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Chapter I 

 

Autumn 1561 

 

 An ominous cloud hung stubbornly above, threatening to unleash its fury again on any 

who dared to sit beneath its cover.  The incessant pouring of rain that had converged on Leith for 

the whole of the night prior had finally given way to a fine mist that was slightly more tolerable.  

The jagged rocks that marked the shoreline of the River Forth still bore the evidence of the late 

summer’s storm, leaving a mixture of sediment and foam that stank of the ocean life that lived 

just beyond the firth’s reach.  Yet it was here that I chose to sit and wait every morning for the 

past two months.  Aye, for two months I had faithfully come, not knowing the day nor the hour 

of her arrival.  My bonnie lass, the secret name I had affectionately called Queen Mary when we 

were children.  However, I had to keep reminding myself that she wasn’t little anymore.  She 

was a woman now and although still young, she had already experienced widowhood.   

 “Did her letter to you happen to mention when her boat is to be expected?” My 

acquaintance, William Maitland, had decided to join me today in my wait, and his words now 

pulled me from my reverie. 

“It did not. She simply gave her date of departure, a few suggested courses her boat might 

take, and that she would be wearing a burgundy dress.” 

Maitland laughed a deep, throaty rumble. “Yes, I can see why that would be one of the 

more important bits of information to share with you.” 

 I shot him a sardonic look, but it went unnoticed for I did not turn my head. 

 “Tis a shame…about her husband, I mean,” he continued. “There could be no more 

glorious a court than that of Francis and Mary of France. She surely will be a sight to behold 

though. I have heard she is quite comely.”  



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/3 
 

“I do not know about that,” I tried to blow off his effusive display of enthusiasm. “All I 

do know is that I could not allow her homecoming to pass unmarked without my 

acknowledgement.  I requested a leave of my position from the church in Glasgow with a 

promise that I would put myself to work upon my arrival in Edinburgh. I then left immediately 

and have been waiting here every day since.”  

However, today would be met with satisfaction, for soon we heard a boat approaching in 

the distance. When at last we saw the bright banners of her caravel unfurled against the earthy 

backdrop of the Scottish horizon, my heart began to beat rapidly.  I wondered if Mary would 

recognize me.  We had written to each other throughout our childhoods but once she married the 

French Dauphin her letters became scarce, and even more so when they were crowned 

sovereigns.  It wasn’t because she no longer took an interest in our friendship, but her duties as 

the Queen Consort of France monopolized quite a bit of her time.  Still, she had written to me 

two months earlier and pledged her devotion to me more than ever and told me how much she 

looked forward to renewing our friendship upon her return to Scotland.   

When the boat finally docked on the shore the happy party disembarked noisily.  The 

sight of Mary would stay with me for the remainder of my days. Her rosy cheeks shaded her 

alabaster skin and complimented her auburn hair. She wore a burgundy attifet trimmed in gold 

on her head that still allowed the display of the curls that spilled from beneath its cover. Her 

slender neck was enshrouded in a puff of crinkled lace and was adorned with a large gold 

crucifix that hung to her waist.  She had grown quite tall and her slender waist was accentuated 

by a heavy brocade bodice that flattered her fine figure of 18 years. 

  In all her pomp, she still greeted the excited crowd that had gathered.  She touched those 

who cried out to her and tried to make contact with as many of her patrons as possible.  The 
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vigor that flooded her as she stepped upon the soil of her beloved Scotland energized her and 

brought even more color to her cheeks.  She drew in a deep breath, as if she could consume the 

spirit of this land and these people by the simple task of filling her lungs.  As she looked about 

her, she caught a glimpse of me.  Her shoulders straightened and her chin lifted as her eyes 

fastened onto mine.  We were in a trance for an instant, but the phantasm was broken by 

recognition and she immediately called out to me.    

“Thomas!” The queen ran to me and threw her arms around my neck.  If anyone thought 

it was improper, they did not voice it.  

“I dared to hope that you would know me.  It has been so long,” I confessed.   

“Nonsense,” Mary scolded.  “I would know you anywhere. You have not changed so 

much.  I mean, your frame is taller, and your shoulders broader, but that is about it.  Your eyes 

are still as pierce blue as I remember, and your hair is just as dark. You are the same boy I 

envision each time I put ink to paper to pen you a letter and the same kind face I see when your 

penned words come back to me. Only, you are not a boy anymore. But yes, I have determined: 

you have not changed.” 

 “I cannot say the same for you, Your Highness.  I tried to prepare myself for what to 

expect, but I must admit that my imagination did you no justice.”   

“Yes, well, it seems we have both grown up, Thomas Broune.  I can only hope you like 

what you see,” Mary teased.  

 I felt the color burn instantly on my cheeks.  Mary must have remembered that I was an 

almoner now and chided herself for speaking so freely to me; for although we were old friends, I 

sensed that she felt a little ashamed that she had shown such impropriety.   
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“Forgive me,” she whispered and then placing her arm inside mine she drew me nearer 

and turned to walk with me.   We walked together for several paces as Mary continued to touch 

people and speak to those that had come to greet her.   

There was so much I wanted to say to her. However, this was not the place for intimate  

conversations. I hoped that sometime soon we would be able to speak in private.  

Finally, she spoke again, “Thomas, it means so much to me that you would put your life 

on hold to be here when I arrived.” A late summer breeze began to blow in from the firth, 

pinkening her cheeks even more and brightening her eyes as she looked at me.  

“All the sermons of John Knox could not keep me from coming.” I spoke the words in 

jest, but I could see concern cloud her eyes at the mention of the Reformer. I squeezed her hand 

gently in reassurance. “Do not mind that old preacher. I think his exhortations are harsher than 

his exploits.” 

“I hope for the sake of peace that you are right, Thomas.” 

 After about an hour the crowd had waned, and Mary was able to give instructions to the 

porter as to where she wanted her possessions placed once they reached Edinburgh. Then she 

turned her attention to me once more. “I want you to dine with us this evening at Holyroodhouse, 

Thomas.  I have so much to talk to you about.”  

I had promised to visit a widow that evening and try to help her in a business matter 

concerning her late husband’s property.  Although I knew I could not decline the queen’s 

invitation so easily, I felt I at least needed to expound to her the nature of my business that 

evening and beg her pardon.  But as I opened my mouth to speak, she pulled away from me and 

rushed to greet a familiar acquaintance.  
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I slipped away quietly.  My curiosity had been satisfied at the sight of her, and I could 

rest at ease now, knowing that she had arrived safely home again.   I would make sure to fulfill 

my obligation as soon as possible and be back in time to grant my queen’s request. 

 

Chapter II 

The summer days were getting shorter and the heat of the sun had given way to a 

coolness that foretold of the oncoming autumn.  There should have been three or four more 

weeks of warmth left, but there was a crispness in the air that made me quicken my steps on the 

way into town.  As I hurried along the cobbled roads of Edinburgh I happened upon two young 

damsels who were carrying 10- tron pound parcels of figs and almonds from town.  I knew them 

and although I was in a hurry, I stopped to talk with them.  

Ailsa was the younger of the two.  She was small in stature but had enticing curves that 

she liked to use to her advantage.  Her golden hair hung in ringlets that framed her round face 

and strayed wildly from the loose tie that gathered it.  She had a rosy complexion and deep blue 

eyes that rivaled Loch Leven. She was flirtatious and forward and I always felt a little nervous 

whenever I was in her presence.  I didn’t know how to handle her straightforward demeanor and 

knew that my flesh could easily succumb to her temptations.   Once, when we happened to find 

ourselves alone together within the kitchen at the Palace of Holyroodhouse, she had come up 

behind me and, reaching over my shoulder to retrieve some item from the shelf, pressed herself 

against me unexpectedly.  I panicked immediately, and she laughed at me as I quickly moved 

away from her.  “Thomas don’t be afraid of me.  I won’t hurt you,” she had whispered.  She had 

an alluring look in her eyes, and I knew that if I did not get out immediately there would be 

trouble.  I didn’t trust her, and I didn’t trust myself.  She was inviting and had I been a weaker 
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man, I would have helped myself to the invitation.  I was used to the attention. I had gotten it all 

my life from the ladies in waiting to the maids of the court. My devotion to God was usually 

enough to circumvent the flirtations that constantly surrounded me.  But for some reason Ailsa 

intoxicated me and always left my head spinning when she was near me.  For this reason, I tried 

to avoid her as much as possible.   

 Isobel, the older of the two girls, was tall and comely.  Her long dark hair lay in a thick 

braid draped over her shoulder and hung like a rope of woven silk, with never a hair out of place.  

She had an olive complexion that made her conspicuous among the fair-skinned maidens in 

Edinburgh.  Her dark eyes and heavy lashes always faltered when I spoke to her and shyness 

always overcame her leaving her awkwardly dumbfounded. I wished that the two girls would 

find different company for themselves.  I may have been more inclined to speak to Isobel and get 

to know her better if it wasn’t for her companion’s wanton behavior.  When the girls were 

together, I always tried to make the conversations short to avoid any uncomfortable situations.  I 

was thankful this evening that I had a reason not to linger. 

“Ladies.”  I bowed as I stopped in front of them and then moved aside so they could pass.   

“Hello, Thomas.”  The words were spoken in unison, but Isobel spoke so low that she 

could barely be heard.  “I suppose now that Queen Mary is back you will be spending more time 

at Holyroodhouse.” Ailsa spoke teasingly, but there was almost an irritation in her tone.  

 “Well, I don’t know how much time, but I have been invited to dine there tonight.  If I 

can see to some business in a timely manner then I will be back there this evening.”  I gazed at 

Isobel, but her eyes did not meet mine.  She focused intently on the ground and shifted her 

packages back and forth in her arms.   
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“Rumor has it that she won’t be long in Edinburgh.  Will you follow her when she 

leaves?” Ailsa purred. 

“I am at the disposal of the church.  I took only a short leave from Glasgow and it is 

likely that I will be reinstated there when my leave of absence has expired.  Will you be 

following?”  The question was put forth more for Isobel’s benefit, but Ailsa answered.   

“Isobel has been selected to go, but I am to stay behind.  I am needed at Holyroodhouse, 

Lady Margaret says, and I really think it is quite unfair.”  

 I felt a faint smile began to curl my lips, but I stopped it before it could cause more harm 

to the girl.  “Well, I’m sure there are few maidens in Edinburgh who could create sweetmeats the 

way you do, Ailsa.”  At this statement Isobel laughed out loud giving me an opportunity to catch 

a glimpse of her shining, dark eyes.   She really was quite beautiful when she smiled, and I 

wished that I had an opportunity to make her laugh more often.  However, when Isobel saw me 

looking at her, her eyes dropped, and she fell silent again.   

“Yes, well, if I have my way I will be following shortly.”  

I nodded my head in understanding. I had no doubt she would get her way eventually; she 

usually did. As to Mary’s plans to move on from Edinburgh to one of her other castles, I knew 

not. We chatted a moment more then I bid the damsels a farewell, so that I might see to my 

business at hand.  
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Chapter III 

I slipped into the great hall unannounced and unnoticed—or so I thought. Maitland 

spotted me from across the room and made his way toward me in an instant.   

“Not much has changed in the great hall since Mary and I played hide-and-seek within 

these walls as children,” I observed, eyeing the grand mahogany table positioned in the center of 

the hall. It stood on gluttonous legs, each carved as eagle’s claws grasping marble spheres known 

as Eyes of Diana. Too heavy to ever be moved, it remained in place, a stalwart example for the 

kings and queens to come. 

 “Yes, I keep forgetting that Her Highness and you roamed these halls for the first five 

years of her life.” He spoke the words amusingly, yet I persisted in my woolgathering.  

“This was Mary’s preferred hiding place.” I tapped the top of the massive table. “Mine 

was those heavy, English-imported tapestries that cascade from ceiling to floor.  Mary could 

never find me when I hid behind them, even though I chose that place almost every time we 

played. One could spend a quarter of an hour or more eluding unsuspecting searchers by sliding 

along the length and breadth of the hall hidden behind those woven cloaks.”  

“Somehow I have a hard time imaging the elegant queen crawling around on the floor,” 

he quipped. 

I glanced at Maitland with amusement yet continued. “Hide-and-seek wasn’t the only use 

for the magnificent table.  On many occasions it served as the monastery at Eigg, where the 

Pictish band of female warriors from Lock nam Ban Mora were sent to kill Saint Donan and his 
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monks.  I, of course, played the holy Irish saint and all the Marys, the young queen’s playmates, 

played the she-pirates.” 

At this, Maitland groaned in pure delight. “Ah, yes, the four Marys. I believe they have 

accompanied our queen back to their homeland, have they not?”    

I nodded, but it wasn’t the four Marys with whom I was concerned. My eyes darted to 

and fro the length of the hall as if I were a prisoner breaking forth from his cell after years of 

solitary confinement.  I searched for Mary, but she had not arrived as of yet.  Strange; a peace 

had settled on me when she landed ashore mid-afternoon, but somewhere between her invitation 

to dinner and my business in town, an anxiousness concerning her overtook me once more.  I 

was protective of her. ‘Twas in my blood from a very young age.  Just as a youngling feels 

empowered the first time he picks up a sword and knows he will one day be a knight.  It’s like 

that rush of blood and butterflies pulsing through a hunter’s veins when he fells his first stag.  I 

too felt I had been born with a destiny; some driving force that apprehended me and refused to 

release me.  It lied dormant through the years as Mary lived and married in France, as if the task 

had been settled on another heretofore.  But it has awakened—this day, actually, as if my 

predestination had been reaffirmed—to  watch over this ethereal being.     

"There are quite a few ambassadors and other important dignitaries present who have 

come to grovel at the feet of our queen,” I observed.  I had been in Edinburg for a month and had 

never seen most of these people before.   

“Aye, Mary’s arrival has worked as a salt bath to draw these leeches out of hiding,” 

Maitland agreed. 

  I spotted a familiar face and excused myself from Maitland in order to move closer so 

that I might speak to him.  It was Geraldo de Monte Rochen, the ambassador from Spain.  He 
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had a serious look on his face as he spoke in hushed tones to the man that stood beside him.  That 

man was unknown to me though as I approached there stirred an odd feeling as if I had met him 

before—or, even knew him.  He stood with his hands clasped tightly before him, his long, 

skeletal fingers bearing only one ornamentation—a ring, a signet, or something of the like.   He 

had a sort of hawk-like nose that, along with his boney fingers, gave him the perfect illusion of a 

bird of prey.  He wore a long, meticulously trimmed beard and a small bonnet that lay flat 

against his head, puffing only slightly as if someone had let all the air out of it.   

I caught de Monte Rochen’s eye as he spoke, and he forced a slight smile at me.  A half-

nod of his head granted me entrance into their conversation.   

“Broune” he rasped as he caught my elbow in his hand.  “Allow me to introduce to you 

the honorable John Knox.”   

Knox.  I was right—almost.  I did not know him personally, but the man had a reputation 

as such that made you feel as though you knew him.  John Knox had been a Catholic clergyman 

who had converted to the Protestant faith by way of John Calvin’s influence.  My own mentor, 

the Archbishop of Glasgow, was a disciple of Knox and had been instrumental in my persuasion 

toward the Protestant faith two years into my education.  Archbishop Porterfield’s praises of 

John Knox had been almost idolatrous; so highly did he regard him.  I held a respect for him yet 

found myself leery of any man that allowed such high esteem of one’s personality.  I was quite 

surprised that Mary’s half-brother, James—for I knew it was he, had dared to bring Knox before 

the queen.  He was quite outspoken and given the fact the Mary was a devout Catholic, I thought 

it rather risky to chance a possible conflict.  

I bowed myself to Knox and his slow blink and slight bow perpetuated the bird-like 

appearance.  He spoke piously, “Broune, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”    
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“Knox, the pleasure is all mine.  But I must ask; who am I to you?”  

“Lord James assured me you were the person to speak with should I desire an audience 

with the Queen.”   

“Ah. James overestimates my influence with Her Majesty.  I dare say James himself has 

more influence than I.  They share the same blood.  I am merely a childhood friend.” 

“It is my understanding that friendships are the queen’s greatest necessity at this point.  

She will benefit greatly by keeping trustworthy advisors close at hand.” 

“I have not been asked to be an advisor, but I am at her Majesty’s disposal and I am 

bound to her by a providential obligation.” 

The conversation may have continued if it were not for the sudden interruption of the 

heavy, ornately carved, double doors behind us opening. The queen’s valets entered the great 

hall and the noise level increased as if the thought of music stirred unexpected excitement.  Two 

dozen Frenchmen entered carrying all sort of musical instruments.  Mary loved music, especially 

of the French derivative, and these musicians  had accompanied her to Scotland for just such a 

purpose.  A man emerged from the sea of instruments as if they parted by some holy rod.   

Although he was only of average height, he carried himself with a haughty confidence that drew 

the attention of more than one court royal.  Perhaps it was his dark, piercing eyes that drew the 

women in to his imperium.    Or maybe it was his fashionably trimmed mustache.  Or even his 

Italian-inspired doublet.  Whatever it was the man certainly had managed to arrest the curiosity 

of half the Scottish court.  Although he entered the great hall with the Frenchmen, he was not 

French.  From the looks of his hosiery and codpiece I guessed he was an Italian.  It was an easy 

guess, for the Italians had a penchant for embellishing their virility.  
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The whispers subsided when the enigma opened his mouth.  He began with a verse from 

Lo Ferm Voler Qu'el Cor M'intra ; a poem about a desperate lover longing for a forbidden love. 

The selection was not entirely appropriate for a queen’s welcoming, but the prurient French that 

accompanied the queen to Scotland hung on every word. A frenzy of emotion mixed with the 

sweat of too many bodies rampaged across the hall.   I felt a serpent coiling in my stomach.  

Were these exhibits what we were to expect at the new court of our Scottish queen?  Did Mary 

approve of this display?  Did she request it?   I had nearly had my fill when the Italian finished 

his bequeathing and the doors of the great hall flung open again.  The passion of the preceding 

soliloquy mixed with the excitement of a glimpse of the young queen was enough to send any 

man—or woman, for that matter, into a lustful delirium.    

Signaled by an unseen hand, the instruments began to play a triumphant piece that 

seemed to cry the exaltations of an orphaned child learning that his mother still lived.  Mary 

swept into the great hall with all the grandeur that a queen of any royal court in Europe would 

envy.  She was escorted by James Hamilton, the third Earl of Arran. The sight of the young man 

at her side was rather unsettling to me. Everyone knew his father had tried to arrange a marriage 

for him with the young queen, when she was just a baby. A lesser known fact, but one I was 

privy to, was that he still secretly desired to make Mary his wife.  

