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PART ONE

Chain of Destiny


CHAPTER

1

THE young man cut short the woman’s gabbled incoherences with a strangely authoritative gesture. Unspeaking, he pointed to the rough plank door, but there was almost as much pleading as command in his glance.

The miller’s wife, still spilling a disconnected flood of words, backed away from the youngster, reaching a hand to draw her silent and apprehensive husband with her. The two men at the door opened it wider, to let her out, and the jostling crowd outside, mill-hands, men-at-arms and passers-by, pressed closer to peer in. Angrily the richly dressed gentleman in half-armour waved them back.

“. . . he said that he was a priest, lord,” the woman insisted. “By the Rude, I swear it! A dark man, wi’ piercing eyes. In black mail. A lion on his briest. A red lion . . .” She turned on her husband. “A red lion, was it no’, Beaton? Speak up, man – speak up. You saw him . . .”

The miller of Bannockburn at the same time both nodded and shook his head, mumbling. His watery eyes were drawn and held by something that lay on the floor at the other side of the small, dusty, cobweb-hung room. He found no words.

“A bishop, it might ha’ been. An abbot, lord. A great one, to be sure. Och, I was crying for a priest, like he said. Him.” She faltered a little, and her glance slid across the room. “He said to fetch a priest. And this one told me he was a priest. The dark one. Wi’ the lion on him. Wi’ yon on him, belike he was of the King’s company. Save us, I didna ken, lord. Hoo could I ken? He went and kneeled there. On his knees, just. He bent close. Then – ah, God in Heaven – out with his whinger, a great black dagger! ‘I’ll shrive you!’ he says . . .” The shrill gasping voice rose higher, and broke.

Tensely controlled, but vibrant with emotion, the youth spoke. “Sir,” he said to the gentleman at the door, “have her out, in God’s name!”

Nodding, the older man gripped the woman’s elbow and roughly propelled her through the doorway, the miller stumbling after. He made to close the door in all the staring faces.

“You also, sir,” the young man jerked. To add, low-toned, “I pray you.”

The other, a man of middle years, the sternness of his features in the scholarly mould rather than the military, despite his half-armour, raised heavy eyebrows. But something in the other’s beseeching expression, at odds with those tight lips, moved him. He inclined his bared head briefly, signed to the armed servant who stood expressionless at the other side of the door, to accompany him, and strode out.

The rickety plank door closed behind them. The young man was alone at last.

With the need to keep up appearances for the moment removed, he was of a sudden no longer a young man. Shoulders drooping a little, tight lips slackening, he was abruptly the merest youth, little more than a boy. He was, in fact, only fifteen years old – although young folk admittedly matured fast in the forcing days at the close of the fifteenth century.

The youth moved across the uneven stone floor, caked with old flour dust, oats crunching beneath his tall spurred riding-boots. Of medium height, slenderly but well built, he had a pleasant open face distinguished by large eloquent eyes under a wide brow, a long, straight, strong nose, and a firm, even obstinate chin, countered by a wide and generous mouth which had been only transiently tightened. Under auburn hair which fell to his shoulders, it was a countenance that held the promise of very masculine good looks to come, of strength and weakness both, of a strong will yet a questioning doubting mind, an impatient impetuous spirit and a warm and compassionate heart.

At the far side of the little room, he knelt on the hard dusty floor, to stare down blindly, lips working. It was only after a while that he got it out.

“Mary, Mother of God – speak for me. Sweet Jesu, Kind Jesu – have mercy on my soul!” he whispered.

He reached out a hesitant hand to draw back fully the rough woollen cloak which part-covered the features and upper half of the body that lay outstretched there. The face he revealed was both notably like his own, and notably different. The wide brow was there, the great dark eyes – glassy now – the straight nose and long upper lip. All the same. But the chin was different, even rigid as it now was, more rigid than it was in life, pointed instead of squared. And the mouth was small, not wide, and the lips though blue now were almost womanly in their shapeliness. It looked a strangely young face, almost immature, in its set alabaster whiteness – the boy had never seen it look so young as this, so that the man who lay there did not display his thirty-seven years.

Long the youth stared, from swimming eyes, biting his lip. He sought to close those great glazed eyes, but could not, and blamed his fumbling reluctant fingers.

“Sire,” he whispered. “Father.” How seldom had he used that second word, in life. “Father, I willed you no hurt. No harm. I swear it, by Saint Ninian. I but rode with them. They said that I must. For the weal of the realm. They said that no hurt would touch you . . .”

The graven lifeless face, the pinched nostrils, the empty eyes, seemed to cast his whispers back at him with even worse than disbelief – with utter indifference.

“It is the truth,” he insisted thickly. “I thought you safe. Fled from the field. Gone to the port of Airth, where the Yellow Carvel lies. I did not know . . .”

A mouse scuttled from a hole and peered at him from a corner, and even those little black beady eyes were a relief to meet, after the glassy stare of the others. Sighing, the boy rose to his feet, auburn head sunk, and crossed himself. The gesture reminded him. Stooping again, he picked up the golden cross of Saint Andrew which lay on the dead man’s chest, a handsome trinket of saltire backed by the saint’s figure, the only item of richness and distinction about the body – for the youth himself was more notably dressed than he who lay on the floor. Gently, diffidently, he sought to detach the ornament, having difficulty in getting the gold chain over the stiff neck and head. He was about to place it about his own neck when of a sudden he choked, as his glance fell on the back of his hand. It was smeared with dark and sticky blood.

Horrified, urgently he wiped and rubbed it on the crimson velvet of the short cloak which hung from one shoulder, over his belted doublet. A stain remained on his skin, and he eyed it askance. Then he examined the body, lower down than heretofore, and moved aside gingerly the woollen cloak still part-covering the trunk and legs.

The darkly sober stuff of the doublet was horribly soaked and clotted with blood, now almost black; but this could not wholly cover and hide the gaping holes and rents in the clothing—many of them, slashed all about the lower chest and abdomen, through which the blood had oozed and congealed, witness to the savage and prolonged fury of the close-range attack.

At the sight, the youth all but spewed. Swaying a little, momentarily dizzy, he lurched the pace or two over to the bare stone wall, there to lean head on arm, eyes closed, breathing deeply.

For a while he stood thus, until the nausea ebbed. His eyes open again, stare at the rough masonry as he would, he still saw only the ghastly pattern of those stab-wounds, and groaned.

“Shame! Shame!” he cried. “I did not know! I did not know! To do this . . .! God’s everlasting curse on he who did it! Aye, and God’s curse on me, also – for I . . . for I . . .” He banged his fist on the harsh stone. “I raised this hand against you – Mary-Mother plead for me! But . . . not this! Not this!”

As the paroxysm faded, the speaker, staring upwards, saw now other redder blood through the evil haze, the grazed knuckles of his own right hand. Only semi-aware, he perceived that he was clutching a chain that hung there, a rusty length of chain hanging from a great nail on the wall. This room had evidently been the harness-room of the mill, and pieces of old and broken saddlery and leather strapping hung from hooks. Releasing his grip on the chain, with a strange satisfaction the youth saw the round marks of its links imprinted on his skin, red and sore where he had clenched it against the masonry. Rubbing those marks almost abstractedly, he stooped once more and drew up the miller’s tattered and now blood-stained cloak over the body, over the face with those indifferent staring eyes.

“God rest you,” he muttered. Then, raising his head, “God save . . . the King!” And as he said it, the face wore no child’s expression, no boy’s, but a man’s, grim, determined, but with a quality almost of bitter irony. He reached up, and took down that rusty length of chain, and deliberately tied it like a girdle around his waist, one short trailing end hanging down over trunks and hose, the other and longer end he wound round and round his hand and bare wrist. He moved to the door.

Free hand on the latch he paused, glancing back, to take his last look at the father whom he had little known, had been taught not to respect, and had never understood. He raised the hand to his brow, in some involuntary form of salutation – for, after all, the corpse was James Stewart, third of his name to be King of Scots. And by the same token, he himself, James Stewart likewise, was now James the Fourth. God save the King, indeed.

Squaring those shoulders again, and lifting his chin deliberately, markedly, he turned, opened the door, and strode out.

The little crowd was still there, clustered in the cobbled yard of the mill beside the brawling Burn of Bannock, though standing back a respectful distance from the pacing dignified figure of the gentleman in half-armour and good broadcloth. The armed attendant stood nearby, watchful, hand on sword-hilt, and by the water side, where they might drink, the groom held the four horses which still steamed with hard riding, that warm June day of 1488 – and he was watchful, tense, also. For this Scotland was a land where life itself might hang on a man’s keen eye, ready sword-hand and swift heels, any day of the week, especially in this company, and nowhere more notably than here within a couple of miles of the King’s town of Stirling.

Seeing the youth emerge, very much the young man again, his Tutor, James Shaw of Sauchie, halted his impatient pacing. “Let us be off, James,” he jerked. “This is folly. There is nothing that we may do here. It is dangerous. If my Lord Lyle discovers that you are missing . . .”

“Reward the man who brought us the word, sir,” the other interrupted. “Reward him well, for he has earned it. Give him a silver merk.”

“A merk! Nonsense, James! It is too much. A shilling will serve – not fourteen . . .”

“Is fourteen shillings too much for risking a life? Give it, sir. And, if you please . . . not James.”

“Eh?” The man frowned, tutting. “My lord Duke of Rothesay, if it please you . . .!” he began.

“Nor my lord Duke, sir. I am King, now – and I must remember it. As must you, and all men.” That was said simply, soberly, without vaunting or any sort of boyish triumph, a quiet statement of fact.

Sauchie blinked a little, coughed, shuffled his feet, and then bowed jerkily. Recollecting, he took off his bonnet. “Your Grace,” he got out, thickly.

