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“When Douglas comes back to Douglas, we should be there to meet him,” Will cut through the old man’s quaverings. “It is seemly. And our mother has commanded it.”

“But you are Douglas now, Will! Are you not? It is you who commands, is it not? You are the Earl of Douglas. You are the Black Douglas, I say!”

The sudden stillness which the girl’s high-pitched words produced, in that lofty stone hall, was notable. It was as though all held their breaths for a moment or two, at the sound of that potent name. All eyes turned on Will, as though suddenly seeing him in a different light. For centuries, until these last years, those had been the most effective, dreaded, terrible three words in all Scotland – The Black Douglas. Undoubtedly the full implications of their father’s death had not really reached any of them until that moment; certainly the thing had not truly formed itself in Will’s own mind. He was the Earl of Douglas.
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Hush ye, hush ye, little pet ye,

Hush ye, hush ye, do not fret ye,

The Black Douglas shall not get ye.

(Traditional Lullaby)
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PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE

“JAMIE — you fool! Back! Back, I say! Here — to me! Quick!”

Above the high excited baying of the hounds, the deeper rumbling lowing of the cattle and the shouting of lesser men, that yell rang out, vehement, urgent. The youth on the shaggy short-legged garron turned in his saddle, to look back towards his brother, questioningly.

“Quick, man! He’ll charge. God, Jamie — he’ll have you trapped!” As still the other hesitated, uncertain, the shouter pointed downhill in a sweeping gesture, below his brother. “The edge, see you — the scarp! No space to jouk. He’ll see it. Charge you. Back here . . .”

James Douglas glanced downhill. Fifty yards below him the short heather mixed with deer-hair grass ended in an abrupt lip of bare basalt rock, where the hillside fell away. It was no cliff or precipice, but there was a steep drop of forty feet or so, with a bouldery base, before the slope eased off again — a long minor escarpment typical of the many which scored that sunny, tree-dotted south face of Fastheugh Hill. No garron, however surefooted, could negotiate that scarp.

The youth was already reining round his horse as he changed his glance to peer in the other direction, uphill  — for his eyes were not the strongest of Jamie Douglas, and the slanting late-March sun of mid-afternoon that blazed over all the Forest of Ettrick from a cloudless sky, helped nothing. The stocky, wind-twisted Scots pines which grew out of the heather up there were closer together that most of the scattered trees of the long hillside, and the barred shadows they cast made it difficult to distinguish the bull amongst the other milling cattle which the hounds had chivvied into taking up panting stance there, white as was its hide. Jamie saw no urgent need for alarm, but he dug his heels into the barrel sides of his mount, just the same; of all the Douglas brothers he was the one least apt to argue with Will’s admittedly sometimes autocratic commands.

But he was too late. With a bellowing roar that shook the warm heather-scented air, as its pounding hooves seemed to shake the hillside itself, the great white bull charged, head down, tail up, sweeping aside the frightened cows, knocking over two stiff-legged calves, and scattering the yelping deer-hounds which encircled the herd — only one of which stood its ground and attempted a snarling leap at the bull’s heavily-maned neck, to be caught and skewered in a lightning jab of a long, wickedly-curving horn, and tossed high in the air, to crash in the heather yards away, a twitching mangled carcase.

James Douglas’s eyesight was not so poor as to offer any doubts but that the bull was making directly for himself. There were plenty of other targets — his three brothers and half a dozen foresters and herdsmen irregularly spaced around the clump of pines. An ordinary domestic bull might have been diverted; probably would not have had the wit to perceive the youth’s dangerous position, in the first place. This however was no ordinary bull but a wild-born killer, massive, great-shouldered but lean of rear, shaggy-coated red of eye, auroch-horned veteran of fights innumerable, as cunning as it was savage. There were many of these wild bulls in Ettrick Forest, relics of the great wild herds of ancient breed which once had roamed all these southern uplands. They were a menace to man and beast, attacking at sight, often stealing the cattle herds which grazed the lower slopes — as this had done — and spawning treacherous and unprofitable offspring on honest men’s cows; but, for all that, they provided the most exciting and man-sized sport to be had in all the Forest, far outshining the chase of even the greatest hart or the occasional boar which still survived.

Will Douglas saw that his brother would not, could not, get out of the brute’s way in time. There was not more than seventy yards between Jamie and the trees — and more than twice that distance of broken ground before the escarpment tailed away and gave room for manoeuvre. The bull could string the bow, swing over at a tangent. The garrons they all rode were broad-hooved and sturdy, for the hill, but not fast, and the uneven heather and outcropping stone made bad going. Jamie would have been better to turn and face the charge, jouk at the last moment, then spur off uphill before the bull could turn round again — but of all the brothers Jamie would not think of that, Now he would be caught sideways-on, and helpless. He was tugging out his sword  — but what use was that, in Jamie’s hand . . .

