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In his gratification, he admitted his hopes and intentions.


“I thank you! That is good, good! It means that I will have something to offer her, offer Agnes. A house. The means to keep her.” He took the plunge. “Agnes Crichton.”


His mother reined over, to smile at him, and his father grunted.


“We wondered when you would come out with it,” the thane said. “You have been seeing a lot of that young woman, have spoken often of her. We guessed that this would be the way of it. But – Crichton! Have you considered what you would be taking on if you wed the man’s daughter? It is scarcely a family I would have chosen for my son to marry into!”


“Agnes is not like her father. He is hard, a stern man. She is kindly, generous. And very fair.”


“You love her?” his mother asked.


“I do. I do.”


“And Crichton himself? Will he permit this?” Sir Patrick wondered.


“That I do not know,” Alec conceded. “We may have to wait until Agnes is of full age. A year yet. That is, if she will have me! I have not asked her yet.”


“But you think that she will?” Lady Lyon sounded sympathetic.


“Who knows? But she is . . . friendly.”


“I hope that you are not stirring up trouble for yourself!” his father said.


They left it at that.
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Alexander Lyon stared at his father. “The king dead!” he gasped. “Dead?”

“Aye. Slain! Murdered by those dastards! Assassins! Sir Robert Stewart, grandson of Atholl, Sir Robert Graham, and another. At the Blackfriars Monastery in Perth three nights past. In the presence of Queen Joanna. James slain! The King of Scots! A deed unknown since MacBeth’s murder. And at the behest of one of his own earls and kinsman, Walter Stewart of Atholl, his uncle.”

“But . . . why? Why?”

“Spite! Hatred! Atholl seeking the throne, it may be. Revenge for the death of Murdoch of Albany, his nephew. Who knows for certain? But Scotland has lost her monarch. Trapped in some cellar of the friary where he was lodging. A strong, a fine king, gone. Now what?” Sir Patrick Lyon of Glamis strode to and fro in the withdrawing-room of the castle hall of Glamis, in Strathmore. “A six-year-old son left to reign over us. Here is disaster!”

Alexander shook his head. “To slay His Grace! Their sovereign-lord to whom they will have sworn fealty! It is scarce to be believed. It is not some canard, some coggery?”

“That wandering friar, Anselm, told me. He had come from Perth. He is honest, and said that it is truth. James was about to seek his bed, with his wife. Her lady-in-waiting, Catherine Douglas, with them. And a younger Douglas maid. That evil dastard, Stewart, his own kinsman, and Graham and others, broke into the monastery. They overcame the few guards. Monks shouted the alarm, the friar said. The king heard it, and took refuge in some cellar beneath the bedchamber. With a trapdoor. The queen, when she heard them in the outer room, lay on it, the trapdoor, to hide it. They came up, the murderers. The Lady Catherine sought to hold the door, the room door. Used her arm as a drawbar – a stout-hearted woman! But they burst in, breaking her arm. They knew that the king was there – and no other door. They struck the queen, dragged her away. Found the trap. They went down to the cellar. He was a great fighter, was James. Always was. But he was for his naked bed. Had no arms. They had dirks and swords. They stabbed him to the death. James Stewart! Myself, I was hostage for him those years back, in England . . .”

“What . . . what is to be done?” Nineteen-year-old Alexander wagged his head, still hardly believing it.

“The good Lord knows! Vengeance on the assassins, aye. But – the rule of the land? Young Rothesay but a child. They, the murderers, will seek to get rid of him also, I would think. To make Walter Stewart, Atholl, the king.”

“Atholl was uncle to the king?”

“Aye. Robert the Second was wed twice. By his first queen he had John, Earl of Carrick, whose name was changed to Robert, John being an unhappy name for any king. Then he had Robert, who became Duke of Albany, and this Walter of Atholl, David of Strathearn and the Lord Brechin. Carrick became Robert the Third and his son David, Duke of Rothesay, and this James. Albany murdered young Rothesay to gain the throne. And would have slain James also. But he escaped for France, but was captured by the English, and held there. Now Walter of Atholl has done what his brother Albany could not do! Scotland is set for strife and turmoil! Again!”

“What is to be done?” the young man repeated. “Can we do anything?”

“God knows! I will have to think. Consider well. I will go to see your grandsire, at Auchterhouse. Sir Alexander is sheriff of Angus. Has a good head on his shoulders still, old as he is. Something we must do. I am Thane of Glamis!”

“The prince. Rothesay? He will now be rightful king. But . . . six years! He was not with his father and mother?”

“No, heaven be praised! Or they would have killed him also, I swear. He will be at Stirling in the care of Livingston. If care that can be named! I do not trust Alexander Livingston!”

Alec nodded. He knew sufficiently of the dislike between his father and Sir Alexander Livingston, keeper of Stirling Castle, the royal fortress. “The queen? What of her, now? She is a strong woman, is she not? What happened with her? Do they hold her?”

“I know not. The friar did not say. They would not slay her, I think. Too close to the English throne. Her uncle, the Cardinal Beaufort, High Chancellor of England. They would not want war with England, as well, belike, as civil war in Scotland!” He stopped pacing. “See you, Alec, go tell your mother that I must visit her father and brother at Auchterhouse. She might wish to accompany me.”

Alec found the Lady Isabel in the vaulted kitchen below, before the great arched fireplace and the stone ovens, instructing the cook on what she wanted for the midday meal. In front of the kitchen scullions he thought that he should not mention the dire news of the king’s death, so merely told his mother that Sir Patrick was going to Auchterhouse, which was eight miles south-west in Strathmore, nearer to Dundee, on receipt of sudden news, and wondered whether she would wish to go with him. Surprised, Lady Isabel did not question her son, but went off to see her husband.

Alec went to tell his two younger brothers and his sister the terrible tidings.