James took a few quick paces forward, to lay an impulsive hand on his Tutor’s arm. “Your pardon, sir,” he said. “Do not take me amiss. Here is no cause for pride, God knows! But . . . my state is changed. Of a sudden. You must see it. The man who . . . who struck those, those . . .” He swallowed, but with a visible effort recovered himself, tensely gripping the chain and raising his head. “The dastard who struck those craven blows, who slew his liege lord helpless, has changed all. All. Changed more, I swear, than he knows! I shall find him, I vow, and all the saints of Heaven are my witness! And he shall pay the price.”

“Aye. No doubt. To be sure.” Sauchie was staring at that chain, round the young man’s waist and wrist. “What a God’s name is this? This . . . this ironware? Fetters.” He actually pointed. “What means this?”

“A memento. A prompter,” his former charge answered briefly. “You have taught me to use prompters, sir, for many a lesson. This will serve to remind me of . . .” He jerked his auburn head towards the harness-room that he had left. “. . . of yonder. Of this day. Of my duty. I found it hanging there. Above him. To my hand. A memento, lest I forget.” James twitched the chain with a jolt that must have hurt his bare wrist. “Aye, lest I ever forget.” He turned away, to scan the crowd. “The woman – where is she? I must question her.”

“James . . .! Your Grace! There is no time. Not now. There is danger here. We must back to Stirling. At once. Before you are missed . . .”

His urgings were ignored. “Reward the man, as I said, sir. Yonder he is, by the tree. Have his name. He has served me well, and may serve again.” James had picked out the miller’s wife in the throng, and beckoned her. “Mistress – here. To me.”

She came doubtfully, still dragging her shambling husband with her. The crowd pressed closer.

Before she reached him, James was speaking, eager, impatient. “This man?” he demanded. “This assassin? You said he was a priest? A bishop or abbot, maybe? Bearing the King’s device – a lion rampant . . .?”

“I do not know, lord. He said he was a priest. But, to do such evil . . . to slay the King . . .! Och, it could not be. No true priest of God . . .”

“Priests have done evil before this!” he interrupted. “There were priests on the field, on both sides. But none, I think, would wear the Lion of Scotland. You are sure of the lion, Mistress?”

“Aye, sir – aye. A red lion, as I mind it. You saw it, Beaton man. Tell the lord. Guidsakes – can you no’ speak?”

Moistening slack lips, the miller found words. “Aye. A lion. But no’ red. White. White on red, it was. An ill, black-a-vised man. A devil, sir – nae priest! A black beard to him . . .”

“White, you said? A white lion. On red, not gold? You are sure, man? White on red? Not red on gold?”

“Aye, lord. White it was. On red. On his briest, just . . .”

“Woman – was it red or white, the lion? Which?”

“I . . . I canna mind, sir.” She shook her unkempt head. “I wasna heeding to the likes o’ yon. But . . . but white, belike. Aye, now I think o’ it – a red coat over his black mail. Wi’ the lion front and back. White . . .”

The young King’s eyes narrowed as he gazed over her head, out across the green slanting braes that rolled down to the level floodlands of the Carse of Stirling, to the blue narrowing Firth of Forth sparkling in the June sunlight, and beyond to the steep shadow-slashed ramparts of the Ochils. “My Lord of Gray bears gules, a lion rampant argent!” he said slowly. “White on red. And his beard is black as sin itself! My noble Lord of Gray, who ate at my table last night!”

Shaw of Sauchie frowned. “Unwise talk,” he urged warningly, “Have a care, a mercy’s sake, how you speak!” His glance slid round the listening gaping crowd. “Gray is a great and powerful lord. He would never stoop to . . . this. You cannot heed the babble of these numskulls on such great matter as this. Moreover, there are others who bear lions on their arms – Angus himself, March. Glamis. Home. Bickerton, I think. Aye, and Mowbray. You cannot take the word of a chattering hen-wife. And she knows not her own mind . . .”

“See you to yonder man and his reward, sir – and leave the woman to me,” the young man directed. Never before had James Stewart spoken to his Tutor thus. “Mistress – tell me the way of it. From the beginning. Think back. How went it with my father, two days ago? Tell me all, and fear nothing.”

The miller’s wife rubbed her mouth with the back of her hand, as though to school her lips to eloquence. “I tell’t you, lord. It was just past noon. Two days back. The day o’ the battle. I was at the dam. To draw water, wi’ my pitcher. I heard the horse coming hard down the hill yonder. Frae the moor. A great grey beast it was. Hard-ridden, or bolting – I ken not which.”

“Just the one? He was alone?”

“Aye, sir – alone. This one man only. I think he couldna hold the beast in. Down he came. Och, I was fear’t he was coming right at me. I dropped my pitcher, and broke it. The brute was near on to me . . .”

“Yes, yes. But the King?”

“Och, it was the dam, lord – the water. The beast wouldna jump the dam. It shied and reared, nigh atop o’ me. It threw him. The rider. He fell. Near into the water, he fell. We carried him in yonder, Beaton and me. He was sair hurt. When his wits came back to him, he called for a priest. For to confess, he said. I askit him who he might be, and he said ‘I was your King this day, at morn.’ Aye, is that no’ what he said, Beaton? Och, I ran out then, sir, fair vexed. I cried for a priest for the King. This one was there, with others. He said he was priest enough for the King, and where was he . . .?”

“He had followed him, then – this man? From the battle?”

“I’d no’ ken that. I think no’. It was a whilie after. This blackavised man wi’ the lion – he was looking at the King’s great grey horse. At the waterside. Others wi’ him, but he was chiefest. I didna see where they came frae. When he said he was priest, I brought him to the King. Alone, he came. Wi’ just Beaton and me . . .”

“Aye. And then?”

“He hunkered down beside the King. Close. He askit him if he was like to recover o’ his hurt. The King said he didna ken, but belike he would. But if he was priest would he shrive him? ‘Aye, that shall I do right heartily!’ the black man cries. And, sweet Jesu – out wi’ his whinger . . .! Ah, Guidsakes! Guidsakes . . .!”

James moistened his lips, but said nothing.

“What could we do, lord? What could we do? We are but puir folk . . .”

“Aye. And after? What of this devil? This dastard slayer of his helpless prince?”

“He laughed, sir. Aye, he laughed. Near knockit us ower, he did, as he went, laughing. He took horse wi’ the others, and rode off. Yonder. The Stirling road.”

The youth looked, without seeing, where she pointed, northwards. There, against the towering blue background of the Highland hills, the rock of Stirling, flanked by its climbing grey streets and crowned by its proud royal castle, soared abruptly above the green plain two miles away. But after only a moment or two his eyes focussed keenly enough on a rolling cloud of dust rising from the same road, from the dull pall of which occasional gleams shone metallically in the June sun. He frowned, but did not speak.

His Tutor was as sharp-eyed and more eloquent. Hurrying back from giving reluctant largesse to the young man who had sought them out whilst hawking amongst the Torbrex knowes, and brought them here, he pointed also, and shouted.

“Look there! They come! A plague on it – they come. We are too late. Did I not tell you! We should never have come here. It was folly. I said so. You would not heed me . . .” Shaw of Sauchie had changed his direction, and was hastening to the waiting horses. “Come, you. Perhaps there is yet time. Down the burn-side, to the low ground. Under the hill there, in the marshlands, we could be hidden. Win back to Stirling unseen . . .”

“No,” James declared, with quiet decision. “That we shall not. I am the King now, and shall run from no subject of mine.”

“But . . . keep your wits, in God’s name, James! King you may be, now – but in name only. These lords are great and powerful men. And fierce. Well you know it. They ordered that you were not to ride out of the Stirling demesne. Lyle, Home, Hepburn – they are hard and wrathful men . . .”

“They are my subjects,” the youth said, setting his jaw stubbornly – and looking the younger for it.

“You say that! When he lies in there? They were his subjects also, I’d mind you!”

James flinched a little. He looked down at the hand gripping his chain, and then up again. His eyes met those of the young man who had brought them here, only two or three years older than himself, and who had now moved across to his own horse which still stood steaming beside the four beasts from the royal stables. He saw, or sensed, encouragement, sympathy, loyalty, in those friendly grey eyes set in the long hatchet-like countenance, and nodded his head.

“We wait, sir, for whosoever these may be,” he said flatly.

The older man tugged at his small pointed beard. “My head may pay for this . . .” he muttered.

“Not while mine remains on my shoulders. Never fear.” To halt further efforts at persuasion, James looked across at the young man again, who stood beside his sorrel mare but evidenced no intention of mounting and riding off. It was a good horse, and though the rider’s clothes were plain and well worn, they had been of fair quality. “Your name, sir?” he asked.

“Bruce, Sire. Rob, they call me. Youngest son to Robert Bruce of Airth, yonder. And . . . your leal servant. Your Grace’s true man.”

James flushed slightly at the obvious warmth of sincerity in the other’s voice, at the infectious enthusiasm – and at this, the first bestowal of his monarch’s style of Sire. “I thank you,” he said thickly. “My first. Aye, my first. You have served me truly already. I think that I shall require more service yet, Rob Bruce! By Saint Ninian, I do!”

“Always, Sire. It is yours to command. As am I. For aye.”

Head lifting, brow clearing, with the sudden impulsive decision that was so typical of him, James actually smiled. He swung on the armed servant in the royal livery who stood watching. “Your sword, man.” And, as his glance rose beyond the man, towards what was now clearly a large and hard-riding cavalcade approaching fast along the dusty highway, he added impatiently, “Quickly.”

“Eh . . .?” The other stared at him, doubtfully, and then looked at Sauchie. “My sword?”

“Aye. And quickly, I said.” James took a pace or two forward, free hand outstretched. “Hurry, man.”