Will shouted again — but not to his brother to hasten, or to turn and dodge, or to fight. The cry that burst from his lips now was a crazy one, in the circumstances, however potent it could be on other occasions. “A Douglas! A Douglas!” the terrible slogan that could strike fear in the stoutest Scottish heart  — or Northern English, for that matter — rang out wildly, involuntarily, as he kicked furious heels into his own garron’s sides, and positively flung beast and self forwards, to cut that tangent between brother and charging bull.

It made a strange, mad race. Three headlong courses converging — or not quite converging, for while Jamie rode for him and the bull charged for Jamie, he, Will, headed half-right, to distract the bull if he might, to shorten its course if he could. With a shrill scream his short, broad-bladed stabbing-sword was whipped from its sheath, to belabour the horse’s rump with the flat — for the beast’s reluctance was manifest.

It was a close thing. Jamie, who almost inevitably had tended to slant away half-right in his dash for safety, closer to the escarpment’s edge, to gain every precious yard and moment, when he heard his brother’s cry and saw him ride forward, swung his mount’s head half-left again, towards him — whereat Will cursed explosively; for however natural a reaction, not only did it shorten the gap but it left less space in which Will himself could operate; and with a charging bull space was the prime requirement.

But there was no time to be wasted on direction to his fool brother. It was all a matter of seconds now, and split seconds. The pounding of six pairs of hooves merged into one drumming tattoo, accompanied by the unchancy snoring roar that the bull emitted as it thundered down. The brute did not change its direction, whether or not its red eye had perceived Will’s advance; it continued to drive directly at Jamie.

Will had to make a lightning decision. They were all desperately close now. If the bull did not swing on him at the last moment, it would be best that he drove in behind it, try to crash his garron into its rear quarters, to throw it over, or at least deflect its course. But was there time? In the instants longer that this would take, might not the bull reach Jamie, broad sides-on, and those wicked horns do their fell work? Will chose that he must insert himself between, if he could.

The decision was scarcely taken before it was implemented. Even so, the bull would probably just have won the race and struck the younger man, or his horse, before Will could drive in. But in the final few yards it seemed to recognise the menace of attack as more worthy of its fury than the fleeing original quarry, and with an extraordinary swift and nimble action for so massive a creature, threw up its hindquarters, pivoted round on its forelegs, and without loss of momentum, hurled itself instead at the advancing Will.

Knowing his bulls, that young man had been prepared for some such behaviour — but scarcely for the speed at which it was executed. He wrenched his garron’s head round to the right, reining in savagely at the same time. The horse reared high, pawing the air, but could not sufficiently check its impetus. It neighed with fright. Only by superb horsemanship did the rider not only keep his seat but ensure that the animal kept turning away, even as its weaving forefeet came down to the heather again. By merest inches the lowered gleaming left horntip of the bull missed Will’s thigh, and the garron’s haunch, as the animals hurtled past each other.

Without letting up on his fierce rightwards drag, Will wrenched his mount completely round. But the creature was terrified, no fighting charger this, trained for the tourney and the lists, but a humble hill-pony bred to round up herdsmen’s flocks. It did not respond as it might have done, it stumbled on an outcropping stone, it pecked and staggered and sidled. It did come round in the full half-circle required — but it took a few seconds longer about it than it should, a fatal second or two longer than did the white bull to complete the same reversal.

Will Douglas found himself in the most unenviable position of any contender in a mounted encounter, face to face with a head-on charge, with no immediate momentum on his own mount either to meet the onslaught or to avoid it in time. He knew, even before the garron reared up again in whinnying panic, that there was no hope, no possible escape. He might conceivably save himself; the horse he could not save. He kicked his feet free of the stirrups.

Rising on its hind legs, the garron was at its most vulnerable, its unprotected underparts completely exposed to those cruel horns. With a vicious tearing upthrust the bull bored in, ripping open the bulging belly like a punctured bladder, even as the force of its charge overbalanced the horse and sent it reeling over backwards.

The young man part jumped and part was flung from the saddle. It was an unstable, collapsing stance from which to launch himself, but he was trained to the lists and knew how to fall, how to roll out of the way of trampling hooves, how to keep sword and sword-arm in action. He landed more heavily than he might have done, because of the backwards roll of the horse, but not sufficiently to injure himself. He took the heather on a tucked-in left shoulder, rolled over and over to that side, away from the animals’ feet, holding his right arm and weapon out and free — and almost before he had stopped rolling had his knees drawn up under him to aid him to his feet again. Reeling dizzily, he stood up and staggered round, to face his fate.

Mercifully, the bull was temporarily preoccupied. Too clever to waste time on savaging the dying horse, it nevertheless could not avoid, in its rush, getting itself entangled with the garron’s fallen body and flailing legs. Bellowing, it was forced to check, heading aside its disembowelled victim to free itself.