That evening, when Sir Patrick and his wife got back from Auchterhouse of the Ogilvys, he was much exercised. His old father-in-law had not heard of the tragedy for Scotland, and was greatly concerned at the news. He also did not trust Livingston of Calendar, who would now in effect become the governor of the young king. He had been favoured by King James, and had indeed been one of the jury which had tried and condemned to death the returned monarch’s enemy, Murdoch, second Duke of Albany, on the king’s return from his twenty-year captivity in England which had been contrived by Albany’s father – so his reputation was sound enough. But he had failed Sir Patrick’s own father at the foul Raid of Roxburgh in 1422, resulting in the older Lyon’s capture and imprisonment in England, and this had never been forgotten. He was known to be friendly with Atholl, who, it was said, had gained him the appointment at Stirling. The queen should be warned, and either dismiss Livingstone or possibly meantime remove her son from his care. Whether she was still at Perth they did not know. But Sir Patrick would ride there on the morrow. He would take Alec with him. Perth was only some thirty miles distant.

That young man was nothing loth. He had been aiding his father in many activities these last two years, but mainly in the management of the large Glamis estates and lands, and in some measure in the affairs of Strathmore, that wide and fertile vale in the centre of the shire of Angus, north of Tay. But he had never been involved in any national causes or matters of state. That his sire deemed him fit to accompany him on this vital and possibly dangerous mission elated him more than a little.

Early next day then they set off westwards, accompanied by an escort of a dozen armed men, as befitted the Thane of Glamis. The Lyons were proud of that ancient title and style, little used now but once so important in Scotland, with the only other thanage, that of Arbuthnott, none so far off. The Lyons, admittedly, had no ancestral ties with the famous Thane of Glamis who had featured so prominently in the reign of King MacBeth four centuries before, having only gained the lands and lairdship when Sir Patrick’s grandfather, who had been Chancellor of the realm, had married Jean, daughter of King Robert the Second, and had been granted Glamis as her dowery. But at least this royal connection gave them prestige, and some authority in approaching the queen at this period of crisis. Alec was not averse to telling his friends that he was a great-great-grandson of that King Robert, and therefore a descendant of the hero-king, the Bruce.

They rode up Strathmore that breezy late February day of 1437 by Meigle and Coupar Angus and Balbeggie, passing near the site of MacBeth’s castle of Dunsinane, north of the Sidlaw Hills, and so came to the Tay, near to Scone, coronation seat of the Kings of Scots, at the sacred point, in pre-Christian days, where the fresh water of the great river overcame the salt water of the tidal estuary, and fertility triumphed over the sea god’s destructive power. From Scone it was a mere three miles down river to St John’s Town of Perth.

They found the town still in a stir over the dire happenings there four days earlier, the citizens cowering away from the sight of one more group of armed horsemen. Sir Patrick knew the provost, and made for the Tolbooth, to ask if Queen Joanna was still in the town. A bailie there informed them that she had, the day before, departed for Stirling Castle.

This news presented a problem indeed. Should they go on to Stirling, where they could find Sir Alexander Livingston as well as the queen, when it was against the said Livingston that they wanted to warn Joanna, for her young son’s sake? Sir Patrick should have thought of this. Yet not to do so would be failing in their duty to their new monarch. It was decided to press on, some risks as this might represent. It was always possible that the assassins might also have repaired to the royal fortress.

It was only noon, so they had ample time to reach Stirling, some thirty-five miles to the south, before even February dark. They rode over into Strathearn, and by Auchterarder into the Allan Water vale, and so reached Dunblane. There, on the higher ground, they could see down to the River Forth to where, southwards still, in the sinking sunlight, they viewed the mighty castle on its towering rock above the levels where this other great river also reached the salt waters of the Firth of Forth, that vital first crossing-place of the seventy-mile-long barrier to travellers, which the fortress guarded. What sort of a reception would they have at that citadel?

Clattering through the narrow cobbled streets of the town, which climbed steeply towards the rock-top castle, impregnable there on its dizzy perch between Highlands and Lowlands, they reached the wide dry-ditch and gatehouse beyond. They found the drawbridge down, but well guarded by spearmen. Sir Patrick announced with every appearance of confidence that the Thane of Glamis had come to see the Queen’s Grace, and craved audience.

Dismounting, they waited there at the gatehouse arch, wondering whether admittance would indeed be granted. Livingston, when he heard of the identity of the callers, might well refuse entry; after all, he could say that the queen, in her distress, was seeing no callers, lofty or otherwise. And if the king’s murderers were indeed there . . .!

However, it was not Livingston but the captain of the royal guard who came down to the gate, one Sir Robert Menteith of Rusky, kin by marriage to the keeper, but with whom Sir Patrick had no quarrel. A good-looking youngish man, he greeted the Thane of Glamis respectfully, led the Lyons in, and said that he did not know whether the queen would see them, in her present state of loss, but he would inform Her Grace. He mentioned that the keeper, Sir Alexander, was absent meantime, the queen having sent him off on urgent errands connected with the shocking death of her royal husband.

That was some relief, at least, for the visitors.

They were conducted up to the wing of the fortress containing the royal apartments. There, in an anteroom, they were left, their escort remaining near the gatehouse.

When Menteith returned he had a companion, a man with a bandaged hand, whom he introduced as Sir David Dunbar, another member of the royal household. Her Grace would see the Thane of Glamis.

This Dunbar, of middle years, leading them upstairs without asking what was their business with the queen, did indicate that Her Grace was in a state of much grief and hurt but was maintaining the spirits of her young family. He hinted that the visitors should not remain with her for overlong, Sir Patrick agreeing. For his part, he asked why Sir David had his hand so fully bandaged, to be told, briefly, that he had had three fingers cut off. At this unusual answer he could not but enquire further, and learned that Dunbar had been at Perth those four nights ago, and had sought to prevent Stewart and Graham from intruding on the royal couple, and had had his hand slashed with a dirk in consequence, by Graham, to the loss of his fingers – although he had managed to kill one of the wretches. What comment were the visitors to make to that?

They heard children’s voices, cries and laughter, before ever they reached the royal chamber, girlish voices predominating and scarcely sounding like a mourning family. James and Joanna had had six offspring, five daughters and one son; Margaret, the eldest, of eight years; Jean, the youngest, but three. So no doubt the queen was concerned that grieving for their father should not too greatly upset them.

The callers were ushered into the royal presence, and bowed low, only too well aware that their coming was in the nature of an intrusion. The queen sat at a table, with papers before her, while the six children played vigorously around, the boy on hands and knees on the floor, with his smallest sister sitting on his back, as though horse-riding, a pleasing domestic scene. Alec wondered whether he should bow again, to the new king.