Mary stepped gently to the big chair that sat at what was the head of the table.  Two 

ladies-in-waiting assisted her in adjusting her skirts as she seated herself at the table.  The court 

followed and I found myself seated between a middle-aged Frenchwoman and Ambassador de 

Monte Rochen.  I spotted Lord James, Mary’s half-brother, from across the table sitting at 

Mary’s right hand.  Next to him was seated the Italian—how he managed to find himself in such 

a favorable seating position eluded me.  On the other side of de Monte Rochen was seated Knox.   
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“One must wonder what the Almighty would think of that impious display we were 

subjected to before dinner.”  Knox spoke with a half sincere, half mocking tone to his voice.   I 

knew he was right.  I too felt a sickening disappointment at the chosen entertainment for this 

evening.  Yet I knew there was an underlying meaning to his comment.  Knox was a devout man 

of the cloth, but I couldn’t help but feel like he was a threat to Mary.  Although we shared many 

of the same religious convictions, there was one thing that he and I did not share—and that was a 

devoted love and loyalty to Mary.  He had not beheld her sweet, round face looking into his eyes 

with wonder and affection as a child.  He had certainly not been akin to the knowledge of secret 

fears of a young woman as she was about to become a queen for the second time and wife for the 

first.  I had shared all of those things with Mary through our letters, and although I had not been 

her closest confidant in recent years, I had reason to believe that she still looked to me for 

assurance and stability on this unsure and insecure course she had set herself upon.   

I had no reply for Knox.  He wasn’t really speaking to me, but I felt as though the 

comment had been made for my benefit.  I was usually well versed in the art of conversation, but 

I was dumbfounded by her choices—if they were actually her choices and knew not how to 

answer for them.  I also felt a twinge of defensiveness arising in me—an emotion that I was not 

accustomed to—so I felt it wise for me to hold my tongue before making an utter fool of myself.       

“The Catholics are becoming more carnal with each passing penance.”—a small man 

with a tight pinched nose this time.  Nervous laughter attempted to escape their lips, but wisdom 

repressed it.   

“And a loose and insolent tongue is becoming more common among the Reformers,” 

quipped de Monte Rochen.   
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The man shifted uneasily in his chair and Knox spoke again.  “Geraldo, surely Dalmahoy 

meant no offense.  And surely you must recognize that the Catholic Church does not have 

Scotland’s best interest at heart.” 

“And surely you must realize the wisdom of the Romans: The prince who would know 

all, must ignore much,” he spat back.   

Controlled, Knox spoke again, “Ambassador, our conscience will not allow us to ignore 

much.  The Catholics burn our churches and kill our families.  They steal from the poor to feed 

their stuffed bellies and bulging pockets.  Their thievery, along with their foul doctrine, is a 

stench in the nostrils of the Almighty.  Forgive me, for I know you have ties to the Catholic 

Church, but we Scotsmen will not allow this filth to decimate our souls and ravage the land of 

our forefathers nor that which belongs to our posterity.  Furthermore, the Holy Writ does not 

recognize the authority of the lesser sex; therefore, we are at a great conundrum and must decide 

what course of action we must take next.”   

 I was growing tired of this conversation.  I agreed with Knox: the Catholics had burnt and 

pillaged many a village in Scotland where resistors to their doctrine were reported, but hadn’t we 

done the same in the name of righteousness?  We claimed to be the hand of the Almighty, 

flushing out the corruption and false doctrine and exposing the fallacy of ancient rituals in favor 

of the freedom to live by faith.  This blessed reformation was intended to expose the malpractice 

of corrupt clergymen but somehow it had turned political—and deadly, for some.   

 I did not, however, share Knox’s opinion of godly authority.  I feared that this could hold 

some danger for Mary.  I would have to be her eyes and ears where she could not be, in order to 

protect her from I knew not what.    
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 I hadn’t eaten anything all day, but my stomach had its fill of rotten disquisition.  I 

excused myself from the table and glanced to see if Mary noticed my departure.  She was 

chatting with Lord James and Arran and didn’t even look in my direction. Good.  I won’t have to 

give an explanation for leaving. 

 

 

Chapter IV 

 I stepped from the great hall into the coolness of the outer corridor.  I knew all of the 

hidden passageways at Holyroodhouse, so I chose the second door to my right and opened it 

gently.  I slid through the narrow opening and felt my way along the dark, rough wall.  The 

musty smell of ancient oak mixed with earth and stale air awakened my dulled senses.  I counted 

the doorways as I passed them and considered where I wanted to go.  I sought solitude, for by 

this time my head was heavy with ache.  Two choices immediately came to mind; the evening 

drawing room or the morning drawing room.  The former was more difficult to reach from this 

passageway, so I decided on the latter. I guided myself blindly through the passage until I found 

the door that I wanted and gently pressed my ear against it.  I heard no voices and after a moment 

of hesitation I decided it was safe.  I turned the knob slowly to the left, pulled it upward and 

pushed it toward the door; a little trick I learned from our many games of hiding.  The door 

resisted, but with a gentle nudge it finally gave way.  I pushed it as slowly as I had the patience 

for.  One thing you never want to do when emerging from a hidden door is to burst in on 

someone who may be occupying the room.  Not only do you reveal your secret, but you risk the 

chance of having your eyes put out at the hand of a startled occupant.   
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 After a quick glance around the room I ascertained that the room was presently empty, 

and I was safe from disturbances for the time being.  I chose a wide, cushioned chair that had 

been covered with crimson silk damask.  I sank down into the seat and laid my head back.  The 

events of the evening came pounding into my head and I squeezed my eyes tighter to block them 

out. I sat in the silence for quite some time until I heard a light footstep then the door creak open.  

I opened my eyes in time to see that I had startled the intruder.   I stood to my feet to look into 

the face of Isobel staring back at me in surprise.   

 “I beg your pardon, sir.”  She bowed herself to me and clutched her skirts to make a 

quick exit, but I managed to waylay her. 

 “No pardon needed.  I was just trying to escape the frivolity.  Please—will you not sit?” 

 She hesitated momentarily and opened her mouth as if she sought for some excuse not to 

stay.  When nothing came, she closed her mouth and took a seat in the crimson silk chair that I 

offered her.  I chose the crane-colored couch nearby and settled myself again.  I struggled for 

something to say to her, for, although I had wished for this opportunity for a long time, I had no 

idea how to seize upon it.   

 A strange silence hung between us.  The pause felt eternal, but it was for only a moment.   

 “I’m surprised to see you without Ailsa,” I began.  Idiot. I could care less about Ailsa and 

exulted in the fact that I had finally caught Isobel alone.  Was that really all I could think of to 

say? 

 “She is still working in the kitchen.  I…take fainting spells at times.  I am permitted to 

find a retreat when the feeling overwhelms me.  I come here because there is never anyone in 

here and I know I won’t be in the way.” 
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 I stared at her blankly.  I had known Isobel for several years, but she had scarcely spoken 

ten words to me in the whole of our acquaintance.  But now, I catch her in a vulnerable moment 

and the lass bares her soul to me.   

 “I had no idea, Isobel.  How long have you suffered from this ailment?” 

 “Only since April.  I slipped on a wet stone while I was walking last spring.  I hit my 

head when I fell but I do not remember anything else.  When I awoke, I was surrounded by puffy 

pillows and fanning ladies fussing over me.  Now, when I exert myself too much my head 

becomes light and at times I even black out completely.  Sometimes I fall asleep for hours.”   

 With this last revelation her voice cracked, and she stopped.   She shifted in her seat and 

clutched nervously at her skirt, twisting and wringing the fabric in her hands.   I felt as if I had 

pried too much already but was compelled to speak further.  Moving closer, I spoke as if the 

walls had ears. 

 “My lady, I know of a very good physicker in Edinburgh.  If it please you, allow me to 

speak to him on your behalf and inquire as to whether anything can be done for your condition.” 

 “Please, no.  I will not be a burden to you also.  I have laid the trouble on my own family 

so.  I could not allow you to trouble yourself on my behalf also.  Please, please...” 

 And with that she abruptly arose and ran to the door.  

 “Isobel, please.  It is no trouble at all.” 

But my words fell to the floor.  She was gone before I could say anything more.  I had not 

anticipated such a reaction.  I would never have intruded so boldly if I thought it would upset her 

in such a manner.   

Isobel’s abrupt departure might have stung more had it not been for another intruder 

succeeding her exit.  A messenger sought me out and caught me in the drawing room before I 
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could pursue Isobel.  The short man had a little mouth drawn up into a knot and looked as if I 

had disturbed him.  He asked if I was Thomas Broune and shoved a note into my hand when I 

gave him affirmation.  Then clicking his heels together, he abruptly spun around and dodged off 

in the direction from which he had come.   

 I turned the card over and studied the seal.  Hot wax had been poured over the opening 

and pressed with a crude sort of instrument.  Beneath the wax was the hand-strewn emblem of a 

rose with a branch of thistle entwined.  I recognized it immediately; it was Mary’s emblem.  She 

had chosen the symbol while she lived in France.  She had sealed all of her letters to me with it 

and used it when it wasn’t official business. I broke the seal quickly and read her request.   She 

wanted me to meet her at the end of the dinner hour when the music had commenced, and she 

could step away for a moment.   She begged me to stay at Holyroodhouse and not return to the 

inn where I had been staying since my arrival in Edinburgh.   

 I shoved the note into the pocket of my robe and stepped out freely into the hallway.  At 

this point, if anyone saw me I could explain that I had business to attend to and would not have 

to be bothered.  I made my way down the hallway, glancing at the carved panels as I passed.  

The walls read like a book telling stories of the kings and queens of Scotland that had graced the 

halls of the abbey and more recently Holyroodhouse itself, since the time of David I.   I turned in 

the direction of the northwest tower, for that is where Mary had settled her apartments.  Her note 

indicated that she would be in her private garden.  I knew the place well for we used to pick 

primrose and heather for her mother inside the gated walls of the garden.  

 I allowed myself to sink further into thought as I walked the length of the corridor.   I 

had been away from the table for quite some time, so I quickened my step to get there hastily.  I 

feared by now that I may have kept her waiting, for I had no idea how long it had taken the 
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messenger to find me in this vast house.  Just as I reached the door that led to the courtyard, I 

was startled by a figure emerging from the outer courts.  It was the Italian.  

“Ahhh, you must be Thomas.”  He spoke with a thick accent that made me strain to 

understand his speech.  “Her majesty mentioned that she was awaiting your arrival.  She is in the 

garden.” 

“I know.”  I spoke rather curtly and chastised myself for it afterward.  What did he know 

of Mary?  What was he doing here?  What business was it of his to direct me to her?  I was 

ashamed of the animosity I felt toward this man.  I didn’t know him, yet I found myself deeply 

troubled by his presence and irritated that he was here speaking to me about Mary.  I tried to 

recover the offensive reply, “That is—I just received her note and came straightway.” 

“Yes,” was his bland response.  And with a deep, courtly bow he swept his hand away 

from me and then swiftly turned and walked down the corridor.  I watched him walk away until I 

could see him no more, then I opened the door to the courtyard.  

The rush of late-summer’s evening air stung as I stepped outside.  I walked across the 

quadrangle and looked for Mary and her ladies.  A heavy mist hung in the air giving a blanketed 

appearance to the garden oaks.  In the pale of the moon I could see her standing alone, inspecting 

a blossom, touching the petals and smelling their aroma.  

“Their beauty is almost as radiant as yours, my lady.”  I spoke no more than a whisper for 

fear of breaking the spell that nature had cast on the gardens.  She tilted her head slightly and 

looked at me with an amused expression. 

“Thomas, you always had a knack for making me laugh.” 
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“I felt it was my duty, Your Majesty.  From the day you were born until now, I have been 

mandated to look out for you and grant your every wish when it is within my power to do so.  If 

that means providing your amusement as well, then so be it.”   

This time she laughed out loud.  A soft, yet hearty laugh that let me know that it was truly 

felt and not given out of obligation.   

“And who has mandated you to such a task, Thomas?  Who would hold you to such high 

responsibility without any payment in return for your trouble?”  

“The Almighty,” I replied simply.  And with that her smile faded and a serious 

expression took its place.   

“Thomas, I am thankful for the Almighty’s benevolence.  To entrust my safety and 

happiness to such a loyal and dedicated subject, I couldn’t be more grateful.  But I fear that even 

you will not be able to protect me from the Protestant Reformers.  Already they seek to have me 

deposed.  I’ve heard rumors that John Knox has been encouraging disloyalty among my patrons 

before I even stepped foot onto this blessed shore.  He thinks because I am a woman that the 

Almighty could not have possibly ordained me to sit upon this throne.  He thinks because I am a 

Catholic that the Almighty would not have done likewise.” 

“You’ve spoken to him then?” 

“No, I have learned this all from hearsay.  I haven’t even breathed the air of the land of 

my birth for a day and already I am bombarded with rumors, accusations, and heresies.  Thomas, 

how shall I ever manage these barbarians?”  She trembled with her last words and sounded as if 

she would give way to tears.  I wanted to reach out and comfort her, just as I had done when we 

were children, but it was no longer proper to do so.  Suddenly, she looked at me with an eye full 

of fear.   
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“Oh Thomas, please forgive me.  I do not mean to offend.  I do not mean to address our 

people as if you all are the barbarians and I am immune from the curse.  I just feel so out of my 

realm.  Scotland is nothing like France.  Already I miss the palace, the food, the music, the 

company, my family…” and with that she finally let the tears fall and sought consolation on my 

shoulder.  I was speechless.  Twice today I had managed to bring a woman to tears and this time 

I didn’t even have to speak a word.  I was unsure how to respond to the queen’s dejection. 

“Your Majesty, you must pull yourself together.  James is a good and honest brother.  He 

will not allow your throne to be taken away from you so easily and he certainly will not allow 

these men to coerce you into doing something against your conscience.”  I took her hand and 

held it in mine until I could feel her trembling subside.  “You will learn to love this land, and its 

people.  I believe you will be a good and virtuous sovereign that will treat her subjects with 

kindness and prudence as a mother hen would care for her chicks.” The watery green of her eyes 

pierced my inner being and my heart ached for her. 

“How can I be of assistance to you, Your Grace?  For what purpose did you summons me 

here tonight?” 

“You are a man of cloth, Thomas.  I know that we do not share the same views 

concerning the sacraments and…other things.  But can I count on you that you will be faithful to 

me and stand by me when I need you most?  I foresee troubling times ahead for me.  I have no 

intentions of forcing my beliefs on any of my subjects that do not share those same beliefs.  

However, I do wish to worship in peace as my conscience sees fit and I will not have any 

rebellious clergyman threatening my Catholic subjects and dissuading them from following their 

convictions as well.” 
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“I really don’t think it will come to that…” I started to protest, but this time Mary’s laugh 

had a sting of reality in it.  “Thomas, I have been at court far too long to believe that I can make 

every person happy.  I know that I have stepped into a seething pot of boiling porridge here and I 

am going to set a lot of people to anger with me.  There is no way to avoid it.  I just need to 

know that I can depend on you when the time comes.” 

“Of course, Your Grace.  I would do anything for you.  You are like a….like a sister to 

me.”  

She touched my cheek with her hand and smiled weakly at me.  “Those words still sting, 

Thomas.  I don’t know why but they do.” 

I wasn’t really sure that I understood what she meant, but she dropped her hand to her 

side and pulled her other hand away from me.  Straightening her back she took a deep breath and 

began again.  “As my brother then I demand that you stay close at hand to me.  Do not return to 

the inn.  Stay here at Holyroodhouse with me until you have to return to Glasgow.  When do you 

return by the way?” 

“I promised to return by the first of October.” 

“Then we have a lot of catching up to do before your departure.” These words were 

spoken over her shoulder as she walked toward the great house.   

“Aye, indeed, Your Majesty.” I turned to walk the other direction to avoid any flapping 

tongues as to why we may have been in the garden alone together. Yet one burning question 

gnawed at my stomach and I was determined to find out the answer. 

“My lady, who was the Italian that I met on my way to meet you this evening?” 

“His name is David Rizzio.  He is a charming gentleman, is he not?” 
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“Aye, charming,” I repeated unconvincingly as Mary disappeared into the blackness of 

the evening.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter V 

The nightly dining and merry making went on for at least another month.  Although they 

did not interest me, I attended out of obligation to Mary.  Every night there seemed to be more 

faces I had never beheld, and some that I wished I would not see again.  The Italian, Rizzio, had 

become a permanent fixture in the court of the queen and rumors began to spread that he would 

soon be asked to serve at court.  Arran also made himself more noticeable. Whether that was for 

political or matrimonial reasons remained to be seen.   

I myself began making preparations for my return to Glasgow.  It was on one such 

occasion, as I was finishing up some correspondence with the bishop, that I received a summons 

from Mary.  She requested that I come forthrightly so I set the letter aside and dressed myself 

straightway.  It had been days since I had spoken to her privately, and I found myself in haste to 

see to her.   



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/25 
 

When I entered her apartments, she ushered out her chambermaids and gave leave to her 

childhood friends and confidants, the Marys, that hardly ever left her side.  There were four 

young women named Mary that had been chosen as playmates for Mary when we were children, 

but only three were present this morning; for I noticed the absence of Mary Seton as I 

ascertained my surroundings and reasoned within myself the purpose of this interview.   Mary 

motioned for me to sit, but I waited for her to situate herself in her own seat before taking mine.   

“Thomas, I know you have a commitment in Glasgow and gave your word that you 

would return by October.  I beg of you, please write to the bishop and inquire as to whether there 

is a possibility that you may be released from your prior obligation, at the queen’s request.  I 

would write to your superiors myself and demand that you be released from your obligations on 

my authority alone.  But alas, I fear the authority of a Catholic queen holds little influence on the 

Protestant church here,” she laughed.  

“I’m not sure I understand.  What need does my Catholic queen have for an insignificant 

Protestant almoner?”  

“My request is binary, Thomas.  I would like for you to stay on in Edinburg and represent 

the crown in matters of charity and benevolence.  More importantly, I desire your friendship and 

counsel on how to handle Knox.  I have summoned him for an interview.  He will be back within 

a few weeks  and I confess I am in need of guidance in the Protestant thought.” 

“What about your brother?” 

“James is ambitious,” she blurted.  “I cannot be sure that he will give me unbiased 

advice.” 
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“I see.  My lady, why do you trouble yourself with Knox?  I know he is persuasive and a 

bit heavy-handed, but it appears that many of the Protestant lords have rallied around you in the 

short time you have been here.  Do you really think him to be a significant threat?” 

“Absolutely.  Thomas, surely you’ve heard his sermons against me.  He thinks me not 

ordained by God.  He attacks the actions I perform in good conscience at Mass, and I’m not 

entirely convinced that he wasn’t behind the uprising at my Mass the first Sunday after I arrived 

in Scotland.  He accuses me of horrible sins that I dare not repeat in male company.  What on 

earth he has against dancing and making merry I will never understand!  Someone has to liven 

up this drab and dreary place!” 

She stopped briefly to catch her breath.  She was getting herself worked up and the fire in 

her eyes as she presented her defense was entertaining.  However, I spoke before she could begin 

her next diatribe in hopes of calming her. 

