not his father's. The door shut, but he heard no footsteps descending the stairway. So still he waited. At length the door did open and close again, with a laughing goodnight called.


David rose, drawing a deep breath. Now, strangely, he was almost loth to do what he had been waiting to do. He paced his floor to and fro, set-faced, before he went to open his own door and knock at the other, then entered.


In the semi-darkness he saw Janet on her bed, not in it, her clothing disarranged. She lay on her back, gazing up at the bed's canopy. She did not turn to look at him.


He went to her side. ‘Janet, lass,” he said. And could think of nothing else to say there and then. He did reach out, to touch her arm.




She did not speak, for a little. Then she sighed. “That was it, then.”


“You . . . he . . . James? Was it . . . grievous? He, he took you? All?”


“All, yes. But . . . grievous? I do not know, David. I do not know. If it had to be . . .” She reached to take his hand. “Tell me. Should it have been so grievous? It was painful, yes. At first. But ...”


He shook his head. What were words in such circumstances?


“He was strong with it. But not, not . . . It was . . . strange. And that chain! He wears it always, he says. That was, was awkward! He never takes it off.”


“He wears it at night? We have all heard of the chain. But not . . .”


She pressed his hand. “Leave me, David. I must be alone. To think. I am no longer a virgin. You see?”


Long David Kennedy lay awake that night, or what was left of it, wondering. His thoughts, however, were not entirely on his sister.


In the morning David came late to the lesser hall downstairs for his breakfast, but not as late as his sister. Their father was waiting, with some impatience.


“The king has sent word,” he announced. “We ride for the hunt within the hour. Janet, what of her?”


“What think you? She is in her bed – her own bed!”


“Then go fetch her, boy. His Grace will not wait overlong. He expects us to join him.”


“The joining was done last night!”


Lord Kennedy did not answer that, leaving the room.


Janet appeared presently, and although David searched her features he saw no evident signs of distress.


“You slept well?” he asked, somewhat fatuously.


“Sufficiently well,” she answered. “Should I not have done?”


“I know not,” he admitted. “My knowledge of womankind is . . . limited!” He shrugged. “Our sire is concerned



that we do not keep the king waiting. We are to hunt with him. Father is much concerned for His Grace's favour.”


“And you are not, David?”


“Say that I am a loyal subject, and leave it at that!”


“He is none so ill,” she said.


Eyeing her thoughtfully, he told her to eat her breakfast.


In due course, changed for riding, she accompanied her brother over to the courtyard before the royal quarters, where men and horses were already assembled, their father amongst them; two or three women also, Agnes Borthwick included. David went over to greet her and her brother – and it was Janet's turn to do the thoughtful eyeing.


Whether or not James Stewart had been waiting for them within, he arrived very promptly thereafter, waving genially to all, and coming over to clasp Janet in his arms and kiss her frankly. All were to be left in no doubt as to his esteem for her. He clapped David on the shoulder, but firmly pushed him aside when he moved to assist his sister to mount her horse, and performed that service himself.


“We hunt boar in the Moss,” he told her. “With spears. But no spear for you, my dear. I would not have you risk your beautiful neck to a boar's tusks.” And on an afterthought, added, “Nor any other fair lady's.”


David was provided with a long spear, at least fifteen feet of it, like most of the other men.


They moved off behind the king and Janet, David electing to ride beside the Borthwicks rather than with his father.


They proceeded down through the town streets for some way until they could swing off on to a fairly steep track, which led down around a bluff of the castle rock, to reach more level ground in the vicinity of a strange feature known as the King's Knot, a geometrically shaped and stepped mound, grassed over and terraced in extraordinary fashion, over four hundred feet square



and rising to a central elevation, this alleged to be King Arthur's Round Table.


Westwards they rode, following the course of the River Forth, but soon they were more than a mile inland from its south bank, this because of the ever-widening marshland, reed beds, pools and scrub woodland of the Flanders Moss. There was an area of over two hundred wet, square miles of this boggy terrain, the Gargunnock and Fintry Hills, with the Campsie Fells, to the south, and the Mounth of Teith, outlier of the Highlands, to the north, this the haunt of wild creatures in plenty but not of mankind, no single dwelling amongst it all. The streams running off these flanking hills, and more or less trapped here, were responsible for it all, as well as the frequent flooding of the river itself, this on account of the bottle-neck of rocky land in the Stirling vicinity, so that the river was not able to drain all the water off effectively. James explained to Janet as they went that, had the almost parallel and indeed larger river to the north, the Teith, not been diverted in curious fashion by the same intrusive ridges, its stronger waters could have drawn off all this plain's wetness, and the Firth of Forth would have been the Firth of Teith, and his realm's history changed, for this barrier between Highlands and Lowlands would not have been there.


They trotted on for almost eight miles until, crossing the incoming Goodie Water, the king led them off into the reedy levels of what he called the Poldar Moss, part of the greater morass. He said that there was slightly firmer ground here, and they could see more of stunted trees, birch as well as alder, scrub oak and bushes, these in patches. There were pools and mires here also in plenty, and care had to be taken as to where horses could safely go; but it was a good area for wildlife, roe-deer especially and the occasional boar. All had to watch out for these last, dangerous animals in dangerous terrain, especially for those unused to it all, the ladies in particular.


