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Madach dropped to his knees before him – they all did.

‘My lord David – greetings!’ he said. ‘The lord Alexander died at Stirling three days back. In the presence of myself and others, after long ailing. God rest his soul. He named you heir. You are by God’s grace, undoubted King of Scots. I claim proudly to be first to render fealty to my liege lord.’ And he held out his two hands, to enclose David’s in age-old gesture of homage.
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1

THE THREE YOUTHS splashed across the stream in a great splatter of spray and shouts of laughter – laughter from the two in front, at least, as the one slightly behind got soaked from their commotion, on the smaller, shorter-legged mount. Clambering up the willowed bank beyond, Hervey shouted back.

“A race! Race you to the ridge. We may see them from there. Race you, I say!” And without waiting for agreement from the other two, he dug in his heels and spurred his fine Barbary black up the long grassy slope.

“A plague on you!” Hugo de Morville called after him. “Wait! Start level, at least . . .” But when the other drove on without pause, he kicked his beast into a canter, beating with his clenched fist on the grey’s rump, spattering clods of the damp brook-side earth in the face of the third youth. “Come on, David!” he yelled.

That individual, the youngest by a full year, at fifteen, said nothing but bent doggedly over his stocky skewbald’s shaggy neck, urging it on with a convulsive gripping and stroking action of his fingers, and hissing slightly in the silky ear. It was not a very notable horse, in looks or breeding, with only a modicum of the prized Arab blood in it, but he was fond of it, and it was his all.

It was no race, of course – Hervey de Warenne saw to that, with both a major start and the best mount. But then, he liked to win, was used to it and good at it; after all, he was the son of the famous Earl William de Warenne of Surrey, one of the richest and most powerful Norman nobles in all England; and more important still, his mother had been the Lady Gundred, daughter – albeit illegitimate – of the late and mighty King William the Conqueror, which made him the nephew of the present Red King, William Rufus. So the winning was, as it were, in the blood. He covered the half-mile slope to the rolling Hampshire ridge, with a good seventy yards to spare, and reined up his steaming black on the summit, turning in the saddle to grin back at the others, not scornful but well content.

Hugo came up, his grey snorting through flaring nostrils. “You are an oaf, Hervey!” he exclaimed. “Always were. A race is no race unless there is a fair start.” But he spoke without rancour, an open-faced, easy-going lad of sixteen years, strongly-built, with curling fair hair unusual in a Norman – but then his mother had been daughter of a Saxon ealdorman. He scarcely glanced at his companion however, but stared out over the suddenly wide vista of the rolling Hampshire downland, eastwards by north, which flanked the shallow fertile vale of the Itchen, Tichbourne below, Cheriton Great Wood away on the right. “I do not see them,” he added.

“No. They are late. Plaguey slow. Probably lost!” the other said. And added, grinning again, as the third rider came up. “After all, they are only Scots!”

“My uncle will be with them,” Hugh reminded. “He knows this country sufficiently well.”

The youngest boy, David, seemingly unconcerned at being last, as so often, was already scanning the farther scene with a steady, methodical, quartering gaze. He pointed.

“There they are,” he said. “Beyond that village. On the hillside with the open woodland. Two miles – more, three.” He spoke Norman-French also, but with a carefulness which indicated that it was not his native tongue, and with a slightly sing-song accent which could much amuse his friends.

The others peered through narrowed eyes, in the early afternoon September sunshine. After a few moments they both saw the distant movement which at that range, was really what was to be seen rather than the men and horses of a large cavalcade.

“You have the eyes of a tiercel!” Hugo declared.

“Say a kite!” Hervey amended. He was the oldest by months, nearly seventeen, as well as the most eminent, and was apt to be at pains to show it. But not too unkindly, to be sure, or the trio would not have remained friends. If young David was something of a butt he was still a good fellow, however limited by his circumstances, birth and curious upbringing. “A kite – eh, David?”

That one shrugged, not rising to the bait. He was a slender, slightly-built youth, dark of hair and eyes, large, fine eyes, pale of complexion, almost delicate of feature, but with a strong jawline which redeemed the sensitive mouth from any hint of weakness.

“It is not better eyes that you need, Hervey,” he said mildly. “Only the wits to tell you what your eyes see. There is a difference, I think.”

“Ha!” Hugo de Morville exclaimed, laughing, and punched his grey’s arching neck, urging it into movement again.

They set off down the long eastern slope, towards the Itchen’s cress-flanked windings, at an easy canter now. Even so, inevitably David fell a little behind. But he was used to that.

The two parties, large and small, drew together in wet splashy meadow-land, between the Alres ford and Cheriton village, where the Tich bourne joined Itchen, mallards rocketing up from the reeds and water-cress-beds on every hand. The company coming from the north-east was fully fifty strong, richly-dressed men in front, with an escort of armoured fighting-men, all travel-stained and dusty, under a great banner which bore the device of a hunched-backed boar. Suddenly the three youths seemed very callow and unimpressive, however fine two of their mounts.

As they approached, it was Hervey and Hugo who held back a little, and the younger lad who rode ahead.

In the forefront of the large cavalcade, a fair-haired young man rode directly under the boar-banner, flanked by somewhat older men just a head behind. He was paying no real attention to the trio before him when, abruptly, at about fifty yards, he leaned forward in his saddle, staring. Then his rather sombre features lightened and he raised a pointing hand.

“Davie!” he exclaimed, and not in Norman-French. “Davie – yourself it is! By all that’s holy – you, here!”

The other smiled, waving, and spurred forward. “Edgar – my lord King! Oh, it is good to see you,” he cried. “It has been so long – two whole years. Edgar – at last!”

They reined up alongside each other, leaning over to grasp each other’s forearms in warm greeting, both still on the young side for anything so emotional-seeming as an embrace – although Edgar mac Malcolm was nine years older than his youngest brother. Thus close, side by side, the family resemblance was evident in the all-but-delicate lines of their faces, the shape of head and carriage of person, although one was fair and quite tall and the other dark and slight.

“Two years, lad, yes – I am sorry,” the elder said. “It has not been possible. I would have sent for you – but . . . all has been difficult. In Scotland. Still is – or, God knows, I would not have come! But – how you have grown, Davie! You were but a halfling when last I saw you. Now you are almost a man!”

Kind as it was of his brother to say so, David wished that he had not done so. He would be left in no doubt that it was not true, by his two companions, later. That thought reminded him, however, of the necessary courtesies.

“These are my friends, my lord,” he said. “This is Hervey de Warenne, a son to the Earl of Surrey. And this is Hugo de Morville, from the Honour of Huntingdon.”