“What exactly are your intentions for the Catholic church now that you are here?  Have 

you formulated a plan on how to handle these rebellious Protestants?”  She caught the lightness 

of my tone and a smile spread across her face.   

“Thomas, if they were all as gentle and sincere as you I would never have to worry.”  She 

smoothed her skirts before continuing. 

“I have no intentions of instigating a counter-reformation at this time.  I plan to put forth 

a proclamation assuring our people that I intend to leave their religious activities just as I found 

them when I returned.  I leave it to their own conscience to worship as they see fit.  I shall not 

hinder them.” 

“And your Pope does not mind your policies?” 
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“I am a sovereign in my own right.  I must do what I think is best for my country and my 

people.  Besides, I’ll deal with him later.”  A smile curled the corners of her mouth, but I sensed 

she was still worried.   

  “I shall write to my superiors immediately.  Nothing would please me more than to be 

close at hand for you, should you need me.” 

 “Thomas, it means the world to me that you would be willing to give up your ambitions 

to serve me.  But I think you will not be disappointed.  I plan to make it worth your while.  And 

you shall still be engaged in the work of God. I would like for you to stay here at 

Holyroodhouse, however, should you be more comfortable and freer to do your work within the 

walls of your own abode, I will understand. If you would like, I can engage someone to assist 

you in finding lodging.” 

 “That is quite all right.  I am not of an overly exacting constitution, lodging here at 

Holyroodhouse will be acceptable.” 

 A smile spread across her face. “Thomas, I am so pleased. You are the only person that I 

would even consider for the position.” 

 “Thank you, my lady.” 

 “And for pity’s sake, stop the formality, Thomas.  You have known me since childhood.  

Through our pens we have entered into that most sacred of trust.  You are practically my own 

flesh and blood.  Please-- call me by my given name!” 

 “But my—Mary, do you not think that you will set the courtly tongues a-wagging with 

our familiarity?  Such informal speech with a man not of your blood or rank will stir up a 

raucous amongst the nobles.  You must think of---“ 
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 “Thomas, I do not care what others may think.  I know what I feel, and you are one of 

my nearest and dearest confidants.  Please, just call me as I wish.” 

 “So be it, Mary.”  I knew it was useless.  She had a great gift of persuasion and I knew I 

had fallen prey to her devices.   

 “Well then, Thomas.  I must take leave of your presence for the time being.  There are 

other matters to attend to.” 

 “By all means.  Do not let me delay you.  I will see myself out.”  And with that I bowed 

myself to her and departed. 

*** 

My day had been full, and I was set on an early retirement for the evening when a great 

chaos broke out in the hallway outside of my apartments.  I grabbed my candle and flung open 

my door.  To my surprise, I was met by a half a dozen maidens giggling and fluttering through 

the hallway.  Straightway I spotted Ailsa and seized her arm as she quickly passed me.   

 “In the name of all that is holy, what is going on?” 

 “Her majesty and the four Marys---”  She clutched her chest and gasped for breath 

between laughs.  “They are taking a ride into town.” 

 “Is that all?”  By this time my irritation was evident for I knew there had to be more to 

this story than that, but Ailsa was not talking fast enough for my liking. 

 “Nay!  They shall not be accompanied by noble nor knight.” 

 “Oh?  And?”  I was getting impatient. 

 “They have donned the dress of gentlemen and are riding in disguise!” 

 Now the maelstrom was becoming clear. Mary had shared with me in a letter or two that 

this was a favorite pastime of her and her ladies.  They would dress in male attire and go out into 
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the towns and mingle with the common folk, just to get a feel for what it is like to be a 

commoner.  No one has ever caught on.  The French court apparently had not been disconcerted 

by such actions.  I was beginning to get the feeling there were a lot of things that did not affect 

the French.  I worried, though, how the Scots would react to such antics.  We were a stauncher, 

hardier people than the French, and such silliness was generally frowned upon. 

 “Where is she now?” 

 “Already on horseback.  The horses were stripped of their entire royal garb.  No one will 

ever know it is her.” Ailsa’s eyes gleamed as she thought about the deception that would be put 

forth on the town’s people in just a matter of time. 

 “Indeed.  And you say they have no escorts?” 

 “Nay!  Her majesty was afraid a male companion might give them away.  They wanted to 

go alone.” 

 “I fear for her safety.  These are not like the streets in France.  Not everyone here is a 

gentleman.” 

 “Aye! And you think the French are gentlemen!” she contested.   She had a point, but I 

didn’t have time to argue.  I thanked her for the information then quickly retreated to my room.  

Tossing my robe upon the bed, I pulled on my breeches and quickly stashed my dagger inside 

my waistband.  I didn’t make a habit of using the weapon, but I always had it close by in case 

there was a need for it.   I grabbed my coin pouch and my cloak, and then quickly lit a small 

torch before heading for the stables.  I wished Mary wouldn’t get these silly schemes into her 

head.  It’s not safe, I kept reminding myself, as if I needed convincing.  When I reached the 

stables, I sought out Hammond, the stable master.  I told him I needed something fast and steady, 
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as my mare wasn’t used to riding hard.  I knew it was going to take some effort to catch up to 

them, for they had a good half of an hour’s lead. 

 Hammond brought me a dark gray stallion named Achaius.  I took his reins, but he was 

anything but steady. Eyes wide, the horse huffed a breath through his nose and stamped an 

indignant hoof in protest.  

   “I’m sorry, sir, but he is the fastest horse at Holyroodhouse.  A little skittish, but he’ll 

warm to you.  Just stroke him like so.”  

 I ran my hand along Achaius’ mane as Hammond had shown me.  I spoke softly, calming 

him to my instruction.  “Come on, Achaius,” I whispered.  “I need you to truly be a friend to me 

tonight.  I have a noble assignment for you, and you must not deter it.”  I stood a moment longer, 

stroking the stallion and speaking gently to him.  His breathing slowed and I decide to make my 

move.  I had wasted too much time as it was.  I mounted him and surprisingly he did not resist.  

We headed toward the outer gate and as soon as we hit the extremities I thrust him into a full run.   

 The evening air was chilled, and I was glad I had thought to bring my cloak.  I also 

congratulated myself on bringing a torch—for it was the only light I was to have.  The new moon 

had overtaken the sky leaving very little light to illuminate the night.  How did Mary plan on 

getting back in this blackness?   I rode Achaius hard until ahead I saw the torchlight of the queen 

and her Marys.  Their voices drifted back to me, but I could not tell what they spoke of, for I 

wanted to keep my distance.  I did not want Mary to think I thought her incapable of sound 

judgment, although I did wonder at the wisdom of such a choice.   We rode for another quarter of 

an hour before they finally stopped.  The queen chose a small pub owned by a man named 

Doyle.  He was a respectable man and the establishment was not altogether void of approbation. 
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They dismounted and entered the building, while I hung back a little way off to avoid any 

suspicion.   

I led Achaius to a grassy spot along the roadside and lifted off to give him rest.  I figured 

it would be some time before I saw Mary again, so I decided to situate myself for a spell.  The 

night was chill and black, but it did not stop the citizens of Edinburgh from frequenting their 

nightly rendezvous.  I had sat for about three-quarters of an hour when I spotted a gentleman 

approaching.  At first, I could not tell what sort of man he was for he rode without a light.  The 

closer he came to the town, however, I caught a glimpse of his palfrey and the ornamented bit 

that decorated the noble steed.  The arch of its neck, and its refined gait were all tell-tale signs of 

the breed of beast and man.  I was hidden from his view although my torch burned beside me but 

when he passed I was able to see his face.  It was Arron.   He dismounted in the shadows of a 

house owned by a local merchant named Craig.  There had been rumor for some time that Arron 

was secretly carrying on an affair with Craig’s daughter, Alison.  I watched in silence as Arron 

crept toward the back of the house and disappeared into the blackness.  What he did was not my 

concern, but I tucked the discovery away in my mind for later use, should his marital advances 

toward Mary come to fruition.   

 Night drifted on and eventually my torch burned out.  I had fallen asleep waiting for 

Mary, and I started awake when I heard the town crier call out the third watch.  Not long after, 

the doors of the public house flew open and a sea of people poured forth as if the crier had 

summoned them home. In the darkness I could no longer distinguish the women, so I watched to 

see who mounted the horses that the Marys had ridden to town on.  Thankfully, it did not take 

long for them to find their way to their horses and I watched as they each mounted their steed.  

They did not do too badly for courtly women, but from the way she mounted her horse I 
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immediately recognized which one was Mary.  She had a ritual that she has done since we were 

children.  She would always pat the horse’s rump three times and click her tongue as she would 

place her heel into the stirrup.  I never understood why the horse would not take off running 

when she clicked her tongue, but it was as if the three pats signified an understanding between 

them.  Of course, I had only seen her do this little routine with her ponies when she was little, but 

it evidently worked on her horses too.   

 I hung back for several minutes, giving them a head start as not to put myself under 

suspicion.  Thankfully, the rest of the night was uneventful, and I followed them until they 

entered into the protective gates of the palace.  When I felt it would be safe I then slipped quietly 

into the stable and I led Achaius to a cozy stall, for Hammond had already retired for the night.  

The ladies had already slipped in unnoticed through the garden and I entered in through the 

courtyard door.  All had gone undetected.  Hopefully this would be the last late-night excursion 

for Mary.   

 

 

 

Chapter VI 

 Three weeks after Mary asked me to stay on at Holyroodhouse, I was returning from 

town on business when a messenger on horseback approached me. He handed me a note then 

dismounted his horse, handing me the reins. He instructed me that his orders were to give me the 

horse that I may return to the palace immediately.  I tried to refuse the horse, stating that I could 

walk briskly and be there in less than a quarter of an hour, but he insisted those were his orders.  

He feared the consequences should he not follow through.  I took the reins from his hands, and 
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then thanking him, mounted the horse.   Before leaving I tore open the note and saw a quickly 

penned letter from Mary. Knox had arrived this morning and she was meeting with him within 

the hour.  I struck off immediately, tucking the note into my pocket.  

  When I arrived, I handed the horse off to Hammond, the stable groomsman, and 

immediately sought out a messenger to inquire as to where Mary was.  I searched for several 

minutes until I reluctantly admitted there was no one around.  Was there no one in this blessed 

house that could run a message for me?  Finding no one, I had no choice but to find her myself.  I 

decided to start in her apartments, for I figured she was probably still there preparing herself.  I 

climbed the stairs quickly, skipping every other one in order to get there faster.  However, I was 

stopped at the top of the long staircase by Mary Fleming.   

 

 “I’m sorry, Thomas, but Mary can’t be disturbed right now.  She is dressing in 

preparation for her meeting with John Knox.” 

 “I know.  But she has summoned me to meet with her.  She needs my assistance.” 

 “Her Majesty does not need anything.  She is perfectly capable of handling that  

snake herself.  Run along, Thomas, and I’ll be sure to tell her you are available should she find 

that she does need you.” 

 I stared at her in disbelief for a moment then realized that I had nothing to  

say.  Feeling like a scolded child, I turned to retreat down the stairs.  I decided to return to my 

apartment and wait for further instruction.  Within minutes of me reaching my room another 

messenger rapped on my door.  Again, I was handed a note and I tore it open anxiously.  It 

contained only one word scribbled in haste: 

 Come. 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/34 
 

 I had hoped to talk to Mary before Knox arrived, but there was no time now.  I took off 

for the great hall hoping that I would get there before Knox was brought into her presence.  

 When I reached the great hall, Mary had already seated herself and Mary Seton was 

adjusting her skirts.  I sought permission into the hall but was stopped short by Lord James.  

 "Thomas, you will have to wait outside. This is a private interview between Her  

Majesty and Knox." 

 "Sir, my presence has been requested. May I not speak with her before Knox is  

permitted entrance?" 

 "I'm afraid that is quite out of the question. The interview is set to start immediately." 

 "Will you not grant Her Majesty her wish that I may waylay her fears and calm her 

uneasiness?”   We spoke in heated whispers now and I began to feel as if we were gathering an 

audience.  

 "Her Majesty has nothing to be afraid of. By and by I am here for her assistance  

and am at her complete disposal should she desire anything." 

 As James continued to exult himself I heard Mary call out to him.  

 "James, please. I desire Thomas' honesty and advice. I have requested his presence 

during this interview." 

 "Your Majesty, this is a private interview that is best kept between those who  

have a need to know,” he tossed over his shoulder, not taking his eyes from me. 

 I watched as a battle of wills ensued. Mary sat, her back straight and her head  

lifted, sure of her request. James too, stood stiff as a pin as if he were ready to unsheathe his 

sword to fight for some holy cause.  He turned an ear toward her, all the while keeping a guarded 

eye on me. Slowly, he turned his head from me and walked to where Mary was seated. In hushed 
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tones a discourse followed. No one could make out the words that were spoken but everyone 

knew what was said.   

 After several minutes he returned to where I stood and spat the whispered words  

at me. "It seems I have lost this battle. My sister has made a compelling argument in which she is 

convinced that she is in need of your support. I on the other hand feel as if your services would 

be put to better use elsewhere. Come." 

 And with that he led me to the inner side of the room and pointed to a chair  

that I was permitted to situate myself in.  He commanded that I not interfere with that which was 

about to take place, then abruptly left me.  

 A half a minute later Arron appeared. His powdered appearance always unnerved  

me. I had no use for a man that took more pains in front of the looking glass than the Queen of 

Scotland herself. He wore a sleeveless crimson doublet sewn of crushed velvet, with a ruffled 

sleeve attached on each side of the shoulder.  His carefully chosen Venetian breeches matched 

the overcoat perfectly with small, cream colored stripes of lace overlaying more crimson velvet.  

The alternating panels of black material between the crimson showed a fleck of gold thread 

woven throughout. His mustache was waxed to a very fine point on both sides and his black hair 

lay in perfect rows of waves falling just above his shoulders. Vanity was the word that came to 

mind whenever I saw him and today was no exception.  What concern was this of his anyway? 

Had Mary requested his presence too? I really couldn't see why matters of a spiritual nature held 

any interest to him. Everyone knew he was a Catholic-turned-Protestant and was a member of 

the Lords of the Congregation, a Protestant band of Scottish nobles with English sympathies. The 

Lords made it their aim to bring about reformation in Scotland, but it was obvious to all that their 
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true plan was to strengthen Scotland's ties with England. He took a seat beside me then leaned in 

to whisper something toward me.  

 "I do hope the fairies play elsewhere today. I've so hoped to see Mary settle  

this nonsense with Knox so that we might move on to some more glorious endeavor." 

 What sort of nonsense was he uttering? I heard tell that Arron oft spoke of celestial 

beings, creatures from the underworld and other such absurdities. He even claimed once to have 

seen Fideal, the water spirit that inhabited Loch Na Fideil. For several years now rumor had 

coursed its way through Scotland that he was losing his wits. I was beginning to see why.  

 I fastened my eyes on him but did not speak, for no sooner had he taken a seat next to 

me than Knox appeared in the doorway.  Immediately, as if on signal every person that had been 

attending the queen departed, save for James, Arron and myself. The doors to the great hall were 

closed and only us five remained appurtenant to the colloquy.  

 Mary spoke first, breaking the odd silence that hung so awkwardly between them. 

 "Sir, I have thought for several weeks on that which I have desired to inquire of you. 

Do speak plainly before me and alter not your conversation on my account." 

 "Madame, I fear not you nor any other earthly prince. That which I speak I speak only 

by the authority of the word of God. No fear hath entered my mind and no hesitation into my 

heart. Ask what ye will and I shall answer simply and without approbation." 

 "You wrote a book some time ago. Tell me, think you that I have no authority; my  

only curse being a woman? Or think you that because I keep mass I have no just cause to seek 

fealty from my subjects?" 

 "Your Majesty, learned men from many ages have long held opinions contrary to 

common society. Whether written by pen or published by their lips they have made known their 
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grievances, and, in most cases have learned to tolerate with a portion of patience those wrongs 

they could not right. If this realm is content to live within the unsanctified rule of a woman, then 

I shall bear it with the same grace as the Apostle Paul who contented himself to live under Nero.  

The book to which you refer was written for that Jezebel of England. My wish is that so long as 

ye do not defile your hands with the blood of the saints of God, then neither I nor that book shall 

be a thorn in your side.  

 "You speak of Mary Tudor, yet think you this of women in general?" 

 "Indeed, Madame.” 

 This interrogation continued with Mary questioning Knox about his views on women 

leaders and Catholic doctrines, and Knox responding to the interrogation as if the questions had 

been leaked to him ahead of time.  I had been at court long enough to witness a gentleman's 

typical reaction to Mary's beauty and grace. She had become quite good at using her charms to 

manipulate the male sex, causing them to acquiesce to whatever it was she wanted. Knox was not 

so easily affected. In fact, there was no trace of weakness toward a woman's persuasions at all; at 

least not one whom he considered to be an infidel. 

 The discourse continued in this manner for some time until suddenly Mary fell silent.  

No one spoke for a quarter of an hour, as we wondered at the cause of her muteness. Finally, 

James stepped forward and prodded Mary to give a reason for her silence.  

 "Your Majesty, has something offended thee? For what reason do you remain silent?" 

 I watched Mary intently, as the realization occurred to me what was about to take place. 

It had been years since I had beheld it, but there was no denying the habit Mary had formed for 

herself to combat what she perceived as apparent weakness.  She hated to cry in front of people 

who might misjudge her and use her weakness to their advantage. Whenever she felt the 
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uncontrollable urge to cry, she would nervously curl a piece of hair at the nape of her neck 

around her finger, all the while pulling on it as hard as she could as if she were trying to pull it 

out of her head. I watched as she twisted and tugged, twisted and tugged until I was convinced 

she would truly succeed at pulling her hair out.  

 Finally, she made a decision that would leave all present dumbfounded and 

questioning. She turned herself toward the doors and abruptly left the hall without speaking a 

word to anyone. Lord James and Knox looked at each other in bewilderment and Arron turned to 

me and asked if I knew why Mary was upset. I gave him an answer with the shake of my head, 

and then excused myself to check on Mary. 

 I followed her into the foyer but did not speak to her until we had reached the security 

of the upper corridor. 

 "Mary."  

 She turned and looked at me with her swollen eyes and red nose. The tears had started 

coming against her will and now she could barely speak to me for the sobs coming out of her 

mouth.   I reached into the pocket of my robe and produced a piece of cloth for her to dry her 

eyes. Several more minutes passed before she gained her composure and was able to speak.  

 "Thomas, what have I gotten myself into?" 

 Her eyes searched my face and begged me to provide an answer to her.  I stood 

motionless, unable to ease her pain until she gave me more information. 

 "What is it that Knox said to you to upset you so?  It’s not like you to allow one man’s 

resistance to rattle your wits." 

