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PART ONE














Chapter One

The Wrath of the People




I see the battle shall be great

for Satan rageth even to the uttermost 

—Letter to Mrs Locke

John Knox, 16th Century




The Parish Church of the Holy Cross of St John the Baptist, Perth, 11 May 1559

‘John Knox has come.’ 

The words took flight, leaping from lip to lip, echoing round the kirk, ringing to the rafters, and striking terror into his soul. The seething mass of humanity surged forward only to be shoved back by metal-clad men-at-arms. Knox stood rooted to the threshold. The kirk was crammed full: he hadn’t expected such a crowd, nor such a clamour. Panic gripped his throat and crushed his lungs. 

An elbow nudged him and a voice muttered in his ear, ‘The folk have tramped from all the airts to show support for their preachers and to await your guidance, master.’

Swallowing deeply, Knox steeled himself to follow in the wake of Sir Patrick Lyndsay’s lean, lofty figure cutting a swathe through the swarm that parted like the Red Sea before Moses. The biblical comparison inspired him. In the midst of the throng, folk stood on tiptoe, craning their necks to catch sight of him; those at the front stretched out their hands. Faces rough-hewn by the unforgiving Scottish climate glowed with expectation and excitement. His ain folk, he thought: humble hinds and herdsmen in fusty sheepskin blankets, ploughmen and draymen in worsted tunics jostled cheek by jowl with masons and skinners in worn leather jerkins and aprons, in stark contrast to the docile, dutiful gentry of his Geneva brethren. More like the Berwick horde before he’d tamed them, Knox reminded himself. He should not fear this unruly flock but seek to win them over. 

‘Is thon the mighty preacher everyone’s talking about?’ a voice piped up. ‘He’s gey wee.’

Lyndsay grabbed the offender by the throat. ‘Short in stature he may be, but his voice makes the heart dirl like thunder. Afore I rip out your blasphemous tongue, shift your fat arse and let him pass.’

Cowed, the man slunk away while the rest of the crowd fell silent. Patrick, Master of Lyndsay, a blunt and fierce soldier, was not a man to be crossed. 

‘Never fash, Preacher Knox, my men-at-arms will guard the kirk doors lest the priors of Perth dare to thwart your sermon. And I’ll no shrink from turning them loose on the rabble if trouble breaks out.’

Rather than inspire confidence, the warrior’s words filled Knox with foreboding. ‘I want no violence used on the brethren. We need to show that we come in peace.’ 

Lyndsay’s hefty shoulders lifted in a non-committal shrug before he stomped off down the nave. Knox headed for the foot of the pulpit where he was greatly cheered to see a well-kent face amongst the group. 

John Willock, the minister who had married him to his beloved Marjory, now clasped him to his broad chest. ‘We give thanks that the Lord has sent you here in our hour of need to stand fast with our brothers in Christ,’ he said and introduced his fellow preachers. John Christison was another former friar, while Paul Methven, a baker, and William Harlaw, a tailor, were self-educated guildsmen who had taken up the cause. ‘All good men and true.’

‘Not in the eyes of Marie de Guise, who’s charged us with sedition and heresy,’ Methven growled. ‘Her daughter’s marriage to the French dauphin has emboldened the French sow and she’s cracking the whip.’ The blunt-spoken baker clenched fists muscled from constant kneading. ‘The regent has broken her promise to permit us to practise our faith. Just before Easter she commanded everyone to attend mass, make confession in a priest’s lug and take the sacrament on the tongue.’

‘It’s true. With an eye on the Vatican’s support, the regent has taken to heart the papal dogma of extra ecclesiam nulla salus,’ John Christison, a former priest, added.

Knox gave a nod of understanding. ‘Outside the Roman Church there is no salvation. Paul IV is a severe and unbending prelate. Thon Antichrist vowed that even if his own father were a heretic, he’d gather the wood to burn him.’

Willock clasped Knox’s hand. ‘Now’s the time to break from the fetters of Rome, brother. Scotland is on the brink of civil strife. We’re in dire need of a skipper to take the helm.’

‘What about thon Lords of the Congregation?’ Knox asked. The signatories to the bond had led him a merry dance over the past few years. He’d lost count of the number of times they had called him back to Scotland, assuring him the time was ripe to return. After several false starts and delays in Dieppe, he’d finally arrived home and, with barely time to regain his land legs, he’d been whisked into the midst of the maelstrom.

‘Many of the lords are biding their time, waiting to see which way the die falls,’ Willock replied. ‘The regent still has the support of her stepson, Lord James Stewart, the Earl of Argyll, as well as the Hamiltons. Her commander-in-chief, Châtelherault, is one of those who benefits from a lavish French pension.’ 

Knox gave a contemptuous snort. ‘So, the glister of the profit has blinded their eyes. It was ever thus.’ 

‘Nevertheless, the Ayrshire lords, including Glencairn and Ochiltree, have aye stood firm.’ 

‘Never mind thon band of noble ne’er-do-weils,’ Methven broke in. ‘Craftsmen and guildsmen like us champion the poor and needy who’re clamouring for reform. It’s not only the roasting of our martyr, Pastor Milne, that has provoked our brethren but your warning call, Mr Knox. The folk have taken to heart your words.’ 

Baffled, Knox asked, ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘Do you no mind? The Beggars’ Summons posted on the gate of every friary and monastery throughout the land on the first of January?’ Methven handed him a tattered scrap of paper.

Knox quickly scanned the summons. Written on behalf of the blind, the crooked, the bedridden, widows and orphans and all other poor folk, it ordered the flocks of friars to hand over their ill-gotten gains and quit their religious houses by Whitsun. Or else be forced out on Flitting Friday, the 12th day of May.

Knox looked up. ‘But that’s tomorrow. Who’s going to evict them?’ The eyes of all gazing upon him gave the answer. 

Lyndsay stepped forward. ‘The faithful await a signal from you, master.’

Knox felt trapped, the knot in his stomach tightened. Everyone believed he’d written this anonymous warning and looked to him for the next step. He should speak the truth but his thrapple felt so dry he doubted he could utter a sound. The same fear that had seized him before his first sermon at St Andrews now threatened to strangle him into silence. His back throbbed from injuries sustained in the galleys, firing tentacles of pain up the back of his neck and into the base of the skull. The words from Ezekiel came unbidden into his mind: I will make your tongue cleave to the roof of your mouth so that you will be dumb and unable to rebuke them, for they are a rebellious people. 

Knox had come home expecting to head a religious reformation not lead troops into battle. 

‘Never fash, there may be no need for action,’ Willock assured him. ‘Our followers have no desire for bloodshed and come weaponless. If the regent withdraws her summons, they shall retire peacefully. Forbye, the Laird of Dun has gone to Stirling to plead our case. We expect him soon.’

‘Aye, John Erskine has wisdom and tact,’ Knox agreed. ‘He’s the man to win her round.’ 