The two other youths made jerky bows from their saddles.

“We greet Your Highness,” Hervey said.

“Your servant to command, Sire,” Hugo mumbled.

The King of Scots inclined his head. “Friends of Davie’s are friends of mine,” he said. “The Earl of Surrey I know – a great lord. Is he behind, somewhere? And de Morville is an honoured name in my kingdom.” He turned. “Sir Eustace – is this young man some kin of yours?”

A middle-aged, heavy-made man just behind, Eustace de Morville, newly-made Great Constable of Scotland, nodded. “My brother’s youngest son, Highness. If this is the Prince David – I could say that he is not in the best of company!”

Into the laughter, Edgar spoke. “My brother, friends – David of Scotland. Come to greet us. We wondered when someone would!”

As salutations were murmured amongst the men behind the King, David bowing right and left, scanned the ranks of the riders. They were a mixed lot, in appearance as in dress and age, some, like the Constable, with the cropped heads and shaven chins of Normans, some with the almost shaggy flaxen to fair hair and beards of the Saxons, some with the darkly Celtic looks and thin down-turning moustaches of the Scots. The face for which the youth looked was not there.

“Where is Alex?” he asked.

A frown flickered on his brother’s brow for a moment. “Alex is . . . Alex . . .” he returned shortly. And then, as though recognising that this might sound unsuitable in front of all these others, he went on, “He asked to be excused the journey. And it was as well that one of us should remain in Scotland. Lest men of ill-will should think to take advantage of my absence. Alexander at least will keep his sword drawn, willingly enough!”

David could not hide his disappointment. He had a strong family-feeling and liked his next brother even though he was the most vehement and aggressive of the Margaretsons, some five years older than himself as he was.

An older man spoke, behind the King, whom David recognised as Gillibride, Earl or Mormaor of Angus, one of the ri, literally lesser kings of the Celtic realm, as distinct from the Ard Righ or High King of Scots.

“Are you sent ahead of King William, David mac Malcolm? You boys!” he demanded.

David moistened his lips. “No, my lord,” he admitted. “We come . . . of ourselves.”

“Kind!” the Earl gave back, with something not far from a snort. “But where then is the King? We cannot be more than five or six miles from Winchester. We had thought to see him before this.”

The boy answered nothing.

“Well, Davie?” Edgar prompted. “We have looked for a welcoming embassage from William all this day. Since Farnham, where we slept. To bring us to the King himself. We are near to our journey’s end. Yet here come only my own brother and two young friends. You are come from Winchester, I take it? Where is William?”

David swallowed. “My lord – King William is not here. He is . . . hunting.”

“Hunting!” That came out in an explosion of breath – although it was scarcely to be heard in the sudden volley of exclamation from behind. “Hunting, you say?”

“Yes. I, I am sorry . . .”

“Did he not know that I was coming? Today? My messenger . . .? He must have done – since you knew to come.”

“He knew, yes, Edgar. But . . . went hunting.”

His brother spoke through clenched teeth. “And he sent you to meet me?”

“No, my lord King. He sent none. We, we came of ourselves.”

“You mean . . . God in His Heaven, you mean that William Rufus knew that I was approaching his city, and at his own request, and sent none to greet me, the King of Scots?”

Unhappily David nodded.

“This is . . . insufferable!” Edgar turned to look at the men behind him. None, Scot, Norman or Saxon actually met his eye, although all looked shocked, unbelieving, angry.

“Turn back, man!” Gillibride of Angus shouted, hotly. “He is an oaf! He did this once before, mind – to your father. At Gloucester. I was there. The same year Malcolm died, six years back. He summoned Malcolm – and then when he came, refused to see him. The man is a churl. Son of a bastard, the Bastard of Normandy, who knows not how to behave!”

Some of the Normans present looked distinctly uncomfortable at that, but none raised voice.

“Aye, turn back, Highness,” young Cospatrick, Earl of Dunbar and March urged, second-cousin to Edgar and David. “This is an insult.”

Edgar chewed at his lower lip. His was not a strong face, more rugged than David’s but lacking that firmness of jawline.

“I can scarce do that,” he muttered. “We are three hundred miles and more from Scotland. And, and . . .” He scarcely required to finish that. All there knew the position well enough, Angus included. Without the army William Rufus had lent him three years ago, to march on Scotland, Edgar would still have been an exile, like David, and not wearing the Scottish crown today. He would never have unseated his uncle, Donald Ban, on the throne without English help. And, with much of Celtic Scotland still eyeing him askance, Edgar might need that English aid again, at any time. To turn back now might mean that he would never get it.

“We could halt here, and wait,” Sir Eustace the Constable suggested. For a Norman that was a stout gesture, indicative of how closely he at least had thrown in his lot with the Scots king, in three years. “There is a small monastery a little way to the west, beyond Kilmeston. But two miles or so. I know it well. We could wait there, Highness. Until King William thinks better of it.”

Edgar shook his fair head. “I think not, Eustace. It would not serve. If William, later, does not think better of it, I should look the greater fool, sitting there. William has done this of a purpose, I swear! He will not change his mind. No – we must go on.”

Men murmured, but they rode forward again.

The King was silent, preoccupied, for a while, and David and his companions fell back amongst the less important of the company, unsure of their position. But presently Edgar summoned his brother to his side.

“Tell me of William, Davie,” he said. “Does he do this to scorn me? Why ask me to come? What ails the man?”

“I do not know. I see him but little. He is a strange man – an evil man, men say . . .”

“What is the talk at his palace? About me?”

The other hesitated. “I have been at Winchester Castle only since yesterday. Brought from Romsey especially. With Matilda and Mary. For this Crown-wearing ceremony. I do not speak with many of the King’s people. But . . . folk speak scornfully of all Scots, I fear.”

“Including myself?”

“Ye-e-es.”

“Then why am I summoned here? He sent requiring me to come. And, God pity me, I dared not refuse.”

“Why, Edgar? I am glad to see you, so happy that you come. But . . . I had rather have seen you in Scotland! Come to you, not you to come here. Why must it be?”

“Do you not understand, Davie? You are all but a prisoner here. But, so am I, in one way! William seated me on our father’s throne, three years ago – just as he had seated our half-brother Duncan on it three years before that. He can unseat me, as easily. So long as Scotland is so divided as it is. I sit anything but secure, lad – and Rufus knows it all too well. And uses the threat of it against me.”

“But what could he do? Against you? If he sent up another army to invade Scotland, then surely the Scots would unite to throw them back? All would rally to your aid, then. They would have to, or be conquered. And that the Scots will never allow.”