Joanna Beaufort was a strikingly beautiful woman, and despite all her child-bearing, had retained an excellent figure, tall and fairly slender. She had notably fine eyes, patrician features and a firm chin, her long chestnut-brown hair looped back with a fillet with no coif, a woman who had proved herself as one to be reckoned with, as well as admired for her looks. She would be in her thirty-fifth year.

“Ah, Sir Patrick, it is some time since we forgathered,” she said, as he approached her, and offered her hand for him to kiss. “Greetings! Even in these sorry circumstances, I could not fail to receive the Thane of Glamis, remotely of my husband’s kin.” And she turned that handsome head to shush her children to make less noise.

“Highness, what am I to say?” Sir Patrick answered. “It is beyond all words, all acceptance, all belief! We come, offering you our sympathy, our compassion and understanding, our devotion. And our fealty and duty towards our new liege-lord – indeed our lives, if necessary.” And he did bow towards the boy on the floor, Alec also now.

“You are good, kind, Sir Patrick. I, and he, shall need all the service you offer, I think! For there is much to be done. I am planning some of it now!” And she gestured to the papers. “I will see some justice done, God helping me!” She brought a fist down on the table in a strange gesture for a woman, but significant enough. Then, expression changing, she opened her hand towards Alec. “And this? A son, I think?”

“Yes, Your Grace, my eldest. Alexander. And eager to be at your aid and support.”

“My service, or rather my son’s, may be less than pleasing, I fear, my friends. There are deeds to be done which will demand . . . strong wills!”

“That is why we are here, Highness. We know it.”

Behind them, Dunbar, of the Earl of March’s line, spoke. “I have told Her Grace that there are many, many awaiting to do her royal bidding. To wreak vengeance on those foul miscreants!”

“Oh, yes, I will have vengeance, if I may!” That was said in tones which were almost steely, despite her normally light and pleasing voice.

“Vengeance, yes,” Sir Patrick agreed. “Dire vengeance! But first, I say, safeguards, precautions. For His young Grace, here.”

Joanna eyed him keenly.

“See you, Highness, those dastards, had your son been with you at Perth, would have slain him also, I think, child as he is. They want the throne. For Atholl himself, or for his grandson Robert Stewart. If they could slay the father, they could slay the son, an only son. And then their way is open. With Murdoch of Albany executed, and his son, Atholl is next in line for the crown. I would say that they are not finished their evil tasks yet!”

She pursed her lips. “You think so, dear God!” She half rose, the mother in her superseding the queen. “But he is safe enough in this stronghold of Stirling.”

“Is he, Your Grace? A stronghold is no stronger than its keeper!”

“What mean you by that?”

“I mean that Sir Alexander Livingston may be assured. Of good faith. Leal. But . . . he may not be. He betrayed my father once, out of spite and self-gain. And he is said to be friendly with both Stewart and Graham. If he thinks that he might do better under Atholl as king, or even Robert Stewart, and they come chapping at your gate here, I say that he might, might just, let them in!”

“No, no, Sir Patrick! Not that. I trust Livingston. He is loyal, I swear. My husband trusted him. Made him keeper here. He would not fail me. Or young Jamie.”

“Perhaps not, Your Grace. Perhaps I wrong him. But conditions have changed. A child king can unsettle all in a kingdom, unsettle all who are, or would be, in power. You will find that so, I greatly fear.”

“But I have sent Sir Alexander to apprehend the murderers! Or some of them. If he can . . .”

“M’mm. Yes. But I would advise caution, Your Grace, to ensure the young king’s safety. In cases of possible trouble. See you, Edinburgh Castle is as strong as this one. In the care of Sir William Crichton, a good man, stoutly leal, trusted. Placed there by your royal husband. And no friend of Atholl and the others.”

“Sir William is a Gentleman of the Bedchamber, yes. I know him well.”

“I would suggest, Highness, that you send your son, His Grace, to Sir William’s keeping meantime. Until the present unrest is past. All go to Edinburgh, if so you wish. There is bound to be upset for a time, while you seek your . . . redress. And this Stirling will be at the centre of it. The murderers will know that you will take vengeance, if you can. They may act further, therefore. And quickly. I say that this is no place for the young king. And for Your Highness’s self, in this time. Even if you can trust Livingston.”

“Y-e-e-es. Perhaps. You believe that they will strike again? And in force? Soon?”

“Having gone so far as to assassinate the king, they will not leave it at that, to be sure. And they can raise many men, Atholl in especial. I would advise that Your Grace does the same. Raises men, to deal with these traitors. Many, many men will rally to your cause. Aye, including the Lyons and the Ogilvys. Use Crichton to muster them all. And, I mind you, his daughter is wed to the Gordon chief, the Earl of Huntly. He has great numbers of his clan. And up there, near to Atholl’s lands. Huntly could pose a dire threat to Atholl.”

“You have me all but convinced, Sir Patrick . . .”

“I would agree with the thane, Your Grace. Edinburgh would be safer than here,” Dunbar put in. “Crichton is a good man. My own kinsman, the Earl of March, none so far from there, in the Merse, could raise his thousands – Dunbars, Homes, Swintons and the like.”

“We will think on this.” Joanna had to raise her voice to counter the children’s noise, these becoming impatient for attention. “We will talk of it over our repast. Once these noisy ones are abed. Sir David, find you a bedchamber for the thane and his son. And a servitor to attend them. We shall eat in an hour or so, Sir Patrick. And . . . Alexander, is it?”

Audience over meantime, they bowed themselves out, Sir Patrick reasonably satisfied that his advice would be taken.

In that he was proved right when, later, at table, the queen clearly had decided on a move to Edinburgh, Sir Robert Menteith now also agreeing that it would be wise, the talk really centring on how best to arrange it all, and how quickly.

Alec, not a little bemused to be part of this exalted company, presently was further exercised when he heard his father suggesting that he, Alec, should act messenger to Crichton at Edinburgh Castle, to have Sir William come and collect, and escort in strength, the royal party to his citadel, the three knights present all conceiving it their duty to remain with the queen and her family in the interim, while he could be spared. He would be given a letter . . .