Will did not hesitate, however dizzy. He had an unexpected second or two, and had no doubts about how he should attempt to use them. The bull’s tail-lashing rear was towards him. Running the two or three steps towards it, not away from it, he hurled himself in a great vaulting spring up on the brute’s heaving back.

He knew that there would be swift reaction, but he was scarcely ready for the immediate and violent convulsion, as the animal arched its back steeply, thrust down its head and threw up its hindquarters. Only the shaggy mane saved him from being tossed forward right over those weaving horns, providing something for him to grasp with deep-clutching fingers, while he dug in thighs, knees and ankles with all the tenacity that was in him. Even so, he sprawled forward over the brute’s neck, slewing sideways as it bucked and shook itself. He all but lost his grip on his sword, as he clutched at the mane, only just saving it. Face buried in the creature’s coarse, strong-smelling hair, he clung.

As well, in being thrown forward, his legs had been forced higher, however unhelpful this was towards his ability to cling — for the bull was lashing its head sideways, now left, now right, in an attempt to hook him off with its great horns, and would almost certainly have been able to reach his legs otherwise. As he sought to straighten up, Will saw that he dare not lower his legs to a more secure and natural position.

He saw more than that. He saw that anything he might do he must do quickly, for the chances of maintaining this position on the see-sawing, heaving back, for more than a few moments, were negligible. Sprawling there, he took a grievous chance. Releasing the grip of his right-hand fingers, which clutched mane as well as sword-hilt, he tossed the sword up, to grab it again part-way down the blade — and almost bungling it, thought himself for an evil moment as good as carrion, with his horse and hound. But his fumbling clasp enclosed the steel again. The sword had been too long, before, to use effectively in his present contorted position. Now, twisting sideways, so that he could strike further back, he drove the stabbing blade down with all his power.

He felt the bull beneath him wince and quiver to the wound. But he felt also the jar of steel on bone, and groaned aloud. He had not struck far enough back. That would be the shoulder blade.

The brute’s jerkings and lashings and twistings reached new heights of frenzy, and its assailant would probably have been off had he not now something else to cling to — the sword itself, half-buried behind the creature’s shoulder. Hanging there like a limpet, he gasped deep breaths before seeking to make another attempt. He was aware of horsemen milling around him now, but aware also of how little anyone else could do in the situation — save only perhaps distract the bull’s attention a little.

It may be that this was to some extent achieved, for Will thought that there was a momentary relaxation in the beast’s furious efforts to dislodge him. Not wasting an instant of it, he sought to withdraw the sword —  but found it more difficult than he had bargained for, in maintaining his awkward position. Cursing, he tugged. His right knee was cramping.

He got the sword out, and reaching further back still, but with a more forward-probing thrust, drove in the blade again, deep as he could.

The bull heaved, staggered a little, and coughed hugely.

That was the lung, he guessed — not the heart. Will sobbed another curse. Should he try somewhere else? The throat? In at the ear? Or the eye? He could not risk that, on the tossing jerking head. There could be little of the required accuracy in such stabs. Anyway, he was too far back, and dare not edge forward.

He was tugging out the blade again, his fingers sticky with the blood that was flowing from his hand, lacerated by his own steel, when he perceived that there was a new motion in the brute beneath him. It was running now, bucking and tossing head and hindquarters as it ran, but running. And in a more or less straight line, not turning and pivoting in circles. Tripping too, and coughing and roaring, sore-wounded; but there were still great reserves of strength in that massive body.

The creature was heading uphill again, back towards the huddled cows and calves. Will Douglas did not require his brother Archie’s shouted warning to inform him that the bull was not bolting, running away, seeking refuge in the herd. It was the tree that it sought. This was a forest bull, bred amongst trees. It would use them to rid itself of its enemy, to brush him off against the pine trunks.

In no doubts that if the animal once got him amongst the timber it would be the end of him, the young man recognised equally clearly that, if he threw himself off into the heather, the bull would almost certainly round swiftly upon him and he would be at the mercy of those daunting horns. The foresters were carrying bows and arrows — but could he rely on any of them, once he was off the brute’s back, to put an arrow accurately into a vital spot of a running bull, before it could gore him? He knew the answer to that, also.

There was only one advantage left to him; with the beast heading determinedly for the trees, it had stopped lashing its head from side to side. He could risk sitting up, instead of half-crouching, half-lying — and so be in a better position to use his sword. He raised himself almost to the upright. In that improved posture he could wield his blade much more effectively. He drove it down vehemently into the body beneath him. Again and again he struck, seeking the heart.

