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“My lord—why? What folly is this?” the newcomer demanded.

Alexander Stewart turned. “Ah, Learmonth—you,” he said. “That is the fourth. The fourth coble to go. Two going, two returning. Only one has won back safely. It is damnable . . .!”

“But—what, my lord? What are they at? It is madness. Small boats in that sea . . .!”

“That large vessel, Learmonth, the merchanter, carries all the spoil, the treasure, gathered by Hakon on this entire venture. All the gold and siller and gear, stolen from a hundred churches and halls and towns. That is what,” the Steward declared.

“Treasure! Gold! Is that what now concerns you? Is that what those men are dying for? The realm in direst danger, and siller your concern! We believed you to be in battle with the Norwegians, not, not . . .”

“So we were, man—so we were. They have retired now, yonder—we drove them off.” Stewart pointed over to Cumbrae island. “A pity to let notable treasure sink to the bottom.”

“Pity that men should die before your eyes for it!” Thomas returned strongly.
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Principal Characters

In Order of Appearance

THOMAS LEARMONTH OF ERCILDOUNE: Vassal and esquire of the Earl of Dunbar. Poet and predictor, known as Thomas the Rhymer.

ALEXANDER THE THIRD: King of Scots.

HENRY THE THIRD: King of England.

PATRICK, 7th EARL OF DUNBAR: Great Scots noble, kinsman of the King.

EDWARD PLANTAGENET, EARL OF CHESTER: Elder son of Henry, later Edward the First.

MARGARET PLANTAGENET: Queen of Alexander.

CHRISTIAN BRUCE, COUNTESS OF DUNBAR: Patrick’s wife and sister of Robert Bruce of Annandale.

LADY BETHOC: Eldest daughter of Dunbar.

ALAN DURWARD, EARL OF ATHOLL: Great Scots noble. High Justiciar and Hereditary Door-Ward.

SIR DAVID LINDSAY OF LUFFNESS AND BYRES: Former Regent of Scotland.

SIR JOHN COMYN, LORD OF BADENOCH AND LOCHABER: Head of the house of Comyn.

BISHOP GAMELIN OF ST. ANDREWS: Primate and Chancellor.

SIR ROBERT BRUCE, LORD OF ANNANDALE: Great noble, later known as The Competitor.

ALEXANDER COMYN, EARL OF BUCHAN: High Constable. Half-brother of John Comyn.

LORD PATRICK (PATE): Eldest son of Dunbar.

LADY GELIS: Second daughter of Dunbar.

LORD ALEXANDER: Third son of Dunbar.

LORD JOHN: Second son of Dunbar.

EWAN MACDOUGALL, LORD OF LORN: Highland chief, sometimes styled King of the South Isles.

MARJORY, COUNTESS OF CARRICK: Countess in her own right, married to Adam MacDuff of Kilconquhar.

ALEXANDER fitz ALAN or STEWART: The High Steward.

MAGNUS OLAFSSON, KING OF MAN: Son of Olaf the Morsel.

ALEXANDER, PRINCE OF STRATHCLYDE: Heir to the Scots throne.

CARDINAL-DEACON OTTOBUONI OF FIESCI: Papal Legate.

PRIOR NICHOLAS OF FAILL: Trinitarian friar.

SIR REGINALD LE CHIEN OF INVERUGIE: Thane of Formartine and Sheriff of Banff.

LORD FERGUS COMYN OF LOCHINDORB: Brother to the Earl of Buchan.

SIR MICHAEL SCOTT OF BALWEARIE: Famous philosopher and scientist. Known as The Wizard.

CANON BAIAMUNDO DE VICCI: Papal envoy, usually called Bagimond.

PRINCESS MARGARET OF SCOTLAND: Daughter of Alexander, later Queen of Norway.

MASTER THOMAS CHARTERIS: Chancellor of Scotland.

ROBERT BRUCE, YOUNGER OF ANNANDALE: Second husband of Countess of Carrick, and father of Robert Bruce, later King.

YOLANDE DE DREUX, DUCHESS OF BRITTANY: Daughter of the Count de Dreux and widow of Duke of Brittany.


Historical Note

This is a novel about Alexander the Third, King of Scots, last of the old Celtic line, and Thomas Learmonth of Ercildoune, known as Thomas the Rhymer or True Thomas, set in the second half of the thirteenth century. Alexander’s story is straightforward enough, however dramatic; but True Thomas is a very different kettle-of-fish, taxing the writer’s imaginative abilities as well as the usual diligence in research. For Thomas Learmonth although a genuine historical figure, renowned far outwith Scotland, and indeed probably that nation’s first major poet, is no easy character to delineate, with great gaps in the record, legend ever accruing and the supernatural inevitably liable to take over. So I have had to guess and invent frequently, but with, I hope, informed and reasonable invention — the prophecies at least I have not had to improvise; and my researches in Aberdeenshire and the north-east, for other books, have produced useful by-products in this respect.

I have always made a point of keeping my historical novels as factual as possible. In this instance I crave the reader’s patient forbearance.

N.T.


Part One


1

When the Lion of Alba trips a measure,

The foxes watching take their pleasure:

But when the Lion makes man’s estate,

Then let those watchers watch their gait!

Thomas Learmonth of Ercildoune dipped his quill into the little silver inkhorn he always carried at his belt, beside the dirk, examined the table-top to ensure that there was no spilt wine, spread his paper on a dry patch, and scratching out the word foxes, wrote jackals above it.

The young English esquire sitting on his right, leaned over to peer. “What are you?” he demanded. “A clerk apeing the honest man? Or an honest man smitten with a clerkly sickness?”

“What ails you at clerks, friend?” the Scot asked. “Because you cannot read nor write, it does not mean that those who can are inferior beings!” He had to raise his normally quiet voice to be heard above the din, the clash of cymbals and loud music, the thud of feet, the shouts and the skirled laughter.

“I make my mark with sword and lance and spur, lame man!” the other asserted loftily. “Not with a goose’s feather! But then, to be sure, I am no cripple!”

Thomas Learmonth’s grey eyes lifted from his paper to stare levelly at his neighbour at the esquires’ table — and something in that strangely piercing steady glare from one so seemingly inoffensive, caused the speaker to draw back involuntarily.

“I will meet you tomorrow with sword and lance, wherever you say, Englishman — and make you the cripple, ’fore God!” he said, his soft voice as even as his glance. “Name you but the place and time.”

“Lord — not so hot, man!” the other esquire jerked. “I meant you no hurt.”

“Then guard your fool tongue better, sirrah!”

“I would meet you tomorrow with pleasure, Scot, and teach you your lesson. But my lord of Surrey, and the King’s Grace also, would not allow it, you Scots being guests here.” The young man ostentatiously turned his shoulder to Learmonth, to talk to his less prickly neighbour on the other side.

Thomas smiled gently. He went back to his paper, crossed out the word take and substituted grasp, in his rhyme.