Much flattered by this acceptance of his usefulness in such high affairs, his dwelling on it all was interrupted when he realised that the talk over the wine had switched to the subject of vengeance on the murderers, when and if they could be taken. And listening, he learned that women, however beautiful and fair-seeming, could be just as forceful and stern in their attitudes and judgments as could men, Joanna Beaufort making it entirely clear that she desired the harshest measures to be taken against her husband’s killers and all connected with that foul deed. Menteith, as captain of the royal guard, was to ensure it, as opportunity arose.

Alec shared a bed with his father that night, for the first time, and took some time to sleep, unlike his progenitor, his sudden initiation into affairs of state scarcely restful on the mind, even though he had ridden over seventy miles that day and was bodily tired.
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In the morning, then, it was more riding, although not so far, Stirling being but thirty-five miles from Edinburgh, going south-eastwards, as it were down Forth. Taking two of the Glamis escort, and with a letter in the queen’s hand, he set off soon after first light, to go by the Tor Wood, Falkirk, Linlithgow and Niddry-Seton, whereafter they soon came in sight of the majestic, lion-like isolated hill of Arthur’s Seat in the distance, with lesser ranges to the south nearby and the long barrier of the Pentland Hills beyond, the loftiest seen since leaving the Highland Line.

A dozen more miles and they were in the capital city with its walls, not clustering beneath its castle rock like Stirling but slanting up more gradually to a very similar precipice-sided fortress, from the Abbey of the Holy Rood, below that Arthur’s Seat, a ridge-back mile to the tourney-ground before the citadel. The two castles themselves were remarkably alike, in buildings and fortifications as in site. Alec had been here only once before, when he had accompanied his father to a parliament.

He had more difficulty in gaining access than they had had at Stirling, he not being able to claim that he was the Thane of Glamis, only the son thereof, seeking Sir William Crichton, keeper. And when he did win admittance over the drawbridge and moat, it was to learn, to his concern, that the keeper was absent, having gone the day before to his own castle of Crichton in Middle Lothian. And it was not known just when he would be back.

What, then? Alec’s mission was as urgent as it was important. Nothing for it but to go on to this Crichton, unknown territory, apparently south-eastwards beyond Dalkeith and Cranstoun on the upper Lothian Tyne, some fifteen miles.

Beyond hilly enough Edinburgh, they rode on, to reach the Rivers Esk, North and South, and come to the Black Douglas castle and town of Dalkeith. The Douglases, Black and Red, were possibly the strongest family in all Lowland Scotland; and Alec wondered how they would react to the present critical situation. The Earl of Douglas was based on Lanarkshire and Galloway. His mother had been the daughter of Robert the Third, while his grandfather had married a daughter of Robert the Second, so the links with the royal house were close. Would he support the queen, or his kinsman Atholl? Again, the Lord of Dalkeith, the secondary branch, had also married a daughter of Robert the Third. What of him?

After Dalkeith they faced a long climb to the Cranstoun area, where they could see the long green summits and folds of the Lammermuir Hills on their left and the more rugged ranges of the Morthwaites on their right, the Pentlands now behind them. Alec had not realised how hilly were the Lothians, and in consequence, well supplied with rivers. After Cranstoun they had to dip down to another of these, the Tyne, flowing eastwards, which they had to ford at a place called Pathhead, and thereafter were instructed to turn right-handed and follow the river up for another three miles to Crichton.

They came into closer country now of grassy braes and narrow glens, and presently, at a bend in the river, found themselves in a hidden valley, quite deep but wider, oddly enough the mouth of it seeming to be guarded by a large church with parapeted tower rather than the castle, although this could be seen on a mound further up half a mile. This was Crichton, it seemed, and a secluded entity it was. Even the castleton hamlet was near the church, not the fortalice.

As Alec rode up towards the latter, he saw that it was strongly sited above the water meadows of the river, on a steep bluff, but not large as such houses went, a simple square battlemented tower within a high curtain wall, with the usual landward ditch, or moat, and gatehouse. There was, however, an unusual feature, especially in view of that large church back there, of a chapel-like building not far beyond the castle itself. Were the Crichtons so holy a family?

The newcomers recognised that, holy or not, and secluded as was their seat, the Crichtons were nowise careless as to security, for, glancing behind them, they saw that they were being followed up from the castleton by fully a score of men on foot, the sunlight glinting on steel.

The drawbridge was down and the gatehouse portcullis up, a banner flying from a flagstaff at the tower head. A large bell hung from a gibbet at the bridge-end, and this Alec clanged, to the startled sidling of the horses.

Immediately there was response from the gatehouse parapet, indicating that their approach had not gone unnoticed. “Who comes to Crichton unbidden?” was demanded.

“Alexander Lyon comes, son to the Thane of Glamis,” he called. “To see Sir William Crichton.”

“Sir William is not here,” came the brief reply.

Alec frowned. “We come from Edinburgh Castle seeking him. I bring important word for him. I was told that he was here.”

“He was. But he is gone.”

“Gone far? Will he be back?”

There was silence for moments. “We shall seek information. Wait you.”

They sat their horses.

It was some time before there was further contact, with the score of men behind now forming a semicircle not far off, waiting also. It was a feminine voice that they heard presently. “Was I told aright?” came to them, high and clear. “Glamis, was it? Lyon of Glamis? You come from Glamis, seeking my father?”

“I do, lady. I am Alexander Lyon. With a message, a weighty message. From, from the queen.” Somehow Alec felt foolish saying that.

“The queen!”

“Yes, lady, the Queen’s Grace. A letter.”

There was no reply to that. But presently a young woman appeared within the gatehouse arch, and waiting there, beckoned the trio forward.

They rode into the courtyard, and dismounted.

“I am Agnes Crichton,” the young woman told them. “My father has gone to Borthwick, none so far off. You have come all the way from Glamis, sir? From beyond Tay?” She was probably about Alec’s own age, a well-built and attractive female, dark of hair and eyes, with a wide mouth and dimples in her cheeks. She eyed Alec with frank interest.

“No, lady, only from Stirling, this day. We called at the castle of Edinburgh, where Sir William is keeper, but were told that he had come here. It was urgent, so I came on.”