“You think so? Davie – you are old enough to understand, surely? Why think you I have not brought you, and our sisters, back to Scotland? Not for lack of love. I know well that you all would be free of our Aunt Christina at Romsey. I do not, because I cannot. William insists that you remain. Hostages. As I said, all but prisoners. And why? So that, at need, he could use you. Against me. He chooses to consider Scotland a vassal kingdom. It is not – but he would have it so. His father sought the same. And Canute before him. All would bring Scotland beneath England’s heel.”

“How could he use me? I am not important – and would never be used against you, Edgar.”

“I fear that you would have scant choice, Davie. He would declare me deposed, if I refused to do his will, calling himself Lord Paramount – as he did with our Uncle Donald. Nominate you in my place, and march north with you, at the head of a great army, calling on all Scots to support you and unseat me. He threatened as much when last I saw him, two years ago. That is why Alex would not come south with me. He does not wish to be so used. So William keeps you, to be used if need be. And he can rely on the Scots to be sufficiently divided to play his game, North against South, Highland against Lowland, Celtic Church against Roman. The house of MacBeth, in Moray and Ross, would leap at the chance to bring down our father’s line and replace it with their own. They attempted it against Duncan, and when they failed in war, had him assassinated. Half Scotland, all the North, would support them. William knows it. I walk in that shadow, lad.”

There was silence between the brothers for a space, David tight-lipped.

“So William will not let you leave England, Davie,” the elder went on. “And he summons me south to carry his Sword of State at his Crown-wearing, knowing that I dare not refuse to come. But this, of neither coming himself to greet a fellow-monarch, or sending a deputy, is bad, bad – an open affront. I fear that there may be worse in store.”

“Perhaps he is but careless, heedless, Edgar? Means no special ill. He loves hunting above all else – save perhaps young men!”

The King glanced sidelong. “You . . .? He has never looked that way? Towards you?”

“No, the saints be praised! I see but little of him. He never looks at me, never visits Romsey Abbey although it is but ten miles. Besides, he has a sufficiency of young men to pleasure him, eager and willing enough!”

“M’mm.” Edgar changed the subject. “How goes it with you, then? At Romsey Abbey. Is Aunt Christina as harsh and sour as ever? I hated it there.”

“Sour, yes. Is it not strange that our mother should have had so different a sister? So stern. Holy, yes – but unloving. It is worse for Matilda and Mary. Matilda hates her. She treats them just as she does her other nuns and serving-sisters. She can do little with me, now. When I was a child it was different. But now I am largely in our tutor, Brother John’s hands. With my friends. We are scarce ever in the women’s part . . .”

“I am sorry for it all,” the King of Scots sighed. “What a broil it all is! We can only hope for better days, Davie – hope.”

“Hope – and pray,” the youth said simply. “I pray a lot.”

The King did not comment on that. Not all the Margaret-sons were as pious as their sainted mother had been. But then, their father had been no saint.

Presently the cavalcade came down the long hill to reach the walls of Winchester, on its slope above the Itchen, capital city of England and favourite seat of the monarchy, presided over by the twin magnificences of the largest castle and greatest cathedral in the land, whose thrusting towers had drawn all eyes for miles back. Those of the visitors who had not been here before were duly impressed, some even over-awed by the size and grandeur of it all, the extent of the walled town, the jostling spires and turrets and gables and the riot of fluttering flags and banners which flew everywhere in honour of tomorrow’s occasion. When they had to join a long queue of folk, however, noble and poor, priests and beggars and chapmen, to get in at the heavily-defended gatehouse, the admiration wore off somewhat. The leaders of the party were too preoccupied with their possible reception to be impressed.

But here, at least, they were expected, for as they neared the portcullis arch a captain of the guard and two soldiers, roughly pushing aside the people before them in the queue, came forward to demand if they were the Ecossais party? On this being admitted, he proffered no greeting or any mark of respect, but shortly told them to follow his two men, who would lead them to their quarters. He then turned on his heel to leave them – when Sir Eustace de Morville could contain his proud Norman temper no longer.

“Sirrah!” he rapped out. “What respect is this to pay to my lord King of Scots? And his lords.”

The captain turned at this peremptory tone, in his own language, and perceiving the style of the speaker submitted a grudging salute – but to this recognisable authority that he was prepared to accept, not to the fair-haired figure under the boar-banner, who wore the simple, slender golden circlet around his brows.

“Respects, sir? I but obey orders from Monsieur Flambard.”

In through the thronged and narrow twisting streets of the city they followed the two soldiers, in little more than single-file now, even though their guides sought to open a way for them ungently with the staffs of their halberds. The place was crowded to a degree, with folk of all sorts and conditions, notably many armed men wearing the colours and badges of lords and knights arrived for the festivities.

They had proceeded only a short distance when David, behind his brother, turned to look back unhappily at his two friends. They were heading downhill, away from the high ground towards the West Gate where towered the royal castle-palace. Yet the two guides obviously knew exactly where they were going, clearing the way in no uncertain fashion still. They were, in fact, heading down towards the poorest quarter of the town.

Sir Eustace voiced his own recognition of this fact. “This is not the way to the castle, fools!” he called. “Where are you taking us?”

The older soldier looked back. “The Hospice of St. John, sir. Orders.”

“Whose orders, by God?”

“Monsieur Flambard’s, sir.”

David considered his brother’s stiff back in some agitation. St. John’s was a hospice for the poor, founded by St. Birinus, the Roman who had converted the Saxon King Cynegils in the seventh century, set down in Winchester’s most wretched area, half-a-mile from palace and cathedral. The city was crowded, to be sure, but the castle itself was vast. Even he and his friends and sisters were installed there, however modest their quarters. And there were other hospices and friaries in the town less lowly than this poors’-house. He said nothing, however.

They came to the place – which indeed was none so ill a building, quite large and well-constructed. But the air of poverty was all about it, the smell of poverty also. And there was a notable lack of stabling for over fifty horses. The crowds thronging outside seemed to consist only of the aged, the disabled, the blind, beggars and the like. They were received by an elderly friar, who looked defeated and apologetic.

Angus burst out into profanity, and others took up the resentful complaint. But the King made no comment. Dismounting, he stalked inside behind the friar. It was quite the poorest accommodation they had experienced in all their long journey from Scotland.

David’s two friends, embarrassed, decided to remove themselves back to the palace, but he elected to remain with his brother meantime.