When the bull started to lash its head again, and to circle in its tracks once more, triumph began to swell within Will Douglas. He had to raise his legs again — but he could feel that the animal was stricken. Its rush, as well as losing direction, had changed both momentum and character. Its motion was now a scrabbling unsteady run, constantly tripping in the heather. The great head, though swinging still, drooped now; heavily. One of the thrusts must have reached the brute’s vitals.

The end came suddenly, without warning. One moment, the bull was still running and heaving, the next its forelegs had buckled under it. Over and down it crashed, its horns ploughing into the heather and peat, hindquarters still upright.

No amount of tenacious clutching could hold Will on that collapsing back. He was thrown violently forward, and hit the hillside more awkwardly than in his previous fall. But the tough, springy heather saved him. Shaken, the air knocked out of him, he sprawled there.

But only for a few seconds. He was already rising when eager hands reached down to help him up. Roughly he pushed them aside and staggered to his feet unaided, gasping for breath. He turned to stare. The bull lay a couple of yards from him, sides still heaving but mouth open and a scarlet stream of blood flowing from it. Even as he gazed the red-rimmed, angry eyes seemed to lose their heat. With a choke and a great shudder the brute died.

His three brothers were round Will, loud in exclamation; James anxious, apologetic, declaring that he was ashamed of himself, asking if Will was hurt; Archie, the twin, laughing, clapping him on the back, vowing that it was well done — but why in the name of all saints hadn’t he hamstrung the creature before he jumped on its back, that time? And young Hugh, only fifteen, choking with mixed excitement and adoration, gabbling praise.

Will Douglas ignored the last two, but swung on the shamefaced Jamie. Dark eyes blazing, he threw down his dripping sword, and clenching the bleeding hand, swept his fist up in a fierce buffet towards his brother’s cheek. Only an inch from the other’s face he managed to check the blow — and the fist quivered there for moments on end, scattering red drops on James’s flinching jaw. Then the obvious effort succeeded, and the hand dropped to the other’s shoulder and half-shook, half-patted it. Then thrusting his brother aside, and ignoring the other two, Will strode off. He was like that, a young man of vehement impulse, not always effectively controlled.

Pausing for a moment beside the bull, he looked down at it, biting his lip. He stooped to touch, almost to stroke, the great horned head, not in any naked triumph now but with a sort of compassion, regret. One of the foresters spoke, in respectful congratulation. Will answered nothing, stalking off across the heather. A hound, which came near to fawn on him, he kicked away savagely.

He made for where the sorry remains of the dead deer-hound lay in a shambles of blood and guts. Kneeling down, he raised the dog’s shaggy grey head, putting his arms around the neck, regardless of the gory mess which fouled him.

“Luath! Luath, my hero!” he cried, rocking the carcase like a baby. “You only! You only of them all dared the onslaught. You only put courage to the test. I might have known it, old friend.” Tears streamed down his darkly handsome, almost swarthy features, unchecked. He did not try to hide them. “Great Heart — we will hunt together some other day, some other where, you and I! . . .”

His voice broke. He laid the hound down gently, and rose to his feet, dashing the tears from his face now, and strode back towards the others. That also was Will Douglas.

Young Hugh brought him his abandoned sword, almost reverently; Jamie had torn a strip from his shirt to bind up the bleeding hand; and Archie made a somewhat offhand offering of his own garron. Will accepted all without comment, as his due, almost impatiently. He shouted to the chief herdsman.

“See to all this carrion, Wattle. I want the bull’s horns. Bring Luath to me at the castle, treated honorably. These others will bring down the cows and calves.” He mounted the garron a little stiffly, for he was bruised, and turned to his brothers. “Come, you.”

Archie mounted on Hugh’s beast — though making the younger boy ride pillion — and the four Douglas brothers on three horses rode away from the scene of the encounter, down the long slope of Fastheugh Hill, eastwards, the sun at their backs now.

“Will — do not be sore at me,” James pleaded, spurring alongside. “I am sorry. I did not see yon edge. I was watching the cattle . . .”

“Your folly cost me Luath!”

“Aye. But that was scarce my fault. If you had left the bull to me . . .”

The elder youth’s bark of laughter was mirthful rather than sour — but it brought a flush to the other’s cheeks nevertheless. “You? Leave the bull to you, Jamie? Sakes — it would have eaten you! I would still have had to slay it — but one brother short!”

When James did not answer, Will turned to glance at him — and seeing the dark stain of humiliation on those comely, sensitive features, he reached out a swift hand to grasp and shake the other’s arm.

“Man, man — take it not so hard!” he exclaimed. “You are something slow with the eye. And the sword. Likewise the spur! That is all, Jamie. With the pen, now — or the tongue, i’ faith —  you have us all beat!”

“Say it!” his brother cried. “Say that you had to save my foolish life. That I would be dead now, like Luath and the garron, but for what you did. Say that you must ever watch over men, like a bairn!”

“Have I ever said that?. . .”