“From the queen, you said? She will be . . . in much distress. Is she?”

“You know of the grievous deed, then? The shameful slaughter of the king?”

“Yes. That is why my father is come here. And gone to Borthwick. And my brother over into Lauderdale. But – come you within.” She was not clad for standing outside in February.

Leaving his men to see to the horses, Alec followed the young woman into the redstone keep of the castle, and on up a winding turnpike stairway into the first-floor hall, where a log fire burned brightly in a wide ingle-neuked fireplace. She rang a bell for a maid to bring refreshments, and told her to see that the escorts were served also.

Seated on the two stone ingle-seats on either side of the fire, Agnes Crichton told her visitor, as they sipped wine and ate oaten cakes, that her father had been shocked to hear of the king’s murder, as had they all, shocked and dismayed and anxious. For he feared that this would not be the end of it, that there would be more grievous trouble and evil deeds. He believed that it was a bid to snatch the throne. And it had to be countered.

Alec said that that was his own father’s reaction, and his Ogilvy grandsire’s. They had gone to Stirling at once, to offer the queen and the new boy-king warning and aid. His father had predicted further infamy, and that it would almost certainly centre on Stirling. And Sir Alexander Livingston was keeper there. His father did not trust Livingston, although the queen and the late king had done so. He, backed by the captain of the guard, had proposed that the boy James should be taken to Edinburgh Castle meantime, in the care of her father, a secure haven, until all was safe for him to return to Stirling. That was why he, Alexander Lyon, was here, bringing a letter for Sir William from the queen. It was necessary that he delivered it soon.

“Borthwick Castle is but a mile or two,” she told him, pointing south-westwards. “Were it not for that ridge between, you could see it from here. My father has gone to see the Lord Borthwick. Have him raise his men. He has many, and was a good friend of the king. And my brother James has gone to Lauderdale to raise our folk of Glengelt, Oxton and thereabouts. Also the Maitlands.”

“So, Sir William wastes no time! A good friend of the crown. But this of getting the young king to Edinburgh demands haste also. More haste. My father fears that the assassins may strike again, and quickly. At Stirling . . .”

“Yes. I do not know when he will be back – my father. You had best go to Borthwick, friend. See you, I will take you. Less than two miles as the corbies fly, it is a deal further to reach, and the way a little difficult, round-about.”

“I will find my way, lady.”

“It is finding the two fords that is difficult. No, I will take you. And, sir, do not name me lady! My name is Agnes.”

“And mine Alexander. But Alec to most!”

“Very well, Alec. Give me a short time to change my garb for riding, and we will go.” She rose. “If you look out of that window, and see between two standing stones on yonder ridge and an old bent hawthorn, you may glimpse the topmost tower of Borthwick Castle, but only just. It is hard to make out, a very fine new house, built but a few years ago by the proud new lord! His brother Nicholas is wed to my Aunt Elena. He built it very high, so that his watchmen could see warning beacons lit on our tower-top, this in case of invaders from England, or even Borders raiders. Wait you, then – I shall not keep you long.”

Much taken with this practical young creature, Alec went to the window and peered out through the thick glass above the shutters. He had no difficulty in seeing the couple of tall standing stones on the skyline, less than a mile away, nor the bent, wind-blown tree; but gaze as he would he could not distinguish any tower beyond.

In commendably brief time Agnes Crichton was back, clad in heavy coat and long riding-boots, dark hair tied in a scarf. She declared that she had had her maid go tell a groom to have her horse saddled and ready.

They went downstairs to the vaulted kitchen where the two Glamis men were being entertained and out to the courtyard for the horses. Alec gallantly aided the girl up into her saddle, little necessary as this was.

The four of them riding out, he pointed to the chapel-like building nearby and asked what it represented, to be told that it was a strange combination, vaulted stables on the ground floor and a little chapel and lodging for the priest of the large church higher. Her grandfather had built it thus for some reason.

Agnes led the way down a steep zigzag track to the water meadows, their mounts having to tread warily. And once on the cattle-dotted levels, Alec soon saw why he had been provided with a guide, for they had to turn up the riverside for quite some distance, and not seemingly in the desired direction, before they came to a shallow enough stretch for fording, their horses splashing through. Thereafter, it was necessary to head back as they climbed the far side, less steep but much longer, thanks to that ridge, making for the standing stones.

Once up on the high ground they could see Borthwick Castle clearly enough, down there on another mound in another valley, that of the Gore Water. It was clearly a notably tall fortalice of unusual construction, E-shaped apparently and six storeys high. But although less than a mile away, reaching it was still less than simple, for this Gore Water, rushing off the nearby hills, had also to be forded, and this entailed another detour, a still larger one, downstream. When they reached this, it was to find it guarded by a smaller fortified house, which they were told was Catcune Castle, which had been the seat of the Borthwicks until they became too great for it and the present chief, another Sir William, the first Lord Borthwick, had erected his splendid lofty fortalice upstream, this on land bought from the Hay family and really called Lochquhariot, or Locherwarth. Agnes laughed as she recounted all this, for the name Borthwick itself was quite unsuitable, for the real Borthwick, on the Borthwick Water, where the family had come from, was far away down in the Middle March of the Borders near to Hawick; but the Borthwicks were not going to change their illustrious name to Catcune or Lochquhariot, so Borthwick Castle it was. And the girl added a twist to her story, declaring that a son of the Hay seller, who still owned the ground on the other side of the river, and close by, had deliberately built a water mill there, with a great and noisy wheel, so that the proud lord above would not be able to sleep of a night for the clacking of the Lochquhariot mill-wheel. So much for pride and dignity!