Willock glanced down the nave. ‘Here he comes now,’ he said and rushed forward to question the laird. ‘Has the regent relented?’

‘Aye, she has,’ Dun replied. 

A wave of hope washed over Knox. Conflict could now be averted and negotiations begin. ‘That’s good news.’ 

The laird shook his head. ‘I fear not, brother. Not only has she forbidden all preaching, she’s blown our pastors to the horn and commands us all to disperse.’

‘But not me,’ Knox replied. ‘I can still deliver my sermon.’ The regent’s remorseless response had banished all terror. ‘And I shall let our brethren know of the Jezebel’s deceit.’

From the pulpit Knox had a bird’s-eye view of the gaudy biblical scenes and plaster saints sheltering in niches that adorned the kirk. After the plain Protestant churches of the continent, St John’s was a blatant reminder that papistry still had a strong hold on Scotland. The tap root of idolatry must be wrenched out.

As Lyndsay tongue-lashed the crowd into silence, Knox stretched out his arms, raising the sleeves of his inky black Genevan gown like the wings of a mighty raven about to dive on its prey. 

‘The Lord gave these Commandments to Moses: Thou shalt have no other Gods before me. Thou shalt not make any graven image.’ His voice cracked like a clap of thunder on doomsday. ‘But open your een, dear brethren, and look around you. What do you see? Icons and graven images of saints, such as thon.’ He flapped an arm at a large painting above the altar. ‘Why should we bend the knee to this icon?’ 

‘Because thon’s St Bartholomew, patron saint of our guild, the skinners, tanners and glovers,’ a rough voice called out. The man in a leather apron who’d dared to interrupt Knox’s flow ploughed on. ‘The apostle and martyr was skinned alive for his faith. We paid for it to be painted and the priest blessed it last year.’

When his bold answer roused a cheer amongst his fellow guildsmen, Knox leaned over the edge of the pulpit and fixed his intense glare on the culprit. ‘Aye, but has splashing it with holy water given it miraculous powers? Should we bow and genuflect before his image, pleading like pagans before false gods? Priests have duped you, skilled craftsmen, into believing that by casting their spells, your handiwork can then work magic. What proof is there that any icon or saint’s relic has come to the aid of mankind? I say there is none.

‘Why, then, should we be in thrall to the superstitious beliefs of a foreign queen who has broken her pledge and forbidden us to practise the true religion? The Lord condemns idolatry and so must we. We must pull our people from the puddle of papistry.’

Heads waggled and tongues muttered, but at the end of the sermon there was no rousing cheer, only a tense hush punctuated by the shuffling of shoes and muted murmurings.

‘That was stirring stuff, brother.’ Methven’s gruff voice oozed with admiration. ‘In the pulpit you’re transfigured. All traces of woe and weariness are wiped from your face. How can the faithful fail to be moved by the spirit that blazes within you?’ 

 Knox darted his eyes round the nave. ‘Mayhap, but the folk seem on edge, uncertain. I doubt my arrow hit the target. I may have aimed too high and gone above their heads.’ 

Lyndsay sidled up to them. ‘Your sermon has sparked a flame. The folk are all fired up and ready to act. Say but the word, master. How should they proceed?’

Knox shrank from encouraging the battle-hungry soldier to stir up aggression. ‘Order them to disperse as quickly and quietly as possible.’

Though Lyndsay nodded his assent, Knox glimpsed a sceptical look on his face; but Willock took his arm and hauled him away before he could question the warrior. 

‘Come, brother. A good dinner to put fire in your kyte won’t go amiss. One of our Fife lairds, Murray of Tibbermuir, has invited us to dine with his family. A zealous supporter and Lord Ruthven’s nephew, he’s generously provided us with board and lodging, as well as funds,’ Willock added in a confidential whisper. 

‘We’re at your service, Master Knox, whenever you’re ready.’ Patrick Murray clapped his hand on the shoulder of a young lad who hopped from foot to foot. ‘My son Paddy here will take you to our house.’ 

‘Then I shall consider it a great honour.’ Besieged by well-wishers, Knox jostled his way to the portal when he was brought up short, unable to move forward. He looked down. A woman on her knees was clinging to the hem of his black gown. ‘Heal me with your blessing, Father, I beg you.’ 

Her papist words made him wince. Casting her a look of pity curdled with disgust, he tugged at his robe. ‘Rise up, sister, and shake yourself free. Be of good courage.’

‘My soul is sorely troubled, Father. I fear my papist past may condemn me to eternal damnation. I’m in urgent need of comfort.’ 

Though vexed by her whining, Knox helped her to her feet. ‘Never fash, mother. God forgives those who repent of their sins.’ But when she attempted to bless him with the sign of the cross, he quickly stayed her hand. The next moment him was pushed out of the way by someone bolting down the nave.

‘Is thon friar deaf, blind or doited?’ Lyndsay yelled as he hurtled towards a priest coming out of the vestry carrying a chalice. ‘He’s surely no daring to say mass. I’ll soon put a stop to that. Paddy, seize his papist gear while I deal with the rascal.’ 

The lad dithered but the instant he stepped onto the altar, the friar spun round and grabbed his arm. ‘This is a sacrilege. Only an anointed priest is allowed to touch the sacred vessels. We’re offering up a mass to God to purge the kirk of the blasphemies spilt from thon heretic Knox’s sullied lips.’ Opening his hand, he cuffed the lad so hard round the lugs that he fell down the steps.

While Paddy rubbed his smarting ears, Lyndsay drew his sword and pointed the tip at the friar’s neck. ‘I could slice your head off with one stroke but that would be too easy a death for the likes of you.’

Knox hurried forward and gripped his arm. ‘No violence, I beg you Sir Patrick. We’ll not have blood on our hands.’ 

‘If I may not harm the priest, then I shall cleanse the kirk of these papist idols, as you demanded, Preacher Knox.’ Lyndsay handed Paddy a musket ball. ‘Here, lad, you can be the one to cast the first stone. Let’s see how true your aim is. Start with thon cursed cross.’

The lead ball sent the crucifix crashing to the floor, knocking over beeswax candles and oil lamps that set alight the altar linens. Flailing his arms and lifting his skirts, the friar stomped about trying to douse the flames. 

‘Look at him!’ Lyndsay jeered. ‘Hopping about like a hen on a red-hot griddle. Good practice for hellfire where he’s headed!’ His whooping laughter alerted the friar’s brothers, who came scuttling out to help smoor the flames. ‘Look at them lowping like fleas! Doon wi the idols! Burn the icons!’

Lyndsay’s war cry was the flint that sparked the tinder. His men-at-arms who’d been loitering in the porch charged into the kirk, yelping and yowling to spur on the hostile horde of guildsmen and craftsmen.