Drawing the heavy weapon, the man-at-arms seemed unsure what to do with it. James took it from him eagerly, turning back to Bruce.

“Come,” he ordered. “Here. To me. You bear a proud name, Rob Bruce. Here on this ground – Bannockburn. I shall make it prouder!” And as the other came up, “Kneel, Rob man.”

Bruce looked wonderingly from the young King to those around him, and over towards the advancing horsemen. But he knelt as he was commanded.

“What folly is this, James?” Sauchie exclaimed. “Here is no time for mummery. For play-acting. I’ faith, ’tis we who will be kneeling ere long . . .!”

“My first act as King, it is,” James asserted, his voice breaking a little with excitement. “As well that these should see it,” and he gestured to the oncoming company. The sword was too heavy for easy gestures, however, and he had to release his other wrist from the coils of chain, to use both hands on the long hilt. “An augury, is it not? This name, to pledge me his leal service and life, in this place? Bannockburn. At this moment.” James raised the sword, to bring the flat of it down a little harder than intended perhaps on the young man’s broad shoulder. He raised his voice likewise. “Arise, Sir Robert!” he cried.

Colouring in turn, confused, stammering, Bruce got to his feet, as James held out his left hand to him, still marked with the rust and impressions of the chain. He reached to return that boyish grip, recollected, and stooping jerkily, awkwardly, kissed the far from clean fingers instead. He mumbled incoherent words.

What he said was lost, as were Shaw of Sauchie’s further strictures, in the thunder of hooves and the clank of steel, as the newcomers pounded up. There were at least fifty heavily armed men in the party, mainly savage-looking and unkempt Border moss-troopers on shaggy mounts, led by two richly dressed men in chased and engraved breastplates, but wearing velvet caps instead of morions or helmets. Two Standard-Bearers rode directly behind them, before the soldiery, carrying fluttering banners showing colourful devices. Scotland was a notable place for streaming banners.

The country-folk and bystanders scattered like chaff and ran incontinent before the onslaught of rearing, pawing, violently drawn-up horseflesh and shouting men. No consideration was shown for man, woman or child. Even James and those close to him had to draw back hastily to avoid being ridden down. No respects, no greetings, were offered to any. The two leaders reined their caracoling steeds almost on top of the shrinking Laird of Sauchie, with scarcely a glance for his young charge.

“Fiend take you – what means this, Sauchie?” the elder bellowed. He was a big, florid, dark-haired, handsome man, not yet middle-aged but seeming to be overfull of blood; Patrick, second Lord Hailes, he was head of the powerful Lothian house of Hepburn, and one of the principal rebels against the late King. “You had your orders. The boy was not to leave Stirling bounds. God’s death, man – how dare you bring him here!”

“It was not my wish, my lord – I swear it. I advised turning back. From Torbrex. To the castle. We were hawking. But the tidings were . . . were . . .”

“You advised! Advised, fool? Since when were you told to advise? You were to govern. Control. If you cannot do that . . .”

“He did not bring me here. I came of my own will, despite him.” That was James Stewart.

“Quiet!” Hailes did not so much as look at the speaker. “Why came you here, Sauchie? Out with it. What a pox is your game?”

“No game, my lord. In truth. This man brought us tidings. This Bruce, here . . .”

“My Lord of Hailes.” High and clear the King’s young voice rose, even though there was a tremor in it. “Hear me, I . . . I command you! I came here because I must. Because I could do no other . . .”

“My Lord Duke commands us, hark you!” That was the other nobleman, a younger man in his late twenties, lean, angular, sandy-haired, with a hawklike face and keen darting eyes, on whom the rich clothing sat but awkwardly. He grinned, and still in the saddle, swept off his jewelled velvet cap mockingly. “Your Highness finds us all ears, I swear!”

The boy bit his lip, but maintained his head high. “I hope so, Master of Home,” he said. “For there is a deal to hear. Much demands attention here. Yours, and mine.”

The grandson and heir of old Lord Home grimaced, clapped on his bonnet again, and turned away. Hailes it was who answered.

“Quiet, boy,” he ordered. “Your time will come, no doubt. But not yet. Sauchie – I have little love for men who fail me . . .”

“My lord!” The knuckles of the hand which still held the drawn sword gleamed white, as James called still further upon his store of courage and hardihood. “The Master of Home had the civility to uncover to me. I’ll thank you to do the same!” That came out with a rush.

The Hepburn turned to stare from the youth to Home and back again, clearly astonished. “Uncover, did you say?”

“Aye. Is not the custom? To uncover before your King?”

“King, hey!” Hailes hooted rudely. “God’s Body – you go too fast, cockerel! Because we set you up under the banner of Scotland on yonder field two days ago, it doesna make a king of you. When our hands place the crown on that head o’ yours, it will be time enough to uncover, boy. Mind you that.”

“Another hand has done that for you, my lord.”

“Eh . . .?”

“My father . . . the King . . . lies yonder.” James gestured to the harness-room behind him. “Cruelly slain.” His lips trembled, and no more words came.

The noblemen stared from the boy to each other, and then to Sauchie. At that man’s agitated nod, they flung themselves down from their horses, and went stamping to the building, armour clanking. Home, in the lead, flung open the door.

James stood where he was, set-faced, eyes fixed on the distant line of the hills beyond the Firth. Sauchie fidgeted and shuffled, tugging at his wispy beard. Young Bruce moved closer, to stand directly behind the King, but said nothing. The company of moss-troopers talked, laughed and jeered, caring for none.

Presently Hailes and Home emerged from the hovel, their expressions markedly changed. Not that there was shock or sorrow or awe reflected therein, for they had hated and despised the man who lay there, and death however violent was commonplace indeed; but preoccupation and calculation showed on their frowning features. The Master of Home now carried in both hands a huge and long-handled sword of antique design.

“Here’s a pickle!” Hailes jerked, to no one in particular. “God’s Body – this changes all!”

“He is stiff. Cold. He has been dead for long,” the other said. “Who did it, think you?”

“That remains to be seen. Whoever it was has kept it quiet. Why?” Lord Hailes tapped at his prominent teeth thoughtfully. “Who would gain? That we should not yet know that the King is dead?”

“All thought him escaped with Wood in the ship – the Yellow Carvel. To Fife. Or to the North. That he was now with Huntly or Forbes . . .”

Hailes looked across at the Tutor, ignoring James. “How heard you of this, Sauchie? What brought you here?”

“This lad, my lord. This Bruce. He sought us out – whilst hawking at the Torbrex. He swore that it was the King . . .”

“How did you know this, fellow?” Hailes demanded of the young man. “What a pox was your part in this . . .?”

“My lord.” It was James who spoke, and strongly however jerkily. “I ask you to address Sir Robert Bruce more fittingly . . . since his prince has but new honoured him with knighthood.” He swallowed. “And, speaking of courtesies, do you owe none to your new King? If not to the person of he that was your King!”

The big man all but choked, his red face purpling. But, by the time that he had found his tongue, choler was giving place in his glance to speculation, appraisal, even a glint of wry humour. He rubbed his chin. “So ho!” he said. “Thus it goes, does it?” And with a grin that was only half-mockery, he took off his velvet bonnet, held it to his steel-clad chest, and inclined his head. “Your Grace’s most humble servant!” he declared.

The boy’s eyes, large, urgent, anxious, but with their own shrewdness, met those of the Hepburn, and held them for significant moments. “I rejoice to hear it, my lord,” he cried. “You have a strong shoulder . . . and I am yet young. May I lean on it, my Lord of Hailes? For my comfort and the weal of my realm?”

If the other’s lips were laggard, clearly his mind was not. Searching the youth’s face, with its strange mixture of uncertainty, sensitivity and determination, he calculated swiftly, visibly. “M’mmm,” he said.

“You are the first of my lords to pledge your fealty, The first!” James repeated, with notable emphasis. “I am . . . well pleased that it should be so.”

Hailes drew a deep breath. “Aye,” he said. “Sire – my shoulder is as yours, henceforth.” He strode forward, took James’s hand, and raised it to twisted cynical lips.

“Good!” the boy exclaimed, too eagerly. “Good. All true men will have cause to rejoice in this, my lord, I swear.”

Immediate rejoicings were not evident there and then, however. The Master of Home looked, narrow-eyed, from Hailes to the King, still clutching the great sword. He did not speak, but suspicion and reserve were in every line of him. None could fail to sense it.

James did not. “Master of Home,” he said. “Your own noble house, I am assured, has ever been a prop of the Crown.” If the boy flushed a little at this barefaced lie, he nevertheless still held his head high. “You, sir, I trust, will likewise be my true support. My . . . my left hand. You and your most ancient house.”

It was Hailes’ turn to look frosty. The Hepburn rise to power was of only comparatively recent origin, from a mere Lothian lairdship – whereas the Homes were descended from the princely Cospatrick Earls of Dunbar and March, descended from King Duncan’s son, of a line that had been great before the Normans crossed the English Channel. The Master cleared his throat, and bowed stiffly.

“I am yours to command, Highness,” he said.

Hailes snorted a coarse laugh, but before he might make other comment, James went on quickly.

“I rejoice at that, sir. In that you both will uphold me. Be sure that the Council, my new Council, will say the same. Will . . . will perceive the realm’s good fortune. And take due action.” Leaving that hint of high office to sink in, he changed the subject. Pointing to the sword which Home still held, he said, “I think I know that great brand, sir. How did you come by it?”

“It was yonder, Sire. In there.” The Master gestured towards the harness-room. “Under him. Under the King. He lay on it. The Bruce’s sword it is, I think. King Robert’s. Which he bore once on this same field, near two hundred years ago. He – your father – bore it less worthily, it seems, three days back.”