At least there was a sufficiency of food, plain fare as it was, with light ale to wash it down. After they had cleansed themselves, changed from their travelling clothes, and eaten, Edgar announced that he was now going up to the palace. He certainly was not going to wait humbly down here in this kennel until such time as he was summoned to appear before Rufus, like some wretched suppliant. Some argued that this could lay him open to further embarrassment, but most agreed that it was better to grasp the nettle thus.

So, with only some half-dozen of his senior supporters, and David, he mounted, to ride uphill again, in the early evening.

In the event they had no least trouble in passing through the castle gatehouse-pend and entering the palace precincts. The place was astir with nobles and knights and clerics and men-at-arms, coming and going, few sparing more than a glance at the newcomers, these less handsomely dressed than many there. Grooms took their horses readily enough, but otherwise they were ignored. David led the way to the Great Hall.

This proved to be an enormous, pillared cavern of a place, quite unlike the hall of any castle, rath or hallhouse in Scotland, fully two hundred feet long by half that in width, the walls hung with tapestries and arras. Down the two sides, quite near the walling, servitors were setting long tables for a banquet, leaving a wide space open in the centre. At the head of the great apartment was a raised dais with another table, crosswise, already set with gold and silver vessels. In a minstrel’s gallery above the bottom end, musicians were tuning up their instruments.

Edgar pointed, wordless, to the dias, and led the way, to climb on to it – watched askance by the servitors but not interfered with.

“I shall await William here,” he declared, sitting on a bench.

“I think that he cannot be back from the hunt, yet,” David said. “I have seen none of his friends.”

His brother nodded. He beckoned one of the servants. “Fetch us wine, fellow.”

The man looked doubtful. “The Deputy Chief Butler dispenses the wine, sir. Later.”

“Aroint you, fool – wine!” Sir Eustace barked. “Are you telling the King of Scots to wait?”

“Eh . . . no. lord! Yes, lord!” Bowing, the man hurried off.

There was some considerable delay before the wine appeared, nevertheless. And when it did, the servants were accompanied by two or three others, richly garbed, the foremost of whom was a fleshy but smooth man of early middle years, round-faced, balding, smiling, with shrewd small busy eyes.

“Flambard!” David groaned into his brother’s ear. “Now the King’s chiefest minister and right-hand. A man hateful.”

“Ah – here is a surprise,” the newcomer said, his voice high and light, but pleasingly modulated. “Do I see the Lord Edgar of Scotland? You take us unawares, my lord.”

“Do I? It might almost have seemed so – only the keeper of your poors’ asylum here was ready for us, at least! Under instructions from one Flambard, it seems.”

“That is my humble self, my lord. I hope that you found all to your comfort at St. John’s? The town is plaguey full, I fear, folk roosting in every corner. But you will have all St. John’s Hospice to yourselves, I promise you. The . . . inmates have been removed.”

Edgar made no comment. “Where is King William?”

“His Grace has just returned, my lord. From Somborne Forest. I heard his company ride in but a few minutes ago. Let us pray that he has had a good day’s sport so that he is in genial temper!” Despite the lightsome voice there was a grating behind that somewhere, a warning or threat.

“We had looked to see him before this,” Edgar said flatly.

“Your patience will soon be rewarded, my lord.”

“My patience is not the best of me, Monsieur . . . what was the name?”

“Flambard, sir – Ranulf Flambard. His Grace’s humblest servant.”

“Are you, then, this Deputy Chief Butler?”

“Ah, no. Scarce that. I am, all unworthily, the Lord Chief Justiciar of England, my lord.”

“Indeed. I am . . . surprised.”

For a moment those small eyes gleamed daggers. Then the man bowed. “Here is wine for your refreshment, my lords. But – may I suggest that you drink it otherwhere? This dias-table is set and reserved, you will understand, for the King’s Grace.” Flambard backed away.

“I am sufficiently comfortable here, sir,” Edgar told him. “And it is usual to name a monarch Highness or lord King.”

“Ah – but there is only one lord King in England . . . Highness!” the other asserted, smiling, and swept out.

“That low-born scullion Chief Justice!” Sir Eustace exclaimed. “A priest’s bastard, from the Cotentin. Red William must have run mad!”

“He is named the most cruel man in England, as well as the Justiciar,” David said. “But – that was well-spoken. I wish that I could speak like that, Edgar. You, you are not going down from this dias?”

“No.”

“Good lad!” the Earl of Angus chuckled. “Er. . . Highness.”

So they sat drinking, as the hall filled up, seeming at ease but wary-eyed. They were stared at, as guests came to take their seats at the lower tables, but none actually came to speak with them, although there was much whispering and head-shaking. No women were present. William Rufus did not like women. They all had quite a lengthy wait, with only the Scots party drinking. The musicians played now.

Then, at last, the music stopped and a trumpeter appeared in the gallery, to blow a loud and stirring fanfare. All men rose – all men, that is except the King of Scots.

A door was thrown open behind the dais area, and as the trumpet-notes faded, a herald cried, “Attend on the King’s Grace!”

There was a pause, quite prolonged. Then laughter could be heard from beyond the doorway. The herald stood aside, and bowed low. Two men came strolling in, one of middle years with his arm around the shoulders of one much younger. Both were chuckling, one deeply, the other in more of a high giggle. After a slight interval came a casual gaily-clad group of about a dozen, Chief Justice Flambard prominent amongst them.

The leading pair were, of course, immediately confronted with the Scots group occupying the dais platform, the older man affecting not to notice at first, although his companion, a beautiful young man most elaborately dressed, contrived to look both alarmed and determinedly amused at the same time. Then, when he was within a few feet of the Scots, William fitz William halted, arm still around his friend, to stare.

Edgar rose from his bench, at last. “Greetings, Cousin,” he said into the profound hush.

“On my soul – Edgar of Scotland!” the other monarch exclaimed. He stuttered somewhat. “S’so you have answered my s’summons with becoming promptness!”

William the Second was scarcely an impressive figure, a short-legged, stocky man with a prominent belly but strong shoulders. He had a notably red face, clean-shaven, the colour blotchy – hence his by-name of Rufus, for his hair, which he wore long and straight contrary to the Norman normal, was fair-to-sandy, although greying now. But seeing him for the first time, it was the King’s eyes which were apt to make the most impact, strange, narrow, spotted eyes, appearing to be of differing colours – although it would be hard to decide what those colours were. But they were keen and intelligent eyes, there was never a doubt as to that. He was richly but untidily dressed.

“I accepted your kind invitation for tomorrow’s ceremony, yes” Edgar nodded. Compared with the other he looked young, almost boyish. “I might have been less prompt had I known how occupied you were, Cousin, with today’s . . . activities!”