They divided into three parties, right and left, with the king's group in the centre. Soon they saw roes,



graceful creatures only half the size of the red deer of the hills, bounding off into leaf cover, and one or two crossbow arrows were loosed at these, bringing two down, the tranters attached to each party going out to collect them. Today James was not really interested in these however; he wanted to display his prowess with the boar-spear before his new lady-love.


It was in fact some time before they met with any challenge, with plenty of deer, hares and wildfowl in evidence, but no boars. But at length, as they were passing a clump of alder and thorn, James held up a hand, reining in. Then they could hear a sort of snuffling growl coming from the tree cover. The king was telling Janet to go warily when out hurtled a massive tusked creature, dark brown, almost black, head down, to charge the horsemen, grunting loudly as it came, swiftly indeed for that heavy body, as large as a small pony, on such short legs.


James grabbed at Janet's arm to have her pull aside out of harm's way, risking danger for himself in the process, and all but cannoning into the Earl of Montrose, who was already lowering his long spear, as indeed were most of the men. It was chaos for moments, perilous moments. But perhaps the confusion of rearing and turning alarmed horses and shouting men also confused the boar somewhat in its growling dash, for it slightly changed direction once or twice in covering the hundred or so yards from its recent cover.


Montrose, in fact, seemed to become the creature's target, and he had his spear down and levelled before the king did. But he recognised that this first test was James's privilege, in the circumstances, and jerked his mount up on to its hind legs in an urgent turn aside, and the brute plunged past, heading for the next nearest horsemen who happened to be the Lord Kennedy. Janet yelled her alarm and warning, and her father in his haste to get out of the way dropped his unwieldy spear. This proved to be no misfortune, for the tusked creature ran



into the shaft of it, tripping slightly. David, just behind his father, with the Borthwicks, had his own spear levelled, but was uncertain just how to wield it, never before having hunted thus, boars not being prevalent in Carrick. His sire's horse cannoned into his own, all but unseating him. But the menace tore past, close enough for him to smell the stink of it, and now headed straight for the monarch and Janet.


James Stewart proved his courage, gallantry and expertise, for instead of pulling aside, he jerked his frightened steed round in front of the young woman's, and reining it up so that its forelegs pawed the air, drove his spear down on the charging animal as it came directly below. The creature all but brushed his horse's hind legs as the spear struck into the massive shoulder, and was thereby wrenched out of its wielder's grip as the boar plunged on, long lance affixed and trailing, no further target ahead of it.


The king was shouting now, and, pulling out, grabbed the earl's spear out of its owner's grip, and spurred his horse round to go dashing after his quarry. The boar, hampered by that dragging shaft, and seeking to shake it off, slowed its pace, and James came up behind and, before it could turn and face him, drove the borrowed weapon deep into the brute's rear, unprotected compared with its heavy thick-skinned shoulders. Snorting loudly, the animal's onward career came to a slithering end. It collapsed, its legs twitching and jerking, the two spears still embedded.


Waving his proud satisfaction, James came back to Janet's side. “A tough tusker!” he exclaimed. “Hard of hide, but excellent sport!”


“Sport?” she asked. “You name that sport?”


“To be sure. The fiercer the brute, the better. So long as you were not endangered.”


Janet shook her red head and refrained from comment.


The monarch rallied his male companions on their performances, spears were retrieved, and the tranters



were left to attend to the still twitching carcase. Massive as it was, it would have to be dragged behind a garron to wherever a farm cart could be brought for it. James announced that he would have the tusks made into a trophy for Janet.


They rode on, more warily now, shot more roe-deer, and tried their hands at shooting fowl in the air, but gave it up as a wastage of arrows, with hawking the way to deal with such.


The flanking party on the right rejoined them at an open space beside a lochan, complaining that they had seen no boars.


They all dismounted there to refresh themselves with oatcakes and wine from flasks. Agnes and Janet disappeared together into bushes, exchanging views on boar-sticking, David and Will Borthwick agreeing that it was not a sport for the ill-prepared.


In the afternoon, they did see and kill another boar, but this one a deal less aggressive, a female which, after a mere token charge, turned and fled, but fell to Montrose's spear.


Thereafter it was the long ride back to Stirling, not all the sportsmen as pleased as was their royal host.


That evening's feasting was a repeat of the previous night's, with the king and Janet waiting only for the first dance and then disappearing.


James had planned a tournament for the following day, but the rain poured down, and even the royal enthusiasm was discouraged. Instead, games were played indoors, and later an impromptu masque was staged in the great hall, and here the ladies came into their own. They contrived a display on the theme of Helen of Troy, with Janet playing the name-part as the most beautiful woman of ancient Greece, daughter of Zeus, with Agnes Borthwick as her sister Clytemnestra, and the Countess of Montrose their mother. James himself acted as a acantily clad Paris – although there was little of acting in it all, gesturing,



posturing and parading to music being the way of it. There was much applause and hilarity.