James bit his lip. “He was not a man of war,” he said. “The sword was never his friend, his choice. Whether it shall be mine, whether it must be mine, God knows. I do not.” He held out his hands. “This sword, at least, must be mine. Heaven helping me, I will use it justly.”

Hailes grinned. “It is a mite large as yet, Sire! You must needs grow a little before you are man enough for this one! Meantime, perhaps I may wield it for you, to good effect, however. Give it here . . .”

“My thanks, my lord – but no! That is the King’s sword. None may wield it save the King.” Hoarsely the youth asserted it. “Master of Home – give it to me.” Taking the great heavy weapon, five feet in length, the two-handed hilt of it alone more than a foot, he stared down at it a little askance. There was blood on it, clotted and dried and black – but only a smear, and halfway up the broad of the blade. It was royal blood therefore; no foeman’s blood stained its point or sharp edges. Shaking his head, the boy turned right round abruptly, and thrust out the weapon to young Bruce behind him. “Take it,” he said. “You take it. Your ancestor’s, it was, as well as mine. Your namesake’s. None could carry it for me more worthily, I vow. From now on you are my Sword-Bearer, Sir Robert Bruce.”

That young man, taking the weapon, said something falteringly. James was not looking at him however, but at Hailes and Home.

Neither nobleman actually protested. Hailes barked a laugh, and shrugged, whilst the other pursed his thin lips tightly and stared straight ahead of him. The young monarch let go his breath in a long quivering sigh. It was the first test, and he had won.

“I have a – a duty for you, Sir Robert,” he said, turning back to Bruce. “A notable duty. Your first. We ride to Stirling. But . . . my father. The King. His body . . .” James cleared a thick throat. “It . . . he must be looked to. As is seemly. Proper. See you to it. Bring him to Stirling. To the Castle. Decently and in order. On a litter. You understand?”

“Yes, Sire. To the Castle . . .?”

“No, by the Mass!” Lord Hailes put in. “Do you want a riot? All the town in a stramash? Do not bring him to Stirling.”

“But secretly? Covered. None will know . . .”

“All Stirling will know within the hour. Think you these gentle marchmen of ours will hold their tongues?” He gestured towards the waiting moss-troopers. “We should have the town in an uproar. Men at each others’ throats. His faction against ours. I care not for a little blood-letting. But for a better cause than over yonder . . . corpse!”

The boy blinked, clenching his fists. Home intervened.

“A church,” he suggested. “Our late liege lord would lie safest in a church. Saint Ninians is but a mile off. Put him there, under guard . . .”

“No!” James cried. “Not that. He shall not be hidden away like some felon! He was King of Scots. He must lie in honour now, at least. He loved Cambuskenneth. The Abbey. He shall lie there. Where my mother lies. Take him to Cambuskenneth Abbey, Sir Rob. Tell the Lord Abbot to guard him well. In the King’s name. Then come to me, at Stirling Castle.” He turned to Sauchie. “Sir – reward the miller here. And his wife. For their trouble. A silver merk, likewise . . .”

“Faugh!” Hailes broke in. “Waste no time with such cattle! Come, Sire – we have spent overlong in talk, as it is. Mount, and let us back to Stirling, in God’s name! We have much to do.”

“Do as I say, Sauchie. These are my subjects as much as are you, are they not, my lord? They sought to aid a man in his dire need. They merit their King’s regard, I think – even if their reward be less than yours!”

Hailes gobbled like a turkey-cock.

“Shall we ride, then, my lord?” James suggested.

Home spoke. “See you – none must know of this. Yet. That we have the King. That His Grace has now the crown. Not until we are prepared. Until we have time to take steps. Necessary steps . . .”

“Aye, we must work fast,” Hailes agreed.

James looked from one to the other, but said nothing. He moved over to his horse.

As he mounted, Hailes called out. “That chain you have round your middle? What tomfoolery is this?”

“No foolery, my lord. That is my memory. It goes with me henceforth. Lest I forget Bannockburn Mill. And what brought him to this. And us – God forgive us!”


CHAPTER

2

SURELY never had there been experienced in all Scotland’s vivid and colourful past a scene at once so gay and splendid, yet so hag-ridden with guilt; so brilliant on the surface yet so sombre beneath; so full of praise to God and fear of men, joy and hope walking hand-in-hand with suspicion and dread. The proud and ancient Abbey of Scone, heart and palladium of Scotland, had witnessed nothing like this in its chequered history.

The spreading parklands by the silver Tay were a kaleidoscope of colour and movement, strangely mottled and splashed with heavy black. Tents and pavilions and booths had been set up by the score, the hundred, below the Abbey buildings, and above them banners and ensigns innumerable fluttered in the breeze. Shrines, temporary fanes and calvaries had been erected to the Virgin, to Saints Andrew, Ninian, Duthac and others, on every eminence of the park, under every group of trees, where teams of monks and singing boys chanted or made soft music. Minstrels, fools, tumblers and acrobats were there to rival them – although it would not be until later, after the ceremony, that these would truly come into their own. Assuming that such stage was ever reached. A tilting-yard had been formed on the level haughland, with lists and a decorated stand for the ladies and principal spectators; and at the far side of the park, a racecourse for those with different tastes. There were pits for cock-fighting, even a bear-garden, and a ring, well barricaded, for bull-baiting. Nothing had been stinted, nothing overlooked, however short the time for preparation.

Yet amongst and besides all this gaiety a very different note sounded constantly, incessantly, ominously. For one thing, the Abbey bells rang out in slow booming monotony, not in joyous pealing but in knell for the dead. The black and purple hangings of mourning were draped everywhere on shrines and pavilions even, incongruously, on bull-ring and sports arena. Each group of monks interspersed their music with repeated masses for the soul of their late liege lord James and prayers for God’s mercy on his successor and unworthy servant, also James. By order of the King. Men walked warily therefore, however their women might laugh and skirl, and none were far parted from their weapons however splendidly they might be dressed. Uncertainty, suspicion, fear, stalked abroad against the lovely background of the Highland hills. Groups of men-at-arms, brilliant in their lords’ heraldic liveries, stood waiting, watchful, ready. Each new arrival, noble or laird, bishop or abbot or burghal representative, was noted, his allegiance and power assessed. Scone, that sunny breezy Coronation day of 26th June 1488 had as much of calm and assurance as a powder-barrel with a lighted fire near by.

As strange as the scene itself perhaps was the fact that all its dichotomy, its essential dissonance, was so largely the responsibility of one individual, and that a youth, a mere boy. For King James had inevitably, if not deliberately, set the tone of this great gathering by insisting first that his Coronation should be held thus early, only a bare two weeks after his father’s death; also that, although all was to be carried out in the finest style and regardless of expense, nevertheless every great lord and all those connected with the Court were to be dressed in black – as he was himself – in mourning for him who, he declared, so many of them had helped to slay, himself again included; that all of his nobility, great churchmen and representatives of the burghers, should be commanded to attend – including those who had been the late King’s men until a fortnight ago, and therefore sworn enemies of the rebel lords who had won the field of Sauchieburn and who now held sway around him.

So everywhere about the precincts of the great Abbey colour clashed with sombre black; men eyed each other askance; choirs sang of adoration and glory and forgiveness, while guests calculated, whispered and weighed chances; and the youthful central figure of the King himself, though he sought to greet and smile at all, was little better than a prisoner, ever hemmed in and guarded by a set of grim and jealous nobles fearful even now that he might be snatched from their care by others and so lose them power and privilege and preferment.

Nevertheless, uneasy and false as was the day’s rejoicing, it represented a major triumph for young James Stewart. For it was all his own doing. None of those who sought to govern and use him had been in any hurry for this Coronation; none had sought the presence there of enemies and rivals; certainly none of them mourned the late King, or shared the boy’s sense of guilt and remorse over his death. Most of them, in fact, had urged vastly different courses on the young monarch – and would have enforced those courses upon him had they been able. That they had not was a tribute to the youth’s wits and determination. Deliberately, skilfully, he had played off one against another, using their own deep jealousies, ambitions, greeds and vanities, to prevent them uniting to impose their wills upon him. Although he was the King, his position was desperately weak. He was a minor, many years from the age when he might insist on personal rule; his country was hopelessly divided, many hating his very name, and although he had been used as figurehead by the rebel lords against his father’s misrule, he personally meant nothing to most of them; and in an age when might was unquestionably right, the Kings of Scots had no standing army, no personal forces of their own, with which to carry out their policies, but were dependent on the unruly levies of their nobles and the musters of the townsfolk.

Yet. certain advantages James had, in the situation into which he had been thrust, and he made shrewd enough use of them all. He was the fountain of honour and source of power, however little of it he himself might be permitted to wield. Since all must be done ostensibly in his name, so long as he withheld his name little that was legal and lasting could in fact be done. The Privy Council, the ruling body of the kingdom, automatically dissolved itself at the death of a monarch, and only the new monarch could appoint successors, even though the Estates of Parliament must eventually approve them. The great offices of state, the plums of power and patronage, were in the grant of the King, and since there was no Council available to insist on certain nominees, James’s own signature was the only essential authority. And from that first day at Stirling, he had shown that however youthful and inexperienced, he was not to be bullied or cajoled into signing against his judgement. That his judgement was not infrequently at fault was beside the point. He was making many mistakes, taking foolish and headstrong decisions, undoubtedly. But by using the opportunities to his hand, by playing on both the strengths and weaknesses of those who had him in their physical power, he was steering a course, his own course, however erratic and sometimes short-sighted, not others’ courses for him.