“Ah, yes.” Rufus grinned. “We had a good day. Excellent sport. Did we not, Ivo?” And he turned to his companion, squeezing those shoulders.

“Excellent, Sire,” the beautiful youth agreed, with a nervous laugh.

“Yes.” Switching off his smile, William looked behind him. “Ranulf – have the Lord Edgar and his people conveyed to their due place,” he snapped, the crispness almost emphasised by the hint of stammer.

The King of Scots was as brisk. “No need,” he asserted, as Flambard stepped forward. “I have already chosen where we shall sit.” And ignoring the Justiciar and all others, he turned and stepped down from the dais, to stalk down the open central space towards the foot of the hall, almost as though he was going to leave altogether, his party following. But near the foot he halted, swung on his friends, and pointed to the lowest table of all.

“Clear me this,” he ordered. “And move it there.” He gestured sideways, crosswise, into that central space.

Grinning, Angus actually guffawing, his supporters did as he said, some roughly pushing away the still-standing diners there, others, including David, laying hands on the table, to heave and push it aside, at right-angles to its former position, so that it became islanded out in the middle of the hall, certain beakers and cups spilled in the process. Then its complement of benches were grabbed and dragged out. Edgar sat down centrally, beckoning David to his right hand. Angus seated himself on the King’s left, Cospatrick of Dunbar on David’s right, the others where they would. The dispossessed guests, looking mortified, unsure, had to go and re-seat themselves where they could.

Up on the dais, William was glaring down at this unprecedented scene, powerful shoulders hunched, his arm dropped from his favourite now. Then abruptly he laughed loudly, and sat down. Relievedly, in most cases, all others sat also.

Flambard pointed towards the minstrels’ gallery, and music started again, if somewhat raggedly. The long lines of waiting servitors filed in bearing laden trays, platters and dishes.

“That was good!” David said to his brother. “Splendid! I wish my friends could have been here to see it. I would never have thought of that.”

“It is but the first move,” Edgar said heavily. “Rufus has all the cards.” Proof of this assessment was speedily forthcoming. A resplendent character wearing a white, lace-edged linen towel over his left forearm – no doubt the Deputy Chief Butler – came hurrying down from the dais, giving orders to the servants. Swiftly it became evident what those orders were. No food or drink was brought to the Scots table.

By the time that the last, and lowliest, of the other guests were served, Edgar’s face was expressionless but his knuckles gleamed white, while his friends looked grim. William, chatting and joking with his close companions, did not so much as glance in their direction.

“Walk out!” the Earl of Angus suggested, loudly, and there were murmurs of agreement from others.

The King of Scots sat still, very still – and none could move until he did.

Everywhere men watched, all but holding their breaths.

Then there was a diversion. Up at the dais-table a man three seats from William’s right rose to his feet, and rounding the table-end, stepped down and walked towards the Scots. He was in his early thirties, short-legged and wide-shouldered also, but with close-cropped dark hair and sallow angular features.

“Henry. Henry Beauclerc,” David said. “He is better. Has shown me favours at times.”

This man came up, and bowed to Edgar, not low but civilly. “I greet you well, my lord King,” he said. “We have not met, I think? I was long in Normandy. But I know this young man, the Prince David. I am Henry fitz William.”

“Your renown is known to me, Prince Henry,” Edgar acknowledged carefully. “We might have met under, under kinder circumstances.”

“No doubt. We may not always choose our circumstances – but we may perhaps mend them a little. Or bend them!” He smiled faintly. “If you can make room at your table, Highness, I would esteem myself honoured to sit with you?”

Edgar drew a quick breath – as did others there, who heard. “That would much pleasure me, sir,” he said, and there was no disguising the relief in his voice. He gestured to his side, his right, and David eagerly moved over, closer to the young Earl of Dunbar, to provide space.

Henry came and sat, every eye in the hall on him. He patted David’s shoulder and murmured a word or two to Edgar, then, looking up, gestured peremptorily to the nearest servitors, pointing at the empty platters. Glancing uneasily at each other, at the Deputy Chief Butler and up towards the dais, these hastily brought meats and wines. They dared not disobey the King of England’s brother.

“How is Your Highness’s other brother, Alexander?” the prince asked. “Him I have met. And there are two others, are there not, still alive?”

“Alexander, Earl of Gowrie, is well – if unruly!” Edgar answered. “Yes, Ethelred and Edmund still live – both older than I am. But they are churchmen. Ethelred – he now names himself Hugh – always has been. Edmund’s . . . reform, is more recent!”

“Ah. Brothers can present their problems!”

At the other end of the hall King William shrugged off his glaring, and resumed his converse with his associates.

The banquet proceeded more normally.

Presently William clapped his hands for entertainers, and after a moment in filed a troupe of dancers, about a dozen of them, in colourful and fairly diaphanous dresses, long-haired pretty creatures, girlish, none over seventeen by the look of them, cheeks rouged, bared shoulders powdered white. The musicians struck up a languorous rhythmic melody, and the dancers proceeded to swan gracefully in couples up and down the central space – with the Scots table inevitably somewhat in the way. At first all was most decorous and pleasing, the performers willowy, supple but virginal, schooled to perfection in step and timing – although their efforts were greeted by hoots and catcalls from the all-male gathering, led from the dais. Then the music began to speed up and to change its character as well as its tempo. The dancers responded, their chaste and artistic movements becoming jerkier, more angular, less restrained. Soon the dance had become quite wild, although still in fair time with the music, with much kicking and bending and parting of legs. This exercise revealed that the long flowing skirts were, in fact, slit front and rear, almost all the way from ankles to waists, frequently displaying much or all of the said active legs. But revealing more than that, as the high-stepping and cavorting became ever more abandoned and the dancers were apt to be bared momentarily right up to their crotches, where all were seen to be possessed of male genitalia, the bouncing breasts above proving to be skilfully artificial.

Now the performers, panting with their exertions, slowed with the music to a less violent exercise, replacing it with a disciplined but lewd and highly indecent posturing, in pairs still, thrusting and weaving, bending and twisting to each other. The watchers cheered and egged them on with both advice and insults.

The Scots party sat uncomfortably throughout. There were no prudes amongst them, and most were necessarily fairly tough in their attitudes. But this sort of behaviour was new to them, unthought of for entertainment. Edgar in especial looked unhappy, frequently glancing sidelong towards his younger brother. They had been strictly brought up by a determined saintly mother.

“You do not admire my brother’s tastes and diversions, Highness?” Henry Beauclerc wondered. “Yet you, like he, remain unwed.”

Edgar reached for his wine beaker and did not answer.

David spoke. “Is this not evil, my lord Henry? Against all God’s laws? Can a realm prosper when such as this is practised openly by rulers?”