They came up to the castle, and Alec had to admit that he had never seen anything quite like it. Within its courtyard wall, it soared to fully one hundred and ten feet, to a lofty parapet walk, with stone-slabbed and gabled garret chambers higher, a massive main block with two great square towers projecting westwards, these with a gap between. Agnes, clearly a born raconteur, as they approached, pointed to that gap and said that it was some twelve feet across, and with its own significance. For the Lord Borthwick, as a feudal baron, like her father, had the power of pit and gallows, meaning that he could imprison or hang at his own decision without recourse to higher authority. No doubt Alec’s father had the same? And Borthwick used this gap between the towers as an adjunct to his judicial system. He did not bother with gallows and hanging. If the verdict was death, he gave the sinner the opportunity to save himself. If he could leap across from one tower’s parapet to the other, he could go free, and sin no more. If not, Borthwick provided a regiment of iron spikes down at ground level, one hundred feet below, for those to fall on who did not quite make it. And, to be sure, there was no space for the leapers to make a run for it, and with those parapets to get over, there were assuredly few who won their way to freedom.

Alec was duly impressed, and hoped never to fall foul of the Lord Borthwick.

Actually, when they met the said lord in his splendid hall with its minstrel-gallery and vast hooded fireplace, he did not appear so fearsome, a heavily built man of later middle years, and affable towards the visitors. Indeed Sir William Crichton seemed the sterner of the two, tall, hawk-faced and beginning to grey at the temples – not that his daughter seemed in any awe of him. His scrutiny of Alec was keen as he took the queen’s letter.

Opening the seal, and reading, he nodded. “You know what is in this?” he asked.

“I know of the decisions which brought the queen to write it, sir,” he answered. “My father urged it, the taking of the young king to Edinburgh Castle. Sir David Dunbar and Sir James Menteith supported him. And the queen decided.”

“Aye.” Crichton turned to Borthwick. “The Thane of Glamis, whom we both know, and regard well, has advised Queen Joanna to come to Edinburgh for safety, believing the boy James to be in danger at Stirling. I would agree. How say you?”

“I say that is right, wise. Those scoundrels will stop at nothing. And you can hold the boy secure at your fortress.”

“Yes.” Crichton turned back to Alec. “What does Livingston say to this, young man?”

“He was not there, sir. The queen had sent him off to try to apprehend the killers.”

“So! I think that he will not succeed in that! If he tries to!” The two older men exchanged glances.

“My father scarcely trusts Sir Alexander Livingston,” Alec added.

“He is not alone in that! Unfortunately the king did. And no doubt the queen also.” Crichton tapped the paper. “This commands me to repair to Stirling Castle at the earliest. In some force. Then to escort the queen and her family to Edinburgh.” He shrugged, turning. “I must needs go forthwith, Will. You – you will gather the men? Your own and mine, and those my son brings from Lauderdale? Bring them to Edinburgh. We shall muster there. So soon as may be.”

“Three days? Four? It will take time to bring mine up from the Borders. And yours from Sanquhar.”

“That will serve, I judge. It will take me two days to get men to Stirling. Another to bring the royal family to Edinburgh . . .”

So it was agreed. There was no undue delay before father and daughter, with Alec, rode off back for Crichton, for soon it would be dark.

That evening, back in the ingle-neuk, Sir William and his guest discussed the situation into which Scotland had been plunged by this dire deed, sought to gauge the consequences and to weigh up the strengths for and against the queen and her son. There was no doubt that the vast majority of the magnates, like the people themselves, would be loyal enough, for the king had been popular; but there was always the reluctance to have a child monarch, with all the problems of governance and regency which such involved inevitably, the struggles for power of ambitious lords, the uncertainties and manoeuvrings. Some might opt for Atholl or his grandson on the throne, even while deploring the means by which they had won it.

Agnes meanwhile intermittently plucked the strings of her harpsichord, and sang them ballads in a lightly melodious voice.

It had been a long day for Alec. Soon he was yawning, and the girl, nodding at him, escorted him to his room up on the third floor of the keep. Her mother long dead and her older sister married and away, she obviously ran the establishment, and firmly, despite her lack of years. She now assured herself that all was in order in his chamber, the fire well-doing, the hot water steaming in its tub, the warming-pan in the bed, before wishing Alec a goodnight and pleasant dreams. Much taken with his hostess, he was bold enough to reply that he might well dream of her, and, he hoped, warmly on this cold night; at which she flicked a reproving hand at him but smiled as she did so, those dimples deepening.

In the morning their setting off for the capital was delayed while Sir William collected as many men as could be raised and horsed locally for the required escort, although he would be able to add to these from the guard at Edinburgh Castle. Alec was surprised but nowise displeased to find that Agnes was coming with them. It seemed that her father thought that with the Lady Catherine Douglas’s arm broken and much of the royal household presumably left at Stirling, the queen might well be in need of an extra lady-in-waiting at Edinburgh.

The weather had changed, with flurries of snow, as the party of some forty rode northwards. Passing Dalkeith in due course, Sir William wondered about the Douglases. Was their powerful support assured? The present Sir James Douglas had married as his second wife Janet, daughter of Lord Borthwick; and his first wife had been Elizabeth, third daughter of King Robert the Third and sister of the late king. But that made her also a niece of Atholl, to be sure! And the Douglases were apt to be a law unto themselves.

At Edinburgh Castle, Crichton assembled more of the guard, while his daughter set about preparing quarters for the queen’s family. This citadel, although a royal one, was very much a military establishment, a fortress rather than any sort of palace. There was a royal wing, yes, but it was seldom occupied, kings and queens when visiting the capital much preferring the more comfortable quarters in the abbot’s house of Holyrood, looked upon as all but their own. Queen Joanna had never dwelt in the castle. Agnes was very busy.

By early afternoon they were ready for the thirty-five-mile ride to Stirling. Somewhat reluctantly, Alec took his leave of the young woman, but said that he might well be back with the royal company on the morrow or the next day. He did not know what his father’s plans were.

They reached Stirling just before dark, in time to see the distant lofty peaks of the Highland Line snow-covered and gleaming. They found all in order at the castle, if that was the right term, for the keeper, Sir Alexander Livingston, was back, and apparently disapproving of the projected move to Edinburgh, declaring that the royal household was better, safer, with him in this stronghold, whatever Lyon, Menteith and Dunbar said.

The meeting between the two fortress governors was significant, although there was no overt clash, however much their mutual dislike was evident. When Crichton asked how successful the other had been in apprehending the murderers, Livingston said briefly that the guilty ones had straight way fled into the Highlands. He had managed to capture only one of their retainers, Chambers by name, and had him in custody.