 Indirectly she answered me. 
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 "I don't know how I will ever lead this nation as a respected sovereign with that man 

preaching sermons against me everywhere he goes.  He does not recognize my authority and 

condemns me for merely being a woman. He scorns the tenements of the holy Catholic faith and 

spreads his blasphemous doctrine in every kirk from here to the Highlands. It’s not as if he is 

asking me to change the color of my dress or to wear my hair differently. He’s asking me to 

change those things which I cannot. Those things that are the very essence of who I am. That I 

cannot and am not willing to do."   

 She stopped speaking and stood there staring into the abyss. Her lip continued to 

tremble and finally one lone tear escaped down her face, cutting a new wet path through the 

ivory tones of her cheek. I reached out and brushed the tear away with my thumb, as I had done 

when we were children.  But a strange feeling took hold of my stomach. A forceful urge like 

none I had ever felt before tugged at my chest. This strongman wrestled my conscious, 

beseeching me to give in to this new feeling. I was sure the change in my body heat was 

transmitted through my hand and would burn Mary's face if I didn't remove it immediately.  I 

shoved my hand into my pocket and stepped away from her with such force that a bolt of light 

from a spring thunderstorm could not have moved me with more power. My body tensed--ached 

even. I wondered if she could sense this new anguish overtaking me.  I felt the sudden heat begin 

to search for escape through my forehead. I ran my fingers through my hair in an effort to wipe 

my brow unnoticed. Mary moved closer to me in search of consolation, but I could not oblige 

her.  She sought an arm to lean upon, but I could not allow myself to take advantage of this 

vulnerable situation. I took another step back in an effort to mask my desire to take her into me 

and indulge myself. Her face reflected her hurt feelings and I couldn't bear the thought of injury 

toward her.  
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 "I..." I attempted to speak, but the knot in my throat prevented any further words from 

escaping.  She looked at me with suspicion and entreated me to continue. 

 "What is it, Thomas?  Do you know something that I do not?"  Her eyes searched  

mine and I felt as though the secrets of my soul had just been laid bare for her superior mind to 

judge.   

 I quickly searched the recesses of my mind for a way to cover my embarrassment.  

"I do not have an answer for you, Mary.  Knox is a very influential man, but he is not the only 

voice making noise in Scotland.  Keep your wits about you.  Surround yourself with men who 

will give you sound counsel, but do not fully trust anyone." 

 Just then we heard the footsteps of someone coming behind us. Not many people 

traversed this hallway, so I was quite disturbed when I turned about and beheld David Rizzio 

approaching.  

 Mary quickly wiped her eyes and put on her most persuasive smile to greet him.  

This was the first time, since the first evening that Mary arrived, that I was forced to have to 

speak to him again. It was an opportunity that I could have done without. 

 "Thomas, I don't believe I have had a chance to introduce you to my newly  

appointed secretary, David Rizzio." 

 I stared at her in disbelief. Secretary? She chose this man to be her secretary?  

She would become the brunt of many a joke in Scotland with this man in her service. What was 

she thinking? 

 But before I had time to acknowledge this newly revealed information Rizzio spoke. 

 "Your Grace, there is an urgent matter that I must speak to you about...alone."  
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 The last word was tossed at me and I took the hint. I spoke no more but simply bowed 

myself to them and removed myself as quickly as I could.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter VII 

 Heat had overtaken me, wrapping its hot claws around my neck and squeezing to the 

point of suffocation. The choking pain came in spasms and I quickly sought relief from its grip. I 

considered my desired escape and whether I needed the cool air of a brisk walk or the cold wind 

of a hard ride.  I chose the latter and made my way to the stables where Hammond was shoeing a 

chestnut mare.  
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 I told the groomsman that I needed Achaius. "What ails thee, Master? What need have 

ye of such a fast horse this brisk evening?" Then a clouded look took over his face. "Her Majesty 

is well, I hope." 

 "Her Majesty will be fine. I just need to clear my head." Hammond nodded in 

understanding before handing off the mare to a stable boy and turning to retrieve Achaius.   

 I mounted quickly, then snapped the reins at Achaius and guided him through the 

doorway of the stable.  

 "Don't wait for us, Hammond. I'll settle him in when we return." I tossed the words 

over my shoulder, but I wasn't sure Hammond heard me for I had Achaius at a fast gallop before 

we were even out of the courtyard. 

 I lifted my face and straightened my back to inhale the chilled October air with more 

ease.  The horizon lay before me, its gray expanse stretching far into the distance with no 

urgency, no reason to feel as if it had some duty to perform.  It was just there, as if the Great 

Creator had refrained from finishing his masterpiece, leaving it to be completed at his leisure on 

some other day.  But what the horizon lacked in beauty, the Artist more than made up for in 

landscape.  

 The Palace of Holyroodhouse sat at the bottom of a very high hill, surrounded by trees 

and the jagged black rock that lie beneath the surface of most of this blessed land. Vast, once-

green hills rolled on before me, giving the illusion of fertile soil though all the while masking the 

rock that hid just below.  Ancient volcanic eruptions had pushed the inside of the earth to the 

surface thousands of years before, bending and folding the earth like a soft satin cloth. The crags 

and dykes that were the result of such force now graced the land as if that was the Creator's 

intent to begin with.   



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/43 
 

      For the sake of solitude, I chose to ride eastward, and I pushed Achaius harder, urging 

him to go faster.  I desperately wanted to get away from that which pursued me, and the steed 

was the only means with which to do it.  My mind was muddled. I couldn't make sense of my 

thoughts and felt as though I wasn't even thinking in complete sentences. We rode hard for some 

time before I finally let Achaius slow down to a steady gallop. With the slow pace, I could 

finally sort my thoughts and figure out why I was so irritated.  

 I ticked away the checklist in my mind.  Two things immediately made themselves 

apparent and I felt shame concerning them both. First, I didn't like Rizzio. He was ill-fitted for 

the position and had charmed his way into Mary's court with no attributes to qualify him. But it 

was neither his lack of qualifications nor my opinion of him that bothered me the most. It was 

why I cared anything at all about his recent promotion. And that was my second issue—I was 

jealous. There it was. Laid there before the Almighty for him to rebuke and chastise me at His 

discretion.  Not jealous of his position, but jealous of his close approximation to Mary. He would 

accompany her on all her tours, be consulted on all her business affairs and share bread and wine 

with her at all hours of the day or night.  I felt the heat enter my veins as soon as I admitted it. 

How long had these feelings been lying dormant? I searched for some indication that I might 

have felt this way before now and just not admitted it.  

 It didn't matter. However long the feeling had been there, the important thing now was 

to rid myself of it. I dismounted Achaius and led him to a grassy patch of ground that the coming 

winter had not already stolen. I situated myself on the ground and gazed out across the land. I 

looked, but I wasn't really seeing anything. My mind was fixed on plotting my course and 

removing myself from this uncomfortable predicament. Archbishop Porterfield had indicated his 

sincere disappointment when I wrote to him asking to be released from my duties at the church 
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in Glasgow in order to fulfill the queen's wishes. I was fairly confident he would have me back, 

if not for the same position, then in some other needed place.  

 I leaned back and laid my arm over my eyes. I tried to concentrate but my thoughts 

would not comply. I could not get the queen out of my mind. I laid there for quite a while before 

I was startled suddenly by what felt like a hovering presence.  I opened my eyes to see Ailsa 

standing over me with a mischievous smile spread across her face. She was holding a basket of 

cotoneaster on her hip and she looked as if she had been out in the elements for quite a while. 

The color on her cheeks competed against the color of the berries in her basket, and her hair 

looked especially wind-blown.  Her blue eyes danced, even in the falling sunlight, and held an 

other-worldly, entrancing look.   She was too beautiful to be an imp, but the unexplainable 

attraction I instantly felt toward her startled me.  The shawl she had wrapped around herself 

clung tightly to every curve of her body, pressing itself firmly against her in refusal to the wind’s 

attempt to whip the cloth from her.   It was far too thin for this late in the year and I feared she 

stood a good chance of catching the chill because of it. Or at least that’s what I told myself. 

 "You'll catch your death out here with such inadequate covering," I chided. 

 "It's far more covering than what you are wearing, Thomas Broune," she shot back.  

"What are you doing out here anyway?" 

 "Running from my demons." I motioned for her to sit down. Usually I made every 

effort to avoid being alone with Ailsa, but this evening her presence was warm and inviting.  

More evidence of her devilish work, I guessed.    

 She tossed her basket down first, and then leaned on my shoulder to steady herself as 

she sat down.  Her forthrightness always unnerved me but tonight her closeness arrested me.  
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 "They are my constant companions." Her voice was barely audible, and I wondered if 

she whispered in hopes that God himself would not hear.  I glanced at her with suspicion, but she 

would not look at me.  We sat for quite a spell, staring out into the distance and watching the 

pink shades of a hidden sun slip slowly into darkness.  

 "We need a good fire," she finally retorted.  Then moving closer to me she curled 

herself into a ball and leaned into me.  This was not a good idea. My thoughts were of Mary, but 

my body felt only Ailsa.  Few words were spoken between us as we sat, lost in our own 

concerns. Finally, I spoke again, "We should go."  

 She pushed herself closer to me and I could feel her limbs trembling from the cold. 

"Just a moment longer," she coyed. "I've dreamt of this moment since I was ten and four." I 

stared at her dumbly until suddenly she pressed her lips against mine, leaving a sweet taste on 

my tongue to tempt me. I felt the reprimanding sting of guilt twisting in my chest. Mary....but my 

flesh was definitely weakened at this point. I had no strength to fight against the spell Ailsa cast 

on me with her eyes.   Before I could think about what was happening, I wrapped my arm around 

her and pulled her in to me. This time I kissed her, but with less constraint. She responded 

readily and pressed her body against me one more time.  Even now, as I enjoyed the scent of 

Ailsa's skin and her soft body against mine, I wondered at the conscience of a man.  I loved 

Mary. That much was now apparent. So how is it that I could so easily be drawn into such 

temptations that I previously was able to shun? I was frustrated, I reasoned. A man will do 

unheard of things when he can’t get what he really wants. Was my flesh this weak that I would 

sin against the Almighty, or even Ailsa, for my own satisfaction?  I pulled away from her 

suddenly.  “You have bewitched me,” I muttered.   
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 She threw her head back and laughed a cheerful sort of laugh.  It was cheerful, I 

reasoned, and not elfish as I had imagined her to be moments earlier. I hastened to my feet, 

embarrassed by what had just transpired.  Ailsa turned her face from me and pretended to be 

occupied gathering the contents of her basket; for in my haste I had kicked it, scattering flowers 

and berries in all directions.   

 I called for Achaius who had wondered away contenting himself on grasses and clover.  

I hoisted myself onto his back then led him back to where Ailsa was finishing up her re-

gathering.  I held my hand out to help her onto Achaius, but she refused.   

 “He is too big for me.  He frightens me,” she confessed.   

 “Don’t be silly, he’s as gentle as a lamb once you’re on him.” 

 “I don’t believe you, Thomas Broune.  I have night terrors about this sort of thing.  I’ve 

dreamt, over and over again since I was a little girl, of being thrown from a great black horse and 

dashing my head upon a stone.” 

 “Well there you have it then.  Achaius is not black.  And I give you my word that I will 

not ride him half as hard as I did to get here.  We will go gently.”  My hand was still outstretched 

but I could see the fear in her eyes as she contemplated my words. 

 I dismounted the horse and walked closer to Ailsa.  Great drops of water had formed in 

the corners of her eyes.  Her body shook but I knew not if it was from fear or the cold.   

 “Do you never ride a horse, Ailsa?” 

 “Never.” 

 “Not even a pony?” 

 “Not if I can help it.” 
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 I stepped closer to her.  The wind had blown a lock of blonde curls over her eye.  I 

brushed it away with my hand.  “Ailsa, please.  I assure you no harm shall come to you.  You 

will be in my ever-watchful care.”  I jested now and could see it was working for she fought back 

a slight smile that tried to turn her lips up on both sides. 

 She finally nodded silently, and I took her hand to lead her back to Achaius.  I placed 

my hands above her hips and lifted her swiftly atop the horse before she could have time to 

change her mind.  I quickly mounted then situated myself behind her on the saddle.  The seat was 

fairly small which meant we would have to sit closely so that neither one of us would hurt 

ourselves.  If I sat further back, I risked a very sore backside by the end of the ride, or possibly 

even tumbling off the back of Achaius entirely.  If she moved forward, she might injure herself 

on the pommel.   I slid my hands around her waist, in order to grab the horse’s reins.  I spoke 

calmly to Achaius, reminding him that we had a guest and he would have to be on his best 

behavior.  I snapped the reins softly and Achaius gently moved forward as if he understood the 

situation.  I felt Ailsa’s body tense as we began to move.  I pressed my mouth close to her ear in 

order to speak quietly to her, and I assured her that Achaius was a superb horse and she had 

nothing to fear.   

 We really weren’t far from Holyroodhouse, but because we had to ride so slowly, it 

took longer to get there.  I had still hoped to be back before darkness overtook us completely, 

and as we came upon the palace the last bit of light was sinking beyond the western sky.  We 

scarcely spoke more than ten words during the ride, for once Ailsa’s fear eased she slipped into 

the trance that overcomes many a rider when they are not the person responsible for the reins.   

 We rounded the courtyard and I coaxed Achaius toward the stable with a promise of 

fresh hay. Once inside, I swung my leg out over Achaius’ rear taking great care not to knock 
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Ailsa off as I dismounted. She slid easily off the horse and into my arms as I lowered her to the 

ground beside me. She looked as if she was about to speak when we heard a rustling at the stable 

entrance. I turned about to see Mary standing in the doorway.   A look of consternation shaded 

her usually light and cheerful countenance. She spoke abruptly. 

 “Thomas, where have you been?  I have been looking for you for nearly three-quarters 

of an hour.  I need to speak with you.”  Her eyes moved from my face to that of Ailsa’s, then 

swept the length of Ailsa’s skirts and back up again.   “Girl, why on earth are you out riding in 

such a thin shawl?  You will catch your death in this cold weather with nothing covering your 

body but that thread-bare thing.”   

 “Yes, my queen,” Ailsa muttered and curtsied as she tried to pull the shawl closer 

around her body.   

 “Thomas, it is getting too late now.  Please join me for breakfast in the dining room on 

the morrow.  I have some business to discuss with you.” The irritation scratched in her voice.   

 “Yes, my lady.”  The words slipped out before I had a chance to correct them.  She shot 

me a hurt look, but I couldn’t help it.  She had told me to call her Mary, but I didn’t think it wise 

to address her so familiarly in front of Ailsa.  Besides, I felt like I was being scolded.  It was my 

natural reaction. 

 “And for heaven’s sake, put some clothes on,” she rebuked Ailsa.  And with that she 

strolled out of the stable and out of sight. 

 “Girl?”  Ailsa scorned.   

 “She doesn’t know your name, Ailsa.  She’s only been here for two months.”  

 “I don’t care.  There are still friendlier ways that you can address someone when you 

do not know their name.” 
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 “Careful, Ailsa.  She is still your queen.” 

 Now Ailsa was looking at me as if I had betrayed her.  I couldn’t win tonight.   

 She whipped off the shawl and walked toward the stable entrance.  “My dear shawl, I 

can no longer wear you.  You are a thread-bare piece of a garment and a shameful testimony of 

what a good shawl is supposed to look like.  Because of you, I will catch my death in this bitter 

cold and die a young, unhappy death.” 

 By now I was thoroughly convinced that she was bewitched.  I left Achaius standing in 

the middle of the stable and walked to Ailsa.  I pulled the shawl gently from her hands and 

wrapped it around her shoulders, pulling it tight and tucking it in to the waist of her skirt to hold 

it in place.  “Go warm yourself by a fire, Ailsa.  Take some bread and cheese.  Grab a flask of 

sweet wine.  Get some rest.  You are tired and hungry. Yes, surely that is it.”   

 She pulled the shawl closer about her once more, then giving me a cold glance she 

quickly turned and sulked out of the stable.   

 

 

Chapter VIII 

 

 I did not sleep well and therefore was up before dawn the next morning.  My thoughts 

had been banging against my head in the likeness of a pine marten caught in a caged trap for the 

better part of the night and early morning.  My feelings for Mary, my behavior toward Ailsa, and 

Mary’s apparent agitation with me all converged on me at once making it extremely difficult to 

find rest.  I reluctantly rose before the sun was up and began my daily preparations before the 

rest of the inhabitants had even stirred.  I donned my linen undergarment then pulled my clerical 

robe up over my shoulders. As I began the painstaking task of buttoning the tiny buttons that 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/50 
 

lined the front of my robe a conversation came back to me that I had with Mary about a fortnight 

ago concerning this familiar garment. She had commented how smug the clerical vestments were 

and how much she detested the high color and over- abundance of buttons.  

   "I mean, should a lady wish to smell the scent of your skin, she'd have to wait a month 

of Sundays before she should get your robe unbuttoned." 

 I wondered at the bazaar comment and laughed it off, reminding her that a lady 

wouldn't do such a thing to begin with, and they were probably designed that way for that very 

reason. 

 "I suppose you're right," she concluded, then reaching out to me, she touched the 

pewter buttons of my woolen cloak and ran her hand down the length of my chest, stopping only 

when her hand had reached my waist.  She didn't say anything, she just stood there puzzling over 

my buttons. Even then I had broken out into a sort of panicked sweat and I recognized a sign that 

should have been so apparent to me before. 

 This memory only served to confirm what the thoughts in my head upon my bed the 

previous night had incessantly impressed upon me. I felt the necessity to write to Archbishop 

Porterfield and request a reinstatement to my prior position—or at least, a similar office. I 

hurriedly scratched the letter, but upon its completion felt I should wait to address Mary at 

breakfast before sending the letter on to the Archbishop.    

 When I arrived in the breakfast room that morning, Mary was already seated and talking 

with a gentleman whom I had never seen before.  He had a rogue look about him, for although he 

was dressed as a nobleman, he had a certain air that lent to him an outdoor-like  appearance, as if 

he felt more at home in a forest than in a castle.  His red-gold locks brushed his shoulders in a 

disheveled manner, yet his mustache was styled to a perfect point on both sides of his lip.  He 
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looked to be about five and twenty and his ruddy complexion appeared weathered as if he had 

been riding for some days to get here.  I imagined they must have been deep in conversation, for 

they both started when I entered the room.  Mary beckoned me to join them, and then announced 

the gentleman to be James Hepburn, the Earl of Bothwell. We mutually acknowledged each 

other, yet neither of us cared too deeply about the other’s opinion of him.  I chose a seat across 

from Bothwell and listened quietly to their conversation.  Why this invitation to breakfast, as if 

on some urgent matter, only to be distracted by this nobleman?   

“Thomas, Lord Bothwell has just arrived this morning from France.  It was he who 

arranged my journey back to Scotland.  He was a friend to my mother and Scotland.  He fought 

heartily against the Lords of the Congregation and opposed the signing of the Treaty of 

Berwick.” 