‘The friars have had fair warning,’ Lyndsay cried. ‘Mind the Beggars’ Summons? Have the rooks fled their nests? Nay, they have not. Does it look as if they will? Nay, it does not. Then we’ll have to enforce their flitting. For if we don’t, the rooks will build them again.’ 

Knox watched in awe and disbelief as the regiment swept through the kirk like a mighty whirlwind, smashing statues to smithereens and shattering the locked tabernacle that housed the Eucharist hosts. The Holy of Holies had been breached: the temple veil had been torn down. 

Flashing a triumphant grin, Lyndsay thumped him on the back. ‘The trumpet has sounded, Mr Knox! This is the call the folk have been waiting for. The wrath of the people has been roused against the images of Romish idolatry. We maun grasp the thistle and gird ourselves for battle.’














Chapter Two

All the Queen’s Men 




Quod ane, ‘Tak up the Queen’s knight!’

A merrier dance micht nae man see.

—Ane Dance in the Queen’s Chamber

William Dunbar, 16th Century




12 May 1559, Stirling Castle

‘Pass the potion, Isabelle. Quickly.’ The prioress snapped her sclerotic fingers. The regent’s pallor had turned a deathly grey and she was fighting for breath. ‘There’s no time to lose. Mind and keep a steady hand.’

Since her sight was failing and her hands shoogled, Prioress Elisabeth Hepburn depended on her adopted daughter, Isabelle, to dole out the exact number of drops of fairy thimbles: one too few would do no good, one too many may prove fatal. She whispered a prayer to the Virgin as Isabelle raised the cup to the regent’s lips. For a few tense moments they waited for the infusion to restore colour to her cheeks. 

As her breathing became easier, Marie de Guise murmured her thanks and gestured to Isabelle. ‘Please fetch my mantle.’

A worried frown wrinkled Elisabeth’s forehead. ‘Are you sure you’re well enough to speak with the lords, madame?’ The tincture of dried foxglove leaves may have quickened her heartbeat, but would she have the strength for what would be an arduous discussion?

The regent clamped a hand on her forearm. ‘I must keep going.’ Her voice sounded raspy and hoarse. ‘I must not appear weak and give the rooks any excuse to fall upon me. I’ve done my best to meet the reformers’ demands and permitted them to practise their faith in privy kirks. But the preachers’ disobedience gave me no choice but to call them to account.’

Elisabeth admired her forbearance. For years the stout-hearted regent had toiled to uphold religious tolerance but her fickle lords had sorely tried her patience. Their harassment was wearying her to death, she feared. Only her iron will kept her going. Loath to let the ailing regent face the fight alone, the prioress and Isabelle had left St Mary’s Abbey in the charge of Sister Agnes to stand by the regent. 

‘You were right to do so, madame,’ Elisabeth replied. ‘This so-called Bond of Congregation is gaining support amongst the laity who cry themselves the faithful.’ She couldn’t suppress a snort. ‘Unfaithful more like. Their disloyalty threatens your authority. Nor is it religion that drives them but barefaced greed,’ she added in disgust.

The regent dipped her head sadly. ‘I fear you speak the truth, my dear prioress. Which is why we can no longer allow the reformist movement to grow, lest Protestant Elizabeth Tudor take advantage. For the lords may turn to England to line their pockets.’

‘If they haven’t done so already,’ Elisabeth replied. ‘The ill-begotten Boleyn lass will not only seek to spread the false religion over the border but use it as a Trojan Horse to lay claim to Scotland. Your daughter’s challenge to the English throne has inflamed the Tudor temper.’

‘Now that the English parliament has sanctioned the reformed church, she’ll be our greatest foe.’ Her weary, watery eyes gazed into the middle distance.

‘If the auld enemy dares to ding us doun, surely the auld alliance will come to our aid?’ Elisabeth asked. 

‘France may be our salvation.’ The regent’s swollen fingers picked up a letter from the pile on her writing table. ‘King Henri writes to say he is minded to war and to hazard his crown and all he has to raise and send an army to Scotland.’ A confident smile brightened her gloomy face. ‘We can expect forces to arrive any day now.’

‘Not before time,’ Elisabeth muttered. ‘Thon rant of ravens is circling as we speak, preparing to pounce.’

‘Let’s see if we can clip their wings before they do.’ The regent pushed herself onto unsteady feet and held out her arms for Isabelle to drape the mantle round her shoulders. 

Elisabeth was saddened to see how shabby the once regal garment had become; bald patches mottled the rich violet velvet and the miniver was as scruffy as the fur of a mangy wildcat. Throughout her regency, Queen Marie had striven to keep her fickle nobles on side with gifts and bribes. Coffers empty, she’d sold the lavish gowns and pawned the jewellery she’d brought as a bride from France, even her precious spousing ring, a single diamond worth 300 crowns. Now, with the last remnant of her dowry drooping round her stooping shoulders, she shuffled forwards in frayed velvet slippers, the only shoes that fitted her swollen feet. Elisabeth and Isabelle shared fraught glances.

In the inner hall, her secretary of state, Sir William Maitland, was eyeing up the large wall hangings. The lingel-backit Laird of Lethington folded his long frame into an obsequious bow. ‘I’ve been admiring these magnificent tapestries, Your Grace. The craftsmanship is sans pareil.’ 

‘And calculating their worth,’ Elisabeth mumbled through gritted teeth while helping the regent onto the canopied regal chair. There was no love lost between the prioress and her neighbours, the Maitlands of Lethington, who were keen to get their greedy paws on abbey lands. 

‘The Hunt of the Unicorn,’ the regent replied. ‘My dear departed husband commissioned them to brighten up these bare walls. May he rest in peace.’ She crossed herself with the ruby pectoral crucifix hanging on a gold chain and then kissed it. 

‘His Grace had exquisite taste and spared no expense, I see, madame,’ Maitland replied. 

‘And how is your wife, Lady Janet?’ Elisabeth enquired, not out of politeness, rather to prick his self-conceit. While her husband pursued his worldly ambition, Janet Menteith was left alone in the tower of Lethington, seeking solace for her melancholy soul at St Mary’s Abbey and cures for her sickly body from its apothecary. Her query had cut through the laird’s highly polished carapace, Elisabeth was pleased to see, bringing a faint blush to his pallid cheeks. 

Ensconced in a window recess, the regent’s stepson, Lord James Stewart, was deep in conversation with his brother-in-law, Archibald Campbell. The 5th Earl of Argyll was married to Jean Stewart, another of James V’s misbegotten bairns. The Scottish nobility were a tight-knit crew, forming a spider’s web of relationships that only made family feuds all the fiercer. Though bound by ties of kinship and political allegiance—both had signed the Bond of Covenant—this powerful pair clashed in temperament. Elisabeth trusted neither the melancholic Stewart nor the fiery Argyll. The womanising earl had a roving eye, whereas lust for power motivated the dour Lord James who, she suspected, had his eye on the regency if not the crown. Resentment nibbled away at the eldest and, however painful to admit, wisest of James V’s base sons. His pushy mother, Margaret Erskine, who maintained the king had secretly married her, spurred her cuckoo into believing he should be his father’s rightful heir. 