Livingston was a handsome man, tall, somewhat younger than Crichton. Looking from one to the other, Alec saw them as likely to be key figures in the land in the days to come. The Livingston territory, from which he took his name, was in Western Lothian, whereas Crichton’s was in Middle, none so far apart, some twenty-five miles. It looked as though there would be a tug-of-war across those miles.

But meantime it was all preparations for the royal move to Edinburgh the next day, despite Livingston’s disapproval. Sir Patrick, Menteith and Dunbar all said that they would accompany the queen’s party, to see them all safely installed, and to consult with Borthwick and the others who would be assembling with their forces at the capital, to see what was to be done for the realm’s security. A parliament obviously should be called, and speedily. Normally forty days’ notice had to be given for such, but in these exceptional circumstances probably a lesser interval could elapse. Crichton said that he would get in touch with Bishop Cameron of Glasgow, the Chancellor of the realm, whose duty it was to call a parliament in the king’s name and preside thereat. He would urge him to convene it as soon as possible. Admittedly that might mean that some entitled to attend would not be present, if they were based far away in the north, the Highlands or the Hebrides; but most should make it in a deal less than forty days.

That night Alec again shared a bed with his father and, with the castle crowded indeed, one of Crichton’s lairdlings had to sleep on the floor of the same room. Alec preferred his bed-going at Crichton Castle.

With the women and children to be readied and horsed, it was mid-forenoon before the large company set off for Edinburgh. If Livingston’s assertion that the conspirators had fled into the Highlands was accurate, there was little likelihood of any enemy attack on the way, so the numerous escort was not really necessary. Inevitably they made a slow journey of it, the little girls being scarcely practised horsewomen, although young James rode well for a six-year-old. He was a lively, confident boy and scornful of his sisters’ feebleness in the saddle.

It was almost dark before they reached the capital and climbed the round-about route from the West Port gateway in the walls, through the Grassmarket and up the West Bow to the Lawnmarket, to reach the castle. There Alec had nothing to do with the settling-in process, so he did not see Agnes Crichton, who would be much involved – that is, until late in the evening, when she it was came seeking him in his humble quarters below Queen Margaret’s Chapel. She was full of tales of the royal children and the queen’s calm and assured authority. She said that it seemed to be taken for granted that she was to be an extra lady-in-waiting meantime; so Crichton Castle would have to manage without her for a while, although it looked as though her father and brother were likely to be otherwhere anyway, with an army being assembled.

Alec was again sharing quarters with others, so the young woman’s company was shared likewise, and appreciatively; but he did presently contrive to escort her back to the royal block of buildings further down the rock-top – and that rock-top being naked stone, uneven and wet with rain, he found it expedient for her safety to hold her arm tightly, even her waist now and again, she patting his hand in mock gratitude.

They paused outside her doorway, inclement as was the night, that entrance unfortunately guarded by sentries – there were altogether too many people in this Edinburgh Castle – and turned to face out over the darkened city.

“Will you enjoy waiting on the queen?” Alec asked. “I do not think, somehow, that you are one for fetching and carrying at anyone’s behest, even a queen’s!”

“No? You judge me proud, haughty, do you, Alec Lyon? I wonder why? Have I treated you so ill?”

“No, no. It is but that, that you seem very much assured of yourself. Very much your own mistress.”

“I am certainly no one else’s mistress!”

“That I believe! Although you are fair enough to have many seeking it!”

“You say so? Flatterer! Do not think that that will win you much! No, I judge that I shall quite enjoy waiting on Queen Joanna. She seems to be a strong woman, but not haughty nor harsh. And the Lady Catherine Douglas, her chief attendant, is kindly, friendly, however much she is pained by her broken arm. A brave soul!”

“Yes. They went through a terrible night, both of them. Those murderous wretches! Nothing, no fate, would be too dire for them. If they can be defeated and caught.”

“They will be, if the queen has aught to do with it! I heard her tell the Lady Catherine that she will know no mercy, especially on Graham. He is uncle and tutor to the young Earl of Strathearn. My father has sent up to Strathbogie, in the north, to Huntly, who is wed to my sister Elizabeth, to rally his Gordons, and he has his thousands, and to lead them down into the Atholl country to seek to grasp that earl. He is behind it all.”

“Think you that there will be battle, then? Armies fighting?”

“It may be so. But my father thinks that, if they can capture Graham and Robert Stewart first, quickly, and assail old Atholl in his own lands, then there will be no rebel rising. It is to be hoped so. Then you will not have to seek to prove yourself a hero, Alec Lyon!”

“So! What other could I do to impress you?”

“You have impressed me sufficiently – with your forwardness towards womankind!”

“Not all womankind!”

“There you go, see you! Now, I escape, before you practise your arts further! But – a goodnight to you.” And she touched his arm before turning and flitting indoors between those two sentries.
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Edinburgh was a busy city in the days which followed, not to say uproarious, with the loyal magnates assembling their forces on the Burgh Muir, the common grazing land on the skirts of the Braid and Blackford Hills, and these spilling inevitably into the town’s streets, not always to the citizens’ delight. The castle became still fuller, with their leaders, and sleeping accommodation therein more packed. Sir Patrick was considering going back to Strathmore and raising a force of his own men and Ogilvys.

He delayed doing this however, and for two reasons. There was the forthcoming parliament, which Bishop Cameron had agreed to call for only ten days hence, and which the thane must attend; also because the word reaching the capital – and Crichton proved to be very well informed – was that there was no armed uprising developing meantime, the conspirators appearing to be lying low in their various upland territories. The queen was urgent that these should be taken, without delay; and Crichton, who was more or less automatically taking the lead, sent out strong parties to the Graham and Stewart lands of Dundaff and Strathearn.