As he had perceived that grim day at Beaton’s Mill, he might build up his shaky throne on the two arrogant nobles who had come there to constrain him – and on their mutual envies and suspicions. Patrick Hepburn, Lord Hailes, coarse, impetuous; ruthless, but an able soldier and a strong man, he had appointed Master of the Royal Household, Keeper of Edinburgh Castle, Warden of the Mid and West Marches, Great Admiral of Scotland and governor of his young brother the Duke of Ross, next heir to the throne. To counter all this, the Master of Home was now Lord Great Chamberlain, Keeper of Stirling Castle, Warden of the East March and governor of the still younger prince, the Earl of Mar. It made a nice balance. Both coveted the Chancellorship, the role of chief minister, but James had held back and put off. In consequence these two former comrades-in-arms now eyed each other like dogs seeking the same bone, whilst between them the boy picked his careful way. Lesser appointments he had filled on the same principle, so that what had been a strong faction, more or less united and bound at least by mutual interest sufficiently to lead a successful army, had become a pack of rivals resentful of each other’s winnings, call themselves a Court as they might.

James’s very arrival on this strange if spectacular scene precipitated a clash in itself. The magnificently robed Abbot of Scone, with a gorgeous company of prelates, priests, acolytes and choristers, was waiting to receive the sombrely clad Court party at the Abbey gatehouse and to escort the King to the great church itself. But the youthful monarch had other ideas. When he could make himself heard above the fanfares of massed trumpets that saluted his presence, he so informed the churchmen.

“My Lord Abbot,” he said. “I thank you for your welcome. But I am not yet ready to enter God’s house. Worthy I fear I shall never be – but ready I must be.” Dressed in black velvet, he dismounted from his splendidly caparisoned horse, and so all the throng of lords and knights behind must needs do likewise. “There are shrines here set up, that will prepare me. Or so I hope. Will you attend me?” He gestured towards the seething parkland.

“But, Sire,” the Abbot protested, astonished. “What need have you of such? Such trumperies? My Lord Archbishop awaits you yonder, at the High Altar. With all the bishops and fathers of Holy Church. If further preparation of Your Grace is necessary, surely it is for them to give. Not . . . not these monkish pedlars of indulgences? These are for the commonality, for the poor . . .”

“As am I, sir! And I have my own poverty.” Eagerly the boy sought to explain to the prelate. “Do you not see – before I can stand at the same High Altar where once my father stood, I must do penance? I have done it already, God knows – but not enough. Not enough. And I must be seen to do it, of all. By my people, and his. The blood-guiltiness must be washed away. Surely you understand . . .?”

“Holy Church does not require such, such extremities of Your Grace. Not here. Not this day . . .”

Sighing, James shrugged. “Come!” he said, and turned to walk towards the nearest group of trees, under which a shrine had been erected.

Grinning at the churchmen’s discomfiture, the dark-clad courtiers followed after, laughing and chattering. Hailes and Home kept close at either side of the King, but only a pace or two behind strode the other youthful figure of Rob Bruce, in black likewise, and bearing over his shoulder the great sword of his ancestor.

After those first malicious grins, any smiling that was done on that progress through the crowded haughland was done by the King himself, occasional quick and nervous smiles and nods to groups and individuals whom he passed, gentry, friars, merchants, townsfolk, even packmen and Highlanders. All these stared, some few hastily remembered to uncover, but none returned his anxious smiles save only a cluster or two of giggling girls. Perhaps therefore James was hardly to be blamed if thereafter he seemed especially to select young women to smile at. The folk of Scotland were not used to kings smiling on them, moving amongst them, or indeed seeming to notice their existence.

At the first shrine the royal party came to, a mere ramshackle booth with makeshift altar erected to Saint Mungo, and a seedy friar in stained and patched habit displaying a relic of bone in a box, James surprised all by actually kneeling down before this scarecrow – to the latter’s extreme alarm and embarrassment undoubtedly. None other save only Rob Bruce at his back followed suit. Into the shocked silence, the King in a clear determined voice sought the friar’s intercession with the saint upon a sinner who had helped to encompass his father’s downfall; and if possible his benediction thereafter. The monk’s gabbled assurances, genuflexions and lavish blessings were all but lost in the mutterings and exclamations of amazement and little-disguised disapproval from all around. The Abbot of Scone’s lip-curling distate almost reached the stage of disgust. James rose, to take from young Bruce a little bag of coin, which he handed over to the astounded friar, with the request that he should of his goodness say masses for the soul of the late King, cruelly slain, and the salvation of his own, in peril.

He moved on, flushed and pink, with perspiration beading his lip but his chin jutting strongly, while the ranks of censure and scandal fell in behind.

Hailes did not trouble to lower his voice to proffer his advice. “Sire – enough of this play-acting, in Christ’s name! Let us on with the business that brought us. There are too many in this park whose looks I like but little!”

“I came here to take certain vows before God, my lord. Before I take them honestly, I must do what I deem right. Fitting.”

“Fitting! Then keep your kneelings for the church, I say . . .”

“This talk of your father, of the late King, is foolish – dangerous,” the Master of Home put in. “His death lies not at your door. Or ours. It was unfortunate – but a consequence of his own misrule. To make this much of it smacks of implication, of blame. Nothing could be more harmful for Your Grace’s cause.”

“It is my soul that I must think of, on this my Coronation day, sir – is it not? Rather than my cause?”

“Soul!” Hailes cried. “A pest – leave you old men and clerks to worry about souls, my Lord James! You have a realm to rule. At your age you should have more solid meat to bite on than souls!” He turned a fleering eye on the cleric. “Eh, my Lord Abbot?”

The prelate, in a difficult position, pursed his lips and said nothing.

James nevertheless stopped at the next shrine, a more ambitious canopied baldachin to Saint Michael, with chaplains and choristers from the late King’s own Chapel Royal at Stirling. Again he knelt, muttered a prayer and sought benediction, before handing over another purseful of silver.

If the Abbot had been disparaging before, now he was so offended as to be driven to protest – for the Chapel Royal was a parvenu and rival establishment of James Third’s that had drained off much good revenue and custom which might well have come to Scone. “Sire!” he exclaimed. “Your royal liberality and bounty should not be squandered and mis-spent on such as these – upstarts, pretenders, parasites! This ancient foundation, key to your kingdom, is pinched and straitened, impoverished of its due sustenance . . .”

“God in Heaven!” Hailes burst out, gazing about him at the rich cattle-dotted parklands and trim gardens, the noble church and spreading monastic buildings, all in excellent order and maintenance. “Do you name this impoverishment, man? The kingdom cannot show finer . . .”

“We do what we can on scant means,” the other said primly. “God’s service suffers. Would you deny Almighty God . . .?”

James moved on, leaving the argument fierce behind him. He made his way, past the entrance to the jousting-ground, towards a third shrine, set beside a fountain that played amongst statuary of eye-catching indeceny – a permanent feature of the park this, it seemed. The young King’s eyes did not fail to be caught. Pausing involuntarily, his glance slid from women’s breasts that streamed water sideways, to male organs spouting it upwards. Moistening his lips, he considered and admired. He looked round, to catch Rob Bruce’s eye. On its return his regard caught that of another pair of eyes, dark, gleaming and bold, belonging to a handsome gipsy-like girl who stood near by watching, a dirty child clutching at her skirts. A none-too-clean tartan plaid part enfolded her shapely person, covering one shoulder and leaving the other bare save for the thin stuff of a bursting bodice which sagged low. Frankly the Highland girl smiled at him. She tossed a glance over at the statuary, and then came back to him. One eyebrow rose, and her lips pouted into a red circle, as she studied him from under lowered lids. James grinned.

The party behind was now almost upon them, a little held up by the hot debate of Hailes and the Abbot. Close at the King’s back Rob Bruce coughed, and when that had no effect, actually tapped the royal doublet lightly between the shoulder-blades with the long sword-hilt, James took a lingering farewell of those dark challenging eyes, raised a finger an inch or two, almost imperceptibly and passed on. He looked back after only a few paces, and found the young woman’s glowing gaze still upon him.

Plumping down precipitately on his knees before the shrine a little way beyond, it is to be feared that the monarch’s devotions were less intense than heretofore, despite the fact that this fane was dedicated to the blessed Saint Ninian whose guardianship had ever been especially acknowledged by the royal house. They were briefer too – and Saint Ninians’ earthly nominees on this occasion might well have found cause for offence, for on taking the usual purse from Bruce, James hesitated, opened it, and extracted one of the silver merks therefrom, to hand this to Rob and jerk his head backwards towards the young woman’s position, whilst he presented the ravished remainder to the bowing priest.

Home glanced sharply at Hailes, but the latter was too busy congratulating the Abbot of Scone on his handsome sculptural decorations to notice the incident.

There was a diversion. Down from the direction of the Abbey buildings a great figure came striding, scattering people before him like chaff, a train of lesser characters hurrying in his wake. This man, huge, hulking, greying, with craggy harried features and a nose like the beak of an eagle, was by no means dressed in the prescribed mourning. He wore the richest of clothing, indeed, but with a sort of slovenly flair. At sight of him, all around the King fell silent, even Hailes ceasing his baiting of the Abbot.

James perceived the newcomer’s approach as soon as any, but he did not pause to wait for him as did others, moving on deliberately towards a Calvary set on the first rise of the Mote Hill. Only Rob Bruce kept place close behind.

“James!” a deep and rasping voice bellowed. “Y’Grace – what is the meaning of this? Fiend seize me – what do you here?”

The youth squared his shoulders. “Greetings, Uncle,” he said, his voice as calm as he could make it. “I see you well, I hope?”

“A plague! You see me hot, boy! I am not used to kicking my heels waiting on bairns! If the pack in yonder church are prepared to wait your pleasure there, under that damnable clanging bell, I am not!”

“So you come to bell the King, Uncle? You who once so notably belled the cat?” James smiled in what he hoped was friendly fashion, to counteract the half-scared titter of amusement from the listening, watching throng. “I shall not keep you long, my lord of Angus. I have a vow to discharge. A vow of my own. Before I make those others at my crowning. I cannot make the pilgrimage that I would have wished, to Saint Ninian’s fane at Candida Casa. But at least I can do this. I can confess my fault before these shrines. These lesser shrines. In the sight of all men. It is a vow, you see, Uncle . . .”