As they bowed in obeisance, Marie de Guise cast them all a stern look. ‘Have the delinquents dispersed?’

A solemn expression lengthened Lord James’s sallow face. The royal gowk, as Elisabeth called the cuckoo, had inherited his father’s aquiline features and steely grey eyes but not the gold-red hair nor the Stewart charm. Drooping, hooded eyes hid his emotions, and a long nose hovering over thin lips hinted at a thrawn, austere temperament aggravated, Elisabeth suspected, by a bilious belly. 

‘Nay, Your Grace. They hold themselves as guilty of the charges as their ministers are and will suffer with them,’ he replied, his manner unsufferably grandiose, Elisabeth thought.

‘Suffer! They call rebellion suffering?’ she exclaimed. ‘This isn’t a religious revolt but an uprising against your authority, madame. This is outright sedition.’ 

‘Their followers haven’t donned steel bonnets, Dame Prioress, nor have they rebelled.’ A smug smirk skimmed Lord James’s thin, pursed lips. His self-righteous tone was irksome: his high-handed manner cloaked villainy in virtue.

 ‘As Christians they’re loath to draw the sword. They come unarmed to remonstrate with Your Grace first so that no one may dare accuse them of any treason. All they desire is to possess the gospel and none within Scotland shall be more obedient subjects.’

‘It’s a perilous thing when subjects declare themselves so openly against their ruler’s authority,’ the regent replied crisply.

Argyll swaggered forward, his cruelly handsome face crooking into a savage leer. ‘It’s a bold thing for rulers to meddle with the consciences of their subjects.’ His voice lowered to a menacing growl. ‘By doing so you’re making yourself a tool of the bishops and Rome.’

Incensed, Elisabeth snapped, ‘Steek your tongue, my lord. How dare you insult the queen’s grace.’ She could tell a few stories about him and his philandering, she thought. What his long-suffering wife Jean Stewart had to thole. 

The regent placed a conciliatory hand on Elisabeth’s arm before turning to Argyll. ‘I adhere to the terms of the Peace of Augsburg: Cuius regio, eius religio,’ she retorted. ‘In case you’ve forgotten your Latin as well as your manners, my lord, it means whose realm, his religion, whereby subjects should practise the faith of their sovereign. Do you, my lords, dare to daunt me from doing justice against seditious schismatics?’

‘If Archbishop Hamilton had his way, he fain would burn all the heretics as he did with Walter Milne,’ Elisabeth said tetchily. 

A clamour coming from the outer hall caused everyone to turn nervously towards the door. Spurs clinking and boots clunking on the flagstones, the French commander d’Oisel strode towards the regent while James Hamilton, flushed-faced and wheezing like a bag o’ pipes, waddled in his wake. 

D’Oisel pulled off his helmet and wiped the sweat from his face. ‘Your order to outlaw the preachers has antagonised their followers, Your Grace. They’ve gone on the rampage. The mob has not only flattened St John’s Church but ransacked all the religious houses of Perth: Franciscans, Dominicans, Carmelites, Black and Grey Friars, none have been spared. The marauders have carried off everything: gold, silver, even the linen and napery.’

‘This is their response to the Beggars’ Warning,’ Châtelherault piped up, ‘that threatened to evict the clergy before Whitsun. So it has come to pass.’

Elisabeth thrust her arms into her sleeves and glowered at Lord James. ‘With your blessing, my lord. Thon so-called summons was naught but a cunning scheme to raise the people’s wrath against the true Church. Is that not sedition?’

The royal Bastard placed his hand on his heart and pulled a sanctimonious face. ‘We cannot blame these poor but honest chiels for taking ruthless revenge into their own hands and plundering the storehouses of monks who profess a vow of poverty.’

Though Elisabeth’s eyes may be failing and her hearing less sharp, her sixth sense, an ability to sniff out hypocrisy and insincerity, was still keen. Nor was her tongue blunted.

‘Such as the canons of your priory, my lord prior, who live off the fat of monastic land?’ she challenged. ‘With your high-minded scruples, why haven’t you chastised them for their gluttony and greed and forced them to share out their victuals and vintage wines? Forbye, not all monasteries are so corrupt: many are truly Houses of God. Hospices for the sick and refuges for the poor, as well as havens for pilgrims and wayfarers.’ 

She stopped to catch her breath before going on, ‘These so-called reverent robbers should bear that in mind when they plunder. Have they no consciences? Do they defy the eighth commandment: Thou shalt not steal? Nae doubt these devout disciples prayed to God for forgiveness while stuffing their pockets.’

The royal gowk shot her a black look. ‘I’m sure no honest man will be enriched by a groat but will donate it all to the poor.’

‘Such faith.’ Elisabeth made no attempt to veil the sarcasm in her voice. 

‘Most heinous of all they have desecrated the Charterhouse,’ d’Oisel griped.

Elisabeth shuddered. The Charterhouse of the Carthusian monastery contained royal tombs, including those of James I and James IV’s wife. Though she bore no love for Margaret Tudor, who’d murdered her sister Meg to steal her husband, violating her last resting place was a sacrilege, her belief shared by the regent, as shown by the crimson spots of outrage inflaming her pale cheeks. 

‘Why did the magistrates not send in the town guard to restore order?’

D’Oisel shrugged his metal shoulders. ‘How could they, madame? They were powerless against the rabble stirred up to divine ire by Preacher Knox’s sermon against idolatry.’

His words took Elisabeth aback. Her heart skipped several beats. ‘John Knox is here?’

‘Aye, he arrived from Geneva a few days ago, and straightaway joined his fellow preachers,’ the royal Bastard reported with a self congratulory smirk that stuck in Elisabeth’s craw.

 ‘And no one thought to inform me?’ The regent fixed accusing eyes on the lords. ‘In which case, I now mean to surprise them.’ She pointed at Châtelherault skulking behind d’Oisel. ‘I order you, my lord, as my troop commander to muster every man of substance with their vassals to confront the rebels and crush their sacrilegious rebellion.’

 The false-hearted lords exchanged questioning glances before the Bastard spoke up. ‘Madame, I’d advise caution. Revenge and resentment fuel your present response, but pacification rather than punishment would be more prudent.’ 

‘Aye, in truth, Lord James speaks with reason,’ the duke stammered.

How like the erstwhile Errant Arran to swither, Elisabeth thought. ‘You mean he speaks with treason, my lord. You never fail to remind Her Grace of your claim to be the second person in the realm and the archbishop’s half-brother. As such you have a duty to protect the true Church. Desperate times deserve desperate measures.’