Alec meantime hung about the fortress, seeking to see as much as possible of Agnes Crichton and, because of her new position, was able to see also quite a lot of the royal children, to which she was all but acting as governess, this suiting him very well. Naturally he found the boy king easiest to cope with, and they got on very well together. James, advanced for his years, lively, indeed headstrong, was ever ready for activity, exciting if possible. He was very disappointed that Edinburgh Castle provided no hurlyhackit slopes, as did Stirling, for grass-sledging down on an ox skull, a favoured sport. He would also have liked to go hawking round the braes and lochans of Arthur’s Seat, but this was forbidden in case of kidnap or other attempts, and any large guard with him would have driven off any game for the hawks to stoop on. So he had to be content, if that was the word, with archery practice on the tourney-ground in front of the gatehouse, javelin-throwing, fencing with sticks instead of swords, and bowls. Alec being the youngest man apt to be haunting the royal quarters, he became all but a kind of squire to the king, the official Gentleman of the Bedchamber well enough pleased to leave the monarch’s entertainment to the Thane of Glamis’s son. Thus he saw the more of Agnes, she putting up with him in head-shaking amusement.

The vital parliament was held in the greater hall of the castle in due course. Alec was able to attend, for the first time, only as a spectator to be sure up in the minstrel gallery, but then, was not that the position of Queen Joanna herself and the Lady Catherine, Agnes having to be left in charge of the young princesses? It was King James’s first parliament also, the monarch, youthful as he might be, having to be present, otherwise it was not a true parliament, only a convention, and limited in what it could debate and decide upon. When all others had taken their seats, officers of state, earls, lords, bishops, mitred abbots and representatives of the shires and of the royal burghs, the Three Estates, the boy was ushered in, to trumpet flourish, by the Lord Lyon King of Arms, to take his seat on the throne, Keith the Earl Marischal and Hay of Erroll the High Constable standing behind him. The young monarch was not in the least abashed by it all, gazing around him with excited interest, and even waving to his mother up in the gallery, and again when he spotted Alec there also.

The Bishop of Glasgow now took charge, as Chancellor, standing behind his table near the throne. Bowing to the king, he announced that with His Grace’s permission he would declare this parliament now in session. He called for Bishop James Kennedy to open the proceedings with prayer, the Primate, Henry Wardlaw, Bishop of St Andrews, being unfortunately too infirm to attend.

A very able cleric, young to be a bishop, and an appointee of the late king’s own, Kennedy came forward and skilfully incorporated into his appeal to the Almighty for aid in their deliberations and decisions, some indication to all of the nation’s great loss in the dire murder of His Grace’s royal father, the dangers of the present situation, the need for unity behind the new monarch, who would be crowned immediately hereafter, and a call for divine vengeance on the forces of evil which had brought about this crisis in the nation’s affairs.

Thus suitably prepared, the assembly got down to its tasks.

Bishop Cameron, who undoubtedly had been given his instructions beforehand, commenced by announcing that he felt that he had occupied the chancellorship for sufficiently long, and that this emergency in the realm’s governance was the occasion for a man of more experience in military matters, and the disposition of armed forces, to take and hold the position of chief minister. He hoped that parliament would agree, and so appoint.

The response to this was immediate. Borthwick arose in the lords’ benches and, declaring that the bishop’s most valuable services to the realm were appreciated by all, and would no doubt be used in other ways, he agreed that he was right in assuming that a Chancellor used to the handling of armed men was vital at this stage. He felt that none could fill the position better than Sir William Crichton, keeper of this castle and Master of the Household, and so proposed. The Thane of Glamis stood to second that.

There were cries of agreement, but one or two contrary shouts. These last had the powerful Earl of Douglas rising to move a counter-motion: that Sir Alexander Livingston of Calendar, keeper of Stirling Castle and Gentleman of the Bedchamber, be appointed Chancellor, this promptly seconded by Sir James Douglas, Lord of Dalkeith, whose aunt was Livingston’s mother.

Thus early were the lines drawn between these two, and the favour of the Douglases indicated. That was, the Black Dougles. The Red line, to which Lady Catherine belonged, might think differently.

There was much noise and argument in that hall, so that the bishop had to beat the table with his gavel for quiet. When he obtained it, he asked if there were any other nominations. There was none, and no one suggested that he himself should stay on as chief minister.

So the matter was put to the vote. By a fairly large majority, Crichton was elected.

Alec felt like cheering, as probably did many there, but he noticed that Queen Joanna looked doubtful.

Sir William lost no time. Coming forward, he bowed to the throne, and going to the table before it, shook hands with Bishop Cameron, and picked up the Chancellor’s gavel, turning to face the assembly. As his predecessor made his way down to the clerics’ benches, after more bows to the king, Crichton banged on the table-top strongly, and went on banging, undoubtedly some indication of the sort of role that he intended to play.

Without preamble or any remarks on his appointment, he plunged into the first duty of the parliament: to ensure the security of the realm and their support of its lawful monarch, King James the Second, this against all would-be rebels and enemies, within and without; and the apprehension and due punishment of their late sovereign-lord’s assassins. There was also the question of England’s reactions to be considered. Invasion might develop, the auld enemy thinking to use this period of crisis and uncertainty to further their age-old aims of conquering Scotland. All this involved the mustering of the nation’s forces forthwith, and their allocation to the various parts of the country where threat was most likely, especially along the borderline with England. Already there were a substantial number assembled on the Burgh Muir here, but these must be added to very considerably. The Earl of Huntly, his own good-son, was rallying in the north to assail Atholl, who was behind this evil situation; but other great lords should enlist their strengths. He hoped that this would include the great houses of Douglas; and suggested that it would be most suitable if they took on the defence of the Borderland.

There was something of a hush as Crichton paused there, on account of this overture towards the Douglases. There was no actual response from that earl nor from Dalkeith, but nor was there any disclaimer. And the Earl of Angus, a noted soldier, chief of the Red line, rose to announce support for the proposal.

There was relief in most parts of the hall, for the Douglas power was always a matter to be reckoned with in Scotland, their wealth almost certainly greater than the monarch’s, their large lands in France contributing – the Earl of Douglas was also Duke of Touraine in that country. Crichton carefully went on to try to consolidate his advantages by declaring that all this military preparedness would require a Council of Regency to be appointed by parliament, on which, he suggested, the Earls of Douglas and Angus should sit. None sought to contest that. The Earl Marischal, from behind the throne, moved that such council be appointed, but not by the entire parliament, its membership a matter of much weight and requiring much consultation; it should be decided hereafter by a committee of the Lords of the Articles. This was promptly seconded by his companion, Hay of Erroll, High Constable.
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