“I will say it for you, Jamie — if you must hear it!” Archie declared from behind them, laughing. “Not a bairn, perhaps — but a clerk. I swear that you should have been a priest. You would do better, ‘fore God, in a cloister, than on the hill. And with a missal than with the sword! Aye — and it is not too late. You could be an abbot, yet!”

James turned to look back. Twins are commonly notable for their sympathy, close in feelings as in looks. Not so this pair. They had a superficial similarity in appearance; both were dark — all the Douglases were that —  and well built, though Archie was the taller and broader, even if Jamie the more delicately good-looking. But in the natures they were poles apart. Archie was bold, brash, forthright, seeing all in black-and-white, where the other was quiet, retiring, hesitant, introspective. That neither knew which was first-born was another barrier between them — for in that family such primacy could mean much. Not that the meditative James would have wished for it; but others were concerned, and to the out-going, vigorous Archie it was a matter of continual nagging moment.

“What is wrong with being clerkly? With learning? With books?” James asked. “In the end, is it not men skilled in these that rule this realm? All realms? Who make the laws? Is not the good Bishop Kennedy the greatest man in Scotland?. . .”

“Save us! You, a Douglas, say that? Kennedy, that wheyfaced priest! Only because he has king’s blood in him rides he so high. He does not rule, besides. Nor do law and parchments, his or others. The sword rules, here and always. Ask Crichton, that murderous hound! Ask the Chancellor what rules in Scotland. Ask Livingstone, who holds the King by his sword . . .”

“For the moment these seem to triumph. But the pen will triumph over the sword, in the end. Always it does. Holy Church will still prevail when Crichton and Livingstone are as dead as our cousins . . .”

“Holy Church! Think you prayers and mouthings will bring down these butchers? You are a fool, Jamie. Only a sharper sword, more stoutly and shrewdly wielded, will cleanse Scotland of the like. Pray God it will be a Douglas sword!”

“There! You pray despite yourself! . . .”

“Aye — a Douglas sword!” young Hugh joined in. “You can have your missals and prayers and books, Jamie. See what good they will do! When Douglas rides we will have no need of such, I say!”

“When Douglas rides — heaven pity us!” Archie said, with something between a snort and a groan. “When! In that day, when we can raise our heads again and look other men in the eyes, it will not be learning and law that wins the day, that is certain!”

“In that day, nevertheless, Douglas may be glad to have the support and prayers of Holy Church,” James insisted. “Call me fool if you will . . .”

“I do! And worse, man. It is such talk and such feeble flinching that has brought up to this pass. Such spineless, craven sloth that had made the name of Douglas a spitting and a byword! You are little better than, than . . .”

“I say so, too!” Hugh yelped excitedly.

“Quiet Enough! All of you.” Will turned in his saddle. “That is no way to speak — and you know it. Enough, I say. Archie — you have a tongue like a bell-clapper! Mute it — or I will mute it for you! Hughie — there are words which should never be spoken. Our father is . . . our father. And none speak so of him in my presence. Mind it. Mind it well. Jamie — all agree that you are a fool! The more so that you must provoke your still more foolish brothers! A God’s name, be quiet — all of you!”

Frequently the eldest brother had to speak thus. And when he did, in that tone of voice, it was seldom indeed that the others, even Archie, disobeyed. He was, after all, Master of Douglas.

From the skirts of Fastheugh Hill they crossed over on to the flanks of Newark Hill. They were out of the heather now, and down amongst the open glades of birch and oak and hazel, where the russet of dead bracken was just beginning to show a rash vernal green, with April only a day or two off. At the burnside below the hill they turned along the track there, and Will, in the lead, kicked his beast into a heavy canter. There was no more opportunity for unsuitable talk for a while.

The brothers had emerged into the broad open cattle-dotted haughlands of Yarrow, and could see the tall grey keep of Newark Castle, chief stronghold and messuage of all the vast Ettrick Forest, rising on its mound above the river half a mile ahead, when they saw something else. Three horsemen were riding by the waterside towards them, from the castle’s direction, not on any shaggy garrons these but handsomely mounted on tall horses —  which looked weary by their pace however. The men wore morion helmets, and steel breastplates, with red hearts painted on them, front and rear, over the blue-and-white livery of Douglas.

“That is Pate Pringle, the steward at Abercorn, I think,” Will said. “What brings him to the Forest? And in some haste, by the looks of him.”

“No good, you may swear!” Archie declared sourly. “From that airt blow only snell winds.”

None disagreed with him, on this occasion. For years the brothers had more or less run wild, here at Ettrick in the Middle March of the Border. Seldom indeed was there any communication between them and their parents, at Court or at the Earl’s favourite house of Abercorn in Lothian — and when there was, it was not usually to their liking. For too long they had been neglected and left to their own vigorous devices, to take kindly to any fiats of far-away authority.