“Do not ask me, young man – since none others ever do! What is evil? Is there such a thing as evil? Or are there but offences to others, inconveniences, inexpediencies and the behaviour of others contrary to one’s own?”

“There is evil!” the boy said, with certainty. “Is not disorder evil? Untruth? Worst of all, cruelty, unkindness, man’s inhumanity to others. So our lady-mother taught us – and she knew.”

“Ah, the good and clever Margaret! Perhaps not all of us had your . . . advantages, lad. And yet – did not His Highness your brother, here, act with scant kindness towards your uncle, as I heard? King Donald. I heard, even in far Normandy, that when he defeated him in battle, he put out his two eyes and sent him to his kitchens to act as the scullion. For the rest of his life. Was that evil? Or was it . . . justice?”

It was the youth’s turn to remain silent. He had wept one sleepless night when he had heard of that dire deed of his brother, three years before. He could by no means defend it.

Edgar did, if abruptly. “Would you have had me slay him? Take his life? My own father’s brother. It was that – or what I did. He had twice grasped the throne. Once from Duncan, our half-brother, once from myself. He would have done so again. Is he better in my kitchen? Or in the grave?”

“So it was justice and expediency – not evil.” Henry waved a hand towards the dancers. “And this – this could be folly, misdemeanour, balourdise – but is it evil?”

“Yes,” the two brothers said.

The dancers retired, to loud applause, and a single singer with a lute came in. There was no doubt about the sex of this one, at least, for dressed in the height of fashion, he nevertheless wore an enormous image of an upright male organ strapped to his groin, flesh-coloured, perhaps three times the size of even the most ambitious, and this he waggled and flapped as he minced and capered, strumming his lute the while. As he broke into a song, catchy and tuneful but quickly evident as obscene as his appearance, Edgar mac Malcolm suddenly rose to his feet.

“Enough!” he jerked.

All his party rose also, of course, even Henry, although he delayed for a moment.

“I thank you, my lord Henry, for your courtesy,” the King of Scots said, shortly. Then drawing himself up, he looked towards William at the dais, and nodded his head in the merest suggestion of a bow. Turning, he stalked to the nearest door, his people after him.

Unknown as it was for any guest to leave the monarch’s presence lacking express permission, none could confidently assert that this applied to another monarch, even William. That man, as abruptly, laughed loudly – as dutifully did most of his supporters. The singer sang on.

The Scots party returned to St. John’s Hospice. David went to his own palace quarters, where were his sisters. And Henry Beauclerc walked back to his place at the dais-table and resumed his seat, ignored by his brother.

The next day’s Crown-wearing ceremony was, in fact, something of an anti-climax, certainly nothing worth the Scots having made all their long journey to attend. But then, it was not meant to be. It was merely an excuse, to remind them and all others that William was master and that the King of Scots must come at his bidding. Any other pretext would have served equally as well. It was not directed only at the Scots, of course, but at all Rufus’s feudal vassals, the Norman baronage in especial, which his father the Conqueror had set up and which by its very nature was liable to become uppish and out-of-hand. The native Saxon chiefs and ealdormen were now little trouble, fairly thoroughly cowed. But some of the new Norman earls and lords had waxed altogether too powerful for the King’s liking, some owning as many as two hundred manors. William greatly blamed his father for so lavishly rewarding his old comrades-in-arms – or allowing them to reward themselves. So every now and again he held a Crown-wearing demonstration, just to remind all concerned of their true position, of his powers and their subordination, at which it was obligatory to attend, on summons. It was, in reality, just a sort of repeat of the coronation, much foreshortened. There had not been one for four years.

A herald came that morning to command that the King of Scots be in position in the forecourt of the cathedral by one hour before noon. Edgar treated this instruction with reserve, especially when young David arrived at the hospice with his two sisters, shortly after, and mentioned that they had been told that they must be in their place inside the church only twenty minutes before noon. So it was evident that their elder brother was going to be kept hanging about outside, like some underling, for almost an hour, with the ceremony itself not starting until mid-day. He decided to delay his appearance considerably.

The two Scots princesses, from the nunnery at Romsey Abbey, aged nineteen and sixteen years, were attractive girls, however unflatteringly dressed – as was to be expected in daughters of the beautiful Margaret Atheling – but very different in appearance as in character. The elder – actually she had been christened Eadgyth, given a Saxon name like all Margaret’s children, but had always been called by her second name of Matilda – was a tall and very lovely creature, fair-haired, well-built, prominently-breasted, with a quick wit and equally quick temper. Whereas Mary was more like David, slight, dark, quiet, with fine eyes and a thoughtful expression. They greeted their elder brother warmly enough, but they did not really know him very well, for one way or another most of his life had been spent apart from them. And they held it against him somewhat that he had never managed – if he had really tried – to get them out of the clutches of their Aunt Christina, Abbess of Romsey, and a monastic life which Matilda in especial loathed. They were not nuns, in fact, but had long been treated almost as such by their sternly pious aunt. This was hardly the occasion for much discussion on that long-standing problem, and William Rufus’s part in it, but the subject did not fail to come up, if briefly.

In due course, as it drew on towards mid-day, the herald arrived back in some agitation, to demand, in the King’s name, why the lord Edgar of Scotland had not appeared, as commanded, before the cathedral. He must come, at once. The herald was considerably more upset before, some time later, the royal party, with the other Scots notables, set out eventually in a distinctly leisurely progress through the climbing streets, thronged even more notably, to the higher part of the city.

Edgar found Flambard the Justiciar in charge outside the great church, who greeted him coldly but with a hint of relief. The group of notables assembled there were no more forthcoming. But then, none of them looked particularly happy or pleased to be present anyway. Edgar recognised only a few, including the Earls of Surrey, Shrewsbury and Warwick, but most were unknown to him. He guessed that all were in much the same situation as himself. These three he knew certainly were not William’s friends, so probably the others were not either. None, so far as he could see, had graced the dais-table last night. Like himself, they were being used, forced to take a prominent part in this ceremony, as indicative of their dependence upon and subservience to King William.

David and his sisters were hurried off by one of Flambard’s minions, to take their allotted places in the cathedral. The rest of the Scots party were ignored entirely.

David was surprised to find himself being led up through the already crowded church of St. Swithin to quite a prominent position near the chancel-steps, amongst the great ones. This was a new experience, for hitherto his family had been almost entirely disregarded by the Red King and left in no doubts as to their unimportance. After last night’s performance, it would be foolish to imagine that this represented any change of heart. So, when he and his sisters were placed at the front of the chattering, richly-clad throng in the south transept, facing into the crossing, he decided that they were there to be seen, for William’s own purposes – and these were unlikely to be kindly. He perceived, directly opposite, Henry Beauclerc standing, a little way apart from the rest in the north transept, but with two ladies, both over-dressed and neither beautiful. The prince waved a greeting to David.