Perhaps Archibald Bell-the-Cat, fifth Earl of Angus, was not the most hopeful individual from whom to seek sympathy for the keeping of vows and undertakings generally. Nor was he truly the King’s uncle – though as a great-grandson of the Princess Mary, daughter of King Robert the Third, he might claim some sort of cousinship. He was chief of the great House of Douglas, and the most powerful man in the kingdom. A thorn in the flesh of James’s father, he was not so much one of the company of rebel lords as in permanent and independent competition with the Crown. On the late King’s death he had, without waiting for anyone to appoint him, announced himself as guardian of the King – and no one had dared, at least publicly, to say that he was not. Had James been younger still, undoubtedly the Earl would have declared himself to be Regent, and taken over the government. Only a year at most had saved Scotland from that fate.

“Vows!” Angus barked. “Belly wind! While you make vows and confess your piddling sins, boy, must Douglas wait? ’Fore God, he will not! Enough of this child’s-play . . .”

“’Fore God he will, my lord! Since he is but Douglas and not the King of Scots, wait he will!” Blazing-eyed, fists clenched, the boy faced the huge man, white-faced, but unflinching, resolute, even though he trembled.

For moments they stared at each other, whilst around them scarcely a breath was drawn.

Perhaps it was inevitable that it was the youth’s glance which wavered and fell eventually before the man’s hard glare. James cleared his throat. “I . . . I have but one more orison to make, my lord,” he said. “At yonder golgotha. If you will accompany me? It will take but a moment . . .”

“No! I have waited over long already,” the Earl grated. “Come with me, now. To the church.”

The boy looked down at his gleaming knuckles. “After,” he said thickly. “After I have done what I said I would do.”

“Christ God! Then do it without Douglas! Do all without Douglas!” Angus cried, and swinging on his heel he stamped off. Hastily men fell back before him, to give him and his following ample passage, as furiously he roared for his horses, his men, to be away from this accursed place.

James looked after him for a few seconds, biting his lip. Then he turned to stride on firmly towards the canopied crucifix on the Mote Hill.

“So we now have Angus to reckon with!” the Master of Home exclaimed. “I’ faith – here’s a costly tantrum! We shall all pay for this folly.”

Hailes rubbed his chin. “I wonder . . .?” he said. “We had Angus to reckon with, anyway. And I’d sooner have yonder old bear across the ring from me than sitting at my side!” He laughed shortly. “Our young liege lord may lack much, but it seems that he does not lack spirit! We will be wise to reckon with that also. His father, I vow, would never have spoken Angus so! Aye, by the Rude – I doubt if even Patrick Hepburn of Hailes would so starkly have belled Archibald Bell-the-Cat! For so warm a kneeler and prayer, young James has a firm jaw to him.”

“Aye – and a warm eye for a wench, likewise,” Home added, glancing back towards the Highland girl. “Here’s a steed in need of careful handling, it seems.”

The trumpet fanfares within the great church were deafening enough not only to make James’s head throb but to bring down dust and dried bat-droppings showering upon the illustrious throng from the high roof-timbers, speckling the King’s black velvet. Sitting alone, up near the High Altar, surrounded by the gorgeously robed prelates, the youth felt isolated, uncomfortable, distracted, his mind filled with none of the elation, the holy fervour, or even with the urgent desire for such, that the occasion warranted. Would Angus cause trouble, he wondered, rather? Had he been a fool to so antagonise the most powerful man in his realm? But he had to do it, to make a stand – or allow Bell-the-Cat to dominate him always. To have obeyed, to have gone meekly with the Earl, in front of all . . .! In front of Hailes and Home. He could not have kept those two at arm’s length, after that. They would have thought to do what Angus had done. In front of Rob Bruce, whose simple homage he needed, relied upon. Aye, even in front of that girl. She had looked at him as a man. Not a king or a lord – only a man, splendidly a man? He could not have knuckled and submitted to Angus, after that. She had looked straight at his manhood . . . and that manhood had risen to her challenge. She had smiled towards those statues. Her eyes had spoken him plain. Deliciously plain. They were warm, kind, eager, those eyes. She had lifted a shoulder towards him. Her breast with it. She had actually pointed it at him. The shape of it, full, round, proud, the nipple prominent through the thin straining linen stuff . . .

James moistened his lips, and shook his head sharply. These were no thoughts for this place and this moment – God forgive him. He ought to be praying, confessing, seeking strength. At least listening to the Archbishop’s intonings. He had a foxy face, had Archbishop Shivas – foxy, and hungry too. Hungry for what? What else could he want that he had not already got? Could it be that he hungered after righteousness? Not that. Righteousness was not what those quick darting eyes sought. They said that he was in league with the powers of darkness. Certainly he was a notable astrologer. Knew much of matters occult. He had had great power over the King, his father. As a child James had never liked him, recoiled from him. Assuredly his father should never have appointed him Archbishop of St. Andrews – one of so many ill-judged appointments. They said that he could bring up the spirits of the dead. Could he? Was it possible? If so, might he not bring up his murdered father, then? Now, perhaps? Here, before all? Here, where once he had sat likewise, waiting, the heavy crown on his head, in this same chair . . .

James rested his elbows on the arms of his throne. Not that – God, never that! Saint Ninian – save him from that! Saint Fergus, patron of this Scone – save him! Saint Andrew of Scotland . . .!

The Archbishop was advancing to the altar, hands high, not even glancing at James. The jewels that encrusted his mitre and cope sparkled and glittered in the dusty sunlight. No black robes for William Shivas. The rings on his thin fingers blazed. Shivas was watching, admiring the dazzle and play of light on those rubies and diamonds and emeralds – that’s what he was doing. Praise God, he was not raising spirits! He was moving his fingers to make those jewels flash – James could see it plainly. Thanks be to Ninian! And Andrew! Aye, and Fergus. Fergus must not be forgotten. Perhaps it was part of his own doing? Perhaps his orisons and confessions and masses had been sufficient? To permit his father’s unquiet soul to lie in peace?

Straightening up, for the weight of the crown tended to force his head and neck forward, the youth stirred uncomfortably in his seat, the same elaborate square chest-like chair of carved and gilded wood that once had contained the Stone of Destiny. Fairly long in the leg as he was, his feet would not have touched the floor had it not been for the footstool in the image of a recumbent lion – for this was a high chair, built to enclose the tall stone that itself had been seat-high. Not like the ridiculous squat box on legs that the arrogant Edward of England had had constructed to house the lump of Scone sandstone, the sham Stone of Destiny which he had so proudly carried off to London two hundred years before, and which successive English monarchs had sat on so hopefully since. James would dearly have liked to have had the true Stone of Scone, Scotland’s ancient talisman, beneath him this day. But there had been no time to search it out, to send search-parties seeking for it. That is a thing that he would like to do, himself. To find the Stone. In its cave. There were various beliefs as to where it lay hidden. At Moncrieff Hill, not far away. At Dunsinnane. He himself believed that it was much farther off – in distant Skye, of the Hebrides. Where King Robert Bruce’s friend, the Lord of the Isles, had taken it for safe keeping when the English ravaged the land. That is a thing that he would do. He would go himself to the Isles, to see that great chief, and find the Stone. Bring it back to Scone, where it belonged . . .

James hitched himself round on the wide seat, twisting his body, trying to ease the position of the iron chain at his loins. He had been prevailed upon to hide the chain now, and wore it next to his skin. Hailes said that men, not knowing its true significance, would esteem it a sign of servitude, would be offended at it. Home said that a chain was not a suitable symbol for the king of a free people like the Scots to wear. So now he hid it, but wore it still – for he would always keep his vows, God willing. It hurt against his skin – but that, to be sure, was as it ought to be. Better thus. Yet it was a plaguey awkward position, down there – the trailing end of it got between his legs. Holding this heavy sceptre in one hand, and the orb in the other, he could not adjust it. Only try to twist himself . . .

They were chanting, now – all the bishops and priests and monks. Should he be chanting also? No one had told him just what to do. Just to sit there, after he had repeated the answers, the vows, and been anointed, with the crown on his head, holding the orb and sceptre. He should feel other than this, he knew. The Lord’s Anointed! He should feel differently, filled with strength for his great task, his mind uplifted. Yet he could only think of trivial things. He could not even pray . . .

The Earl of Erroll, the Lord High Constable, had not come. So Hailes was bearing the Sword of State, in his place. Erroll had been loyal to his father. But he should have been here today, Constable of Scotland. James would have wished Rob Bruce to be well forward somewhere, with that other sword – but they had squeezed him out. He could not see him in the great throng. Buchan, too was missing – Hearty James whom he loathed, his true great-uncle. The other brother, John Stewart, Earl of Atholl, was there in front, a stem and silent man, ageing now. But there were many notable absentees . . .

The service over at last, James found himself counting and naming those significant absentees, as the long procession of his nobility came up, one by one, to kneel and do homage to him, their liege lord duly crowned. All had been invited, commanded, to attend, on his own personal assurance of goodwill and safe-conduct, whatever the past. But how many had kept away. The Earl of Huntly, the Gordon chief, the King’s Lieutenant of the North. The Earl Marischal. Crawford, who had been Chamberlain, and whom his father had but recently made Duke of Montrose. The Lord Glamis. And Forbes. And Lindsay of the Byres. The Earl of Glencairn had died at Sauchieburn, of course – as had the Lords Erskine and Sempill and Ruthven. But the tally of absentees was grievous. Especially from the north, the “loyal north” . . .