Humming and hawing and waving his hands in the air, the pretender to the throne cast pleading looks at his cronies. By her marriage treaty, if Mary Stewart died without issue, the Scottish crown would revert to her nearest blood relative, James Hamilton. God forbid that should ever happen, Elisabeth thought. 

D’Oisel turned on the cringing coward. ‘Do you dare to disobey a royal command? The Congregation army is holding Perth against the regent. Which are you, sir? Traitor or arrant coward?’ Furious, he reached for the hilt, ready to draw his sword. 

Daunted by the French commander, a warrior of superior character and experience, the duke faltered. ‘Aye … I mean nay. As Your Grace commands. As soon as we’ve gathered sufficient forces, we shall march on Perth.’

‘By Your Grace’s leave,’ Lord James began, ‘may I suggest that before venting your wrath on innocent townsfolk, you issue a warning to the reformers to leave the town.’

‘Nay,’ Elisabeth nipped. ‘If they’ve already disobeyed orders to disperse, what makes you think they will obey now? Knox’s villainous attack on female rulers has encouraged them to stand in no awe of our queen.’ She could never forgive him for his poisonous tract, The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment of Women.

The regent waved a puffy hand. ‘Put them all to the horn. On pain of treason.’

‘What of Knox? Shall we arrest him?’ D’Oisel asked. 

Elisabeth held back, waiting for the queen’s reply. If arrested, he’d surely be condemned to the pyre. Until now Marie de Guise hadn’t followed Bloody Mary Tudor’s example of burning heretics, but these were dangerous times. The regent’s greatest foe was not Elizabeth Tudor, but John Knox. He’d come, hellbent on tearing down not only a few chapels but toppling the whole Roman Catholic edifice in Scotland, including the monarchy. For such mutiny, Elisabeth had to accept that Knox, her own son, must face the ultimate punishment.

The regent thought for a moment. ‘Outlaw him, too,’ she pronounced. ‘That should silence his rabid rantings.’














Chapter Three

Defection




But be ye fraudful and forsake them. 

‘Treason!’

—It comes you lovers to be loyal

Anonymous, 16th Century




Perth, May 1559 

‘My sermon may have been passionate, but I never expect pandemonium to break out,’ Knox confessed, much shaken. 

While the raging whirlwind swept through Perth, he'd taken refuge in Murray’s house. He hadn’t slept a wink all night nor was he able to stomach any food apart from some mealy brose and bannocks. His hope for a smooth, reasonable takeover by the brethren was undone by the hell hounds unleashed by Lyndsay’s rascal multitude. Sipping from a wooden cup, he gazed out of the window into the street strewn with debris.

Willock tore off a hunk of bread and dipped it into his crowdie ‘Aye, iconoclasm is one thing but the wanton destruction of buildings is another. Events are beyond our control, brother. Our fate is now in God’s hands.’ 

But what did the Lord have in mind? A blast of a trumpet cut through Knox’s thoughts. He thumped down his cup and made for the door, colliding with young Paddy scampering into the room. ‘A man in fancy gear fain would speak with you, master.’

Knox’s scowl deepened as he listened with mounting irritation to the Lyon Herald delivering the regent’s orders: the Congregation were to leave Perth forthwith on pain of treason. Behind him the trio of Lord James, Argyll and Maitland shifted uncomfortably.

 ‘This is intolerable. What do you say to this, my lords?’ Knox demanded but their embarrassed silence said it all. ‘Are you here to defend her action? If so, you've broken covenant and forsaken the Congregation. Your swithering support has swindled the brethren in their hour of greatest need.’

While Argyll and Maitland lowered their gazes, Lord James’s hooded eyes met his furious stare. ‘And you, my lord,’ Knox goaded him, ‘you claim to be a devoted friend of the reformation, yet you take the regent’s part. Where do your loyalties lie?’

Lord James looked down his long neb at him. ‘I assure you my heart and spirit are still true to the cause but I’m prepared to thole the skaith and scorn from both sides in order to glean knowledge of their intents,’ he retorted. ‘By holding Perth against the regent’s orders, you’re not only breaching the law, Mr Knox, but challenging royal authority. We've come to prevent bloodshed.’

‘And restore order,’ Maitland the diplomat added. ‘To do so, we've bound ourselves to the regent to work for peace. If you refuse to act reasonably and accept her offer to negotiate a settlement, we shall assist her against the Congregation.’

‘Aye,’ Argyll echoed, ‘honour prevents us from breaking with the regent.’

‘Can I believe my lugs? You’re defending the Jezebel?’ Knox’s voice rose to a squeal. ‘Who means to raze St John’s town of Perth to the ground? Who would destroy every man, woman and child, set the town on fire and then sow it with salt in a sign of perpetual desolation?’ 

A stunned silence followed his savage outburst, broken by Maitland who sneered, ‘Is that one of your prophecies? I don’t recall the regent uttering such vicious threats. It appears to me you’re putting false words in her mouth.’

Knox glared daggers at him. ‘Then I shall confront her and tell her we’re not rebelling but simply defending the true religion,’ he thundered, ‘and this doesn’t mean her papist religion, a superstition devised by the brain of man. If she persists in her murderous course, she’ll bear responsibility for the chaos.’

Willock drew Knox aside to speak in a soothing voice, ‘If I may speak plainly, brother, diplomacy is not your strong suit. By temperament you’re too thrawn and, dare I say, quarrelsome.’

Chastised he may have been, but Knox was not contrite. ‘I’m a far better friend to her than thon lickspittle flatterers who are deliberately setting her against us.’

‘If you’ll allow me, brother, I shall devise a message.’ 

Reluctantly, Knox agreed to Willock’s proposal. In return for tolerating their faith, the Congregation would evacuate Perth on the following terms. No molestation of their army and no persecutions against reformers. No inhabitants to be punished for recent troubles or for supporting Protestants and no French troops to be billeted in the town.

‘Nor indeed any Frenchman to come within three miles of the town,’ Knox added.

Maitland nodded sagely. ‘That seems a fair compromise. We promise to repeat your words to the regent as far as we can.’

Knox glowered: he didn’t trust the Machiavellian statesman. ‘Change not one word…’ he warned and then snorted in derision. ‘Thon papist Jezebel never keeps her vows. I doubt, nay, I predict, the regent will break these terms as soon as hearing them.’

Lord James screwed up his face. ‘My step-mother—,’ he covered his mouth to stifle a belch, ‘—will be loyal to her word.’

Knox pointed a bony finger at them. ‘To prove your loyalty to our cause, will the three of you swear by Almighty God that if she refuses to listen to reasonable terms or should break any treaty you shall openly take part against her?’

The unholy trinity fell into a whispered huddle before answering in unison, ‘Aye, we swear.’ 

‘We shall see,’ Knox muttered to their retreating backs.