“Who is that?” Matilda asked. “Someone prepared to know us!”

“Prince Henry, the King’s brother. The one we told you of, who aided us last night. I do not know the women.”

“The taller one is the Princess Adela, Countess of Richmond and of Blois. She came to Romsey with another sister, the Abbess of Caen, in Normandy, last year. I do not know the shorter one. Probably another of the King’s sisters.”

They gazed around them at the vast congregation – although it was not really that, for almost certainly this was not to be any occasion for worship. William was wholly irreligious, hating all priests and priestcraft; and the chattering, noisy company gave no indication of being aware that they were in a sacred edifice. No doubt the cathedral was being used merely because it was the largest building in Winchester.

Henry surprised again by coming strolling over to them. “A good day to you,” he nodded, casually friendly. “Not improved by wearisome waiting! For myself, I mislike all such mummery.” He was speaking to David but his eyes were on Matilda. “I vow that your royal brother, too, will be glad when it is over. Is this . . . are these beautiful creatures your princess sisters? Make me known to them, I pray you.”

“This is Matilda. And here is Mary, my lord Prince.”

“Ah, yes – Matilda. And Mary. I am lost in admiration.” He took Mary’s hand and raised it to his lips, and then Matilda’s – and hung on to it. “My eyes feast. I swear that I am going to enjoy this day’s tiresome nonsense after all!” He looked into the older girl’s eyes, frankly admiring.

“You cozen, my lord,” she said, gently withdrawing her hand. “Amongst all your Court beauties, male as well as female, we are not for your notice!”

“Ha!” he observed. “That is the way of it, is it? Wit, as well as loveliness! My tastes, I would assure you, Princess, are not my brother’s! Nor any of my family’s, for that matter.” He grimaced, and turned back to David. “Do you tell me, my young friend, that you have been hiding away this, this treasure in Romsey Abbey all these years?”

“We have been there, yes, for six years, my lord. As to hiding, I know not.”

“Being hidden, perhaps,” Matilda amended quietly. “Not of our choice.”

“So-o-o! You would be out therefrom?”

“Yes.”

“I think, then . . .” he began, when the blare of trumpets interrupted him, a stirring fanfare echoing and rebounding amongst the lofty stone walling.

Henry bowed to the girls, shrugged ruefully at the same time, and walked unhurriedly back to his own place just as his brother made his entry from the chapter-house doorway.

William was dressed magnificently today in cloth-of-gold seeded with pearls, beneath a scarlet cloak trimmed with miniver and thrown back, a jewel studded belt around his ample waist. He had an ungainly walk as he strutted to his throne-like chair placed isolated just above the chancel-steps and in front of the screens which partly hid the choir and high altar. Behind him trooped his personal entourage.

Sitting, and the others arranging themselves behind him, a motley crew, mainly men younger than himself, the King raised a hand for silence.

“I greet you, I greet you all,” he said, “on this the twelfth anniversary of my accession to this throne of England. In token whereof I command this Crown-wearing. Let all my friends rejoice. And let all my unfriends take heed, and tremble.”

“God save the King’s Grace!” Bishop Maurice of London, the only cleric present in evidence, intoned in a mellifluous voice, so much better attuned to the cathedral acoustics than William’s high-pitched stammer.

Everywhere the shout was taken up. “God save the King’s Grace. God save the King’s Grace!”

Another flourish of trumpets was the signal for the great west doors to be flung open, to admit the procession. First came the King’s Champion, a knight in full armour, white-painted, mounted on a huge pure white destrier or war-horse, white lance held high. Behind him came the royal Standard-Bearer, similarly mounted, bearing aloft the St. George Cross banner of England. The horses’ iron-shod hooves clattered and slithered and drew sparks from the stone flags of the central aisle, as folk stared and gasped at such sight and sound in a church, some hastily crossing themselves. The two horsemen were followed by a splendidly-dressed double file of soldiers, on foot, halberds shouldered, marching to the rhythmic clash of cymbals, stamping the time.

There was only a slight gap before Chief Justice Flambard appeared, bearing before him a purple velvet cushion on which rested the Crown of England, a heavy, open gold band heightened with four spikes topped with trefoil heads, all studded with pearls. Flambard walked alone. Behind him the others came two by two, William de Warenne, Earl of Surrey, Hervey’s father, carrying the sceptre or baton; and beside him, Robert de Bellême, Earl of Shrewsbury with the orb topped by the cross. Next came Simon de St. Liz, Earl of Northampton with the golden spurs on another cushion; and Henry Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick with the ring. These were followed by the two Montgomery brothers, Roger and Arnulf, Earls of Lancaster and Pembroke, each holding a glove, and looking distinctly offended to be so doing. Then, walking alone, was the King of Scots bearing upright the two-handed sword of state. These represented all the coronation symbols to be paraded. But not all those Rufus wished to be seen as supporting them. A group followed, carrying nothing, led by Gruffydd ap Cynan, Prince of Gwynedd and Richard, Prince of Cornwall, with a number of others including Saxon ealds and thanes – none of especially high rank, for all such were dead or imprisoned. Finally there was another file of the soldiers, with more cymbal-clashing.

This illustrious column might well have looked highly impressive. But it was not intended to do so; and the desired end was achieved in two ways – by packing the individuals close together, so that they were all but treading on each other’s heels, and by the soldiers, front and rear, forcing a very quick pace, timed by the cymbals. The result was an undignified, hurrying shuffle, which duly produced mocking smiles from some of the watching audience, frowns from others – and open laughter behind the King’s chair. The horses of the Champion and Standard-Bearer misliking the cymbals, snorted and blew and sidled.

This travesty of a coronation procession was hustled, almost like a file of prisoners in a Roman triumph, up to the chancel-steps, where Flambard lined up the token-bearers in front of William, the soldiers standing at either side. When all was in order, the cymbals fell silent and Flambard stepped forward to the King’s left side, bowing low, with the crown on its cushion. The Bishop of London moved round from back to front, bowed in turn, and ceremoniously taking the crown, placed it carefully on William’s head. Rufus presumably did not find it comfortable for he promptly took it off again, looked at it and replaced it – to titters of amusement from behind. The Bishop stepped back, raised a hand high, and pronounced a resounding benediction. Bishop Maurice was the only prelate readily available for this service; for Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury, was banished the realm, Archbishop Thomas of York was sick, and anyway in disgrace, and most of the other sees, including Winchester itself, either deliberately kept vacant or their occupants in prison.