The visitors learned that the next day the king was due to visit Fife on his way north to inspect the building of two new war-vessels, one at Dysart and the other up at Aberdeen, this work under the supervision of Sir Andrew Wood of Largo, a master-mariner as well as a laird and merchant-adventurer. Wood had advocated the creation of something that the Scots had hitherto lacked, a fleet of fighting-ships, a national asset that the English had had in some measure for long. At his own expense Wood had built two large war-vessels, although useful also for trade with the Low Countries, the Flower and the Yellow Caravel, and used these against English piracy of Scots shipping, this with such success that King Henry Tudor sent up five war-craft of his own to counter Wood's activities. That sturdy character had accepted the Tudor challenge, and had in fact won a sea battle with the enemy, under an admiral named Stephen Bull, two ships against five, capturing three English vessels to bring in to Leith and present to young King James. That over-chivalrous monarch, to keep the peace with England, sent the ships back to Henry, and allowed Bull to return with them, without ransom. The Tudor's response had been to offer the huge sum of £1,000 sterling for Sir Andrew Wood, dead or alive. Now James was encouraging more of this useful warship-building, hence his present mission. And while up at Aberdeen he would also inspect progress on Bishop Elphinstone's notable institution of a university in that city, to be the third in Scotland, after St Andrews and Glasgow.


So it was an end, meantime, to dalliance at Stirling, and a return home for many there, including the Kennedys; but not, strangely enough, of the King of Carrick himself, who elected to accompany his monarch on this northern journey, presumably determined to demonstrate his new-found adherence to the royal cause and to wipe out his previous allegiance.




His son and daughter made no objections, indeed Janet favouring a fairly prolonged absence from Dunure as helpful in keeping the Earl of Angus at bay. After an undoubtedly passionate night, and an openly demonstrative parting in the morning by the king, Janet, with the Borthwick brother and sister and David, set off southwards, while the royal train rode eastwards for Fife. It had all been a lively and significant interlude.


At the Borthwicks’ urging, they travelled by the longer route, to Edinburgh and then south from there by Borthwick Castle, to spend the night. The two couples got on well together, although all so very different in temperament, William being a quietly studious young man, slow of speech but nowise lacking in character.


Borthwick Castle lay, or rather stood, some thirteen miles from the capital, on a spur jutting into the Gore Water valley before that stream joined the South Esk. It was quite the tallest tower-house David had ever seen, six storeys of it, in the shape of an E, before the parapet and wall walk with a garret above, the walls thick indeed, the whole a frowning, defiant strength. It would be a hard hold to capture.


The Lord Borthwick was now in late middle years, a widower. He eyed David doubtfully at first, whatever he thought of Janet, for the Kennedys had been on the other side in the late troubles, and the Scots nobility tended to have long memories. But he thawed in due course. He obviously doted on his daughter.


They spent a quiet evening, compared with the Stirling ongoings, but pleasantly and without any stress, in the magnificent hall with its great hooded fireplace, the visitors learning much as to the antecedents of the Borthwicks from earliest times, more ancient than the Kennedys, or so was claimed.


Agnes made an excellent hostess, and had a tuneful if slightly husky singing voice, accompanying herself on the lute, the others joining in when she offered them ballads.




She conducted the guests upstairs on retiral, and David offered a goodnight kiss at his room's door, which was not rejected. That young woman's serenity was having a growing effect on him, something that he had never known in any other.


The two girls went together into Janet's allotted bedchamber, no doubt to share female confidences; so David still had no word alone with his sister.


In the morning, when they took their leave, Agnes it was, after kissing Janet goodbye, who offered her lips to David – and cool as that young woman might be, those lips had a warmth to them.


Thereafter, as they rode, south-westwards now, by Tynehead and the Morthwaite Hills to Peebles and the upper Tweed, over into Clydesdale and so to Ayrshire, David had opportunity at last to discuss the situation with his sister.


“The king?” he asked. “How is it with you and him, Janet? The truth of it?”


She shook her head. “I, I do not know. I like him. He is demanding, yes. But kind also. I do not find him . . . displeasing. Even if he is something . . . importunate. It is strange, but I do not feel used by him!”


“Yet you are being so, lass. For nothing can come of this. You know that. No future in it for you.”


“Think you that I have not considered this? Considered it much. What is my future? Our father will seek to marry me off to someone, to his own advantage, even if I escape Angus, nothing more sure. But if I am linked in some fashion with the king, I may be spared that.”


“James will marry. That is certain. If not to this daughter of King Henry, then to some other princess. And then, what?”


“I do not know. But kings have . . . mistresses.”


“And would you be content to be that? Mistresses can be discarded. Have you sufficient liking for James Stewart to face that, sooner or later?”




“That I have asked myself also. I think that I could ... love him! And so ...?”


He turned to gaze at her, silent now.


“Do you wonder at me, David? Can you understand? We have always been close, and . . .” She left the rest unsaid.


“I will try to, lass, try to . . .”
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