When he raised his eyes again, it was automatically to fix them on the big young man, perhaps a couple of years younger than himself, who was flinging himself with such enthusiasm into the dance, there in the centre of the great hall of London Tower, leaping and skipping with a superabundance of verve and energy, yet with remarkable grace considering his height and build, to the breathless alarm and disarray of his flushed and all but collapsing partner. She had been lively enough at the start but now had a glazed look about her eyes, had her feet whirled off the floor much of the time, her skirts flying immodestly. Her low-cut gown was unfit for the strain, so that one full and shapely, pink-tipped breast had escaped, to flounce about spiritedly, whilst the other looked ready to join it at any moment. The Lady Alicia de Warenne had not quite realised what she was taking on when she had agreed to partner Alexander mac Alexander mac William, King of Scots, Thomas Learmonth’s Lion of Alba. It was a Scots dance, of course, of typical vigour; and Alexander was, as it were, showing the Lion flag.

By no means for the first time that evening, Learmonth turned his glance up towards the dais-table at the head of the hall, where the lofty ones sat, wine-cups in hand — such as were not fallen in drunken sleep over the spilled contents. There were a number of gaps at that long table, mainly where Queen Eleanor and the more modest ladies had retired. Few of the English great ones thought to risk or demean themselves with dancing, especially Scots dancing. In the central chair, Henry Plantagenet, third of his name and style, was certainly not asleep. He was watching his son-in-law’s cavortings set-faced — and although not a strong face, when set it could look not so much formidable as dangerous. Most clearly he was not amused. But then, to be sure, Queen Margaret of Scotland, his daughter, lay upstairs, brought to bed belatedly the day before of a daughter, a first child; and this banquet was to celebrate the event — that, and to mark the proud father’s departure, the day following, for the Scotland from which, as he had made it abundantly evident to all, he had been absent for too long.

The lame esquire applied pen to paper again:


Henry of Aquitaine has leopards three,

Let Scots keep all in sight:

While two in front their smile you see,

The one to the rear can fight.



He shook his head over the word fight, and changed it to bite.

A hand clapped his bent shoulder. “Rhyming again, Thomas? I vow you never weary of it. What are you scratching this time?”

The young man looked up to see his own lord standing behind him, Patrick, seventh Earl of Dunbar and March. “Better scratching than being scratched, my lord! When there are claws all around.” He pointed with his quill towards their dancing monarch. “You could tell him so!”

“My royal cousin might not thank me, I think. What ails you at him, man? I would say that we should bless him for providing such bonnie sight of the Lady Alicia to gladden our eyes!”

“He has a wife and new-born babe upstair — and a glowering goodsire at yonder table, my lord.”

“Aye — well, there is maybe something in that. But, see you, a man wed to a mouse deserves a loosened rein now and again!” Undoubtedly the Earl Patrick would not have spoken so, even in mixed metaphor, had he not been just somewhat drink-taken — like so many another present. Margaret Plantagenet, Henry the Third’s daughter, was scarcely an exciting personality. She had been married for ten years and this was the first child — but most of those years she had been forbidden to cohabit with Alexander, on her father’s stern orders. They had been wed, admittedly at only the age of ten.

The wild music tailed off and the dance ended. Alexander led his dizzy, gasping partner back to her place, helpfully assisting her to tuck her heaving, overflowing bosom back approximately into its covers. Then, seeing Earl Patrick, he came strolling over, laughing cheerfully and waving to plaudits right and left. He was a good-looking young man, of features rather too squared and rugged to be handsome, with curling fair hair, very blue eyes, a short straight nose and strong jawline — not notably regal-looking to be the representative of the oldest royal line in Christendom, besides which the Plantagenets were as jumped-up-yesterday men.

Thomas Learmonth rose to his feet.

“You were not dancing, Pate,” the King cried. “Shame on you to leave it all to me! Or are you too drunk, man?”

“Not so, Sire. Only sparing my strength and agility for later. I can think of better places to jig a woman up and down than in front of half England — and your royal goodsire!”

“Ha! Have you someone in mind, Cousin? Who? You, see you, are situated otherwise than am I. Your wife is four hundred miles away!”

“And her father not sitting frowning yonder!”

Alexander looked towards the dais-table and grinned. “Henry frowns even in his sleep, I swear! Perhaps because he grows old and fat and cannot dance any more. If ever he did! His frowns will not hurt me.” The King glanced down. “And what are you at, Thomas Rhymer? Ever with that pen in your hand.” He reached out to take the paper, and read it. “Ha, the Lion of Alba trips a measure, does he! You mock your liege lord, sir! And . . . makes man’s estate? Aye — some might be wise to watch their gait, indeed! Some even who sit and watch and pen treason rhymes, eh?” But he punched the lame esquire affectionately on the shoulder. “Sit, man — sit. Lord — I need wine after all that skipping! Come, Pate.”

Somewhat apprehensively the Earl Patrick followed his royal kinsman up to the dais, towards Alexander’s seat on his father-in-law’s right hand.

“Thirsty work, dancing,” the young monarch observed, reaching for his half-full goblet. “Our Scots ones call for a deal of wine!”

“Better less wine and more discretion, Alexander,” Henry said thinly. “That was . . . unedifying.”

“I edified Alicia de Warenne, at least!” his son-in-law gave back, smiling. He looked along the table to where the lady’s father, the Earl of Surrey, sprawled asleep. “If men danced more, Sire, they might plot less!” And his glance switched to the other side of Henry, to the left, where at a remove of three seats, two of them vacant, a notably handsome and very tall man sat, young also but stern of expression, mouth down-turning, as he toyed with his wine-cup. “Eh, Edward? You should dance, man. Forbye, it is good for the liver and spleen!”

The man addressed inclined his noble-seeming head. Edward, by-named Longshanks because of his height, Earl of Chester, was Henry’s elder son and heir to the throne, Lord of Gascony and known as the First Knight of Christendom. Aged but twenty-three despite his appearance and reputation, he did not get on with his father, strong man versus weak — indeed he had only recently been accepted back at Court, after leading a revolt against Henry’s rule. Alexander of Scotland found his brother-in-law arrogant in the extreme, and was not the man to swallow it.

“Should you not go see your wife?” Henry suggested, ignoring the reference to his son. “Lest she weary.”

“She will be asleep by this.” Alexander shrugged. “But I will go . . .”

He moved over to the dais door, and out, followed by the Earl Patrick. And seeing them go, Thomas Learmonth rose and limped after them — for it was not acceptable that kings and great ones should go around unattended. He was the Earl’s esquire, not one of the King’s; but Alexander de Lindsay was involved with a young woman at the bottom of the hall, with eyes for none other meantime, and the only Scots royal page present had been asleep for an hour and more. It was that sort of banquet.

Up two flights of the winding tower-stairs the trio came to a firelit bedchamber. A lady-in-waiting rose from the fireside, to curtsy to Alexander. Putting finger to lips she nodded towards the great bed and then to the little cot beside it, and tiptoed from the room. Thomas stood aside to let her pass, but remained within the doorway, the Earl Patrick moving only a little further into the chamber.

Alexander went to look down at his queen. And, as often happened, his heart went out to her in a brief surge of emotion. It was nothing so fine as love or devotion; more pity than anything else, and a sort of rueful affection, for one who, like himself, had been caught in a trap early on, but who unlike himself had never managed to get out of it — and never would. She lay there now, plain-faced, lumpish — although admittedly less lumpish than she had been for months — hair sticking to her moist brow, lips parted and snoring just a little, her arms outside the bedclothes with fingers curling like a child’s. In fact she looked childlike altogether; but then, she always did, a rather bewildered, frightened and not very attractive child — Margaret Plantagenet, Queen of Scotland since the age often, now plunged into alarming motherhood.