The Lords of the Congregation opposed the French influence of Mary Guise, Mary’s 

mother, in Scotland.  John Knox had his hand in the formation which added to Mary’s irritation 

of him.   

“Yes, well, any implication of England wrapping her cold hand about my beloved 

motherland tends to stir feelings of protection and retaliation,” he conceded.  “England has toyed 

with Scotland like a kitten with a ball of string for too long.  We have our own sovereign.  There 

is no need for the Great Queen to concern herself with us now.  And there is no reason that the 

Lords of the Congregation should worry about our Catholic Jewel.  Her highness has proven 

more tolerable than even the kings and queens of England.” 

No sooner had he finished speaking than the doors opened, and the servants entered, 

bearing gilded plates and tiered, sterling silver towers, piled high with all manner of indulgences.  

Mary had brought her cooks with her from France and the foods at her table were always 
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flavorful and of excellent quality.  The gold plates bore cheeses of brie and some other type of a 

strong odor that I could not identify.  There were apples and pears skewered together with long, 

ornate picks with handles bedecked with rubies and pearls.  Another plate bore smoked cod and 

yet another, steamed crayfish.  Baskets of small loaves of warm, brown wheat bread came next, 

and small bowls with little pats of sweetened butter, no doubt churned fresh that morning, 

accompanied them.  The sterling silver towers held flakey golden turnovers filled with fruits and 

drizzled with fresh honey.  The top tier held intricately decorated sugared wafers filled with 

bright yellow, lemon cream.  Crystal pitchers with mulberry wine and brass and copper beaten 

flasks held almond milk, giving us something to wash it all down.  

Mary explained that she had ordered a “small” breakfast, as she was riding out this 

morning for Falkland Palace in Fife.  Bothwell praised her for the ability of her French cooks to 

replicate their culinary fare.  He spoke of how well she looked and how the Scottish air had 

brightened her countenance and made her more beautiful since he had last beheld her in France.  

He noted how her face was plumper and her figure was fuller and shapelier since she had started 

eating again.  She blushed and covered her mouth with her linen napkin as she stifled a small 

laugh.   I observed him as he grabbed a turnover stuffed with apple filling and tore off the end of 

it with his perfectly straight teeth.  He chewed, half talking, all the while his pointed mustache 

shifted back and forth, back and forth like a gardener beating out a rhythm in the fallow soil with 

a hoe.  There was something in the way he spoke to her, with such familiarity that was not 

befitting to a man before his queen.  I quickly lost my appetite and would have asked to be 

excused but Bothwell beat me to it.  Rising abruptly, he stated that he hated to cut his visit short, 

but he had some business of a personal nature to attend to and asked if he might call upon her 
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again when she returned from Fife.  She acquiesced, and offering her hand, allowed him to kiss 

it, his pointed mustache brushing softly against her skin as he inhaled her scent.   

“Interesting character,” I observed when he had quitted the room.  Mary giggled, once 

again hiding her mouth in an attempt to stifle a smile that had forced itself upon her lips.  She is 

smitten with him, I observed silently, or, if not smitten, then at least flattered. 

“He seems of a rather excitable character,” I added.  “What made him cut his flattering 

short, I wonder?”  Mary resumed her breakfast, choosing a sugared wafer and pulling it apart to 

get to the lemon cream in the middle.   

“I don’t know,” she confessed. “I imagine he has a lot of business he needs to attend to 

while he is in Scotland, for he rarely makes it here.” She licked the yellow cream from the wafer, 

then popped the wafer into her mouth and brushed the crumbs from her hands.  For a moment I 

saw the little girl again that I had protected so faithfully when we were children.  But this time, 

instead of protection from witches, kelpies, or even bean-nighe from our childish folk tales, I 

feared the careless man with flattering words.   

 We barely had time to talk for, in another instant Mary Beaton and Mary Livingston 

walking hurriedly into the room, flushed and giggled about the "handsome nobleman" they had 

encountered in the hallway.  

 "He speaks rather boldly for a gentleman who has not been introduced to us,” choked 

Mary Beaton between laughs.  

 "I felt like I was standing naked before him the way his eyes followed my form from 

head to toe to head again," sighed Mary Livingston in a tone that hinted that she rather enjoyed 

the examination.  
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 "I told you that your new dress from Flanders would catch even a blind man's 

attention," Mary Beaton teased. The neckline leaves no room for imagination and the bust is 

cinched too tight. Don't laugh too hard or you'll be popping out all over the place and Thomas 

will have to help you get yourself back in order."   

 Mary Livingston's cheeks immediately deepened into a bright red blush as both girls 

burst into another fit of laughter. 

 "Ladies! Do mind your manners," Mary chastised. "Have you forgotten Thomas is a 

man of the cloth? To speak in such a manner before him is both improper and disrespectful.”  

 It was true. Mary Livingston's dress was quite flattering to her figure. It was an azure 

velvet  trimmed with tiny pearls around the plunging neckline. The color of the velvet brought 

out the blue of her eyes which had always been her best feature, in my opinion. 

 The ladies ate their breakfast in silence from thenceforth.  Mary turned her attention on 

me finally. 

 "Thomas, I've decided to make a journey to Inverness.  I need to make myself known 

amongst my subjects in the north and secure a more loyal following than what I presently enjoy.  

I would like for you to accompany me.  The Lords of the Congregation have been sowing seeds 

of discord amongst my subjects in the north of Scotland for some time now. I've been advised on 

several occasions to take heed of my northern countrymen and my visit today from Bothwell has 

proven to be a timely message from Providence imparting a warning yet again.  I've already lost 

the Baron Drumlanrig, and I fear that Lord Lorne will soon follow suit." 

My thoughts were immediately drawn to the note I had scribbled earlier and stuffed into 

my pocket.  Now I would have no time to talk with Mary about my decision, or to confirm with 

myself if that is what I truly wished to do.   
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“Might I inquire as to what purpose you feel I could serve by accompanying you to 

Inverness?” 

She put a half-surprised look on her face then a smile broke forth. 

“Thomas, you are my almoner, but I also trust your opinion and advice on all things 

Protestant.  I had hoped that you could act as a buffer for me should any mishap arise from my 

dealings with the Lords of the Congregation.” 

“But what about Lord James?  Won’t he want to have a say in anything political or 

religious?” 

“He will also accompany us.” 

“I thought you told Bothwell you were leaving for Fife. Falkland Palace, you say?” 

“Yes, we are.  That is the more immediate plan.  Although I feel anxious about the north, 

I do not think it wise to leave for such a long journey until spring.  The snow has held this long, 

but I fear that it is just a matter of time before it makes landfall.  I wish to start making 

preparations for a trip of this magnitude now, for it will take much planning.  The trip to Fife is 

quite a journey in itself.   I want to do a little hawking there and I have heard that my father 

preferred Falkland for hawking to any other of his castles in Scotland.  It will, of course, be a 

time of reflection and meditation for the memory of my father as well.  It was there that he met 

his end, as you know.  I hope to be back before Christmas and before the snow comes.” 

“The trip to Fife will take at least a week.   The snow will be upon us before you know it.  

Are you sure a journey of this magnitude is wise this late in the year?” 

“It is true that we may be inclined to stay at Falkland Palace until spring.  I had 

considered that.  Or, if we have to spend Christmas there, then so be it.  I feel an overwhelming 

desire to get out and do something. I can sit still no longer.” 
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 “You did not mention to Bothwell that you were going to Inverness in the spring?” 

“I did not.  I was not inclined to share all of my plans with Bothwell.  I’m still learning 

with whom I can share my secrets.” She laid her hand on my shoulder as she rose to leave the 

table. 

“And what are your instructions for me while you are away in Fife?” 

“My dear Thomas, you are coming with us. I had hoped to speak to you about it last 

evening so that you might have more time to prepare for such a journey, but you appeared to be--

-indisposed."  

 Her voice broke off and heat reddened my face as I thought back to her coming upon 

Ailsa and me in the stable the night before.  Things weren't as they appeared, but I could only 

imagine what she must be thinking. She cleared her throat before resuming. 

 “I’ve already made arrangements.  Eat your breakfast Thomas, and then see to your 

things.  We shall depart before morning is out.”   

 

 

Chapter IX 

The trip to Fife required eight days of traveling, but fortunately the weather was pleasant 

every day of the journey.  The air was chilly, yet the dreary horizon that had been my view the 

evening before we departed had given way to a glorious sunset by the time we arrived and the 

rays reverberated off of the golden and fire-colored leaves that hung heavily, anticipating their 

time of release. Our stay at Falkland Palace had been enjoyable, for the weather was pleasant the 

whole of the time in which we remained.  It was here that Mary’s half-brother, Robert Stewart, 

had presented her with the gift of a beautiful white stallion which she aptly named, Pureté. Pureté 
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had come from the county of Clydesdale where a new practice had begun of breeding Flemish 

stallions with Scottish mares.  He had a heavy bone structure and was so tall that he dwarfed 

Mary.  His long, thick mane and tail were accompanied by long fur that hung over his hooves.  

The hairy beast was beautiful, and Mary loved him, but his size was concerning.  Robert assured 

her that the stallion was gentle, and her worries were put to rest when she mounted him.  He had 

a calm demeanor and a graceful gait that made him perfect for long, leisurely rides. He was not 

intended for war for he wasn’t fast enough, but his strength and gentleness worked together to 

endear him forever to the queen. Mary, being of a particularly sturdy constitution, chose to ride 

Pureté for most of the journey back to Holyroodhouse.  She loved to ride and had bragged once 

that if the company was right and the horse agreeable, she could ride for days without stopping.   

When we arrived at Holyroodhouse there was a letter awaiting Mary.  She had written to 

her estranged cousin in England, proclaiming her love and devotion to the supercilious queen.  

Rumors had persisted for years that Mary was trying to steal the English throne.  Elizabeth was 

suspicious and Mary wanted to set her mind at ease and convince her that she was the devoted, 

submissive cousin that needed guidance and advice.  

In our absence, a young man had also arrived, and the servants installed him in one of the 

castle apartments until Mary’s return.  Pierre de Bocosel de Chastelard was well-mannered and 

flirtatious, sweetly wooing the ladies-in-waiting with his poetic verses and silky voice, or so it 

had been told.  He had come with letters for Mary, but it was apparent that he had no intentions 

of leaving any time soon.  He held a letter of recommendation from his previous employer, and 

Mary took that as insinuation that she should admit him into her court, for as long as he wished, 

without question.   
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That evening, we dined with all the pageantry that Mary’s French cooks could muster.  

But it wasn’t the rich cuisine that bloated my belly that night.   The supper started as any other 

with the common court conversation prevailing.  Chastelard hastened in, at least a quarter of an 

hour after supper had started, profusely bowing and babbling his apologies with promises that it 

wouldn’t happen again.  He took his seat that Mary had so graciously reserved for him, unfolding 

his napkin and perfectly placing it on his lap.  His dining manners were impeccable and his 

speech so polished that he gave the appearance of one highly educated at the finest universities.  

At first, he did not talk much, but his eyes were forever seeking Mary’s attention.  He did not 

look much about him but kept his eyes on her throughout almost the entire supper course.   

Eventually, the wine loosened his tongue and he began to recite poetry to the delight of 

all the females who dined with us.  Mary, in her courtly manner, refrained from most of the 

girlish shrieks that escaped the others’ lips. His recitations included some from his poetic 

teacher, Ronsard, others he had picked up in his travels across the continent. All who were 

present enjoyed them and even Rizzio appeared to respect the artist and appreciate the art.  If 

there was any jealousy it was not apparent.  Yet, in one final poem his intentions were made 

plain and his heart laid open.  He recited a piece that he had written himself and boldly dedicated 

it to Her Majesty.  When his eyes fastened upon her, Mary was entranced in his melodic verse.  

They held each other’s gaze for some moments before the awkward realization that the poem had 

finished, and everyone had stopped talking.  Mary blushed and fanned herself profusely to stay 

the heat that had reddened her face.   

The ladies were so overcome with ardor, and the men so drunk that I do believe most of 

the party missed the lustful exchange.  Mary glanced around and then shifted in her chair and 

cleared her throat.   
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“Pierre, do you ride?” she queried.     

“I love to ride, Your Grace.  I have found no greater pleasure, outside of a woman’s 

embrace that summons feelings of pure bliss and soulful elation.” 

Mary cleared her throat again.  “Yes, I thought you might say that,” she laughed.  “You 

should come riding with us tomorrow.  My brother has recently given me a beautiful pure white 

stallion that I have fallen in love with.  He is really a draught horse, but he is so gentle and so 

good that I have not ceased to ride him every day since he was given to me.” 

“I would be honored, Your Grace, “ the excitement barely concealed in his voice.  

 “I am tired,” she stately abruptly, as she rose to her feet and brushed the crumbs from her 

lap.  To the others she may have appeared tired, but I perceived she was only feigning her lack of 

energy.  Her voice said one thing, but her eyes said another.  She clearly enjoyed Chastelard’s 

lustful exclamations.    

The gentlemen stood as she made her exit through the far-right door to her apartments.  

The musicians began to play after she was gone out, and the rest of the dinner party continued to 

talk and drink.  I excused myself and left through a door on the opposite end of the hall, as not to 

arouse curiosity.  I knew the four Marys would soon follow Mary, and I wanted to speak to her 

before we lost the privacy.   

I overcame Mary on the stairs to her bedroom. 

“Thomas, please don’t lecture me.  I know what you are going to say.” 

“Excuse me?” was my unplanned response. 

“Thomas, please don’t lecture me on how I’m leading Pierre on and giving him false 

hope.” 
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I really had not thought much about that. I had seen the exchange and it definitely took 

my appetite but lecturing her had not entered my mind.   

“I did not come here to speak of Chastelard.  I was merely curious of your letter from 

Elizabeth.  I have not had a chance to speak to you since you read it.” 

“I’m sorry, Thomas.  I’ve been getting lectures all day long from James about my 

flirtatious actions when I’m around Pierre.  I don’t realize I’m doing it.  There is something 

about him that brings out the foolishness in me.   He causes my heart to race and my reason to 

blur.  He flatters me with his words, but it is his gaze that I cannot resist.  I have not had a man 

declare such feelings to me since Francis died.  I am weak when he looks at me.  I probably 

should not have invited him to ride with us tomorrow.” 

“Perhaps,” was my only reply.  Listening to Mary gush about a silly infatuation was not 

what I wanted to hear.  She glanced at me and then looking away, began again.  

“He sounds intelligent when he speaks, but his poems reek of love and emotions that I 

could never feel for him.    He is low-born and has nothing.  He really is foolish to think he can 

woo me with his words.” She was talking herself right out of this fixation.  

“So, why don’t you tell him as much?” I asked.  “Let him know right away that there is 

no chance anything could become of you two.  Set him straight and then send him away.” 

Mary looked thoughtful for a moment.  She considered my words and then turned and 

looked at me.   

“You are very wise, Thomas.  For your advice, I am forever in your debt.”  She leaned 

over and kissed me on the cheek and then turned to walk toward her bedchamber. 

“Mary, the letter?” I reminded her.  She let out a puff of air and then laughed a short 

laugh.  She was clearly preoccupied with her thoughts. 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/61 
 

“I’m sorry, Thomas.  I am so silly I fear that you will stuff me like a goose and have me 

for dinner one of these days.  Yes, the letter from Elizabeth.  Well, let’s see.  She accepts my 

declarations of friendship and wants to advise me on how to choose a husband that will be 

suitable for Scotland and England.”  She clarified, “I mentioned in my last letter that I was 

thinking about how I need to choose a husband because my people will expect an heir one day.”  

I nodded, “That is understandable.” 

“Anyway, I inquired again as to the possibility of her naming me her successor, should 

something happen that she never marries and leaves her people without an heir to take the 

throne.  She keeps insisting that she wants to keep that possibility open and doesn’t want to act 

on that matter too hastily.   Thomas, we all know she isn’t going to marry.  She is being 

ridiculous!  She knows that I am the legitimate heir of that throne.  I’m not storming the castle to 

depose her;  all I ask is that she kindly considers giving to me what is really rightfully mine.  I’ll 

wait until she’s dead.  I just want that assurance that the people recognize it’s me who deserves 

the throne when she is gone.”  

“Why do you think she is hesitant to name you heir?” 

“I’m not sure, but I think it has something to do with that snake she calls an adviser, 

William Cecil.  He thinks that I will come and convert the whole country to Catholicism.  As 

much as I would love that, I am not about to attempt it.  Thomas, you know I am more tolerant 

than that.”  

She stopped talking and looked at me with so much exasperation that I couldn’t help but 

reach out to her.  I touched her elbow and she quickly moved to me and laid her head on my 

shoulder.  I knew this was a sensitive subject with Mary.  It wasn’t about greed; she had 

explained to me once before.  It was about principle and doing the right thing.  It was about 
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familial pride and taking on the responsibilities that her forefathers expected of her.  It certainly 

was about having what she considered to be rightfully hers, but more than that, it was about her 

faith.  Sure, she was tolerant, but I think she honestly thought she could charm her patrons back 

into the Catholic faith.  If that was possible, she surely was the one who could do it.   

“I’m sending William Maitland to England as my ambassador.  I’m hoping his counsel 

will convince the English court that no one has a better claim than I.”  

She dropped her hand that had been resting on my chest and pulled away.  My heart 

ached for her.  She carried so much disappointment in her voice.   

“Please come riding with us tomorrow, Thomas.  You are my rearguard and defense 

against my Mephistopheles.  You’re my angel and protector.”  

I nodded silently to her and then let her go to her rooms.  I wondered if maybe I should 

have a talk with Chastelard, to waylay his intentions and help him see his foolishness.  I could 

talk about that with Mary tomorrow. 

*** 

The opportunity to talk with Mary about reasoning with Chastelard never came.  By the 

time I had finished morning prayers the next morning and came to breakfast, she was already in 

the stables preparing for the ride.  I had lost my appetite the night before and a good night’s rest 

did nothing to restore it to me.  I grabbed an apple and left the hall in search of the others.   

I hadn’t realized that this ride was going to be such a grand affair.  By the time I got to 

the stables Mary was there, along with the four Marys, Lord James, and Rizzio.  Even William 

Maitland was there.  Mary had chosen him to be her ambassador to England, to plead her cause 

before the English court, and rightfully so.  Educated at the University of St. Andrews, his 

intellect for political matters was unrivaled.  He was ambitious and experienced, which made 
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him the perfect choice.  He leaned not too far to the left nor right, choosing neither Catholic nor 

Protestant to take his course with.  For this reason, he was able to view all matters without bias, 

and spoke honorably without guile.   

I began to dress Achaius and considered Maitland further.  He was not a young man, for 

he was well into his thirty’s.  Yet, he dressed sharply and groomed with as much care as any man 

his junior.  Today he donned black leather breeches and black doublet.  His riding boots covered 

his knees and his knee-length coat was also made from black leather,  lined with ermine fur.  