As the two groups drew near, it could be seen that the three newcomers were indeed travel-stained and weary, their horses sweat-streaked and flecked with spume. One was a big, burly, grizzled man of middle years, the other two ordinary men-at-arms.

Warily the Douglas brothers eyed them. Pate Pringle, the big man, drew up a dozen yards off, and dismounted stiffly, heavily, to come forward on foot, while his companions sat their mounts impassive. The steward paced to Will’s side, took off his morion, bobbed his head, and awkwardly got down on one thick knee before the youth.

“My lord,” he said hoarsely.

Will, unused to such respectful greeting, nodded uneasily. “Aye, Pate. Well? . . .”

The man cleared his throat. “My master, the Lord Earl your father, is dead,” he jerked, flat-voiced.

“Dead! He . . . our father . . . is dead?” Will stared at the speaker, and then at his brothers.

“Aye, my lord. He died last night. At Abercorn. We have not been in our beds. We rode before dawn, nor stopped on the way.” He rose to his full height again, and stepping closer, reached out to take Will’s right hand between his own two. Holding it thus, to the youth’s embarrassment, he bowed grey cropped head over it, and made a gesture at kissing it. “I am your lordship’s man, now,” he said.

“But . . . how did he die? What does it mean? Was he . . . slain?”

“Aye — was this more murder? Treachery?” Archie demanded. “Was it Crichton and Livingstone again?”

“Not so. My good lord died in his bed. He has been ailing, mind. This long while . . .”

“Nobody told us so.”

The man looked down. “Maybe no’. But . . . my lord was sair burdened. For long. Yokit by the flesh. He hasna been the man he used to be, these many years . . .”

That at least the boys knew sufficiently well. James the Gross, formerly first Earl of Avondale, for the past three years 7th Earl of Douglas, had been for almost as long as any of his sons could remember little more than a mountain of flesh, a man so hugely fat, heavy and lethargic as scarcely to merit the description of man — and fantastically, ludicrously to represent the greatest house in all Scotland. No one in the kingdom was ignorant of that. But that he should be ill enough to die of his grossness had never so much as occurred to any of them.

No single tear came to any of the boys’ eyes. Their father had meant nothing to any of them save a distant authority in whose name they were occasionally inconvenienced — that, and a burning and constant humiliation, the bearer of the proud name at which all the land pointed the finger of scorn, the man who could have split the kingdom in two, yet who had been too lazy, too inert, or perhaps too involved, to attempt to avenge the shameful murder of his two grand-nephews, the 6th Earl and his brother, by the Chancellor Crichton and the King’s guardian, Livingstone — by which deed, in fact, he himself became Douglas. How could they, or any, weep for James the Gross, second son of the mighty Archibald the Grim, 3rd Earl, descendant of the warrior race that had upheld the Crown in their hands so often and been custodians of the hero-king Bruce’s heart that now emblazoned their coat-of-arms and glowed on their men-at-arms’ breastplates?

“Our mother? . . .” Will asked.

“Your Lady Mother sent me here. She bids you all to attend her at Douglas Castle tomorrow. By noonday. She brings my lord’s body there. For burial.”

“Tomorrow? So soon?”

“Aye. She leaves Abercorn this day, early as may be. She thinks to sleep at Carnwath tonight. Winning to Douglas tomorrow by noon, it may be. She would have you there, my lord — all of you — to greet your Sire’s corse.”

“Is this not something hasty, man?”

The other shrugged his shoulders. “It is my lady’s command.”

“It were better that we had gone to her at Abercorn. To escort her . . . and the body. To Douglas. Than that she should do this alone. A woman.

“She . . . the Countess will have sufficient escort, my lord. Her commands are that you attend her at Douglas.”

Will considered the man levelly for seconds, before nodding his head. “Very well. This means that we must ride tonight.”

“That is so.” The steward sounded as though he did not relish the prospect — but greater men than he were careful not to question orders from the Countess of Douglas. He remounted his tired horse.

They rode on to Newark, the brothers quiet, subdued for so essentially lively a band. Without any deep and probing contemplation of the situation, all were aware that a chapter had abruptly ended in their lives, a fairly carefree and comparatively independent chapter. Whatever the future held for them, it would not be the same, they recognised; possibly life would never be the same again.

At the castle they were greeted anxiously, in kindly if misplaced sympathy, by old Abbot George Douglas, the ineffectual and distinctly woolly-headed far-out relative who had once been abbot of the Douglas abbey of Holywood, in Nithsdale, and now was in theory the youths’ tutor and governor at Newark — but in fact a mere cipher in the hands of his masterful charges, with Jamie the only satisfactory and approximately obedient one.

“My sorrow, Sir Will — these are sore tidings,” he quavered, wringing his hands. “An ill thing. Very grievous. Your poor father, my good cousin. But . . . God’s will be done. My heart is wae for you laddies . . .”