29 May, Crail 

Against Knox’s better judgement, the Congregation army left Perth for Crail, forty miles away. They were setting up camp when Willock tore into the tent with news that four hundred French soldiers under d’Oisel’s command had entered Perth. 

Balancing on a shoogly three-leggged stool, Knox smirked. ‘As I predicted.’

‘The regent’s given orders to repair the friaries,’ Willock went on, ‘and monks have set up tables from local taverns in St John’s Kirk to replace the damaged altars.’ 

‘How profane!’ Knox mocked. ‘So priests will perform their pageant on boards for serving drunkards, dicers and card-players.’

‘Meanwhile, the papist French have pillaged the monk’s well-stocked cellars. Kittled up with wine, they’ve gone berserk, marauding and plundering.’ 

Willock stopped to catch his breath before continuing. ‘Worst of all, they’ve killed an innocent wean. While Murray and his family were watching from a balcony, the French soldiers levelled their hackbuts at them and shot his son. They carried his corpse to show and shame the regent. It was a pity it chanced on the son and not on the father, she was heard to quip.’

The news horrified Knox. Only days ago he’d been breaking bread with the family and now Paddy, barely twelve-years-old, had been murdered in cold-blood while the ruthless regent scoffed. By the time the unholy trinity deigned to show their faces, his temper was at boiling point. ‘What did I tell you?’ he upbraided them. ‘If you traitors have come to justify the Jezebel’s treachery for breaking her word then I’ve no wish to hear you. Sleeekit-tongued serpents all of you. Away and crawl back to your Delilah de Guise.’

A deep scowl etched Lord James’s doleful face. ‘We didn’t flinch from chiding the regent for this open perfidy.’

‘In her defence,’ Maitland interjected, ‘she claims that no vows or obligations are binding towards heretics.’ Holding up a hand to ward off Knox’s protest, he went on, ‘she also argues that, by the terms of her daughter’s marriage treaty, the French are, in fact, naturalised Scots.’

Knox scowled. ‘So that’s her sophistry. By the same token, the Scots amongst them are naturalised Frenchmen, untrustworthy mercenaries in the French king’s pocket. Such duplicity was to be expected. The guile of the Guises is legendary.’ Narrowing his eyes he queried, ‘And you my honourable lords, where do you now stand?’

Shuffling their feet the trio avoided his gaze, letting silver-tongued Maitland answer, ‘We’re greatly disappointed and ashamed the regent has not kept the terms.’

Lord James thumped his breast. ‘Wrath and indignation fill our hearts. We cannot sanction her crafty deceit.’

‘Aye, pure malice has driven her to make a revenge attack on Perth.’ Argyll made a fist.

Suspecting their indignation was feigned Knox wrinkled his brow. ‘Worthy sentiments, my lords, but you haven’t answered my question.’

Lord James gave a perfunctory shrug. ‘Because of her duplicity, the regent has lost our support. We’re here to give our oath of allegiance to the band of the faithful.’

Confused, Knox didn’t know whether to be pleased or sceptical. ‘Do you plan a counter-attack on Perth?’

Argyll shook his head. ‘Nay, thon town is now sullied by the French papists. We shall leave it to its fate.’

‘We’ll capture the religious capital instead,’ Lord James said. ‘With support from the Fife and Angus lairds we’re in a strong position. And being Prior of St Andrews gives me an advantage.’

Knox’s eyes lit up. St Andrews. Could this be true? The ancient city had a strong hold on his heart. Facing death in the galleys, he’d sailed past the city and vowed to preach in the cathedral. From that day forward he’d recovered both health and resolve: to blow the Lord’s trumpet and take the field against Satan’s might in the very heart of papist Scotland. He was in striking distance of fulfilling that pledge.

Confident of a bloodless coup, the lords sent Maitland to parley. Within a few hours he returned with the Master of Lord James’s household, Robert Colville of Cleish who reported, ‘The archbishop has mustered the episcopal guard in Blackfriars cloisters to greet you with a dozen culverins.’

Knox gave a grim laugh. ‘Hamilton is a man of soldierly spirit. He’d have made a valiant warrior, more so than his hunker-sliding half-brother, Errant Arran.’ 

‘Preach in the cathedral and he’ll order his guard to fire on you in the pulpit, with your neb as target,’ Colville added.

While this bold threat roused Knox’s mirth, his doughty commanders seemed daunted.

‘If that’s true, dare you to preach?’ Argyll asked. 

Lord James stroked his beard to a point. ‘Not only do we face Hamilton’s men, but the regent’s French troops are only twelve miles away in Falkland.’

Even the phlegmatic Maitland seemed browbeaten. ‘My thoughts run with those of my honourable lords. If your appearance in the pulpit sacrifices your life and that of your defenders, we can’t take the risk.’

Knox scratched his bearded chin. Whose safety bothered them? His or their own? Had God not saved His messenger from death in the galleys to preach His mission? No coward slave, he would stand fast. 

‘Your honours, the Lord is on my side. I cannot cease doing my duty. I shall preach the gospel in St Andrews where God first called me to the ministry.’ Saying this he recalled Sir David Lindsay’s last words to him: ‘Forbye, all it took for Joshua to bring the walls of Jericho tumbling down was a trumpet.’

‘We’ll need more than trumpets or sackbuts,’ Maitland muttered archly, ‘but hackbuts and muskets. We may have the men, but we lack a skillful commander with the experience to confront the French.’

It was true. The melancholic, bilious Lord James had the prestige and clout but not the smeddum to be an inspiring war leader, while his brothers-in-law, Patrick Lyndsay and Argyll, were both hotheads with little military skill. 

‘I know of one man who could vanquish the foe,’ Maitland went on, ‘a seasoned warrior greatly admired for his bravery.’ 

‘Then find him,’ Knox replied, ‘and recruit him to our cause.’






Chapter Four

The Corbie Messenger


Then Pertok spaik that feigneth faith before

—Moral Fables

Robert Henryson, 15th-16th Century


Falkland Palace, 10 June 1559

In the presence chamber the last rays of the evening sun slanting through the mullioned windowpanes cast squares onto the oak floor where the queen’s men paced to and fro like pieces on a chessboard. Keeping their heads down, cowled monks and friars fondled their rosary beads, praying for deliverance, while bishops and knights squabbled at loggerheads. Only this was no trivial pastime: the fate of the realm was at stake in this game with everything to play for, Elisabeth thought.

Perched on stools by the window to catch the light, the queen’s ladies prattled as they plied their needles through embroidery hoops. Elisabeth set about stirring a tincture in a glass of wine, taking care not to misjudge the dose. A pity Isabelle wasn’t here but she’d returned to the abbey where Sister Agnes had taken ill. Placing the glass in the regent’s hand, Elisabeth stooped to whisper in her ear. ‘It’s not safe for Your Grace to bide here.’ Against advice, Marie de Guise had left the safety of Stirling Castle to come to Falkland Palace where her husband had died alone and in despair, an ominous move, Elisabeth fretted. ‘The heretics are marching on St Andrews, bursting with righteous indignation about broken promises and the slaughter of the innocents by drunken soldiery.’ 

