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‘What can such as I do?’

‘You are an earl of Scotland, two earls indeed. And you are Cospatrick! You can speak for Lothian, the Merse and the East and Middle Marches, some of the most vital lands in the realm. And you could speak with others first. Carrick, Mar, Fife, Lennox. And my father, to be sure. See you, it is possible.’

‘But, woman – I, I am not the man for this sort of achievement . . .’

‘How do you know that? You have never tried the like. But you are your father’s son. And could have been sitting on the throne, if all had been just. Try it, Patrick – try. It could greatly benefit Scotland.’

‘Nigel Tranter is a first-rate historian, a good teller of tales . . . His novels are invaluable guides to the Scottish landscape, past and present.’ Historical Novels Review
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1

Patrick, who until now had been Master of Dunbar and March, eyed the assembled members of his family and near relations gathered in the great hall of Dunbar Castle with a doubtful, somewhat quizzical look, before glancing over at his wife, who stood a little apart. Her nod, brief but firm, gave him support.

“I have asked you to come here today for good reason,” he said, less confidently than he would have wished. “It grieves me to tell you. I ... I ... my father is dead!” He swallowed. “Slain. By the infidels.” A pause. “Ada, my sister, not present, knows it, knew it before I did. Before I won back from Argyll. Our father. Uncle and cousin to you others ...”

He got no further in that halting announcement, with exclamations and cries from the dozen or so men and women grouped there, staring at him and at each other, appalled.

“It is grievous indeed, yes,” he went on. “I learned of it only yesterday, when returning here from Melrose, where we buried our liege-lord Alexander. The king – he died at Kerrera, near to Oban. An isle. That my father and he should die all but together, although those thousands of miles apart, is, is scarce to be believed! But it is so. They were ... close. He, Cospatrick, fell at Damietta, in Egypt. He had taken the cross, with King Louis of France. The Sixth Crusade. More than that, I know not. Neil, Earl of Carrick, my wife’s kinsman, new home from the Holy Land, brought the word. He is dead, my father – but died in Christ’s service. God rest his soul!” His voice broke a little.

His wife, Christian Bruce, came over to him, to press his arm.

Most there gazed at him, silent, although one or two exclaimed.

The speaker, a well-built, fair-haired man in his early thirties, not handsome but with pleasing, open features, over-open possibly for such testing occasion as this, drew himself up, and patted Christian’s hand, as if in reassurance.

“A man could not die in better way and in better cause,” he continued, voice stronger again. “We are the losers, not he. Aye, our king was less fortunate! Dying of a fever, there on an island of Argyll. And leaving only a seven-year-old son to be our monarch. Scotland has lost much. France also. For King Louis is a prisoner of the Saracens, along with many of the flower of Christendom.”

“What now, then?” That was another Patrick, younger, a cousin, of Fogo. “Cospatrick dead! The king dead! The crusade lost! That Norseman, Hakon, triumphant, I take it? All disaster! What now, then, in God’s name!”

“Now, Pate, we take up the gauntlet! What else? Not of the crusading, perhaps. Who knows as to that? But the nation’s cause; Scotland’s cause. Support young King Alexander the Third, as my father supported his father. Prove ourselves worthy, if we can, to follow where these led.” He coughed a little, unused to making such statements, not an assertive man.

Again his wife squeezed his arm, unspeaking.

“So now I am Cospatrick,” he went on, shaking his head. “Seventh Earl of Dunbar and March, God help me!”

“Who should be on Alexander’s throne!” That was another cousin, William de Home, son of the late earl’s brother.

All there eyed each other. The Cospatrick family were of the blood-royal; and, they claimed, senior to the present line. That was an old story, but one never forgotten.

The new earl waved a hand in a cutting motion, brusque  for that man. “That is not for our thinking, not now,” he declared. “Young Alexander and the realm demand our fullest aid in this pass. We will not fail them, as my father did not. Leave that, I say.”

There was some murmuring.