“Aye. To be sure, Master George. But we will manage well enough, I have no doubt,” Will said, briskly. “There is much to be done. It seems that we must ride for Douglas tonight Johnnie and our sisters also. They must make themselves ready. And quickly. If we leave in an hour or so, riding by Megget and Tweedsmuir, we should win as far as Sim Tweedie’s house of Oliver, where we may bed. Then cross the high hills to the west, over Clydesmuir into Douglasdale, in the morning light.”

“It is a long, rough road, lad. No’ for lassies, in such haste . . .”

“They will do very well. They are Douglas queans, not bower-ladies! Margaret will see to them. Where is she? Tell her to come to me.”

“Aye, Sir William.” Abbot George, no less than the brothers, knew better than to argue with Will Douglas when he used such voice. His insistence on calling the young man Sir William was something of a joke in the family — although it was, in fact, an accurate appellation, even though few others ever used it. Will, along with sundry other eldest sons of great nobles, had been knighted by King James, first of that name, of puissant memory, at the tender age of five, on the occasion of the baptism of the monarch’s twin sons. That was nearly fourteen years before, and much blood had flowed in unhappy Scotland since that extravagant day, the King’s amongst it.

“I am here, Will,” a girl’s voice said, behind and above him. The Great Hall of Newark Castle contained a minstrels’-gallery-cum-oratory skied halfway up one stone wall towards its high vaulted ceiling, reached by a narrow mural stair and provided with its own window, aumbries, garderobe and little fireplace — a favourite haunt of the girls. She who called down from there now was more than just a girl, a striking and well-made young woman of high colouring, raven hair and great dark eyes, bearing a marked resemblance to Will himself. They were good friends, these two, only eleven months separating their ages, with the twins a further year behind.

“Good, Meg,” Will called, raising a hand. “You have heard? All?”

“Yes. All. It is . . . God’s will. We have said prayers. For . . . for his soul.”

“M’mm. Aye. That was right. I had not thought of it, I fear.”

“No. We could do no less. Do you come up now, also? Here? To pray? . . .”

Archie snorted eloquently.

“I say we should,” James declared.

“It would be meet. Suitable. Dutiful,” Abbot George said. “Pleasing in God’s eyes.”

“No.” Will shook his head. “Time enough for that. At Douglas. There will be prayers in plenty, I warrant! If we are to reach there by noonday tomorrow we have more to do than pray today! It is fifty miles, across the roof of the land. Mostly lacking any road . . .”

“Must we go so soon?” That was Beatrix, the second daughter, aged fifteen but ever a rebel. She leaned over the gallery parapet, less good-looking as yet than Margaret, but the pale colouring denoted no pale nature and the strong features and flashing eyes might well presage a fierce and dramatic beauty, one day, similar to their mother’s own. ‘Why such haste?” she called down.

“It is our mother’s command, Pate Pringle says. To be there by noonday. To meet . . . him. As he comes to Douglas for burial.”

“He will wait, well enough. My lord was good at waiting!” Beatrix cried.

“Lassie! Lassie!” Their tutor raised a protesting hand. “Here’s no way to speak . . .”

“When Douglas comes back to Douglas, we should be there to meet him,” Will cut through the old man’s quaverings. “It is seemly. And our mother has commanded it.”

“But you are Douglas now, Will! Are you not? It is you who commands, is it not? You are the Earl of Douglas. You are the Black Douglas, I say!”

The sudden stillness which the girl’s high-pitched words produced, in that lofty stone hall, was notable. It was as though all held their breaths for a moment or two, at the sound of that potent name. All eyes turned on Will, as though suddenly seeing him in a different light. For centuries, until these last years, those had been the most effective, dreaded, terrible three words in all Scotland — The Black Douglas. Undoubtedly the full implications of their father’s death had not really reached any of them until that moment; certainly the thing had not truly formed itself in Will’s own mind. He was the Earl of Douglas.

He stared up at his sister for long seconds, mind plunging deep into the meaning of what she had said. Then, as almost with a physical effort, he roused himself, throwing up his head in typical and distinctive fashion.

“We ride for Douglas within the hour, nevertheless,” he said. “Be ready, all of you. Margaret — where is Johnnie? He is not up there?’

“He is at the stables, I think Will . . .”

“Hughie — get him. See that you are dressed your best, all of you. It is necessary. I will attend to the horses. Master George — food and drink for us all. But for Pate and these others first. Now go . . .”