James was abruptly jolted out of his reverie. A hot flush mounted to his brow as he stared down at the man now kneeling before him. Almost he jerked his two hands away from between the palms of this splendidly-dressed nobleman as he stooped to murmur his homage in the prescribed formula. He was dark, this man, dark of complexion, dark of eye, black of beard, of middle height and middle years, a hard, muscular, thin-lipped man with a long chin made longer by the black spade-beard – Andrew, second Lord Gray, High Sheriff of Angus. Gray! Gray, who bore a white lion rampant on a red field. A black-a-vised man with a black beard, the miller’s wife had said, with a red coat over his mail!

The kneeling lord looked up, to meet the intensity of the young monarch’s gaze. Coolly he stared back, unwinking. Then raising a curving eyebrow towards first the prelate who now held the sceptre on one side of the King, and then to the other who held the orb, he inclined his head with a slight sardonic smile to James, and moved away unhurriedly, to make room for the man behind.

The boy followed him with his urgent glance, even as the pair of palms of the next lord took his hands between them, hands which he strove hard to keep from trembling. Could it be he? Gray was a close crony of Bell-the-Cat, partner in that last traitorous plot with England. But he had led the second line of battle in the rebel army at Sauchieburn. Could it be he?

It is to be feared that the King paid but scant attention to the remainder of the flower of Scotland, queueing to bend and declare their allegiance and fealty. Over and over in his mind he sought to recollect all who might bear a rampant lion on their arms, who were dark and black-bearded, and who were likely to have been in the vicinity of Bannockburn that fatal day. Always he came back to Andrew Gray.

At length the proceedings were over, and pushing aside the clerics who would have prolonged them with additional solemnities, James, divesting himself somewhat unceremoniously of the crown and trappings of royalty, hurried out into the June sunshine, eager for movement and activity, eager for food. But still he had to hold himself in, to school himself to patience and gracious comportment. For now he had to be presented to the folk outside, the less privileged, the late-comers and the commonality, who had been unable to gain admittance to the church. This was mercifully brief, however. His young brothers, the Duke of Ross and Earl of Mar, were brought to stand on either side of him, the crown, sceptre, sword and orb were held aloft behind him, while the Lion banner of Scotland was unfurled to flap above. More fanfares were trumpeted. James bowed and smiled, the Archbishop sketched a perfunctory benediction, and everyone perceived duty to have been more or less accomplished. Truth to tell, anyway, the less privileged did not seem to be greatly interested, no vast crowd having assembled. On the other hand, the Abbey parkland was now seething with life and animation, brisk as any Saint Johnston’s Fair, the noise therefrom quite drowning anything but the efforts of the trumpeters.

By unspoken mutual consent the realities of the situation were accepted, and a move made down to the lower ground by all save the most pompous and stuffy.

James led the way to the jousting yard. This had been set up on his own orders, for of all activities he loved the somewhat outdated tournament, the romantic knightly sport of personal combat, of tilting in the lists, of skilful horsemanship and swording. At these, he had trained himself to excel, young as he was – and with no approval on his father’s part, who had judged such a relic of barbarism. Today unfortunately it was not considered fitting that the newly-crowned monarch should take personal part; but at least he could watch and judge and applaud. And eat whilst so doing. The Abbey kitchens had been given explicit instructions on this score.

So whilst a succession of knights, lordlings and champions did clangorous battle for the edification of such as were prepared to watch, either out of interest or because clearly it was the King’s wish, an alfresco meal was served on groaning trestles there in the open at the side of the lists, which did Holy Church considerable credit despite the Abbot of Scone’s declared penury. In view of the short notice given, it was a notable feast, and went on for three hours. In appreciation, the now comfortably replete sovereign ordered the Abbey’s hitherto somewhat neglected relic of the head of Saint Fergus to be encased in silver, at the Crown’s expense, and other suitable recompense made to the establishment’s coffers – at which the Abbot smirked and purred like a satisfied cat, and the Lord St. John of Jerusalem, newly appointed Lord High Treasurer, muttered darkly.

James was less impressed by the standard of jousting and chivalry, and swore to young Sir Rob Bruce that this was something which he would set himself to improve. Poor handling of horses and weapons, doubtful sportsmanship, and lack of dash and vehemence, seemed painfully obvious, at least to the youthful enthusiast. He itched to be down in the lists himself, to demonstrate how it should be done, and even held a whispered debate with Bruce as to the possibilities of slipping away unobserved, borrowing some unidentifiable armour, and taking part himself in the tourney, unannounced and incognito. But Hailes and Home and the rest were never far from his side, and they would strenuously disapprove, he knew. Moreover, as Rob pointed out, there were no champions taking part today of a calibre suitable for the King of Scots to ride against. Another day, let it be.

In a different matter, however, James did assert himself. Toying with the leg of a roasted goose, and scanning the throng below him during one of the waits between jousts, his keen eye spotted a tall thin and stooping cleric, noticeably drably clad amongst the colourful crowd. He had been, as all that afternoon, more or less involuntarily looking for the Lord Gray. Now his eye lightened, and glancing at his lordly watch-dogs to see if they noticed, below his breath he instructed Rob Bruce to go to summon the cleric to his side.

As he approached, with the young man, the inevitable opposition developed.

“Sire,” Home said loudly. “See who comes! The Bishop of Aberdeen has the temerity to approach Your Grace. This is an outrage . . .!”

“I have requested the Lord Bishop’s presence, sir.”

“Do not receive him, my Lord James,” Hailes urged. “He is a dangerous man. If he were not protected by his cloth and mitre, I’d have him in closest ward!”

“But I would not, my lord. If it is dangerous to be honest, then this realm is in parlous state indeed!” James rose, and stepped forward to greet the newcomer, actually stooping over his hand to kiss the episcopal ring. “I rejoice to see you, my Lord Bishop,” he said. “I am glad that you came to my crowning . . . for I feared that you would not. Welcome to my table.”

“Your Grace is kind. Generous,” the other acknowledged, with a faint smile. “I thank you.”

He had a soft and gentle voice. A gentle manner, too. Despite these, however, there was little that was soft about William Elphinstone, and his gentleness in no way invalidated a calmly shrewd mind and an innate strength of purpose and character. Tall and thin-faced and stooping, he was a man in his late fifties, with grey, thinning hair, lined, almost haggard, features, but eyes notably blue and lively. Until a few days before, he had held the highest office in the land, under the Crown – that of Lord High Chancellor of Scotland, chief minister of the realm. It had been one of the few wise appointments of the late King; had he made it earlier, instead of only in the February of that same year, much of history might have been otherwise.

Taking Elphinstone’s arm impulsively, James led him to sit at the table beside him. Looking around at the frowning men who thronged him, the King frowned also, raising his chin.

“I would speak privily with my Lord Bishop,” he said. “On . . . on matters spiritual. I will be obliged, my lords, if you will ensure that all others keep their distance.”

Elphinstone shook his grey head as the others fell back, with black looks and angry muttering. “I fear that was hardly wise, Sire,” he said, sighing. “You must not offend your friends, for the sake of an old done man.”

“Are you not my friend?” James demanded. “And how friendly are these hungry lords, think you?”

“Hush, lad! If I am your friend, I must needs counsel you to watch your words. You are King now, Sire – and have a somewhat carrying voice! The King, you must remember, must control himself to before he can control his kingdom. And of all his subjects, his own tongue can well be the most unruly and treacherous!”

James bit back the words which sprang to his lips, and stared ahead of him.

The other touched his arm. “I am sorry, lad. Forgive a prating priest who cannot forget his preaching. I would be having you a very Solomon for wisdom, before you have scarce warmed the seat of your throne . . .!”

“I’d rather be a David, sir!”

“Aye. No doubt. That I can well credit. I hear that Your Grace has begun by slinging a stone at the Douglas Goliath!”

“I had to. He came commanding me, shouting his bidding. At the King. You would not have me truckle to him?”

Elphinstone sighed. “No. Surely not. But until you are secure on your throne, lad, you must be careful whom you offend. God forgive me if I seem to advise you to dissemble, to be less than honest. But a monarch must rule through those who wield power around him. Particularly the monarch of this Scotland, who depends on the levies of his lords for his strength, and has no great forces of his own. If you offend my lord of Angus, it is all the more necessary that you do not offend these others here.”

“They will not be so greatly offended so long as I have offices of state and profit to give out,” the youth declared. “So I play one against another. Hailes I have made Master of my Household, Great Admiral, Warden of the Marches, and Keeper of Edinburgh. The Master of Home I have appointed Chamberlain, with other offices, with Stirling Castle to keep. Lyle is Justiciar. Lord St. John is the Treasurer. But they all look for one office above all. Others too. The office you held. The chiefest. That of Chancellor,” James leaned close, eagerly, “I have said nothing. I have controlled my tongue in this, at least, my Lord Bishop. I do not intend that any of them shall have it. I have kept it, you see, for you!”

The other turned to consider him, wonderingly. “My Lord James!” he said. He shook his head, at a loss. “This is . . . extraordinary. You are good, kind. But it is impossible.”

“It is not. It is in my gift. Until there is a Parliament. To ratify it. By then, you could be secure . . .”

“No. No, lad. It will not do, generous as it is. My thanks – but no. It is not to be considered.”

James stared down at his own tight-gripped fingers. “You will not serve me? Me, and my realm? As you served . . . him! Is it . . . is it because of what I have done? Because of him, my father? You hold me guilty? Of my father’s fall? You think me a . . . a . . . what is the word? A patricide! Damned . . .?”

His wrist was gripped in a surprisingly strong grasp. “James! Sire! Never say it! The King’s death lies not at your door.”