“There is much to be done,” he added. “While my father had been absent, and I was in the Netherlands, some matters have drifted.” He glanced at the company, and his look might have been construed as being somewhat critical, especially by such as might have consciences. “These two great earldoms demand much caring for, heeding. I learn that this of the quarrying, the stone hewing and shaping, has been allowed to flag – and it means much in moneys from the Low Countries, where they have little or no stone. The Lammermuir wool trade is none so bad, for the shepherds and shippers see to it themselves, as they have always done. But the salted mutton and fish stocks have gone down, the salt-pans at Aberlady Bay not being fully used. This much has been told to me already. There may well be more. So we must all see to it.”

William de Home sought to change the subject, as well he might. “How does it feel to be Cospatrick, Cousin?” he asked.

“Ask me that hereafter, Will,” he was told. “As yet it has scarce come to me. But it is a, a burden. That I was not readied for.”

There were nods at that. To be Cospatrick was a strange and notable position indeed for whoever bore the style, more so than any title of earl or lord. There was only one Cospatrick in the land, however many lords. Although it was the name of a lofty line, only one man could bear it at one time, the head of the family, the large family, whatever others called themselves. It was not a surname: the pride of the line was that they had no surname, like the rival line, the Kings of Scots. Descended from one of the two older and legitimate sons of Malcolm the Third, Canmore, they had been superseded on the throne by the later sons of Margaret, St Margaret, Malcolm’s second queen – three of  them, Edgar, Alexander and David – and then by David’s grandsons Malcolm the Maiden and William the Lion, and lastly Alexander the Second. Out of a sort of guilt, David had given the earldoms of Northumbria and Cumbria, these English counties having been ceded to Scotland by the weak King Stephen, however much this was contested by later Plantagenet monarchs in the south, to these two slighted brothers, Maldred and Waldeve. Maldred’s son Patrick, Earl of Northumbria, had become known as Comes-Patrick, count or earl Patrick, pronounced as Cospatrick. The other, Waldeve’s, line had died out. And now this Cospatrick, standing there, was the ninth such, as seventh Earl of Dunbar and second of March – and scarcely prepared for its responsibilities.

He was spared further questions and a prolongation of this less than easy interview by an unlooked-for development. Into the great Hall burst a newcomer and a loud-voiced one, a five-year-old boy being pursued by a distracted nursemaid. When the latter saw all there turning to stare, she halted, gulped, and turned to flee. Not so the boy, who ran to fling himself at Cospatrick’s legs, to clutch and exclaim.

“A, a puffin!” he cried. “With a big nose! I have found a puffin. Up on the walkway. It has broken its wing, I think. Come you, see it.” And he reached urgently for the man’s hand.

This was Patrick, now Master of Dunbar and March, who, God willing, one day would himself be Cospatrick.

His father shook his head, but not censoriously, indeed all but relievedly, and when his wife smiled, took the child’s hand, and made to lead him away with gentle chidings, stopped her.

“No, Chris,” he said. “Let him be. I have finished here meantime, I think. This young man has his rights also. He has not seen much of his sire these last weeks, months. We shall go and inspect his puffin. Refreshments for our kinsfolk,” and he gestured towards the long table, set with flagons and goblets. Nodding to all, he let the boy tug him towards the door.

The Countess Christian spread her hands, and moved over to the table.

Son and father had three flights of twisting turnpike stairs to climb to reach the parapet-walk of that principal tower of the castle, and from the masonry’s constrictions to issue out into the reverse of any enclosure. Suddenly instead of constriction it was infinity, boundless, almost breathtaking. For Dunbar Castle was unique indeed, built on isolated stacks of red rock rising out of the sea, a series of these linked by covered bridges, each having a tower built on the rock-top, and stretching out into the Norse Sea. So east, north and south the blue ocean spread to far horizons, only the white cliffs of the Isle of May showing a dozen miles to the north. To the west the Lammermuir Hills filled the view, the rounded green and heathery summits and ridges stretching far and blocking off all the prospects in that direction, the source of much of the Dunbar earldom’s wealth. It was all space and light and boundless sea elsewhere.

Young Pate was much upset to find his puffin not where he had left it; but they discovered it nearby in one of the drainage spouts of the parapet-walk, an extraordinary bird, almost a foot in length, black and white, with a most curious head and wide beak, the latter almost as large as the former, with large eyes bearing a permanently surprised expression. There were not many of these haunting the cliffs around, among all the gulls, fulmars, kittiwakes and the like which roosted there and filled the air around the castle with their whistling and screaming. It was certainly not to be expected to find one on the building itself. It clearly had a broken wing.