One of her ladies, Jenny Fleming, whose sharp ears were aye on the prick, piped up, ‘Don’t believe all their blaw and bluster. It was only one young lad.’

‘May he rest in peace,’ the regent murmured and signed with the cross. 

‘It’s a pity thon Preacher Knox wasn’t shot in the poor lamb’s stead,’ Lady Fleming retorted. ‘He seems to be the main rabble rouser.’

‘That would only make a martyr of him,’ Elisabeth said tartly before lowering her voice. ‘And play into the hands of the heretics who would malign our queen as another Bloody Mary, which she is not and never will be.’ 

The regent drained the potion and dabbed her lips. ‘The papal nuncio will arrive shortly. I’ve summoned him to find out when we may expect support from the Vatican.’

Elisabeth’s heart sank. She had little faith in John Row. Ever since his failure to defend the queen in Edinburgh, she had doubted his sincerity. Along with the wheen of degrees gained in Rome, he’d acquired the arrogance and conceit of a Vatican prince. 

A trumpet blast heralded the entrance of the papal envoy, a spare, upright figure expensively attired in a black velvet cloak fully lined with sable. Dr Row doffed his feathered hat, sweeping a bow to the regent and giving the prioress a barely polite nod of recognition. 

‘I’ve warned His Holiness that the Roman Church may never be redeemed without a great deal of bloodshed,’ the regent began, ‘but if he’ll send money and military support, there’s hope our benighted Church may soon be restored to her ancient liberty.’

Only the faintest glimmer, Elisabeth thought.

Row raised a slender hand to his lips and cleared his throat. ‘Your Grace, certain questions need to be asked and, more importantly, answered before Rome is prepared to translate words into decisive action.’ 

Elisabeth stiffened, wary of this mealy-mouthed diplomat’s suave manners. 

He slapped his soft kid gloves against the palm of one hand. ‘We need to be clear about the nature of the civil unrest in Scotland. Why has it erupted? Is the Congregation’s rebellion motivated by conscience or expedience? Not only that, why has your stepson, Lord James, defected to their side? And finally, what pledges were made, broken by whom and at whose instance? We must determine whether you’re a damsel in distress.’ A supercilious sneer flickered over his lips. ‘Or a despot whose dishonourable actions have incited her subjects to rebel.’ His smirk warped into an accusing glare, trained on the regent.

An indignant flush stained her pale cheeks. ‘Sir, do you dare to accuse me of breaking my word?’

Row’s lithe fingers tapped his hairless chin. ‘Reports that you violated the Perth Agreement have added a new dimension to the situation.’

‘This is a rebellion of insolent nobles against our authority under the mantle of religion.’ The regent strove to suppress her mounting anger. ‘These seditious schismatics are infecting the people with their false doctrine and urging them to profane church property.’

Unable to stay silent, Elisabeth broke in, ‘Meanwhile, the Holy Father lolls on his golden throne and lifts not a beringed finger to assist Rome’s special daughter. The silence from the Vatican is deafening.’

Dr Row looked down his lang beak at her. ‘May I remind you that Pope Paul is in his eighty-fourth year and gravely ill.’

‘Decrepit auld age is no excuse,’ Elisabeth retorted, her voice edged with wintry disdain. 

‘Strengthening the people’s faith may help gain papal support,’ Row went on.

Elisabeth pinned on an innocent smile. ‘Such as performing a miracle, perhaps?’ 

Row’s face clouded. ‘The so-called miracle at Loretto turned out to be a hoax perpetrated by a fraudster and severely damaged the Catholic Church’s reputation. Nay, I had in mind, the simple and cheap catechism available to all produced by Archbishop Hamilton.’

Elisabeth gave a snort. ‘Forgive me, sir, but his Two-penny Faith isnae worth a farthing never mind tuppence, which is why folk are not scrambling over each other to buy it. Why should they? When the archbishop plunders church funds to fill the Hamiltons’ coffers and parish priests are left unpaid. Little wonder they’re fleeing in droves to the reformed faith.’ 

Ignoring his thunderous look, she went on, ‘They’d rather read the Beggars’ Summons ten times over, for its truth strikes at their hearts. The archbishop has done nothing to bridle the depravity amongst the prelates. But then he’s hardly a shining example, siring three ill-begotten sons by his concubine. As long as the Vatican receives our tithes they will not act. Mark my words, once the mob have torn down every religious edifice, Rome won’t even get tuppence.’

Dr Row clenched his angular jaw. ‘I place my trust in Archbishop Hamilton, madame. Having sworn to defend St Andrews, he cannot let the seat of the Roman Catholic Church in Scotland fall to the heathens,’ he added flapping a glove rudely in her face.

Unable to resist, Elisabeth snatched the offending gauntlet. ‘On the one hand,’ she waved the glove under his nose, ‘Rome refuses to lend support if it’s political, and on the other, France refuses to intervene if it’s religious. But what if it’s both? Swaddled in the mantle of this new religion, James V’s cuckoo intends to snatch the Scottish crown clean away from our queen. Forbye, shouldn’t the pope be pursuing Queen Mary’s rightful claim to the English throne?’ 

With growing exasperation, Dr Row seized back his glove and snapped, ‘Conscience moves Lord James to take arms only in defence of his religion.’

This only confirmed Elisabeth’s suspicion that the papal nuncio was a swithering, swaggering weather cock. 

‘This mutiny of the multitude is not motivated by the gospel, sir. It's not idolatry that moves the heathens but greed and spoils. They contrive to raid the country’s coffers and grab power for themselves.’ Worried she’d gone too far, Elisabeth stole an apprehensive glance at the regent, who was bobbing her head in agreement. 

‘Then I urge you, as papal nuncio, to ask my lords where their consciences and honour lie. However noble their motives, those who not only band against the sovereign, but also solicit foreign aid and seek a foreign alliance, are rebels.’ Her tone was severe. ‘In my daughter's name, I command you to parley with the lords who have deserted their rightful queen. Now go.’

Dr Row bowed briskly and left, walking backwards on ungainly stork legs. The regent sank back into her chair and pressed a hand against her breast. The meeting had greatly upset her. Pouring more wine into the goblet, Elisabeth added a few calming drops of lacrimae papaveris, a rare tincture made from poppy seeds that Lindsay had procured. With only a small phial left, she had to ration it carefully. 

A desperate sigh escaped Marie de Guise’s lips. ‘Our last and only hope lies with my daughter and her husband. I’ve begged them to prevail upon King Henri to lend his support.’

Lady Fleming cast aside her embroidery hoop. ‘I wouldnae put my trust in King Henri, madame. Whatever he says, his words are laced with falsity. I should ken.’ 