Shaking his head helplessly, Alexander moved round to the cot, to peer down at the tiny creature therein. It was almost with a shock that he realised that the eyes were open wide and looking up at him in an unblinking stare, as though questioning. Equally questioning, the man stared back at this strange object, his own offspring. And Margaret’s, of course. Eyes, round, dark, utterly unabashed, a new person, one day old and somehow part of himself, a mystery — much more interesting indeed than the woman who in pain and dread had given birth to it. Was that unkind? A princess of Scotland. The pity that it was not a son, to be sure. But there was probably time enough for that.

The child gave a choking cough, and a white flood of milk came smoothly out of the diminutive mouth in the most casual fashion, whilst the stare continued wide, unconcerned.

The man drew back in distaste and alarm, prepared to call for the lady-in-waiting, the nurse, anybody in this emergency. But the choking sound had awakened the Queen, who sat up, blinking.

“Sick!” the King cried. “Ill! Spewing all over. What to do? What to do?”

“It is nothing, nothing,” Margaret said, and actually smiled, she who was no smiler. Perhaps for once she felt herself to be the sure one, the assured, not at a loss or inadequate. “Babes do that. She will be well enough.” She sank back on her pillow, and the more normal anxious note of questioning came back into her voice, as her glance darted from her husband to the two men near the door. “Is, is aught amiss? What brings you? All is well, Alex . . .?”

“Yes, yes. I but came to see how you fared. Nothing is wrong. I did not mean to wake you. It grows late. I will be for my own couch soon now. For I have decided to ride tomorrow . . .”

“Tomorrow! But . . . you were not to go until the following day. You said so.” That was all but a wail.

“Aye — but I had better be gone. Every day counts, see you. I have been away too long, as it is, God knows! So much awaits me in Scotland.”

“But one day will make no difference, Alex. You said the day following.”

“It is better so. Each day I come nearer to blows with Edward and his arrogant crew. I have had enough of them, of all here. And, and . . .” He swallowed the rest of that. “Besides, what difference does it make? You are well enough here, in your father’s house. Your mother near. They dote on you. And you will come north when you are fully well, and the child can travel. It is best so. I shall ensure with King Henry that you come within forty days.”

She bit a trembling lower lip and turned her head away.

Seeing it, he shook his fair head, frowning, then leaned forward. “See you, lass, it will not be grievous. We do not know what I shall be going back to, in Scotland. There could well be trouble. Indeed, I intend that there shall be! I have scores to settle! No place for you and the bairn meantime. Later will be time enough.”

She gulped back a sob.

“We shall start as early as we may, in the morning. But sun-up will not be before nine hours. I shall see you before we go. Sleep again, Margaret.”

“I . . . I shall not sleep now, I think.”

Lips tight, he was turning away when, on impulse, he stepped back, to stoop and briefly kiss her moist brow, before striding for the door. “A plague!” he jerked, as he passed the other two — but he did not amplify that as he headed for the stairway.

At the turnpike he paused. “Go back to the hall if you wish,” he said. “I shall not. Lest . . . I fall further from grace! I go up to my own chamber. Enough is sufficient! We eat early in the morning, mind. Rise betimes. See that all know it and are ready. A goodnight to you. Both.”

Bowing, the other two eyed the royal feet taking the turnpike steps two at a time. Then the earl turned to the esquire.

“Many to be warned of this early start tomorrow, Thomas,” he said. “I have a little matter to attend to. Elsewhere. See you to it. And — tell that fool page of mine to go to his bed. Sleep well.”

Thomas Learmonth watched his lord hurry off cheerfully downstairs — whilst he would have to spend the next hour and more finding, rousing and spoiling the sport of all the Scots party, to inform them of the King’s decision — to no increase of his own popularity, undoubtedly. One day he would pen a rhyme on the facility of the great ones to make uncomfortable decisions and then pass on the carrying-out to others.

Like penned greyhounds released, the Scots raced northwards after the weeks of cramping inaction in London whilst they had awaited the birth of the monarch’s first child. Seventy superbly mounted men, they pounded the wet and slippery roads and tracks of an English February in a splatter of mud and clods and the splash of surface-water, the quaking of mires and the spray of fords, lashing and spurring their beasts on and on. Alexander aimed to cover fifty miles a day throughout — no mean target for even the finest horseflesh and the toughest riders, in winter conditions.

Thomas Learmonth at least held none back. Spurred on by his lameness he had made himself one of the best horsemen in the kingdom. He rode with the other personal esquires immediately behind the King and the great lords and before the knights, pages and men-at-arms.

They went by the easterly route, by Cambridge and skirting the fen country, so that they could pass at least two of the nights in the far-flung domains of the great Honour of Huntingdon, so much larger than the mere shire of that name, lands spreading indeed over no less than eleven counties, the rich English earldom which the Scottish crown had inherited through the marriage of David the First, Alexander’s great-great-grandsire, with Matilda, Countess of Huntingdon in her own right, a goodly heritage although productive of much discord between the two kingdoms.

In these southern, level lands, mud and marsh and forest were the principal sources of delay; but the further north they went the more hilly grew the terrain, with river fords becoming ever the greater problem and major detours frequently necessary. Moorland often made for better riding than did woodland and cultivated land; but winter torrents were the bane of travellers, even spirited ones.

As they neared Scotland something of the high spirits and feelings of carefree release gradually faded. However anxious they were to reach home none, even the least informed could not fail to realise that this homecoming might prove less than joyful in some respects, fraught with tension. Alexander was bold, eager, but the forces he would be challenging were strong and had long been predominant.

The King’s father and predecessor, Alexander the Second, had gained no heir from his first marriage and by his second had left only the boy of seven to fill the throne. And Scotland then, as always, required a strong hand at the helm. In the subsequent power vacuum two great parties had developed, hating each other and each seeking to control the child monarch and so the realm. It was personalities rather than policies which dominated these factions, although one became known as the English party, not because it in any way favoured English domination, but because it more frequently tended to call in English Norman help to aid it. It might have been expected to represent the Norman families in the Scottish nobility and ruling class, as against the native Celtic, for many Normans had been introduced by that great reforming king, David the First, four reigns before. But this was not so, the Normans having almost without exception adopted their new nationality entirely, inter-marrying with the old race, so that they looked upon themselves almost as thoroughly Scots as anyone else; and there were just as many Celtic lords in the ‘English’ faction as in their opponents. But the English party had approved of the marriage of their child liege-lord with Henry the Third’s daughter, and having been in power at the time, had been able to see it through. Anyhow, between these two sections of the land’s powerful ones, the boy-King had suffered a grim childhood and youth, always the prisoner and chattel of one side or the other, the real rule being wielded by the ascendant faction, who appointed the Regent. On his eighteenth birthday, Alexander had become rather more than a mere cipher, able to assume a theoretical but severely limited authority. But now he was come to within a month or so of his full age — and he intended to demonstrate who now ruled in Scotland.

The hard-riding cavalcade dropped down from the Northumberland moors by Redesdale and Carter Fell to cross into Scotland down Jed Water and so to the Teviot. Where Teviot joined Tweed, on the evening of the seventh day out, they came to the royal castle of Roxburgh, where Alexander decided to spend a day or two sending out summonses to all the lords and chiefs and officers of his kingdom to assemble before him at Dunfermline in Fothrif in two weeks’ time for a Great Council, under pain of sternest royal displeasure, fast couriers to be sent out far and near. The Earl Patrick of Dunbar and March elected to ride on the seventeen miles further to his castle at the Earlstoun of Ercildoune, where was his wife and family. Thomas Learmonth, naturally, went with him.