Nothing would do but that the boy must gingerly pick it up, fearing pecks from that great beak, and declare that he was going to take it down and look after it until it recovered and could fly again, meantime feeding it. Would it eat oatcakes? His father suggested that it might be kinder, probably, just to wring the creature’s neck and put it out of its misery rather than trying to keep it confined in the  castle; but Pate was having none of that. He was going to call it Puff. He would show it to Johnnie. Would he understand what it was? John was his two-year-old brother.

Downstairs, Cospatrick avoided the hall and went lower down, to cross two of these covered bridges, the second of almost seventy feet in length, to the outermost tower, which he and Christian had made their own living quarters while his father dwelled in the main keep. He was not antisocial and liked much of his kin well enough, but in his present state of mind, and seeking to come to terms with his father’s death and the changed life that this was bound to mean for him, he was not eager for over-much of the sort of talk and chatter that was bound to follow.

That last bridge spanned the narrow entrance to Dunbar harbour, quite large, for its fishing-fleet and other craft, and had a notable device which allowed the castellans, if desired, to drop a great gate therefrom, a kind of portcullis, which could effectively seal off the haven and keep vessels either in or out; this with its advantages in that the lord of the hold could thus demand his due share of the fishermen’s catch, as rent or payment for their protection and the harbour’s facilities – not that this was often done these days.

He and Chris and the two boys would continue to dwell in this furthermost tower, he thought. He had always liked it, from youth, as somehow remote and secure, his own; possibly some indication of his character, his preference for quiet retirement and being alone, or with those he loved, rather than social intercourse and consorting with others frequently. Shy, perhaps, he had been always, although his feelings could be intense enough, and he was no shrinker from required action. And now he was Cospatrick suddenly, and inevitably so much would have to change for him.

In the children’s room he saw Pate and his puffin installed, and ordered a servant-girl to keep an eye on him and the sleeping Johnnie. Then he went upstairs, to  the battlements, to lean over and gaze down at the surging tides far below, and to think.

He had much to consider. Quite apart from the running and management of two earldoms, he had large duties of state to fulfil, nothing more sure. His father had been High Chamberlain, Keeper of the Privy Seal and High Constable of the realm; and as one of the great earls of the kingdom it was inevitable that he would be expected to take some quite major part in the nation’s affairs. He would certainly seek no high office but could not refuse to take some share in the monarch’s service. The fact that that monarch was now suddenly a boy in his eighth year only added to the uncertainty of it all. Who would be acting regent in his name? Walter the High Steward had died only recently, and his son was inexperienced; David of Atholl had also died on the crusade; and Dorward, succeeding him, was an ambitious man. Neil, Earl of Carrick, related to Christian, had indeed got back from Egypt; but he, wed to one of the Steward’s daughters, had never been of the pushful sort. The Comyns, however, were certainly that, and would undoubtedly be seeking highest office, the Earls of Buchan and Menteith and the Lord of Badenoch. And, for that matter, there was also Bruce, Lord of Annandale, Christian’s father, who, until the young Alexander had been born, had been nominated by the Privy Council as heir-presumptive to the throne. He might well seek to have his son-in-law take some prominent part in affairs. A child monarch, with no possibility of a direct heir for many a year, was a sure recipe for upheaval and intrigue in a kingdom, especially an unruly kingdom like Scotland.

So he, Patrick – no, Cospatrick – could soon expect demands to be made upon him.

He had got thus far when Christian arrived at his side. “I guessed that I might find you hereabouts,” she said. “You have no great love for your fellow-men, have you? Not that I blame you, my dear – so long as you are not a  lover of my fellow-women, like some of those back yonder!”

He shook her shoulder, although it was more of a caress than a shake. “You are wrong, quite wrong!” he asserted. “I do not mislike my fellows. And I can appreciate the opposite sex! But in this pass, I am at something of a loss. I fear that I am going to have to change my whole life – ours – to some extent. And ... I could do without that! Have you considered it all, lass?”