Embittered by her experience at the French court, Janet Stewart never let anyone forget that being James IV’s natural daughter, she was of royal blood. Widowed by the Battle of Pinkie, she’d served as Queen Mary’s governess, until hounded out of France for a liaison with King Henri. Nevertheless, the jilted mother of his most highly favoured son kept in touch with the father through Montmorency, the Constable of France. ‘It grieves me to foil your hopes, madame, but Henri affirms he has no right to intervene in a religious conflict.’

A handy excuse, Elisabeth thought.

‘Nor does he wish to upset the English queen,’ Lady Fleming went on. ‘Forbye, he’s had wars for long enough with his auld enemies and is loath to enter into a new, needless war with his auld allies.’

Despair cast a shadow over the regent’s sallow face. ‘Apart from Commander d’Oisel, I fear I have no allies. I no longer know whom to trust, my dear prioress.’

Frowning, Elisabeth nodded. Sadly, it was true, but all was not lost. ‘There’s at least one earl who hasn’t signed the bond.’ She sucked in a breath. ‘My nephew, James Hepburn. On becoming Earl of Bothwell, he swore allegiance to the crown and vowed to stay true to the Hepburn motto: Keep Tryst. Two such battle-scarred warriors as Bothwell and d’Oisel would soon rout the wretched horde of ruffians.’ 

But where was he? Despite being a member of the privy council, the wild borderer had not been seen at court for months. 

‘If we can prise him from Janet Scott’s ample bosom,’ Lady Fleming remarked with a knowing look. ‘You ken he’s fallen under the wizard lady of Branxholm’s spell?’

‘Clishmaclaver,’ was Elisabeth’s retort to the gossip about her twenty-four-year-old nephew and the forty-year-old niece of Cardinal Beaton, thrice widowed, once divorced and mistress many times over. ‘What could be more natural than a borders landowner striking up a close friendship with his neighbour.’

‘If it were only that.’ The sponge for court gossip licked her lips and leant forward confidentially. ‘It’s no secret she dabbles in the black arts not only to keep her beauty from fading but to ensnare men’s hearts. She aye has a gaggle of gallants at her tail.’

Detecting large dollops of jealousy in this ageing Venus’s judgement, Elisabeth nipped back, ‘Mind your tongue, Jenny, for damning a feisty woman like Lady Janet as a witch.’

Elisabeth could only admire the wronged widow who’d bided her time before taking revenge on her husband’s murderers. Gathering a large body of Scotts, she’d hunted down his killer cowering in a chapel. With scant regard for the sanctity of the church, she’d smashed the door with an axe and flung the coward to the baying mob. Her fearlessness in the face of these lawless reivers had so impressed Marie de Guise that she issued a warrant to halt the judicial proceedings against her. Doubtless Lady Scott was gifted with the glamour, the magic power to enchant the beholder, but it was her smeddum, her spunk, as much as her charm that had bewitched Bothwell.

‘It’s not uncommon for young lads to have their heads turned by an older woman. Forbye, their age difference will condemn their romance to a short-lived fling,’ Elisabeth replied. ‘James is a hot-blooded youth, and though she may not tame our wild earl, at least she distracts him from innocent young maidens until the time comes for him to take a wife.’ 

A mischievous smile flickered across Lady Fleming’s lips. ‘Their dalliance might not be a mere fling but something more serious, if the bruit about their handfasting turns out to be true.’

Elisabeth gave a start. ‘Handfasting? Surely not!’

‘Oh, aye. It all came out when a plaintiff who’d brought a case against Lady Scott complained he wouldnae get a fair hearing because Sheriff Bothwell was her spouse. The plaintiff’s plea was upheld and another sheriff found. There can be no surer proof of their handfasting than that sworn in a court of law.’

Wait till she got hold of him, Elisabeth fumed. Whatever his marital state, Bothwell had to be reminded of his martial duties. Someone had to stand up against Knox’s monstrous regiment of rebels.

Seeking peace and quiet in the Chapel Royal, the prioress knelt at the altar and intoned the closing words of Vespers. The Lord bless us, and keep us from all evil, and bring us to everlasting life. Amen. Why did God not answer their prayers? Whose side was the Lord on? Did He really want this magnificent chapel destroyed? As she gazed round the works of beauty and skill commissioned by James V to impress his bride, she dreaded to think how the heretics would desecrate the fine wooden panelling, haul the exquisite tapestries from the walls, hack at the carved oak screen. Surely these cruel savages could not have God’s blessing? None the wiser she left the chapel and was crossing palace courtyard when a horde of horsemen thundered at speed through the gates. Her heart skipped several beats. They were under attack: the rebels had breached their defences. 

‘Take the regent to safety,’ she shouted to the sentries. Without another thought she hurled herself at a galloping horse and grabbed hold of the plump calf dangling in the stirrup.

‘What are you doing? Let go!’ The rider struggled to shake his leg free, but Elisabeth clung on for dear life. ‘Prioress! I insist!’ 

Glancing up, she loosened her grip to allow Archbishop Hamilton’s portly frame to dreep down from the saddle. ‘I must speak with Her Grace,’ he wheezed. ‘The Day of Doom can never be so dreadful. The sacred city has fallen. We've lost everything.’

Elisabeth cast an eye over the long line of donkeys laden with boxes and bundles trailing behind him and raised a querying eyebrow. The Archbishop of St Andrews had managed to salvage some valuables, it seemed.

Ensconced in the regent’s bedchamber, Hamilton quaffed several large goblets of claret to steady his nerves and munched through a plateful of honeyed confits to restore his strength. Some champion, Elisabeth thought as he stuffed his brosie face. He was no Cardinal Beaton. He’d never be prepared to shed his blood as a martyr for his faith. Instead, he was buckling under the bullying and squirrelling away what valuables he could for himself.

‘The heretic preacher Knox is to blame for whipping up rebellion,’ he griped. ‘His sermon on Christ’s cleansing of the temple called for all buildings polluted by papistry to be purified. We did our best, but we were no match for the ravenous rabble,’ he gabbled with his jaws stappit full. ‘In only two days they’ve torn down what has taken centuries to build. Not only the cathedral but every religious house in the city has been levelled. Only the walls remain. Down with the nests, and the rooks will fly away, that’s what he demanded.’ 

‘What of the civil authorities?’ the regent asked. ‘Did the town council not take action?’

Hamilton’s fat jowls jiggled. ‘The provost not only surrendered the city to the mob but urged them to strip the churches of idolatry. Then they built a pyre on the site of Walter Milne’s execution and burned everything.’

‘A bonfire of the vanities,’ Elisabeth muttered. ‘How profane. And the sacred relics? Have they been saved?’ The bones of St Andrew, Alexander I’s silver spear and the crystal cross carried at Bannockburn were
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