This was probably the most modest I had seen him dress, however, it was practical for the 

occasion.  He stood close to Mary Fleming, speaking in soft tones of something I could not make 

out.  Many said that Maitland favored Mary, although he was at least fifteen years older than she.  

Of all the Marys, Mary Fleming was the most charming.  Her ink-black hair curled naturally and 

hung past her waist when she let it.  It stood in stark contrast to the alabaster tone of her skin and 

was perfectly balanced by violet-colored eyes.  She was beautiful and her felicitous manner 

would make her a fitting wife for any nobleman.   

There was one person who was strikingly absent; Chastelard.  A servant was sent to 

inquire as to his whereabouts, but must have crossed paths with him, for he arrived minutes later.  

Contrary to his poised and well-kept appearance the night before, he hurried into the stables, 

tucking his shirt into his breeches as he came.  He appeared flustered to have to have left his bed-

warmer so early in the morning, for it was apparent he left a woman behind in his bed.  Mary, 

naïve to any foul actions, let a smile spread across her face when Chastelard appeared.   

“Pierre, here is the stallion I was telling you about.  Isn’t he grand?”   

Chastelard met her where she was standing and reached out a hand to smooth Pureté’s 

coat.   
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“He is a marvelous creature.  It is no wonder you prefer him to any other steed.”  He let 

his hand run along Pureté’s side until it overtook Mary’s.   

“I can feel his muscles tightening under your touch. Even this massive beast knows that 

he is in the presence of a celestial being. It’s as though his body is reacting to your touch. ‘Tis no 

wonder.  To be touched by such a one as thee!” 

Once again, he ceased speaking and let his gaze penetrate Mary’s soul.  She moved her 

hand away quickly yet held his gaze in her own. 

“Would you like to ride him?” 

“Your Grace, you are too kind.  I could not deprive you of this beast and strain the golden 

cord that connects your heart to his.  Surely, I can ride the one that brought me here.” 

“I’ve already got my mare saddled.  You shall ride, Pureté.  It is settled.” 

Mary always had a way of putting in the last word and getting her way.  I do not know 

how she manages, but it works every time.   

As we mounted our rides, Mary’s eyes caught mine.  I lifted an eyebrow to her as if to 

ask, ‘Well, what would you have me do?’  She lowered her head and looked away and I knew 

that she had no intentions of sending Chastelard away, or even setting him straight.  This was a 

lesson she was going to have to learn on her own. I could only hope her reputation would not be 

marred from it. 
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Chapter X 

 

February 1562 

 

 

  I was returning from the Abbey Chapel one morning, when Ailsa caught my attention 

and motioned for me to follow her into the kitchen.  I had not seen much of her in the two 

months since we had returned from Falkland Palace, and I feared that she would attempt to 

rekindle the emotion that had been displayed the night before I left for Fife.   

The kitchen was warm and comfortable, and the smell of baked bread mingled in the air 

with the tart aroma of mulled wine.  Molyneux, red-faced and rotund, scurried around the 

kitchen, barking orders and making corrections to the menu for the evening’s supper.  Geese, 

pheasant and grouse hung from the rafter beams, awaiting an available kitchen maid to pluck 
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their feathers and prepare them for smoking.  Rising rows of bread dough, ready to go into the 

ovens, sat atop the wooden counter tops.  The heart of the kitchen, the fireplace, burned day and 

night without ceasing, always bubbling a pot of porridge or a savory stew.   

The man Molyneux was a French chef that had come with Mary to Scotland when she 

first returned.  He was a serious man and took the utmost pride in his culinary creations.  In 

recent weeks, however, he was trying to adjust to having a Scottish cook working in his kitchen 

with him, for many of the Scots at court complained that Molyneux’s cuisine was too rich for 

their bellies.  This set him on edge and made life practically intolerable for the kitchen maids that 

worked under Molyneux’s direct command.  He was still the head of this kitchen and, until the 

queen said otherwise, would continue to shout orders and run the kitchen the way that he saw fit.   

It was into this atmosphere that Ailsa had coaxed me.  Whether for fear of being seen or 

fear of being heard, this was the perfect place to hold a conversation and no one would be any 

more the wiser.   

“Thomas, I thought it only right to tell you the rumor presently flitting about the servants’ 

quarters.” 

“Ailsa, you know that I care not for the tales of idle tongue-waggers. “ 

“Aye! But when it pertains to your precious queen me thinks that ye shall take great 

interest.” 

“How so?” I queried. 

“Idle tongues indeed do wag, but oh what arachnid tales they weave.”  She paused for a 

moment, licking her lips as if she had been speaking for some time. 

“The queen has an admirer.” 

“The queen has many admirers.  This is not news.” 
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“Aye, but this admirer sweetens his words with honey and makes bold declarations 

without discretion.  Many say the queen has fallen into his entrapments.” 

“What do you mean?” I demanded.   

“Oh, not by dishonorable indiscretions, but by flirtatious words and glances.  Her gesture 

of offering him her favorite steed when he first arrived has offended the nobles, most of all her 

brother, Lord James.   On occasion, he will send her a verse or two of poetry and she in turn adds 

a stanza or so of her own contrivance to send back to him.  I believe he has convinced himself 

that the queen actually loves him.” 

She stopped to catch her breath and I pondered all that she had spoken.   

“You speak of Chastelard, then?” 

“Aye.  He has twice now been caught trying to sneak up to the queen’s royal apartments 

in the dead of night.  No one believes the queen was privy to it, but they do believe her actions 

have encouraged it.” 

“I see.” I confirmed.  “And has no one advised the queen of the attempted midnight 

visitations?” 

“I know not,” was her simple reply. 

“Alright.  Try to waylay any rumors you may hear of this rogue and report to me should 

you hear anything else, please.” 

She nodded her head and then curtsied to me slightly before slipping away.  I cut across 

the kitchen in order to take the back stairs up to the third floor.  As I rounded the corner to the 

first step, I ran into a maiden coming down the stairs carrying a small basket of fruits and nuts.  

The basket flew from her hands scattering black walnuts every which way and sending apples 

and pears bouncing across the floor.  The damsel apologized profusely as I begged her pardon in 
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return.  I laughed at the awkward situation but as I bent to help her reassemble her basket I 

sensed an air of familiarity about her that caused me to look closer at her.  The young woman 

looking back at me possessed dark, spiritless eyes that took on a sunken appearance.  Dark 

circles beneath the lifeless orbs seemed to shade her whole face in a wasted, tired look.   The 

once beautiful, silky and thick braid of hair now hung limply over her shoulder, thinning and 

ragged.   My mouth gaped as I tried to hide my dismay.   

“Thank you, Thomas,” she said as she took the last pear from my hand. 

“Isobel.  I…” 

“It’s ok, Thomas.  You don’t have to explain.  It’s been awhile since we’ve spoken.”   

“Yes, I…I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have been walking so fast.” 

She laughed softly.  “Thomas, it’s not your fault.  Truly, do not worry yourself.” 

“Isobel,” I began.  “Would you…would you let me talk to the physicker for you?” 

She shook her head emphatically.  “What will be will be, Thomas.” 

I took her hand and held it in mine.  “Isobel, are the sleeping spells becoming more 

frequent?” 

She nodded her head silently as a single tear slipped down her face.   

“Sometimes two or three times a week now.  I cannot really perform my duties anymore.  

I do small tasks, as you can see, but most of my responsibilities have been given to other maids.” 

My heart ached for her.  I felt so helpless; yet, my hands were tied if she didn’t wish for 

my assistance.  She finished rearranging the contents of her basket then stood to adjust her apron.  

She brushed a wisp of stray hair from her eyes with the back of her hand, then bowing slightly 

she turned to go.  I reached out to catch her arm gently.  I always felt like she was running from 

me.  She stopped short and turned back to me.  
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“Thomas, please.  Let’s not force our hopes against an inevitable end.”   

I released her arm and stood speechless.  She has resigned herself to death, I thought 

sadly.  I watched her walk away with her basket tucked under her arm.  I proceeded to the 

staircase and made my way back to my apartments.  I wanted to talk to Mary, but my encounter 

with Isobel had deeply troubled me.  I needed some time alone to think—and decide what I 

should do.  I didn’t wish to impose on her wishes to be left alone, but how could I just stand by 

and let her fade away without a fight? 

I stayed in my apartments for the rest of the day, not really wishing to see anyone or feel 

obliged to talk to them.   I had not gone down to supper, so at about half past the midnight hour I 

set off for the kitchen to grab a bite of something to eat.  I made it to the landing of the second 

floor when I heard a commotion coming from the wing where Mary’s apartments were located.   

As I ran to see what the matter was, I came upon Rizzio and several of the ladies-in-waiting 

standing in the hallway in their shifts.  Apparently, they all had come running from their rooms 

when they heard Mary Seton screaming and the queen shouting for someone to come and assist.  

Doors were slamming and feet thumping as bodies ran through the hallway to help.  Within 

minutes, several of the castle guards emerged from Mary’s apartments with a cuffed Chastelard 

in tow.  He had finally succeeded in making it into Mary’s bedchamber. 

He struggled against the guards’ grip as they forced him down the stairs, all the while 

pleading and explaining that there had been a misunderstanding.  All he wanted was to talk to the 

queen and he meant no harm.  He continued to beg and reason, but the guards would have none 

of it.  Mary, plainly shaken, stood at the top of the stairs demanding that he be sent to prison 

immediately for his indecency in coming into her bedchamber without invitation.  Lord James 
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stood next to her, assuring her that the situation would be taken care of and that she should try 

not to let herself get so worked up by a fool such as Chastelard.   

“Mary! Mary! Mon chérie!  Do not be vexed.  I meant you no harm. I only….” 

“Silence!” barked the guard who was gripping his left arm.  Between the two burly castle 

guards it appeared as though Chastelard would be torn asunder.  They pulled and tugged on him 

and barely allowed his feet to touch the ground.  It was as if they thought he would miraculously 

escape if they even so much as let a toe graze the floor. 

       I did not attempt to talk to Mary that night but settled in my mind that I would speak to her 

on the morrow and assure her that she had made the right decision. 

However, by the next morning she had already relented and pardoned Chastelard.  I had 

not heard, but instead had the unpleasant surprise of running into him on my way to morning 

prayers.  He looked as if he had been roughed up a bit while in the tolbooth.  His golden locks 

were disheveled, and a crimson line of dried blood ran from a crack in his bottom lip to well 

below his chin.  His blue satin doublet had several rips in it as if it had been the object of a game 

of tug-of-war between the guards and Chastelard. His breeches too were torn and stained with 

blood and a large gash on the outside of his thigh had been wrapped with a bandage.  The boots 

that were upon his feet when he was taken out of Holyroodhouse the night before were now 

nowhere to be found. 

“Good God, man!  Where are his boots?”  I directed the question at the guard who had 

accompanied Chastelard back to the castle but was only given a shrug.  I didn’t care for 

Chastelard’s disgraceful behavior but did not wish to see his mistreatment at the hands of brute 

guards. 
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“It’s the middle of winter.  Why have you taken this man out with nothing on his feet?”  I 

questioned again, but still did not get a reply from the guard.  Instead, Chastelard ventured, “The 

beasts ripped them off of me practically as soon as they drug me from the castle.  I spent the 

night in its entirety without them.”  He sounded like a child whose feelings had been injured 

because a toy had been broken during play.   

I stopped a servant and gave him instructions.  “Broden, take this man to his apartment 

and get a warm bath ready for him.  Dress that wound before it becomes infected and get him 

some clean clothes.” 

“Yes, sir,” was his quick reply as he wrapped Chastelard’s arm about his shoulder and 

helped him toward the stairs.   

“I always knew you were a good man, Thomas Broune.  I’ll be sure to tell Her Majesty of 

your kind treatment of me in my time of need.  I’m sure she’ll want to reward you for looking 

after her Dear Pierre.”   

I was at his throat before he could breathe another word. Grabbing ahold of his tunic I 

spoke more forcefully than I may have needed to. “I think it would be best if you removed 

yourself from Her Majesty’s company for a while.  She may have pardoned your indiscretion, 

but her reputation is at stake.  You would be wise to not mar her name nor risk your head.” I 

released him and brushed off his shoulder lightly, as if to right his disheveled appearance. 

“I, I meant no harm to her,” he stuttered. “I only wanted to talk to her about some verses 

she wrote to me.” 

“Go,” I sneered, then turned my back on him.  He was still trying to exonerate himself as 

he walked away with the servant.  “Do you think I could get some wine, by dear man?  I’ve got a 
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splitting headache.”  Broden nodded his head as he struggled to carry the injured Chastelard up 

the stairs to his rooms.   

*** 

I found Mary in the morning drawing room, her retreat of choice in the mornings where 

the blinding sun could not afflict her eyes, yet she could still sit, basking in the warmth of the 

orange rays that persisted in disturbing the otherwise drab room.  Even on this winter morning, 

the sun stretched forth its dull fingers and lit the ample room with its bleak radiation.    Having 

completed her morning offerings in the abbey well before the Protestants assembled to say our 

morning prayers, she sat, writing her daily correspondence.  She usually preferred to perform this 

task in the sanctuary of her antechamber, and used this room for reading instead, but this 

morning she sat at the dark mahogany desk, with her head bent, yet her back stiffened in perfect 

posture.  Rizzio sat at another table close by, also writing correspondence and performing the 

tasks that Mary found too tedious to do herself.   

I cleared my throat so as not to startle them before stepping into the room.  I always felt 

as if I were disturbing them when I would come upon them working together.   A light smile had 

softened her face and a faint laugh risked suppression on Rizzio’s lips as I entered the room.  A 

secret jest, no doubt.  They were forever entertaining each other with private comments and 

inside jokes.   

“Good morning, Thomas.  I didn’t see you at dinner last night, nor breakfast this 

morning.  I do hope all is well.  Are you ill?” 

“No.  I’m fine.  Just a little trouble sleeping last night, that is all.” 

“Indeed!  I know what you mean.  I had a little trouble myself,” she said with a ruffled 

look. 
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“Yes.  About that….I saw Chastelard being brought back to the palace this morning.” 

She snuck a glance at Rizzio then proceeded.  “David has already chided me on that 

account Thomas.  No need to repeat the reprimand.” 

“Nay.  Not a reprimand.  Just curiosity.  The man did sneak into your bedchamber with 

who- knows-what intentions.” 

“I admit, I was a little put off by his wanton behavior.  But, then I realized that I might 

have been partially to blame.  I am much too familiar with him and must have led him to believe 

that there was more between us than just a mutual appreciation of poetry.” 

I stared at her blankly.  Had we not just had this conversation a fortnight ago?  I tried to 

warn her, to convince her to tell him outright that she had no feelings for him and to send him 

away.  Then again, maybe there were feelings there.  Feelings she did not…could not admit to.  I 

glanced at Rizzio who was busy trying to look occupied with his work, but his hand had stopped, 

and a blob of ink had congealed on the page beneath the spot where his quill had come to a halt.   

It felt like someone had stuffed my mouth with a linen rag.  My tongue grew thick and my mouth 

dry.  I licked my lips and then swallowed hard before continuing.   

“Are you quite certain there isn’t more there than you want to admit?” I was out of line, I 

knew it, and her eyes narrowed toward me in confirmation of my offense.       

“Mary, I cannot tell you how to conduct yourself.  Please understand that my only 

concern is for your safety and reputation.  It is at my highest recommendation that you rid 

yourself of this rogue once and for all.  Put a stop to this, I beg you, before it’s too late.” 

In one instantaneous moment I saw hurt and choler flash in those striking green eyes.  

The gold flecks of fire that lied dormant on her melancholy days ignited and set her eyes aflame 

with defensive daggers.   
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“Thomas, I know that you feel obligated to look out for my welfare as a brother would 

look after a sister.  But I am not a child.  I am free to make my own decisions and I feel that I am 

quite capable of determining when my reputation is in danger.” 

By this time color had flushed her cheeks and she was standing in an effort to level her 

eye contact with mine.  A quick glance at Rizzio showed that he was hastily gathering his 

materials in order to make a swift exit from the room.   

It was my turn to be wroth. 

“I don’t think you are. I am sorry that you are offended at my concern.  But I have heard 

the rumors that fly about you while you are oblivious to their threats.   You asked me to stay on 

here—to serve you.  I gave up my living—a valued and highly sought- after position in service to 

God Almighty, to serve you. You wanted my advice, my insight.  Mary, you do not think like a 

Scot.  Your head is so full of French frivolities that you have crowded out all reason and good 

sense.  You underestimate the power and control of the Lords of the Congregation.  Any misstep, 

no matter how insignificant, could cost you everything.” 

“What about now?  Here you are; you and I alone in this room.  Will not people chatter?” 

“I am not under your bed and you in your night clothes, Woman!” 

“But I am the queen.” 

“It doesn’t matter.  You are a foreigner, a woman, and a Catholic.  For these you are 

already condemned.” 

Her face showed injury and indignation concurrently.   

“But I am the queen!” she repeated. 

I raised my eyebrow unimpressed. 
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“Not for long,” I countered, adding, “Not if you continue in this vein of reckless 

behavior.” 

She moved toward the door, but instead of walking out she shut it.   

“Are you telling me that I am not capable of controlling this land?” She stepped closer to 

me, her face so close I could feel the warmth of her sweet breath, a mixture of honey and spice. 

“I’m confused.  How did this conversation turn into a discussion about your ability to 

rule?” I stepped toward her, bracing myself for the ensuing battle of wits. 

Her eyes, still flaming and her cheeks still flushed enhanced her beauty so profoundly 

that I found myself swaying under her power to entice.  She felt it too, for I watched the amulet 

that hung from a platinum chain around her neck, rise and fall in swift, jerky movements as the 

air moved in and out of her lungs in quick, short breaths.  Her lips, soft and round drew my 

attention away from the bobbing amulet, its unearthly force attempting to pull me down into its 

devilish snare.   

“You are intoxicating,” I whispered.  

The color of her eyes changed from a striking green to soft amber with only traces of the 

earth-colored substance remaining.  Before I could say anything more, the dragon inside her 

subsided and she was the gentle queen again.  She wrapped her arms around me and buried her 

face into my chest like a lost child, repeating over and over again how sorry she was for getting 

so angry.  Had she heard what I said?  Or had I merely thought the words? I had not received the 

response that I had hoped for, yet I took advantage of the proximity of her nearness anyway.   I 

kissed her lightly on the head, drinking in the aroma of lavender and rosemary that so lightly 

bathed her hair. 
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“Thomas, there is a war that rages inside of me.  Two beings struggle to manifest 

themselves.  The one is a strong, courageous warrior with a banner of love and tolerance, 

righteousness, and wisdom. Marching forth to deliver her people and set things to right.  The 

other is a femme fatale, furling a two-edged sword of pleasure and pain, gratification and guilt. 

Inflicting her powers to entice and persuade, in order to achieve her own selfish whims.” 

I stroked her hair gently, and then lifted her chin to look directly into her eyes again. 