“I think that I have, yes. I realise that you will have to become a deal more prominent, more active in the land, not just in Lothian and the Merse. You will be on the Privy Council now. And almost certainly Justiciar of Lothian. A Warden of the Marches. And so, sadly, I will see the less of you. But that is fate, since you are your father’s son, my reluctant spouse!”

He sighed. “Yes. Although I fear that I am not like my sire, in this. But so long as I have you to aid me, Chris ...”

“Oh, I will do that, never fear! I am not Robert Bruce’s daughter for nothing! But it may not be so ill as you think. You may come to find it even pleasing, helping to steer the ship of state.” She took his arm. “But, see you, Patrick, we cannot leave our guests overlong. We will give them a meal – I have already ordered it. Then hope that they will depart before too long. Come, Cospatrick the Earl! And play the kind host!”

Fortunately, none of their visitors lived so far away that they could not reach their own homes before the August dark, in Lothian and the Berwickshire Merse. If some were expecting to be invited to stay the night, they were disappointed. Young Pate packed off to bed, the puffin in a covered basket by his side, its wing bound to its body, and Johnnie already asleep, the parents went down to their own chamber, presently, hand in hand.

These two, although six years married, were still very much in love, this rather unusual in such as themselves, and in their circumstances, wherein the heirs of great lands  were expected to wed heiresses, love tending to be a secondary consideration, frequently sought for, on the men’s part at least, elsewhere. Not so in this case, although Christian was sufficiently high-born, to be sure. Patrick had met her at the High Steward’s house of Renfrew, and had fallen in love with her almost at first sight, diffident about it all as he had been. But then she was an exceedingly attractive and good-looking young woman, lively and friendly, and appeared to find his somewhat cautious approaches to her, however evident, more appealing than those of not a few more forceful and self-confident young men. At any rate, she had not discouraged him in his attentions, and he had at least been very dedicated in his wooing however unassertive about it, and despite living so far from Annandale and Ayrshire where were the Bruce seats, managing to find excuses for visiting these areas not infrequently. If Christian perhaps grew a little impatient over his modest approaches, she did not show it; and in due course, it all came to fruition and they were wed. And thereafter she had found him no backward lover.

Now, these years later, he had lost none of his enthusiasm for her and for her person. In their own bedchamber, knowing his predilections, Christian steered him first past the canopied bed and the steaming water-tub for their ablutions to a window-seat in the thickness of the walling, there to sit and to pat the space beside her invitingly.

“Before we settle for the night,” she said, “have you been thinking of how you are going to act, to choose, to vote, at the council? For nothing is more sure than that you will be summoned to one very soon. I am surprised, indeed, that you have not been sent for already. I would have expected it before this. For young Alexander must have a regent, and quickly, with all this of the Isles and King Hakon looming. To say nothing of the problems of Northumberland and Cumberland and the Plantagenet. There will be great competition for the regency, that is certain. Dorward will want it. And so will the Comyns. Others perhaps. You will require to vote ...”

Patrick was not surprised over this concern of his wife. She had always been more interested in the affairs of the realm than he was, no doubt because of her upbringing in the family of the one-time heir-presumptive to the throne, and being a very positive young woman, however gentle could be her attentions in family matters. She was, after all, great-great-granddaughter of King David.

“I know it,” he told her. “Know that I will be called upon. But this of regent, I know not. These men anxious to control the boy, the new king, and so rule the land in his name. They are themselves but names to me, the Comyns, Dorward and the rest. You, Chris, were you an earl, how would you vote?” He nodded, and added, “Indeed, do you see your father perhaps as regent?”

“I do not think so, no. I judge that he would not wish it. The throne itself, yes, were it to become vacant, but not the regency. Regents make enemies, always. There is ever envy and efforts to subvert. And if Alexander died and my father did win the crown, he would wish for support from the nobles, not bickering and strife. No, I think not. It will be between Dorward, Earl of Atholl and the three Comyns, the Earls of Buchan and of Menteith, and the Lord of Badenoch. Mar could seek it, but he is getting old.”

“What of Neil of Carrick, your brother’s wife’s father?”