Thomas in fact had his own little stone tower on the River Leader’s banks amongst the green Borderland hills, the small lairdship he had inherited from his father, a mere half-mile from the Earl’s castle. But there was nothing for him there save a sour old housekeeper and her brother, his steward of small acres. His real home for long had been at the castle itself, where he was something of a favourite with the Countess and her children, his ability to make rhymes, tell stories and play the lute ever popular — although the frequency with which his foretellings and presagings, even casually made, were alleged to come true, caused him to be eyed a little askance at times.

The travellers were warmly welcomed after their long absence of almost three months. The Countess was a cheerful, uncomplicated creature now in early middle years, with no pretensions to beauty but a sufficiency of energy and broad acres to make up for it. She had been the Lady Christian Bruce, sister of the present Robert Bruce, Lord of Annandale, daughter of the third Lord and Isabel of Huntingdon, niece of both Malcolm the Fourth and William the Lyon. She certainly gave herself no airs on account of her royal blood. Her children took after her, so that Ercildoune and Dunbar Castles were apt to resound with noise and laughter. Unlike his monarch, the Earl Patrick was well content with his marriage, however roving of eye when abroad.

There was one of the Cospatrick family however whose welcome was rather different, just as she herself was different — they were known as the Cospatricks although, in fact being descendants of the royal house of Scotland, they bore no surname, Cospatrick being the traditional Christian name of the head of the house, Earl Patrick himself having been so baptised although he chose to drop the prefix. The Lady Bethoc was different in that, at fifteen years, she was already of a glowing dark beauty, where the others were plain, quiet where they were noisy, thoughtful instead of headstrong. And she thought that Thomas Learmonth was wonderful, and showed it quite often — to that young man’s appreciation but slight embarrassment, and her family’s frank amusement. Now, after receiving a smacking kiss from the Countess and sundry hugs and salutations from the other youngsters, he was granted a much softer and more lingering embrace from the eldest daughter of the house, which left him considerably affected although he sought not to show it. Practically penniless esquires, however gifted in odd ways, had to watch their steps.

That evening, around the great fire in the private hall, it was Thomas rather than the Earl who recounted the ongoings and adventures of the King’s party in the South, improving on it all here and there perhaps, as is the way of born storytellers, for the delectation of his wide-eyed audience, especially the deep dark eyes of the Lady Bethoc — although he carefully omitted any references to his betters’ need for feminine consolations when away from home.

Two days later they were joined by the King again as he came up Lauderdale on his way to the Scotwater, Queen Margaret’s Ferry and Dunfermline.

The fact that the Council-of-State — it was that rather than a parliament, which would have required forty days’ notice — had been called for Dunfermline, in Fothrif, might have served as a warning to all concerned that a new situation was about to develop. In the past dozen years, councils and a few parliaments had been called for wherever was most convenient and secure for whoever was Regent or in power at the time, however awkward for others; and the young King had willy-nilly had to go there to give authenticity to the proceedings, however dumb he had to remain throughout — for the Great Council, which had grown out of the ancient Celtic High Council of the ri or mormaors, the lesser kings of Scotland, required the presence of the Ard Righ or High King, to be effective. Never, in all those years of Alexander’s minority, had such been held at Dunfermline, Malcolm Canmore’s small, stark palace above the Forth, which would have been laughably inadequate for the safety of the ruling caucus and the housing of the great hosts of men-at-arms the lords always brought with them. The great fortress-castles of Stirling, Edinburgh, Dumbarton and the like were the favourite venues, Dunfermline unthinkable. The present royal summons sent out from Roxburgh had stipulated that no lord, baron or bishop was to appear before the monarch bringing a train of more than a score was equally significant. Thomas, for one, decided that it would be interesting to see how the magnates reacted.


2

The royal party took up residence in the little castle-palace beside Queen Margaret’s great minster — Malcolm the Third had been no man for palaces before he married the sainted Margaret Atheling. It had been Alexander’s real home, for his mother, the Frenchwoman Marie de Coucy, Alexander the Second’s second queen, had it as her jointure-house and retained it when her husband died ten years after their marriage, to bring up her son there — when he and she were not in the grip of one or other of the warring lords.

In the tiny palace they waited. Alexander made no attempt to pack Dunfermline with his own or Earl Patrick’s men — he had few enough that he could call his own anyway. Nor did he seek to provide accommodation for the other visitors — let them find their own, he said. This was, hopefully, the beginning of a new chapter in the nation’s story. Let them all discover it.

As might have been expected, Alan Durward, Earl of Atholl, was the first to arrive. Equally predictable, he had ignored the decree about no more than twenty men, and came with a tail of fully ten times that number. A grizzled veteran of the ancient Celtic stock, hereditary Doorward to the High King, as his name implied, for long he had been the most powerful man in Scotland, married to one of the late monarch’s illegitimate daughters, and therefore Alexander’s brother-in-law. He was at present High Justiciar. When the King heard that he had arrived with this great train, however, he refused to see him, announcing that if his illustrious good-brother cared to send nine-tenths of his men-at-arms back to Atholl or wherever they came from, he would be glad to grant him audience; if not, he must withdraw from Dunfermline town to wherever he found convenient, not to return until the first day of the Nones of March, set for the Council, and then only with the permitted number of supporters.

This, of course, set not only Durward and Dunfermline by the ears but all around, and, with time enough to spread the tale quite far afield, to set the land ringing. Furiously Atholl marched off, vowing retribution.

That was only the start of it. William Earl of Mar arrived next, and without rivalling the Atholl contingent he did bring fully one hundred men with him. Not a Comyn himself, he was married to one of that ambitious and potent family, and firmly in their camp — the main opposition to Durward and the English faction. Formerly de Comines, they now cut the widest swathe in all Scotland. This earl was likewise refused audience, and banished to the Dunfermline hinterland. Others followed in quick succession, and only those accompanied by twenty or less of a train were admitted to the palace — and these were few indeed. In thirteenth-century Scotland men who could afford it rode abroad well protected.

In the King’s own company there was disquiet and apprehension. All this was quite outwith anyone’s experience, and they feared the worst. Earl Patrick especially was perturbed. He himself had long been a colleague of Durward’s in the English faction, his mother being another of Alexander the Second’s illegitimate daughters. He knew how fierce and obstinate his Durward uncle could be. He also well knew the power of the Comyns. His remonstrations with the King were given short shrift, however. The amiable and normally friendly Alexander appeared to have developed a new character, awkward as it was unexpected. Not that Thomas Learmonth was surprised, telling his master that he had been expecting some such confrontation, even though he had not foreseen the style and scope of it. Their liege lord had been holding in a vehement and decisive side to his nature for years. Now it seemed that the rein was to be loosened.

Even True Thomas forbore to prophesy what the result would be for them all, for Scotland.

One magnate who turned up with a mere twenty-five men, and was permitted to join the royal entourage in consequence, was Sir David Lindsay of Luffness and the Byres, in Lothian, a quietly authoritative man of middle years, who had in fact been Regent of the realm for a period just before Alexander reached the age of eighteen and the regency automatically lapsed. The young monarch had always got on well with him, better than with any other of his masters in those grim years, although Lindsay was a difficult man to know, being stiff and undemonstrative. But he had a reputation for honesty, was not ambitious like so many, and was only loosely connected with the English faction, largely through his cousinship with the Earl Patrick.