“Mary, you are a good person.  You have your Mother Eve in you, the flesh that cries out 

for something that she shouldn’t have.  But the Almighty has placed within you a conscience that 

guides you and gives you wisdom when necessary.  Feed the being that you want to have the 

most power and you will be a ruler with both righteousness and charm, wisdom and gratification.   

She sniffed quietly and then looked up at me again.   

“Thomas, once again you have given me wise counsel.  This conversation has reiterated 

to me my need to find a husband; a man of noble blood to share my throne and provide an heir to 

our people.”  She wiped her nose with a piece of cloth as I removed the dagger from my gut.   

“Yes, that was my intentions,” I lied, as she moved to unlock the door and reopen it.   

 

 

 

Chapter XI 

 

 An unseasonable break in the weather brought Mary and her court out of winter hiding.  

The blandness of winter had everyone itching to get out and so it was decided that a trip was in 

order.  A destination was chosen, and Mary’s inner circle of friends and courtiers would travel to 

Rossend Castle further north on the coast.  Rossend was a handsome place, smaller than 

Holyroodhouse, yet still large enough to accommodate Mary and all of her entourage.  Although 
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the weather had warmed considerably, it was still the middle of February and a time of the year 

when weather could not be altogether trusted.  The trip was made with the knowledge that, 

should it snow again, the party might be stuck in Fife until spring had officially arrived.   

 I did not accompany Mary and her party.  I had some business to attend to in Glasgow 

and advised her that I would be back in Edinburgh within a fortnight if she should need me for 

anything.   

 Two weeks after Mary’s departure for Rossend I received a letter stamped with Mary’s 

seal.  It was not the thistle and rose seal that she usually used when she marked letters to me, but 

her official seal, bearing a shield with the initials M.R. etched on either side.   Marie Regina—

Queen Mary in Latin, was Mary’s preferred signature for official business.  I turned the letter 

over in my hand several times, scrutinizing the hand that had addressed the letter to me.  It was 

not Mary’s, therefore I assumed it had been penned by Rizzio.   

 I tore open the letter and upon seeing the contents confirmed that the correspondence had 

not been penned by Mary’s hand.  However, it addressed me most familiarly, and I flinched at 

the thought of her most intimate thoughts that she would share with me being channeled through 

another’s hand.   But I need not fear, for although the letter was most cordial in its address, the 

content was formal and matter of fact.    

  

Dearest Thomas, 

 A matter of grave consequence has occurred.  Not three days after our arrival at Rossend 

Castle, the irreparable and misguided actions of Pierre de Bocosel de Chastelard have brought 

a darkness into my otherwise happy abode.   I shall spare you the details of the horrific ordeal, 

but only write to inform you that he was discovered once again in my bedchamber, in his hiding 
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place of choice; under my bed.  I immediately called for his execution, but upon the wise council 

of my sagacious brother James, he was instead taken into custody and beheaded a week later at 

the mercat cross.   

 I am shaken to the core and do not know when I shall recover from this most humiliating 

and damnable action against me.  I long for the safety of Holyroodhouse yet cannot bear the 

thought of facing my patrons as of yet.  We shall remain at Rossend until my strength has been 

restored.  If you can find it in your heart, most kind brother, please come to me immediately 

upon the receipt of this letter.  I cannot tell you how much I yearn to discuss this matter further 

with you and feel the warmth of your protective arms about me in reassurance that all will be 

well once more. 

       Your loving sister,  

       Mary 

*** 

 When I arrived at Rossend an eerie solitude permeated the atmosphere as if a ghost had 

taken up residence in the ancient halls and chased everyone into hiding. I searched for Mary, or 

anyone for that matter, to convince myself that the place had not been abandoned entirely.   

 I encountered Mary Livingston in the drawing room quietly engaged in a piece of 

needlework.  Upon seeing me she dropped her work and let out a slight sigh. 

 I crossed the room and gathered her small hands into my own in a comforting gesture. 

 “Mary, what on earth happened here?” I exclaimed. 

 “Oh Thomas, it was that prurient swine, Chastelard.  The imbecile had convinced himself 

that he was in love with Mary—and she with him.  He wouldn’t leave her alone.  She informed 

him that he was mistaken about her true feelings and warned him to keep his distance.  He had 
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not even accompanied us here, but rather, arrived two days after we, claiming that he couldn’t 

bear to be parted from his truest love and begged her to allow him to stay until we returned to 

Holyroodhouse.  He was given permission and an edict to remove himself from her household 

upon our return to Edinburgh.” 

 “So, Mary told him she had no feelings for him?” 

 “Indeed!  Any half-wit who would ever allow himself to believe such an unscrupulous lie 

is an absolute fool.” 

 “You sound as if you had no good opinion of him at all.” 

 “Aye.  In living he had been the source of much grief to my dear friend and in his death 

has proven even more so.” 

 “Where is she now?” 

 “In her privy chamber.  She sees no one, speaks to no one.  Perhaps she will speak to you.  

Her heart is laden with much grief and she has expressed a desire to bear her soul to one who can 

give her spiritual and moral council.” 

 “Am I to be her Confessor then?” 

 “As you see fit, Thomas.  She is tortured and sick to death with guilt and regret over 

Chastelard’s end.  She needs someone to convince her that she did nothing wrong.” 

 To pardon her from guilt was a power that I did not possess.  I did see Mary’s part in the 

whole misunderstanding, but the decision to act foolishly had been Chastelard’s entirely.  The 

unfortunate deed was done, and the consequences must be paid.  

 At the door of her privy chamber I rapped lightly and waited for a reply.  When none 

came, I knocked again.  This time a young maid of about fifteen years old opened the door 

slightly and peeked out. 
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 “I’m sorry sir, but Her Majesty is not taking any visitors.  She sends her deepest 

apologies and asks that if you would leave your name with the messenger she will be sure to see 

you when she is feeling well again.” 

 It sounded rehearsed, as if she had been repeating this monologue all her life.  When I tell 

her that Mary had requested for me to come to her, she asks me to wait then closes the door to 

inquire as to whether she really wants to talk with me.   

 A moment later I am permitted entrance while the maid that admitted me quietly closes 

the door behind her as she leaves.  At first glance I squint my eyes in order to adjust to the 

darkness.  The heavy green and gold tapestries have been pulled to block out any light that might 

invade the solitary confinement.  Even though the mid-morning sun shines brightly outside the 

window, no shaft of light of any consequence can be detected.  On the table, burns one lone 

taper, flickering wildly as it reaches the end of its life.  Mary sits beside the table, motionless and 

silent, holding Petrarch’s Rime in Morte di Laura in her hand. 

 I do not speak, and I do not sit.  Instead I stand waiting, contemplating the mood of the 

room and weighing it against the stark reality of the present situation. In one quick motion the 

book is closed, and she throws herself into my arms and buries her head in my chest.  We do not 

speak for her unchecked sobs voice what her heart cannot say.   

 Finally, when her strength is spent she collapses, and I catch her before she crumples to 

the floor.  Although my eyes have adjusted to the darkness, the room is still unfamiliar to me and 

I search for the door that connects the privy chamber to her bedchamber.  I spot it on the far end 

of the room and quickly carry her through the door and lay her on the bed. The bed is a massive 

piece of wood carved with motifs of fruits and vines twisting and wrapping themselves up the 

posts that connect the bed to the blue and maize canopy that shields it from above.  It sits high 
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off the ground with a matching blue and maize curtain about the bottom concealing anything, or 

anyone in this case, which may choose to hide beneath it.  It is easy to see how Chastelard 

convinced himself that he would not be discovered hiding under this indomitable fortress.   

 Mary’s strength was spent from weeping and she had fallen into a deep, peaceful sleep.  

She slept until nightfall and when she awoke I ordered the young maid, whose name I had 

learned was Tess, to bring some broth and red wine.  I propped the pillows behind Mary’s head 

then fed the broth to her with a spoon.   

 “Have you turned into a maid, Thomas?” she whispered, indicating that her sense of 

humor was returning despite her weakness.  “Tess can fuss over me.  She has proven to be 

invaluable to me since arriving at Rossend.” 

 “No,” was my simple reply.  I had sent the maid away, determined that I would care for 

Mary myself.   

 I poured a glass of wine for her, and then placed it gingerly in her lap, wrapping her 

hands about the cup tightly so she wouldn’t spill it.  She nodded her thanks to me but did not 

speak.  Lost in her tormenting thoughts, she sat holding the cup, never lifting it to her mouth. 

 When she finally broke the silence, her words revealed that her thoughts were not of 

Chastelard at all, but rather, a new problem that had arisen since she had come to Rossend. 

 “Do you remember the ordeal last December involving my beloved half-brother, John 

and that scoundrel, Bothwell?” 

 Although somewhat surprised by her current appraisal of Bothwell, I nodded my head in 

reply.  Mary’s brother John was engaged to Bothwell’s sister, Jane.  Three months prior, the two 

men had ridden into Edinburgh looking for a last-minute tryst before John’s wedding.  Their 

unscrupulous behavior brought them to the rooms of Alison Craig, the very woman that I had 
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witnessed Arron visiting just months earlier.  When she would not permit them entrance the two 

men became angry and belligerent.  They tore tapestries from the walls of the inn, plates, cups, 

forks and knives ended up on the floor, and various pieces of cookery were broken.  The next 

day, a jealous Arron confronted the men about their behavior toward Alison, and a fight broke 

out.  John surprisingly came out unscathed, but Bothwell was told to leave Edinburgh. 

 “What has the firebrand done now?” I inquired. 

 Mary shifted in her spot taking great care not to spill the cup’s contents.      

 “Well, first I can tell you that he did not leave Edinburgh as he was instructed.  He is still 

there stirring up conflict with Arron, and now Arron is accusing him of treason.” 

 “Arron is a mad man,” I interjected.  

 “I know, I know,” she assured me.  “Evidently he is another one who fancies himself my 

equal and plans to marry me,” she scoffed.  “Their quibbling has gotten out of hand and now 

Arron claims that Bothwell tried to convince him to abduct me and force me to marry him.  

Although we all know Arron to be mentally unstable, an inquisition must be made.  I only 

learned of this after I wrote you.  It seems that I am to return to Holyroodhouse immediately 

after all.” 

 She set the cup on the table then swung her feet over the side of the bed.  With forced 

strength and reluctant resignation, she moved to the writing table and sat down as if she were 

going to write.   

 “Mary, are you sure this issue cannot wait until you are better suited to make 

judgments?”  You are weary and unbalanced.  You have not been well, and I fear for your 

health.” 
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 She turned to look at me, but her eyes did not see me.  She spoke with such automaticity 

that I feared for a moment that she may be slipping into that place where feminine emotion and 

sane judgment take up arms against each other.   

 “Emotion and healing are not luxuries that my kingdom has afforded me.  I must pick up 

the pieces, plow ahead, and show my subjects a strong and resilient queen.” 

 

 The next day Rossend Castle was abuzz with flitting maids and scurrying footmen 

packing and organizing the items that were to return to Holyroodhouse with Mary.  The queen 

really was the lifeblood of this court, as the mood of the castle had transformed miraculously 

within one full cycle of the sun.  When I had arrived the day before there was not a soul to be 

found and the air reeked of unspeakable sorrow and disappointment.  Today, the ghosts had been 

chased away and in their place rang out renewed vitality and optimism.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter XII 

 

 The last traces of an early spring snow finally gave way to the enticing promises of 

continuing sunshine.  Icy waters bubbling over smooth rocks in the stream near Holyroodhouse 

anxiously made its way back to its place of birth, flowing happily along the Water of Leith, until 

it finally emptied itself into the North Sea. 

 In the meadows, the first to make its appearance were the stubborn colt’s foot, their 

bright yellow heads popping up as if they were baby birds awaiting a morsel of food from their 

mother’s mouth.  Lowly in birth and a tell-tale sign of neglect, they lie beneath the more regal 
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and useful buds that tower above them, the golden cowslip.  Two shades of yellow clashed in the 

open fields with a victorious spot of crimson splashed here and there for dramatic effect—an 

after-thought of the Great Creator, no doubt.   

             We rode deep into the meadow before the Marys found a desirable spot to cast our 

blankets and began unpacking the basket that had been stuffed with food items. Eating was first 

at hand; anything else would have to wait until our stomachs were satisfied.  Meat pies and oat 

cakes, rolls stuffed with honey, cheeses of different varieties, figs, raisins, and mulled wine. All 

swiftly unpacked and eaten before the horsefly could even catch a scent.  Although we ate as if 

our bellies had been denied food for a fortnight, nothing thereafter was done in haste. The party 

laid about, drinking in the warm scents of scurvy grass and lilac as the April breeze brushed 

softly across our faces. After lunch Mary Fleming and Maitland wandered off in pursuit of wild 

garlic. Maitland dabbled in botany and had enlisted Mary’s assistance in locating a few herbs 

that were beginning to bud in the fresh, new grass of the meadow. A spring shower the evening 

before made the grass even lusher and a variety of plants and herbs now laid in wait of plucking.   

Rizzio sat, leaning against a tree, strumming his lute and softly singing songs of courtly love as 

Thomas Randolph entertained Mary Beaton with a story from the courts of Queen Elizabeth.  

Randolph, who had been invited out of courtesy,  fancied himself in love with the buxom Mary 

Beaton. He was Elizabeth's ambassador and had been dealt the task of keeping up with the 

Scottish queen and reporting back information to the English one.  He was likable enough, if not 

a little on the serious side and although he was a man of sophisticated tastes and expensive 

trifles, I wasn't entirely convinced that he was prepared to handle the likes of Miss Beaton. She, a 

mere 18 years, and he nearly 40, a successful courtship was highly unlikely. 
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             The sunshine was delightful and the gentle breeze that caressed our faces brought a 

comfort that was much needed. Mary had not spoken much since returning to Holyroodhouse.  

Knox’s sermons since the Chastelard incident had been relentless against Mary, attacking her for 

her lustful actions, accusing her of luring Chastelard into her bedchamber and damning her court 

for lascivious and wonton behavior.  The mass was mocked and condemned, and everyday new 

reports surfaced of another lord who had renounced the queen and her devilish religion. 

             To add to her injury, Bothwell had been imprisoned in Edinburg for his role in the 

Alison Craig affair. Mary had mixed feelings about his sentence. Bothwell had been a faithful 

supporter of Mary’s mother, Mary Guise. But he was dangerous—at least to Lord James and the 

Protestant lords, and James had convinced Mary that Bothwell might interfere with any of her 

plans to unite Scotland  and England under one throne.  Voraciously loyal to Scotland, yet 

minimally committed to his Protestant faith, he resisted any interference from the English 

Protestants. 

             Mary arose from her seat near Rizzio and came and sat down next to me. As if reading 

my mind, she spoke softly.  

“Bothwell needs to stay out of the way for the time being. James is quite angry with him 

for his interference and thievery last year of a goodly sum of money confiscated from England 

and intended for the Lords of the Congregation.” 

“But he did that in your mother’s name.” 

“Yes, all while lining his own pockets.”  She pulled a daisy up from the root and began 

plucking the petals off  one by one. 

“You fault him for that?” I asked, barely believing the sound of his defense in my voice. 

“Not entirely. But he does do things in a rather brandish way, don't you think?” 
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“Aye. And what of Arron’s accusation that Bothwell tried to convince him to kidnap and 

force a marriage upon you?  

“Pffft.” She waived her hand as if to dismiss the ridiculous accusation.  “Arron changed 

his story so many times that by the end he had Bothwell scheming to take me for himself.  There 

was no evidence.  But still, Bothwell had other damning allegations against him.”  

“So, what do you intend to do with him?”  I watched as the petals fluttered lightly in the 

wind then fell abruptly to the earth to find a final resting place.   

“Let him sit, for the time being.  Humble him a bit, maybe. He takes matters into his own 

hands entirely too much. I don't want him ruining things for me, nor making decisions for me 

that affect my livelihood.  He's too deleterious.”  She tossed the remaining portion of the flower 

into the wind then plucked another to start the process all over again.   

“And how are things proceeding with your fair cousin?  Have ye any news of late?” I 

shooed away a fat bumble bee that chose to hover just a little too close to Mary’s feet.   

The question caused a slight flush of excitement to pinken Mary’s cheeks. 

“I have had a letter from my dear sister just this week. We are negotiating the possibility 

of a meeting betwixt us.” 

“And what is the likelihood of such a meeting taking place?” 

A shadow darkened her otherwise fair brow and a look of consternation overtook her. She threw 

the daisy down that she had been dismembering. 

“Elizabeth’s closest advisor, William Cecil, does not fancy me, so I've been told. My 

sources have revealed that for every persuasive word I pen to my dearest cousin, Cecil is right 

there waiting to blot it out with his unfounded accusations against me.”  
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           The breeze picked up a strand of Mary’s hair and laid it gently over her face.  She quickly 

moved a long, slender hand to brush it aside. Usually, her hair was twisted and tied in knots and 

curls and carefully tucked away under her attifet.  But on days such as today, when the 

formalities of court could be laid aside, Mary often preferred to loosen her hair and wear it in a 

simple sweep, away from her face and cascading down her back. I observed how much younger 

she looked when she wore her hair down, and today as the warm sun highlighted the bronze  and 

copper flecks in her hair, she took my breath away.  

             I was still meditating on how her auburn hair hugged the soft curve of her neck, when 

suddenly I was startled back to reality by Mary’s giggling.  

           “Thomas, you haven't heard a word I’ve said!”  She spoke sharply but her upper lip 

pressed firmly into her bottom lip, forcing the sides of her mouth to curl into a sly smile.  

           “Thomas, you better come sit in the shade, your face is flushed,” admonished Mary 

Fleming who had just arrived back from herb-gathering and had heard Mary scolding me. 

           “Not to mention you’ll catch a biting midge or two with your mouth gaping open like 

that,” Maitland teased.  

           I forced my mouth shut, not realizing I had been staring, as they all laughed heartily at my 

expense.  Mary placed the palm of her hand on my face as if she were to wipe my tears. She 

brushed her thumb gently back and forth across my cheek as she laughed.  

           “No need to blush, Thomas. I'm not your schoolmaster.  You’re not obliged to listen to me 

ramble.” 

            I hung my head in mock shame but couldn't hide my own amusement. I smiled, but on 

the inside the warmth of her hand sent a wave of fire that spread from my cheek and surged 

throughout my body reaching into every cavity and making every extremity raw with the ache 
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for her.  Mary leaned into me and whispered, “Thomas, will you walk with me?”  I nodded and 

gulped hard, trying to swallow the heart I felt  lodged in my throat.  I was afraid to speak for fear 

that my words might resound with the force I still felt racing through me.  