“He is not the sort to seek it. A quiet man, more like yourself. Religious. As he proved by the crusading.”

“Then who do you suggest that I vote for? I do not much like the sound of any of those. The Comyns or Dorward.”

“No-o-o. But it will be one or the other, I fear. Unless ...”

“Unless ... ?”

She gazed out of the window at the August dusk. “I have had a notion. I do not know if it will serve. Or be accepted. But it might be the answer. Three regents!”

“Three! How could that be? Three?”

“See you, Patrick, Dorward and the Comyns will rally all the support that they can in this for themselves. All in  the north-east, and in Moray and west to Lochaber, will vote for the Comyns. The Red Cornyn is Lord of Lochaber as well as Badenoch and Speyside. And all the centre of the land, with Fife, or most of it, will vote for Dorward of Atholl, although Mar may not. MacDuff, I think, will. So it could be a close call. The council, and a parliament to follow, as necessary, to confirm it all, and divided. The south and the west divided also. So why not both? Both regents? They would fight each other, cancel the other’s efforts. All indecision. But if there were three regents, another appointed also, a moderate and leal man, he could temper matters. Come down on the best side in his choices. Lead to better judgments. So, two to one. For I do not see the other two uniting.”

Patrick stared at her. “Sakes, lass, here is a wonder! What a notion! You, you are a marvel! A woman of wits, indeed. Always I have known that, to be sure. But this is extraordinary! If it could be brought about. Three regents. Has there ever been such?”

“I think not. But that is not to say that it is not possible, if council and parliament decided it. And you, my dear, are in a position to help to bring it about.”

“Me! None there will know me. What can such as I do?”

“You are an earl of Scotland, two earls indeed. And you are Cospatrick! You can speak for Lothian, the Merse and the East and Middle Marches, some of the most vital lands in the realm. And you could speak with others first. Carrick, Mar, Fife, Lennox. And my father, to be sure. See you, it is possible.”

“But, woman – I, I am not the man for this sort of achievement ...”

“How do you know that? You have never tried the like. But you are your father’s son. And could have been sitting on the throne, if all had been just. Try it, Patrick – try. It could greatly benefit Scotland.”

He shook his head, all but dazed by what she had proposed for him.

“Think on it, my dear. Sleep on it,” she suggested, and  rose and quickly began to loosen her garments, knowing her husband.

As he sat there still, Christian moved over to the washing-tub, it steaming only slightly now. She began to disrobe. She was in no hurry about it, discarding her garb with what was almost a ritual, loosing down her fair hair. The man watched, and in no casual fashion, however often he had savoured this before – as well he might. For Christian Bruce had a splendid and most alluring body, long and graceful of neck, wide of shoulders, shapely and full of bosom without being over-heavy or sagging despite having suckled two sons, her belly rounded but moderately, the dark hair at her groin V-pointing down to her place of promise, superb thighs and long legs. No man could resist it all, and Patrick had never tried to. He rose, now, and went to her, to hold her arm as she stepped over into the tub of water, his hands then beginning to stroke and caress and fondle. She let him do so for a few moments, and then, scooping up a little water, flicked it into his face, and pointed imperiously down to the ladle lying on the floor. Obediently stooping to pick this up, he duly went through the required pouring of warm water over that delicious example of female excellence, but lingeringly and with a certain amount of salutation going with the anointing, her head-shaking smiles less than censorious. The tub was large enough for her to sit in, and this she did in due course, which enabled her attendant to pay particular respects to her breasts, this while kissing her hair.

The routine was that then she should rise and step out of the tub for him to dry her, for which he was nowise loth, being very scrupulous and concentrated about it. Then it was his turn to undress and be bathed, Christian perhaps less meticulous about most of it, but with her own priorities. Usually she let him dry himself, and went over to the bed to await him, seldom indeed having to wait for long. This night was no exception, and arms out, she received him, falling back with him on to the blanketing, to their mutual fulfilment.

There was little consideration as to electing regents and other matters of state thereafter, before sleep took over from physical and emotional activity. Sleep on it, she had said. Would that make up his mind for him? Men’s wits could work in strange ways.
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