“My lord,” Alexander said to him, “you alone of my great lords have seen fit to obey my command that none bring more than a score of armed men to this Council. I commend your judgment.”

“I thank you, my lord King. But . . . would that I could commend yours, Sire, in this matter,” the older man returned bluntly. “I fear that you will have given offence to many on whom your realm must rely. Is there sense in that?”

“There is, yes. As they will find out.”

“But, Sire — always they must have their tails behind them. Tails which Your Grace will find useful, necessary, when it comes to warfare.”

“This is not warfare, my lord. This is a peaceful occasion, the first Great Council of my rule, though not of my reign. No need for any armed strength. You understand that. Why not others?”

Lindsay had no answer to that. Obliquely however he made his point. “This Council, Sire — some may have been doubtful as to its purpose. Suspicious. It is usual for such to be called on forty days’ notice, as is a parliament. And called by the Chancellor, not by direct royal summons.”

“But there is no Chancellor, my friend.”

“Eh . . .?” Lindsay stared. Even Earl Patrick swallowed, whilst others present blinked their surprise. Bishop Gamelin of St. Andrews, the Primate, a strong Comyn supporter — indeed illegitimate son of a Comyn himself — had been Chancellor or chief minister of the realm for years.

“The worthy bishop, Sir David, is relieved of his office. As are all other officers of state — even if they do not yet know it! We make a new start. Now that I am of full years. All is changed. I take the rule that is mine. And appoint such ministers as I judge best. Of whom Bishop Gamelin will not be one!”

“But, my lord King — the Council? It will have to approve. And it will require a chairman. Your Highness presides, yes. But the business is conducted by the Chancellor. Until then, at least, you must . . .”

“Until then, you will conduct the business, Sir David! Act Chancellor. Who better?”

“Me? Sire — no! Not me. I am no clerk. It is not for such as myself . . .”

“I say that it is. You, who were Regent. And are now Chamberlain. You know all that is required, all the procedure. And you are honest — as are not all! It is my royal command, my friend — you will conduct the business. Under my guidance. Say no more of it . . .”

With only one day more to go before the Council, the most significant figure of all put in his appearance — John Comyn, Lord of Badenoch and Lochaber, Justiciar of Galloway, known as the Red Comyn. If as an individual he was younger, less powerful and dominating than Alan Durward of Atholl, he was at this juncture more influential, as chief of all the Comyns. It was extraordinary how the former de Comines, of no great standing in Normandy, had in the space of a century, from being modest adventurers in the service of David the First, by most judicious intermarriage with Celtic heiresses, sheer aggression and a notable ability to adapt themselves, become the most powerful family in the land, more Scottish than the Scots, with all the trappings of ancient clanship. This Red John, their chief, had delayed his arrival, and now with his younger half-brother, Alexander, Earl of Buchan, made appearance with the scrupulously correct number of twenty supporters. But he made his point adequately, nevertheless — for every one of that score was, not a man-at-arms nor even a household officer, but a full, belted knight, most of them lairds of large substance. Only the Comyn could have done this, brought what amounted to his own court with him, in the guise of a mere bodyguard — and the gesture was not lost on any, the monarch included. King Alexander could not have produced the like. Moreover the Red Comyn casually let it be known that he could have trebled his knightly tail with ease. He did not seek to take up his residence in the crowded palace either; but, after briefly and coldly presenting himself before his liege-lord, promptly retired, ejected the Abbot and his monks from the adjoining Abbey, allegedly with their eager compliance, and took over the monastic quarters for his company, so much more comfortable and spacious than the cramped old palace.

Only one other important latecomer was awaited, and he arrived that last evening, delayed by his wife providing him with a son and heir — Alexander fitz Alan, now calling himself Stewart, High Steward of Scotland, as his ancestors had been Stewards of Dol for the Normandy dukes. He arrived in haste, with only a couple of servants, an unassuming, somewhat delicate-looking young man, with whom his royal namesake was friendly. If the King was relieved to see him, he did not allow it to show.

The scene was set for decision.

The Council was held in the great minster of the Abbey which the fairly recently sanctified St. Margaret, Alexander’s ancestress, had built, no other premises being sufficiently large to accommodate all who were entitled to attend. There had been nothing on this scale almost within living memory, for in the later years of his reign, Alexander the Second, a strange man of mixed virtues and vices, had been more productive of bastards than of good government, and had eschewed Councils. Since then Secret or Privy Councils had been the rule — and not many of them, for most important decisions had long been taken by two or three men, of the ruling caucus, behind closed doors. But now the King had summoned all his lords and barons entitled to attend, and the place was full. Outside, a milling host of men-at-arms, caterans and miscellaneous supporters turned the town into an armed camp and bedlam, with eruptions of fighting between rival groupings going on in every street and alley.

Alexander deliberately kept all waiting. By noon the greatest lords had taken up all the best positions in the chancel and transepts and the nave was packed. Between the chancel-steps and the high altar a table had been placed, facing down the church, with behind it a chair and at the sides two benches for the clerks. In the chair sat the Chancellor, in the rich robes of a bishop — Gamelin of St. Andrews, Primate of Holy Church in Scotland for the last eight years. The Abbot’s throne-like chair had been moved into a central position between this table and the altar, and was reserved for the monarch. The entire minster throbbed with stir and noise.

In the sacristy, off the south transept, Alexander waited also, with a small group which included the Earl Patrick, Lindsay and the Steward, with their esquires in attendance. Also the Abbot Robert of Dunfermline, who had been Chancellor before Gamelin, today an agitated man. Indeed almost all there, save the King himself, looked less than at ease. Of them all, Alexander found only Thomas Learmonth able to concentrate on tossing dice with him — to the obvious if unspoken disapproval of the rest. They played for single pence, out of regard for Thomas’s comparative poverty — although the King was consistently and cheerfully losing.

“It is well past noon, Sire,” Earl Patrick protested. “All await Your Grace. The Comyns’ men keep coming to ask when . . .”

“If the Comyns are so impatient, let them leave!” Alexander mentioned casually. “We can do well enough lacking them.”

“Can you, Sire? They represent almost half the realm!”

“Only by my favour and agreement, Pate — remember that. Thomas — your throw. And at three, plaguey easy to beat! Ha — five! You have Beelzebub’s own luck, man! Perhaps I should make you Chancellor — that the realm might benefit!”

“Then, I fear, I would be Dead Thomas, not True Thomas, my lord King, in a matter of days! And that requires no soothsaying!”

In the brief laughter that sally provoked, Alexander pocketed the dice and rose. “Perhaps you are right. Tell the trumpeters to sound, then, man.”

So, to a stirring fanfare, the sacristy-door was thrown open and, preceded by an acolyte holding aloft the golden cross of the abbey before Abbot Robert, and a dozen chanting choristers, the King entered the great church by the south transept, followed by his party. Apart from the vacant throne behind the Chancellor’s chair at the table, there was no single place left for any of them to sit. All in the minster stood for the royal entry, and for the moment the noise stilled.