“I rode in the field against him. When these rebel lords rose, and took me from Stirling Castle, I did not refuse. I signed their proclamation. They told me that I must . . . but I could have refused. I did not. I believed my father to be wrong, to be wasting his realm, to be selling Scotland to the English king. He was naming my brother Ross as heir, above me, the elder . . .”

“Yes, yes. He was headstrong. Mistaken in many things. Though not in all . . .”

“I did not wish him harm, sir. I swear it! By Saint Ninian’s self. Only that he should change his course. Never that he should lose his crown. And, God’s mercy – not his life . . .!”

“I know it, lad. None with any understanding would believe otherwise. Do not fret yourself, Sire.” The Bishop shook his head. “Many are to blame, before you, for the King’s death. Even I myself, I think, have more responsibility than have you. For I was his Chancellor. I carried out his policies – policies that perhaps spelled his end. I sought to better them, yes – to lead him out of what I considered error. But still I must bear responsibility for much that was ill done. My conscience will not let me forget it. So . . . it is not possible that I serve as Chancellor again, Your Grace. Your lords would never have it – and rightly. Nor would my own poor honour.”

“You do not think me greatly guilty, then?”

“Would that I thought myself as little so.”

“Thank you, thank you!” the boy said, warmly. Then he sighed. “But I am sorry that you will not be Chancellor. Of all men, you I would most trust. Your advice I would most gladly take. Who, then? Who, of all these that want it, is to have the office? Who will not misuse it for his own gain?”

“Since you esteem my advice, Sire—I would say, give it to Argyll.”

“Argyll? The Campbell! Who is now in London, envoy to King Henry? That sour old man! What has he done, to be Chancellor again?”

“It is not so much what he has done, as what he has not done! He is sour, yes, but with his own astuteness. And if he is old, he is no longer ambitious. He was your father’s Chancellor, before me, for five years. He has learned much, of a difficult task, by hard experience, He was not in rebellion against the late King – so that many on your father’s side would accept him, who would not accept Hailes or Lyle or Gray.” The Bishop glanced round at the watching lords, none the less suspicious for being just out of earshot, “If Argyll is Chancellor, none of these can be Chancellor! None therefore can become too powerful, too strong for you. They will not love him . . . but he is old and sour enough not to care for that. He will do your work for you. Give you time, lad, to find your feet . . .”

“Aye, I see it. You are right, my Lord Bishop. As always. Argyll it shall be. It is a shrewd move. But you? You will still advise me? As thus? You will not deny me your guidance, sir? For I need it.”

“Always it is yours for the asking, Sire. Never fear. So long as God gives me breath. And wits . . .”

“Good! Good! A place must be found for you in the Privy Council.” James paused, his eyes busy searching the company below. “You mentioned Gray, just now. Andrew, my Lord Gray of Foulis. He of the black beard and the white lion! I believe him to have a black heart also. I think . . . I think that he killed my father!”

The older man stroked his shaven chin. “That could be a dangerous thought, my Lord James,” he said, after a little.

“Dangerous for Gray!” the youth answered hotly. “If I can prove it.”

“Dangerous for you. Dangerous for all the realm, I think. Must you prove it, Sire?”

“Why? ’Fore God – would you have me do otherwise? Let my father’s death go unavenged?”

“Yes,” the other said simply.

“But . . . but that would be the part of a craven, a weakling! If Gray basely drew steel on his liege lord when helpless, when he was seeking the consolation of a priest . . .”

“Say rather the part of a wise monarch, with a cool head as well as a stout heart. See you – nothing that you can do will bring back your father, lad. May he rest in God’s peace. Now you have your father’s shaken realm to rule, to guide, to unite – and it is sore rent and riven. Do not rend it more. As you will do, if at this stage you pursue the Lord Gray. For he is powerful, and allied to others equally powerful. He is uncle to the Lord Lyle. Good-son to your own uncle, the Earl of Atholl. Related to Keith, the Earl Marischal. His daughter is married to my Lord Glamis. Attack him, and you attack all these. You cannot afford that – your realm cannot, today. Most serious of all, Sire – he is close to Angus. They work together, Bell-the-Cat and Gray. Already, I hear, you have publicly outfaced Angus – perhaps rightly. But do not further enrage him. Do not drive him to show his strength against you – for his is the greater, I fear. Douglas can put five thousand men in the field within a week. Ten thousand in a month. With Gray and Glamis and the others, that could be doubled. Your throne cannot risk such challenge, lad. Not yet.”

“But . . . even if this is so, must I forget it? Forget what Gray has done? To my own father?”

“Forget? I cannot think that you will forget. Even forgive? But if Gray did this vile deed, Sire, leave him to his own conscience. To God’s repayment. Today you have taken solemn vows to cherish and preserve this realm of yours. You will not do it by forcing Gray to defend himself against you, however just the cause. By him raising half the land in arms.” Elphinstone laid his hand on the boy’s hunched shoulder. “That might be the act of a bold man . . . but never of a wise king, a true monarch to his people.”

“Lord!” James almost groaned. “Must being a king make of me a poltroon and a dissembler, then?”

“It must make of you a father, rather. A father to your people of Scotland. Who can take the long view. The view of the greater good for all. Who can overlook the lesser evil to himself, for the greater good for them. Can you rise to that grace, Your Grace?”

“God knows – I do not!” The King grimaced, and then shrugged, and grinned wryly. “I am something young for that sort of fatherhood, I fear . . .!”


CHAPTER
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“TUSH, man!” Lord Hailes hooted. “Where’s your judgement, you that’s High Justiciar? Kate Carmichael may be all very well for you and me to throw a leg over when we feel like it, but she’s double the boy’s age! Old enough to be his mother.”

“What harm in that? She is experienced in the business, which counts for a deal” The Lord Lyle, handsome, elegant and supercilious, distastefully edged a little further away from the drunken snoring Lord Kennedy, who sprawled in a pool of wine across the long table next to him. “Moreover, she has the advantage that she will keep her head, and do what we tell her. Some younger wenches might not. Might give him their hearts as well as their maidenheads, and be the less use to us.”

“You’re a cold-blooded fish, Robert, i’ faith! Or sound like one.” There was little love lost between these two pillars of the throne. “We’ve got to consider the lad himself. He’s not cold-blooded, as we’ve discovered! He’s high-spirited, with a mind of his own. Think you he’ll meekly bed down with a woman old enough to have mothered him just because she offers to open her legs for him . . .?”

“So long as she goes about it with some judgement – and her paps are big enough!” the Master of Home put in judicially. “And you’ll admit, Patrick, that Kate wears well.”

“Aye – she’s worn three husbands under the sod!” Hailes agreed. “But will James not see her as an old woman, nevertheless? And choose elsewhere.”

“So long as he chooses. We can work on the woman afterwards . . .”

“No!” Lyle declared strongly. “That will not serve. He might well choose some empty-headed young fool with a pretty face. For our purposes the woman must have wits, as well as parts of more immediate interest to a young man. A fool would be useless. As would one too soft-hearted. I still say Kate Carmichael – but if she’s over-ripe for our youth, what of the Lady Joanna Maxwell? She’s but new married, but she’s a hot bitch, and Sir John’s a ninny and scant use to her, I’ll swear!” He drew a hand over mouth and chin. “I can vouch for her wits . . . as other parts!”

“As can not a few of us!” Hailes grunted. “But, see you – we can’t have the boy contracting a pox! As it strikes me he might, with yon one. Some day, he’s got to marry and produce an heir. That is vital for us all. We can afford no half-wits or dizzards . . .”

“Hailes – I do not think that I like your choice of words!” Lord Lyle half-rose. “Do you suggest, by any chance, that I . . . that I . . .?”

“My lords! My lords!” The softly smooth voice of Master George Hepburn, Vicar of Linlithgow and newly-appointed Clerk of the Rolls, intervened soothingly. “Here is no matter for dispute, surely? Let us not quarrel over the ladies, dear creatures, the delight and solace of us all. Since we do not yet know certainly His Grace’s tastes in this respect, it behoves us, does it not, to provide a selection? So that he may choose his plaything. We shall, of course, have chosen first, in general – he chooses for himself, thereafter, in particular. Then all are satisfied . . .”

“Ha, Cousin George,” a fat voice chuckled from the other side of the table, “there th . . . shpeaks a m . . . modicum of wisdom. But only a m’modicum.” The stout man was having a little difficulty with his words, thus late in the evening. “Do not underesh . . . do not underestimate our young Galahad. His prowess. One or two of the darlings may not sh . . . serve to keep him tamed. If he is of so warm an eye as my lords think, then he may need a covey of the plump birdies to hold the bit tw’twixt his teeth!”

“A notable metaphor, Prior John!” the Vicar observed, smiling thinly. The speaker had been John Hepburn, Prior of St. Andrews, now Lord Privy Seal. There were a lot of Hepburns about the Court these days – which was perhaps part of the Lord Lyle’s trouble. “If the King’s capacity is indeed thus great, then we must seek to satisfy it, for, h’m, the good of the realm! For nothing, I vow, is more trying to a state and its ministers than a superabundance of energy on the part of the Crown! Amare simul, et sapere ipsi Jovi non datur!”

“Damned clerk!” the Earl of Lennox burst out loudly from the head of the table, where he lounged as senior noble present and head of the most prominent branch of the House of Stewart next to the royal line. “Speak plain, in God’s name! What you mean is that you will so wear out James with women that he leaves such as you free to run his kingdom? Eh?”

“I pray you, hush, my lord!” Anxiously, Vicar Hepburn glanced over his shoulder towards the arras-hung doorway which separated that ante-chamber from the Great Hall of Stirling Castle. He need not have worried about Lennox being overheard from without, save perhaps by Lord Hailes’ moss-troopers who stood guard there. The noise from the Hall was sufficient to prevent any lesser sounds from penetrating – music and singing and uninhibited laughter. “Put it rather this way . . .”
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