Flambard then summoned forward each of the symbol-bearers in due order, almost with a snap of his plump fingers. First Warwick with the ring, which he was stooping to place on the third finger of William’s left hand, as signifying his marriage to his kingdom, when Flambard barked out for the Earl to kneel as he did it. Scowling, Warwick went down on one knee, to complete his task. Then Northampton was pointed forward, with the spurs – and since there were two of these, Gruffydd of Wales was gestured up to buckle one on the King’s heel whilst Northampton did the other. This involved kneeling anyway, however sour the Welsh prince looked about it. Then the Montgomery brothers, Lancaster and Pembroke, were signed to put the gloves on the King’s hands, again at the kneel. They obeyed stiffly, with ill-grace, Rufus grinning at their clumsy efforts to fit the things over unhelpful fingers. Then it was Shrewsbury’s turn, to place the orb in the royal right hand and Surrey to put the sceptre in the left, William again making it difficult for the kneeling earls, with his gloved fingers fumbling. Finally Edgar came forward with the sword. At Flambard’s order to kneel, he turned slowly and stared for a long moment at the man, features expressionless, so that even the Justiciar blinked. When he looked back at Rufus, he inclined his head and bent one knee barely perceptibly, before stepping over and thrusting the long hilt of the heavy sword towards the other. But William had the sceptre in his left hand and the orb in his right, and sat, unmoving. The two monarchs gazed into each other’s eyes, with mutual loathing. Timeless moments passed thus, until at last Rufus put the orb into his lap and reached for the sword. Edgar stepped back, lips tight.

William waved the sceptre at Flambard, who raised his voice again.

“God save the King!” he cried.

Over and over again that cry was echoed by the assembly, those behind the throne, with the soldiers, leading – although it was noticeable how little lip-movement there was amongst the group in front of the monarch. At another signal from Flambard, the trumpets sounded again, and Rufus rose to his feet. He had difficulty with the orb until the Justiciar took it. Then he stepped over to the first white destrier, the Champion having dismounted. That man took sword and sceptre meantime, and two soldiers assisted the king up into the vacated saddle, and the two symbols were handed up to him. The sword he rested over his shoulder, because of its weight. The Champion took the beast’s bridle and began to lead it down the central aisle, the Standard-Bearer and his banner close behind. The file of soldiers and the cymbalists followed on. Flambard hurriedly marshalled his party of humbled notables, cushions abandoned, and herded them along, in any order, the second party of soldiers immediately at their heels.

So the King of England rode out of Winchester Cathedral into the sunlight to commence his parade through the city streets, wearing his crown. He was met in the forecourt by a band of mounted musicians playing a stirring marching tune; also by lines of gaily-caparisoned horses for his personal friends. There was one for Flambard now – but the former token-bearers still had to walk between the ranked and quick-marching soldiers.

There was some cheering by groups of men-at-arms, but by and large the populace in the streets watched in silence.

David mac Malcolm hurried and weaved his way through the crowd inside the church and seeking to leave, to the west doorway, to be in time only to see the royal procession leaving the forecourt area. Biting his lip at what he saw, and hastening after, he was nevertheless some time in catching up, on account of the crowds choking the narrow streets. But when he managed to do so, some way down the hill of the principal street, he was surprised to see that Edgar was no longer amongst the glumly-marching earls and lords. Gazing about him, he could see no sign of his brother. Turning he commenced to push his way back to the cathedral.

In the forecourt, where privileged folk now strolled and chattered, he found his two friends Hugo and Hervey with his cousin Cospatrick of Dunbar and other Scots, all looking depressed and at a loss.

“Edgar – my brother. The King – he is not there!” he panted. “He is not with the others, any more. I think that he must have slipped away. Lost himself amongst the crowd. Before the soldiers could stop him. It would be quite easy. The streets are throng with folk.”

“A God’s name – where is he now, then?” Dunbar cried. “The King – lost in this rabble!”

“He would make for St. John’s, I think, surely? The Hospice . . .”

“Then let us go. At once. We were waiting here for the execrable procession to return. Come . . .”

“Where are my sisters? I must tell them . . .”

“They are well enough,” Hugo de Morville assured. “Henry Beauclerc has them in hand – a hand in each arm, indeed! He was escorting them back to the palace, the last I saw . . .”

“Was my father there?” Hervey de Warenne demanded. “With the procession?”

“I do not know. I looked only for my brother. But – yes, I think that he was . . .”

“Come!” Dunbar exclaimed. “Back to the Hospice. There is Angus. Tell him.”

“And my Uncle Eustace,” Hugo said.

So the group beat their way through the crowds, downhill as they had come, through the poorer quarters. Being mounted it was easier, David on Edgar’s horse, Hervey pillion behind, Hugo with his uncle, the flats of their swords driving a way for them.

At St. John’s they found all in a stir, men saddling horses and strapping on gear. Edgar was already there, set-faced and urgent with his commands. They were leaving, and at once. He would not stay another hour in this accursed city. Rufus would be some time making his damnable procession – their going would not be noticed. There was to be another banquet after. It would be hours before they were missed. They would outdistance any pursuit – although Rufus might well not seek them. He had had his infamous Crown-wearing . . .

Dunbar and Angus were loud in agreement, the Constable also. Unfortunately, however, some of the Scots party had not yet returned.

“You will wait and send them on after us, Davie?” the King said.

“But . . . I would rather come with you. Back to Scotland.”

“That is not possible. I am sorry, lad – but it cannot be,” Edgar told him. “That would bring Rufus after me. You are here as something of a hostage. And have you forgot our sisters?”

“No. But . . .”

“It cannot be, David. Not yet. One day, I may be able to contrive it . . .”

So, only minutes later, the three youths watched the Scots group ride off to the East Gate and out of Winchester, spurring fast as soon as they were beyond the great drawbridge.

“So that is . . . all!” David said, almost bitterly for he who was seldom bitter. “The end of our hopes.”

“Your hopes,” Hervey said. “We will never get away. We are prisoners, that is all. None want us, not even our own kin, sufficiently to risk the King’s wrath.”

“So it will be back to Romsey,” Hugo sighed. “To tutoring and Latin and nuns and watered ale. Your brother did not serve much to get us out of there. What of Henry Beauclerc? He seems friendly towards you and yours. Would he not aid to get us free of Romsey Abbey?”

“I do not know. Would King William heed him? They also are unfriends . . .”
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