Alexander paced slowly, necessarily, behind the singers, dressed simply but with a cloth-of-gold cloak thrown over one shoulder, sable-lined and bearing the embroidered red Lion Rampant thereon, set in gleaming rubies, the emblem which his grandfather William the Lyon had adopted instead of the Celtic boar — hence his by-name. Around brows and fair hair he wore the golden circlet of kingship. At the chancel-steps he turned, bowed to the altar, and then moved up to his chair-of-state. Those behind him had to find places to stand wherever they could, however illustrious.

When the singing stopped, the King, facing the great company, raised a hand.

“I, Alexander, greet you all kindly,” he cried, strong-voiced. “Today, together we start a new chapter in the story of our ancient realm. I ask the Abbot Robert to pray for Almighty God’s blessing upon it, and upon the deliberations of this Great Council of State.”

Bishop Gamelin the Primate, a plumply smooth man with the unlined features of a child, as it seemed, despite his middle years, raised his eyebrows at this, no doubt considering that he, as principal churchman of the kingdom, should have been asked to approach the Almighty, rather than the local abbot. But he could scarcely protest. Robert’s prayer was suitably brief.

“So, my lords, under God’s guidance we go forward,” Alexander resumed. “I give all who have seats leave to be seated.” He himself, however, remained standing.

It was a new experience for men to sit when their monarch was on his feet, to add to the other new experiences of this day.

“I have called this Council for good cause and reason, my friends,” the King said when the stir subsided. “I have been High King of Scots for a dozen years, but have of necessity only reigned, not ruled, because of my insufficient years. Others have had to bear that burden for me — and for this I thank them, where thanks are due. But now all such may take rest from their labours on my behalf. I am now in my twenty-first year, and hereby take the rule into my own hands, as is proper. None, I think, shall say that I am not able so to do. I have had a sufficiency of training, I assure you! Does any say otherwise?”

There was complete silence in the church now.

“So we start afresh, my lords. But before we commence our deliberations I have two items of news for you. One happy, in that Queen Margaret has, in God’s mercy, given birth to a daughter, a fine and healthy child. At London. So that the succession is now assured. A son would have been still better; but that is God’s provenance and we must thank Him, not otherwise. Besides, there is time enough yet, you will concede.” His glance swept over the company. “My lord of Annandale — where are you? I scarce know whether to commiserate with you or to congratulate you! You will now be much relieved, I swear!”

There was exclamation, comment, even some laughter at that. Sir Robert Bruce of Annandale, fourth of that style from de Brus of Normandy, had been named next in succession to the throne in 1240 when, Alexander the Second still having no heir, there was growing anxiety. He was a grandson of David, Earl of Huntingdon, William the Lyon’s younger brother, by a daughter, and so cousin-german to that monarch. There were many others nearer — but not legitimate of birth.

The Bruce, whatever he thought, made no comment.

“My other tidings are less joyful,” Alexander went on. “King Henry, my good-sire, has received sure word from Norway that King Hakon Hakonsson has sent out commands to all his dominions to muster for war. And none doubt to where his longships will in due course point their prows! You all know well how the Norsemen have held and occupied our Western Isles and Hebrides since the time of King Edgar, and of later years have made grievous inroads on our mainland coasts. We have made many representations to King Hakon, even sent envoys to meet him. But to no effect. Ever these raidings grow more sore. Now Hakon is declaring that much of our mainland is his also, including all Galloway, Kintyre, Cowal and parts of Argyll and Lochaber. We cannot but be gravely concerned at these latest tidings — as my lord of Badenoch and Lochaber will agree in especial!”

The Comyn chief, sitting close by in one of the choir stalls, half-rose from his seat urgently — and then sat back at the King’s raised hand.

“Presently, my lord — presently. In due course we shall debate what needs to be done in this grave matter. As in others. I but inform you all, that you may well consider what is best when we come thereto.” He paused. “So now, my friends — to business. My lord Bishop of St. Andrews — may I suggest that you find yourself another seat?”

Gamelin turned round, to stare at the King. “Me? Why, Sire?”

“Because, my friend, that is the Chancellor’s chair. And you are no longer Chancellor.”

In the gasping reaction which swept the minster, none was more surprised and outraged than the Bishop himself. When he could make himself heard, he protested.

“I am Chancellor, Sire. With respect. Since there is none other. I have been so for eight long years. Borne the day-to-day rule of your realm. I, I . . .”

“My lord Bishop, since you are so well-versed in rule and governance, you know better than most that subjects may not contradict nor bandy words with their monarch! I have said that you are no longer my Chancellor — so you are not. It is sufficiently simple. But if you require guidance, I will explain. When a monarch comes of full years, a new start is made. All appointments made during his minority, by whomsoever, in his name, fall. Save those which are hereditary. The monarch may reappoint or he may not. So the Chancellorship, like other non-hereditary offices, is now vacant. You, my lord Bishop, would not claim it to have descended to you from . . . a progenitor?” And Alexander smiled broadly.

Comparatively few present laughed at this sally, which alluded to the uncertainty of the Bishop’s natal details. All were too greatly aware of the significance of the challenge which their young liege-lord had so unexpectedly thrown down, in the dismissal of his chief minister, particularly when he was the Comyns’ nominee.

Thomas Learmonth knew admiration as well as trepidation, however. Alexander, by his early disclosures of the Norwegian threat to Lochaber and Galloway and the rest, was bound greatly to have perturbed the Comyns, to have made them acutely aware of the need for support on a wider scale and for national solidarity — for the Lord of Lochaber and Badenoch, as well as being the Justiciar of Galloway, owned vast estates in that south-western province. John Comyn would inevitably be wary now of rushing into dispute over the Chancellor’s dismissal.

The King continued, entirely confident-seeming, even genial. “Sir David Lindsay will act Chancellor for this Council, until another is appointed. Will you take the good Bishop’s chair, my friend?” He signed Lindsay forward easily. And as though in explanation, almost as an aside, added, “My lord of Luffness, Brenevil and the Byres will, I hope, have time to spare for these Chancellor’s duties meantime — since, of course, his office of Justiciar of Lothian falls into the Crown, like the rest, and he will be spared those labours. As, to be sure, do those of the other Justiciars, including that of the High Justiciar. Appointments to all these, and other offices, will be made shortly and after due consultation. I . . .”

If it was unthinkable to interrupt the King in his speech, the unthinkable nevertheless happened. The flood of exclamation and astonishment rose from all over the church, to drown his words. It was the ultimate challenge, the dismissal of the High Justiciar, Durward of Atholl himself, the major individual in the kingdom for a score of years — not to mention John Comyn’s Galloway justiciarship. The Justiciars were not just the chief justices of the land, but the officers of greatest power and richest profit, in that they controlled all appointments of magistrates and the like and were responsible for the imposition and collection of taxation and customs.

Alan Durward’s mighty voice roared out above the hubbub. “Alexander! Lord King! This is not to be borne — not to be borne, I say! Beyond all belief Have you taken leave of your wits, man?”

The noise died away to an alarmed silence at such words to the High King, even by one of the ri or lesser kings, in Council. Durward, massive, heavy, grizzled in a leonine fashion, was on his feet, pointing an angry finger which actually trembled with his rage. Lindsay, in the uncomfortable process of replacing the outraged Gamelin at the table, paused to watch the greater drama, as indeed did the Bishop himself.