Riding down the shadowy glen of the Talla Water towards the infant Tweed, in the strange half-light of the gloaming, the long cavalcade was strung out for hundreds of yards — for the cattle and sheep track it followed was insufficiently wide to ride more than two abreast, and not always that. Besides the nine Douglases —  five brothers and four sisters — there were the Abbot George; the Newark captain, Dod Scott; the Chief Forester of Ettrick, Wattie’s Tam; Pate Pringle and the two Abercorn men; and perhaps half a dozen other servants. Archie, as usual, rode well ahead, claiming to be on the watch for robbers and outlaws — but though outlaws there were in plenty amongst these empty, forested uplands, none would in fact dare to attack any company wearing the colours of Douglas.

Will rode beside Margaret, Beatrix rode alone, then James came with the younger sisters, Janet and Elizabeth, while the two younger boys, Hugh and John, kept their distance from such female company — but equally eschewed the vicinity of their tutor. They had already covered over twenty rough miles, from Newark. Five more should see them at Oliver Castle, on upper Tweed, where Simon Tweedie, a Douglas supporter, would give them shelter. It had been considering how Big Sim would look when he saw so many descending upon him, to bait and bed, and wondering if he would have to remind the laird that he was his father’s vassal, which brought up Will’s mind, with a jerk, to the recognition that Tweedie was no longer his father’s vassal, but his own. From now on such recognitions must become a constant feature of his life. As the night settled over the great heather hills and the velvet gloom deepened in the valley, Will Douglas, lost in a brown study, made his sister but indifferent company.

To be the Earl of Douglas! What did it mean? What did it actually make of him? To perceive that his whole life would be utterly altered was the least of it. His mind reeled at the prospect, at the vastness and complexity of the implications. Admittedly the earldom was in poor shape, neglected, shorn of some proportion of its power and greatness and glory, by political manoeuvres, the spleen and envy of the Crown and of other nobles, as well as by James the Gross’s years of inertia. The mighty Lordship of Galloway, with the Earldom of Wigtown, had been divorced from it on their cousins’ murder, and was now held by a mere girl, sister of the murdered Earl; as was the Lordship of Bothwell and much of Clydesdale. Annandale had been forfeited to the Crown at the same time, by a piece of Privy Council chicanery. But despite these, and lesser losses, the main Douglas earldom was still an impressive heritage, the greatest in Scotland. It was not one earldom, indeed, but two, for Will was now Earl of Avondale as well as of Douglas. Moreover, he was feudal Lord of Balveny, in Moray, and baron of Boharm, Avoch, Brackly, Edderdour, Kilmalaman, Petty, Strathderne and part of Duffus, in that same province; of Oberdour and Rattray, in Aberdeenshire; of Ardmannoch and the old earldom of Ormond in Ross; of Abercorn and Inveravon and Strathbrock in Lothian; of Petinain and Strathavon in Lanarkshire; of Stewarton in Ayrshire — and many another which he scarcely knew of. All this in addition to the vast entailed properties of Douglas itself, of Douglasdale and Lid-desdale and most of the West March of the Border, of this Ettrick Forest and the adjacent Forest of Selkirk. Moreover he was titular Duke of Touraine and Comte de Longueville, in France — although the French king had seized the opportunity to resume the valuable lands of these for himself, of recent years. Douglas held the superiority over literally hundreds of lairdships, such as this Tweedie of Oliver’s, scattered over all the kingdom. And as well as all these territorial possessions and titles, there were certain offices of state which were more or less hereditary in the family — although Will knew little of these. But the Earl of Douglas, he did know, was always Warden of the West March — and often the Middle also — even though he frequently appointed a Deputy to carry out the duties.

Will could not really contemplate or comprehend the magnitude of all this. He had not been brought up as the heir to it should have been. His father had only been Earl of Douglas for three years, previously having had no expectation of succeeding to the major title, a second son with brother, nephew and two grand-nephews to carry on the main line. But the death in battle, in France, of his brother, the 4th Earl, in 1424; of his nephew the 5th Earl, Lieutenant-General of the Kingdom, unexpectedly of natural causes, in 1439; and the judicial murder of the sixteen-year-old 6th Earl and his brother the following year — these had thrust the representation of the almost princely house upon a man who was already too old, bloated and obese to bestir himself. Too late then to take in hand the family abandoned to run wild in the Ettrick Forest — just as it was too late to make the effort to avenge the name of Douglas. James, the 7th Earl, had done nothing, nothing at all, for three years. And now William, 8th Earl, at eighteen years of age, was face to face with overwhelming destiny, all unprepared.

But Will Douglas was a young man of spirit, vigour and initiative, even though these might be marred at times by impulsiveness and violent temper. There was more to contemplate than unwieldy possessions and overwhelming responsibility. There was opportunity. Power to be wielded, men to be led, deeds to be done. Above all, there was the name of Douglas to be redeemed, and vengeance to be taken. Vengance . . .

The youth’s dark good looks were sombre as he splashed his mount across Tweed’s dark shallows —  and only belatedly remembered to turn back to ensure his sisters’ safe crossing.
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