“No, my lord of Atholl and good uncle, I have not,” Alexander returned conversationally. Durward was not his uncle, of course; but as a child, it would have seemed unsuitable to call the already middle-aged husband of his half-sister, brother. So uncle it had been. “Such poor wits as I have been blessed with are in excellent shape. You should rejoice at that, since you have been seeking to mould and sharpen them for this day, for so many years! Do not miscall your own handiwork, Uncle! I am the King, of full years — and of your training. Can any deny it?”

The silence quivered as the older man sought for words, his hand still outstretched, pointing.

His monarch scarcely gave him time. “You were appointed High Justiciar in my name and by my signature and seal. Can I not, by another signature and sealing, withdraw what I granted?”

“Can . . .? Can, man? Any pup can bark — but does not when older dogs may show their teeth!”

“Ha — so we use kennel-talk rather than council! So be it. Hear this then, my lord. Old dogs can lose their teeth when young dogs’ are yet at their sharpest! Think on that — all here.” He paused then, and smiled. “But enough of kennel-talk, Uncle. I urge you, do not take your well-earned respite and retiral from heavy tasks so sorely. Since it must be. My lords of Badenoch, Luffness and Buchan, I think, your fellow justiciars, accept what must be more . . . civilly. Do you likewise. Eh, my lord Earl Alexander?”

Alexander Comyn, Earl of Buchan, a thick-set, youngish man of high colour, half-brother of the Red Comyn, was the third of the justiciars under the High Justiciar, that is of Scotland north of Forth. And he hated Durward. He looked at his brother doubtfully, then shrugged. “As you say, my lord King,” he growled.

“As I say, yes,” the King nodded. “But look not so sour, Uncle. We shall find other office for you, never fear. Less . . . trying!” And he grinned at his pun.

Durward looked around him like a baited bull, and realised that he was outmanoeuvred. The Comyns were his enemies but might have been expected to side with him in this of keeping Alexander in his place. But they were thrown into disarray, and were clearly doubtful as to where their best interests lay. And of the two other most senior members of the English faction, Lindsay had now displaced Gamelin at the Chancellor’s table, and the Earl Patrick of Dunbar was obviously behind the King also, however uneasy he looked. There were many others whom he could rally to his side, of course; but in public Council there would be disinclination to come out blatantly against the King when these more important men did not. What might be done quietly and in secret, was another matter, to be sure. Scowling and muttering, abruptly Durward sat down.

Waving a hand amiably, Alexander sat also. “Sir David, if you please — to business.”

Lindsay coughed and spoke gruffly. “I act here only on Your Grace’s express command and not of my own wish. This is clerk’s work! The first matter here is that of the King of England’s unpaid marriage-portion for Queen Margaret, engaged for in the Treaty of Newcastle in the year 1244.”

“Ah, yes. I am happy to tell you, my lords, that this long-standing debt is now to be paid in full. Of the remaining sum of four thousand marks, two thousand to be brought to Scotland with the Queen and Princess within forty days. The rest sent before midsummer. For this, I may say, we have greatly to thank King Hakon! For Henry fears that if Hakon defeats the Scots he will not be long in assailing Cumbria. So, he would prefer us to fight the Norsemen than himself! Hence his belated agreement to pay my wife’s dowry — to help me to raise more men for the battle to come!”

There was some grim amusement at this — but the underlying seriousness of the Norse threat was further brought home.

“We shall deal with the matters of manpower and each lord’s contribution to the army, later,” Lindsay went on. “That His Grace is prepared to use these moneys for the purpose of paying for added men from you all, when they are properly due to his own private purse, is, I feel sure, appreciated by all present!”

That at least produced general satisfaction.

“Then there is the matter of the bishopric of Argyll. As most will know, the good Bishop Alan has died. The nomination of his successor is, to be sure, within His Grace’s provenance, for appointment by the Pope. His Grace believes that, in view of the Norse threat to the Argyll coast, amongst others, it is important that this nomination should be made swiftly, for it takes time to win approval from Rome; and Holy Church’s good influence on the West Highland seaboard is essential. There is no time for long competition for this office, as all must agree. If the bishopric is vacant when King Hakon invades, nothing is more sure than that he will bring a new Norse bishop with him, appointed by the Archbishop of Nidaros, who claims spiritual rule over all Norse-ruled territories. To save time, therefore, my lord King advises that Laurence, the present Dean of Argyll, be nominated. He is well-reputed and well-liked in the diocese. Is it agreed?”

Actually there was only one man competent to disagree, in that assembly, however many might have had other nominees, and that man did so.

“As Primate, I would advise otherwise,” Gamelin said smoothly, from his new stance near John Comyn. “Dean Laurence is no doubt an excellent priest, but he is scarcely of the quality for the episcopate. I would nominate William, Dean of Brechin, a man of greater worth and experience.” He did not add that his surname was Comyn.

Lindsay shrugged. “Does any support that nomination?”

“I do,” the Earl of Mar said. He was married to the sister of John and Alexander Comyn.

“Any other nomination?”

No voice was raised.

“Vote,” the King said briefly.

“Very well. Those in favour of the Bishop of St. Andrews’ nomination as against the lord King’s, show hands.”

Everywhere men looked at each other. Now, suddenly, was the test thrown at them — to support, and to be seen to support, the young monarch in his new and unlooked for independence, which might be a mere defiant gesture without any abiding substance; or the proven, long-standing power of the House of Comyn. Hands were notably slow to rise.

There were twelve other bishops present and ten mitred abbots, all Lords of Parliament. Alexander was especially interested in how these would vote. Was the Church with him or against him? After a due period for reflection, only five of the hands of the twenty-three Lords Spiritual went up — including the Primate’s.

It must have been one of the slowest votings in any Council Scotland had known. It had little to do with the worth of the candidates; the criteria were otherwise. Hesitation, watching, weighing, prevailed. When it was seen that even John, Lord of Badenoch himself had not raised his hand, some that were up actually came down. Durward sat back, his arms folded over his barrel of a chest. The clerks at the table, busy counting, looked harassed, recounting. They were, of course, Gamelin’s servants.

Lindsay, glancing over his shoulder at Alexander, spoke. “Enough,” he said. “No need to count. The nomination of Dean William of Brechin falls. I declare, since there is no other nomination, that Master Laurence is named to the Pope for ratification as Bishop of Argyll.”

Something like a sigh rippled over the gathering. Whatever the virtue of the case, the King had won the first round.

“The next business also concerns His Holiness at Rome,” Lindsay went on, level-voiced. “To pay for the great new Crusade against the Infidel, he requires large moneys. He has accordingly placed a levy on every realm of Christendom. Each abbey, priory, monastery church and parish is to pay one hundredth of its benefice, that is one-tenth of a tithe of its yearly substance — this without exception. And in addition, each lord, baron and landholder is urged, under pain of Papal displeasure and possible excommunication, to provide suitable moneys and men in proportion to the worth of his lands. This by Yuletide next.”

A different sort of consternation swept the church, both Lords Spiritual and Temporal equally upset, everyone hit where it hurt most sorely. Voices were raised in heartfelt protest. Half-a-dozen men were on their feet at once; but it was Bishop Gamelin’s sonorous voice which again prevailed.

“His Holiness commanded me to assess and collect the moneys from Holy Church,” he declared. “As Primate it is my responsibility, not the responsibility of this Council. Pope Urban is to send Cardinal Ottobuoni de Fiesci as legate to all the kingdoms of Christendom on this matter. He will come to Scotland in due course. When I must have the moneys for him.”

“No doubt, my lord Bishop,” Lindsay said. “I feel sure that all here will gladly yield you the responsibility of extracting such siller from Holy Church — if you can! None will envy you the task, I think. But as to the others, the barons and landholders, this is a matter for the Council. Do we wish to accept and support this Crusade and the moneys policy of the Holy See?”

Into the doubtful murmurings of the company, the Primate persisted. “I am not unconcerned in this aspect also,” he asserted. “As you will discover. His Holiness, to aid in this matter and to persuade weaker brethren, has given me authority to grant certain indulgences and spiritual benefits for those who make generous contributions in men and money. As remission from blame and punishment for certain grievous sins. Release from required observances and penances and fastings, as during Lent. Permission to marry within the fourth degree of consanguinity. And other most notable comforts. So, my lords — think well on this!”

There could be no denying the impact of this announcement. Piety and crusading zeal might not be in the ascendant in that gathering, but none were going to belittle the power of the Church to make life difficult, or the reverse, where it so decided. Due calculation was clearly advisable.

“What is the Council required to decide?” Durward demanded.

“Three related matters, my lord of Atholl, as I see it,” Lindsay replied. “First — does the realm of Scotland support this Crusade as good and proper? And if so, does it agree to the collection of these moneys to send to Rome? And if it does, whose duty and task is it?”

“We can by no means refuse to support a Crusade to which all Christendom is to be committed,” John Comyn declared. “As to payments, this appears to be a matter for each man’s decision. None here may tell another what he must do. With the churchmen it may be otherwise, apparently! But no lord of Scotland is to be told by any soever what he must pay in this or other cause.”

The first cheers of the day rang out for this stalwart pronouncement of faith.

Gamelin looked somewhat chastened at his chief’s declaration.

Bruce of Annandale spoke up. “We assuredly want no priests dunning us for siller. We have a sufficiency of that, in their tithes and oblations. Let the justiciars collect what any man chooses to offer for this Crusade — and only that. Through the magistrates and customars. As they collect the taxation.”

“But, man, did you not hear?” Durward cried. “There are no justiciars! The King’s Grace, in his wisdom, has dismissed them!”

Laughing, Alexander raised his hand to still the din. “Never fear, Uncle — others will be appointed. And quickly.” He waved a mocking hand towards Atholl. “At least, my lord, you need not fear this Papal levy — having already paid an ample sufficiency to Rome for your own crusade, I hear! After all that, His Holiness cannot expect to get more out of you.”

Whilst everyone else looked intrigued, the older man looked uncertain — an unusual state of affairs.

“An English bishop, just back from Rome, assured me, Uncle, that you had not long since sent a large payment in gold to the Pope, in order to persuade him to legitimate the birth of your good wife, my half-sister, my father’s bastard. I wonder why, at this late stage, since my good sister, the late King’s earliest bastard, is now nearing fifty years, I think? Could it be, my lord, that had I not produced an heir, your own daughter by this lady could have claimed the throne? Her mother having been named lawful by Holy Church?”

Such uproar as there had been before was as nothing to the din now. For, of course, this revelation was more than just dramatic, it was alarming. Apart from the dynastic ambitions implied. Alexander the Second’s profligacy in bastards, especially female ones, had provided wives and mothers for quite a cross-section of the Scottish aristocracy, including Earl Patrick and Sir David Lindsay themselves. All such, naturally, were now up-in-arms at this secret move on the part of Durward, which looked like the stealing of a march on them, since each and all might have thought to do the same.

Durward jumped up, in fury, fists clenched. “Enough!” he shouted. “Enough, I say! I will not remain here to be insulted and abused — I will not! This Council is but mummery and play-acting! I withdraw, and urge all others to do so also.” And he turned to stamp down from the chancel.

“My lord of Atholl — halt you!” Alexander cried. “Back to your seat, I say. You will not leave this place before I do, or lacking my royal permission. Nor will any. That is required behaviour — all know it. Sit, man. If you, or other, seek to leave, I will have you halted by main force. And then placed in custody! As God is my witness!”

The force and vehemence of that caused much drawing of breath. None doubted that its carrying out would be attempted, with results unforeseeable, almost unthinkable — since Durward could call up men by the thousand and the King could not, save only by the support of other lords.

The older man had halted, and stood almost irresolute, he to whom resolution had always been as second nature.

Alexander gazed round them all, head high. Then he affected one of his lightning changes of stance and bearing, actually smiling. “I remind all that the most important item before this Council is still to be discussed — the raising and mustering of a great army to face and defeat Hakon of Norway. This is no light task — and it concerns you, Uncle, as much as any here, and more than most. So sit, my lord — we need your counsel as we need your men.”

After a moment or two, shrugging, Durward moved back to his choir-stall and sat down.

“There are many experienced men of war here present — where I am not,” the King went on. “My lord of Atholl in especial. You will all give me your advice. But first I will tell you how the position appears to me, and you no doubt will put me to rights. As I see it, we have no recourse but to await the Norwegian onslaught here on our shores. We have no great fleet of longships and galleys as has Hakon — so that we cannot challenge him at sea. And he will, no doubt, be assisted by the longships of the Hebrideans and of Man — unless we can dissuade them first. But on land, on our mainland, he will not have the advantage of cavalry. He cannot carry horses in his ships. We therefore must hold our hands, however sore the temptation to strike sooner, so as to lure him down from the Highland West, where we cannot marshal our own cavalry because of mountains and lochs and bogs, to these Lowland shores. Our vitals, yes — but where we can bring a large horsed army to bear, which Hakon will find it difficult to counter. Do you agree with me, thus far?”

No voice was raised to contradict that.

Alexander resumed. “We must let the enemy come ashore. On the Clyde or the Cunninghame or the Kyle coasts, if we can get him there. However costly may be the waiting. Then descend upon him. Meantime seek to buy off Magnus of Man and those grandsons of Somerled of the Isles. This is how I see it, my lords — but you will now give me your wiser counsel. Also the numbers of men, horsed and afoot, which you can raise. Remembering that I shall have some small English gold to help in the matter!”

It was extraordinary how suddenly and completely different was the spirit and atmosphere prevailing in that church, changed from unease, hostility, alarm, suspicion, to involvement and co-operation. Here was something all understood and could take part in, something that affected everyone. A dozen men were speaking at once, offering men, horses, help, advice. Satisfied, Alexander sat back, leaving the rest to Sir David Lindsay.

As a council-of-war, certainly that Great Council of State was a success, ending up with a satisfactory degree of agreement on strategy and tactics, and promises of men up to over twenty thousand, with fully a quarter of the total horsed, the great ones eventually vying with each other as to numbers, as a matter of essential prestige, Durward and Comyn bidding against each other, with the Steward, Fife, Bruce, Douglas and Lindsay not far behind. But perhaps even more significant, although not all may have perceived it at the time, was the fact that Alexander emerged from it all supreme. If he was not yet master of Scotland, as well as titular King of Scots, he was at least on his way thither, and demonstrating that he knew the road.

For the last quarter-hour Thomas Learmonth, with no military guidance nor men to offer, occupied himself with composing a new rhyme.


The old hound growls but the young hound rends,

Men wager and wonder.

But when teeth are bared and the tulzie ends,

The old hound’s asunder!



He was not happy with that last line. But perhaps Alexander himself would better it?
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