           I stood and held out my hand to her.  She brushed off the petals that had fallen onto her 

skirt then placed her small hand in mine.  I wrapped my arm around hers and placed her hand 

securely in the cleft of my arm.  She leaned closer to me as she gained her balance and I could 

smell the clean scent of her hair and the rose water she must have splashed on her skin this 

morning.  We walked for some time in silence, speaking only when some new insect flitted by, 

or a different type of flower pushed its head through the surface of the soil.  Occasionally, we 

would hear the pitter-kerplop of a toad hopping in and out of the stream. For a full half-hour it 

remained thus between us; Mary seeming as though she had something on her heart to say, and I 

waiting for her to say it.  Finally, she stopped at the edge of the stream and looked out across the 

soft, verdant hills that stretched as far as one could see. A gentle reminder that you could walk 

10,000 paces and still be nowhere.   

           When she finally opened her mouth to speak, her voice was so weak I had to strain to hear 

her words.   

           “My dear cousin wishes to choose my husband for me.” 

           I didn't answer immediately but waited to see where her thoughts were taking her.  She 

ran her hands up and down her arms as if the thought gave her a chill. She stared at the expanse, 

lost in her own thoughts.   

          “I'm not so naïve as to actually think I could marry for love. I know my duties. I was raised 

to never forget my duties.  I married Frances out of duty.  With all the affection I felt for him I 

still cannot say it was for love.  It was for duty.  And now that I have no mother, no uncle, no 
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king telling me my duty I actually had hoped that I could at least have a say in how I carry out 

my duties.”   She paused again as if to gather her thoughts.  At last she turned to me and I saw 

the pool of tears that had gathered in her eyes yet refused to spill down her face.   

           “Thomas, I am not free to love where I choose but I…” She swallowed hard before 

continuing.   

           “…but I refuse to give up the reins of my free will completely.”  She grabbed my hand 

and held it to her lips then gently kissed my fingers.   The amber flashed in her green-brown eyes 

and tore at my heart as I searched her soul for understanding.  A single tear slipped down her 

cheek and wet the lips that burned my skin.   

           “I'm sorry,” were her only plaintive words as she pressed her lips harder against my hand.  

           I pulled her into me with my other hand and kissed the top of her head as if she were a 

child. I shushed and spoke softly to her as I stroked her hair, pushing it behind her ears and away 

from her face.  I didn't consider myself a stupid man, but I really had no idea what she was trying 

to tell me.  Her words were so vague and their meaning so cryptic, that I could only guess at 

what she meant.  I knew she had many suitors and had received many marriage proposals just in 

the short time she had been widowed.  Some were so ridiculous, such as Chastelard’s, but some 

were truly genuine, including the king of Denmark and the Holy Roman Emperor.  All had been 

refused.  But she spoke as if she had someone in mind. Had the rumors about David Rizzio been 

true? For months some had been suspicious of her and Rizzio. They were always together, 

always whispering, laughing, scheming, sharing in some private joke.  I never sensed any 

romantic inclination between the two, but odder things have happened.  Perhaps she was trying 

to tell me there was someone. I couldn't imagine who that could be for I sat at dinner with her 
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every night and was as much a part of her life as anyone else. Surely I would have noticed an 

amorous glance or a lover’s sigh between her and another suitor had he existed. 

           I decided to encroach upon her thoughts carefully. 

           “Mary, has Elizabeth suggested someone?” I didn't think this was the case, but I thought 

I’d follow this line of questioning first. 

           “No. Not yet. But she has made it known that she cannot give her blessing to any proposal 

unless the suitor meets her approval. She has also made it clear that she cannot even consider 

naming me as a possible heir to her throne unless I have married someone to her liking.” 

           “That’s rather superfluous, don't you think?” 

           “I do,” she sighed, but then continued. “I’m trying to convince myself that is a small price 

to pay for my reward.  But I too, have standards, and certain stipulations before committing 

myself to someone else's wishes.” 

          “Then there is something else that is bothering you?” 

            She looked up at me with an expression of hurt and apprehension. 

           “Not something, but rather, someone.  I care for someone very deeply. And I cannot be 

sure what he feels for me, but tis no matter. For nothing could ever become of the tender feelings 

I harbor for him.  

           She pulled away from me completely and drew herself to the very edge of the stream. 

Peering down into the translucent water she spoke a verse as if she spoke to the fish just below 

the bubbling surface, rather than I who stood right behind her.  

“If it is not love, what then is it that I feel?  

But if it is love, by God, what kind of thing is it?  

If it is good, whence comes this bitter mortal effect?  
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If it is evil, why is each torment so sweet?” 

“Petrarch?”  I whispered.  She nodded her head but did not speak again.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter XIII 

 

Autumn 1562 

 

 The mood at Holyroodhouse had been generally melancholy for the greater part of five 

months.  A series of illnesses: various stomach ailments and quick fevers continued to keep Mary 

close to home and contained in her apartments with little entertaining to keep anyone’s interest.  

Bothwell had escaped from prison just a few short months after he was sentenced.  This 

infuriated Mary who sent out a search party, but to no avail.  No doubt he was hiding amongst 

one of his many contacts that lived throughout Scotland who would not give him up unless 

Mary’s reward was raised another 100 pounds.  Mary decided he wasn’t worth the expense.  She 
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was saving her money for a more important event.  It had been decided that she and her fair 

cousin would finally meet, where Mary hoped to charm her way into Elizabeth’s good graces.  I 

had no doubt she would succeed.  But alas, it was not to be.  War broke out between the Guise 

family and the Huguenots in France.  Mary’s uncles were fighting against the French reformers 

and it seemed that Elizabeth had chosen a side.  Of course, that side could be none other than in 

support of the Protestant reformers.  This put Mary in a difficult predicament. To reprimand 

Elizabeth for her part in the war or show any support for her uncles in the matter could 

jeopardize her own intentions.  Mary decided to stay neutral.  This would have been a good play, 

except for the fact that Elizabeth canceled the meeting between the two queens.  I feared this 

blow would put a crack in Mary’s resolve and I wondered how many more disappointments she 

could take.   

 The month of July had been a mild one so far and perhaps the fair weather played a part 

in Mary’s decision to go on progress to the north.  She had desired for some time to visit her 

subjects there and so plans were made to journey to the Highlands and see what support could be 

enticed from the fairly wild clans that inhabited it.   

 I set about preparing my things, for the journey would be an opportunity for Mary to 

show her fairness and generosity to the peoples of northeastern Scotland.  My task would be to 

record the monetary and agricultural donations that would be received, and partition them 

amongst the accounts that Mary had determined, to be used for various needs within the realm.  I 

would also see to the distribution of alms to the needy throughout the region.   A trunk made 

from the wood of an oak tree and fastened with a large iron lock had been commissioned for the 

occasion.  Upon my own request, thin wooden panels had been wedged within the gut of the 

trunk in order to keep the container better organized and its contents safely intact.  Inside the lid, 
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a special compartment had been designed, also upon my request, in order to place the various 

documents and writing utensils that I would need to keep record of Mary’s gains and 

expenditures.  

 On the morning of our departure, I donned my robe and with much trepidation, 

painstakingly buttoned each hole.  The robe was hot for such a long journey, but I tried to wear it 

as much as possible when I was performing the duties of the church, even while traveling.  I 

carefully rolled two changes of clothing into my bedroll.  I placed my sword in its scabbard that 

would be attached to Achaius’ saddle and tucked my dirk under my robe for quick access, should 

I need it.  I did not make a habit of using weaponry, being a man of the cloth, but having been 

raised in the king’s household, King James was insistent that I learn to defend myself and a 

lady’s honor, if necessary.  Even after his death when I had been six years old, my mother 

honored the king’s wish and arranged to continue my training with a clansman by the name of 

Donald McEleney.  He was an expert swordsman and locals bragged that Donald had never been 

brought low by another man’s sword until the day his life was taken by one.  That had been eight 

years ago, but I could still hear his calm words of instruction as we sparred in the castle 

courtyard.  “Ne’er turn yer back on yer opponent, laddie.”  Those were the words with which he 

started every lesson.  I’m not sure if he thought me to be a coward, or if he was just used to 

instructing so many of them throughout his 40 years of fighting.  Either way, the words have 

stuck with me and it’s the first thought that comes to my mind every time I pick up my sword.  

 A page boy named Kenneth met me at the stairway and offered to help carry my things.  

As we approached the stable, I sensed something awry.  I could see Hammond in Achaius’ stall, 

but he was not alone.  The voices of three other men drifted through smell of hay and manure 

and mingled with the sound of Achaius’ snorting as he drew air laboriously into his nose and 
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blew it out again.  He was restless and every few seconds I could hear him bang against the side 

of his stall in a vain attempt to let the intruders know they were not welcome.  I handed Kenneth 

my leather satchel and ran to meet them.   

 “Och, Sir Thomas,” Hammond greeted me with a tone that hinted he was expecting me.   

 “I just sent Marcus to fetch ye and here ye be.”  

 “What’s the matter, Hammond?  What’s ailing Achaius?” 

 “Barley surfeit. Likely from the east field.” 

              “Are you sure?” I questioned, even though I knew Hammond was a horse expert and 

knew everything there was to know about horses. I reached a cautious hand out to calm Achaius 

and I could feel his muscles relaxing under my touch.  I knelt to get a better look and spotted the 

infected hoof.  The barley disease was very painful for horses.  It could also be dangerous, but it 

was treatable. 

               “Looks like you might have caught it in time.” I had seen worse cases but was naturally 

worried for my faithful companion whom I had grown quite fond of. 

               “Aye. But he’ll be needing a strict diet and regimented exercise until this clears up. Sir 

Thomas I’m sorry but I…” 

             “I know what you’re going to say, Hammond.  Achaius cannot make such an arduous 

journey with this painful ailment.  But I know he will be in the best of care under your 

treatment.”  I squeezed Hammond’s shoulder in a reassuring gesture. “Just make him feel better, 

Hammond.”  The humble man shook his head but did not speak. There was nothing in this world 

that he cared about more than the health of the horses in his care. 

              I caressed the velvety tip of Achaius’ nose and spoke soothingly to him. His heavy 

breathing lightened a bit and his large, black eyes implored me to help him.  I picked up the 
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brush that hung from the stable door and began to brush Achaius softly.  Brushing always has a 

calming effect on him and this time was no exception.  

               “You do have a way with the beast, Master Thomas.”  Kenneth stood in the doorway, 

still holding all my things and watching as Achaius settled into a slow steady breathing.   “I have 

heard that two other men were thrown from him and maimed before you claimed him.” 

               “We understand each other, “I said, as I returned the brush to its proper place on the 

doorframe.  He nodded his head knowingly and shifted my belongings from one arm to the other.  

“Forgive me sir, but, where should I place these items now that the horse is not departing?”  

 I reclaimed my items from Kenneth then turned and looked at Hammond. This progress 

was going to be long and laborious and I needed a dependable horse that could suffer the 

journey. Hammond confirmed what I had feared.  All the dependable horses had already been 

geared up or hitched to wagons for the journey.  

               “I can unhitch one of the teams for ye, Sir Thomas,” Hammond offered. I shook my 

head, knowing that we had already lost precious time. I was surprised that Mary had not already 

sent someone to track me down as it was.  

               “There’s Purité, but he’s not fit for such a long journey.” 

               “Not to mention he is Mary’s most prized possession,” I added.  

              “Aye,” Hammond pondered, as he stood chewing a piece of straw.   “I do have a new 

stallion that just came into our possession recently. He is rough around the edges, but given yer 

knack, ye might be able to settle ‘em.” 

               “Oh no. Not another one of your rascals,” I said as I kicked the dried mud off my left 

boot.  
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              “Aye but hear me out.  He had a bad injury when he was found wandering along 

Salisbury Crags.  We thought for a time that we might have to put the poor creature down.  But 

he made a miraculous recovery and is as strong as any of the steeds in this stable.” 

      “Miraculous?” 

  “Aye!  That be yer area of expertise, eh?” he asked with a lopsided grin breaking forth.   

 “Show me the beast,” I sighed, resigning to the fact that unwieldy creatures must be my 

lot in life.     

 Hammond led me to the far end of the stable where the horse was quietly pondering his 

own lot.  I scrutinized him from my spot, and he stared back at me with as much intensity from 

his.     

 “Why were you hesitant to suggest this animal to me?”  I turned to look at Hammond and 

noticed that he seemed to still have an unsure look upon his face. 

 “Well, he…gets spooked from time to time.  Probably a result of whatever means caused 

his injury. “ 

 “What is his name?” I asked. 

“We don’t know his given name, but the stable boys have taken to calling him Ramses.” 

“Hmpf.  Which one?” 

“Whichever,” Hammond replied with a shrug. 

 I appraised the animal for a minute or two more before acquiescing to Hammond’s 

suggestion.  

 “Alright,” I replied with another sigh.  It’s not as though I had much choice at this point 

anyway. 
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 Hammond went to get a saddle then I began loading Ramses down with my things.  He 

seemed calm enough as we dressed him, and when I mounted him he showed no disagreement or 

angst.  My own reservations dissolved as I walked him around the courtyard and got a feel for 

him.  Perhaps I had judged him too hastily.  Time would tell. 

*** 

The journey was wet and exhausting.  The earth had turned to softened butter and our 

days were spent digging out sunken cart wheels and trudging along slowly to ensure the horses 

did not injure themselves.   On distances between the villages we spent our nights in the open 

fields cursing the rain and vying to stay dry.  The tents we pitched would keep a man dry but 

would not warm his limbs.  Starting a fire and keeping it burning so that Her Majesty would not 

become ill became every man’s purpose.  Through Stirling and Perth, the rain did persist until 

tempers were shortened and everyone had had enough.   

               When we reached Aberdeen, we were met by a bustling town full of fishmongers, 

tanners, weavers, and other craftsmen.  Four heavily traveled roads intersected at the center of 

the town, but the real action occurred along the riverfront where fishing had been a source of 

livelihood for centuries. By the time we arrived the townspeople were in a frenzy, bustling about 

and tidying their shops at the rumors of the queen’s arrival. The people thronged Mary, all trying 

to get a glimpse of the beautiful young queen. The majority of retainers that had accompanied us 

made a bee line to the tavern and only Lord James, Randolph, and I remained to offer Mary some 

protection from the pressing crowd. After the span of about an hour a burgess intervened and 

called for the merchants and shoppers to resume their business and led an escort for Mary to the 

inn.  
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               By evening we were resting in the inn, partaking in some provisions and enjoying the 

warmth of an indoor fire.  At about half past the seventh hour a servant announced the arrival of 

a Lady and upon further investigation it was ascertained that the Lady was the Countess of 

Huntly, Elizabeth Keith. She had not been expected, nor was her visit particularly a desired one.  

The Countess was the wife of George Gordon, the 4th Earl of Huntly.  The Huntlys had many 

offspring, but it was one, Sir John Gordon, that had set himself up as a nuisance and had recently 

managed to free himself from imprisonment by way of some unknown means.    

 When the door to the supper hall opened a host of attendants converged on the room and 

the entourage swept a clearing allowing the visitor to enter in all her regal splendor.  The 

countess, though possibly twenty years Mary’s senior, held the heir of a woman whose grace and 

beauty were unrivaled.  She held herself as if she was royalty, and in this part of the country, she 

practically was.  Her husband was the largest landowner in the eastern part of Scotland, their 

house was great and the furnishings, by which one could always count on to determine wealth, 

was in a word, grandiloquent.  

  A hush fell on the room and an awkward silence hung in the air before the countess 

remembered upon whom she called, and curtsied extremely low, her many layers of skirts 

fanning out around her and brushing the feet of those who sat close to Mary.  When she 

straightened she fastened her eyes upon the queen and paid no attention to anyone else who 

might happen to be occupying the room with her.  Her face was still youthful and soft.  Her eyes, 

round and blue, were accented by dark, heavy lashes that gave an alluring appeal to her already 

breathtaking beauty. 

 “Ceud mìle fàilte dhut,” she began in Gaelic, welcoming the queen.  No one 

 spoke as she stood waiting for Mary to respond.  It was unclear whether she spoke in the old 
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 language to test Mary’s knowledge of the old tongue, or whether it was to show her own deep-

rooted history and ties to the ancient land upon which we now relied for hospitality.    

“Tapadh leibh,” Mary replied.  

A slow smile spread across the countess’ face.  “A true Scotswoman to be sure.  You have had a 

long journey.  I pray that it has been pleasant and that you might find rest and refreshment within 

our boundaries.” 

“Our journey has been long, but you can rest assured it has not been pleasant.  I look 

forward to replenishing our strength and enjoying the provisions that my loving subjects bestow 

upon us.”  She accented the word my ever so slightly and I wondered if mine were the only ears 

to catch this variation of her speech.  She feels threatened, I thought to myself.  Yet, no one else 

seemed to notice the emphasis. 

   “May it be so,” the countess replied.  “Now I fear that I must intrude upon Your 

Majesty’s rest and request a private audience with you concerning a matter of urgent 

importance.” 

 “Of course.  Allow me and my party to finish our meal then I will see to you shortly.  

Where may I call upon you later this evening?” 

 Countess Huntly looked taken aback for a moment.  It was evident that she was not used 

to being put off.  However, she quickly recovered and answered, “I reside in a small cottage on 

the edge of Aberdeen when I am in the area.  You may call upon me there at your earliest 

convenience.”  Her voiced cracked upon these last words and she licked her lips as if to keep her 

throat from drying out completely.   

 “So I shall,” Mary said in a light voice.  Clearly, she felt she had won the upper hand. 
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 The older woman nodded another slight bow, then turning upon her heels she quickly 

retreated to her carriage.   When she was safely disposed of a low chatter began to enliven the 

room again. 

 “I reside in a small cottage on the edge of Aberdeen when I am in the area,” someone in 

the room repeated mockingly.  Another said, “I doubt there is anything small about that woman; 

body or property.”  Laughter broke out as minds began to conjure up all sorts of lewd comments 

to make in reply. 

 Ignoring the vulgarity and appearing unaffected, Mary said, “Friends, Countess Huntly is 

a grand woman whom I dare say is used to ordering people about.  She has lived in this land, 

unrivaled for many years.  Let us show her the respect that her title and property has earned her.” 

 “But she thought she could order you about,” challenged another.  “She needs to be put in 

her place.” 

 “I will deal with her in my own way and in my own timing.  But for now, let us finish our 

meal.  I’m starving!”  The men lifted their cups with a hear, hear and the chattered resumed its 

feverish pitch within minutes.   
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Chapter XIV 

 

Sometime after the first watch had been called, I woke in a sweat from a fitful sleep.  

Although the fire that had been burning in the fireplace had long since burned to a low ember, 

the air felt stifled and heavy.  I arose and drained the flask of wine into a cup, drank it in one 

long gulp then removed my damp shirt.  I splashed water onto the back of my neck then opened 

the wooden shudders that closed over my small window.  The cool October night air felt 

soothing, but the small opening would not suffice to cool the hot room.  I slipped a dry shirt on 

and pulled on a pair of breeches.  I departed the room and as I walked cautiously down the stairs 

I could hear a fiddler still picking out tunes and many of the soldiers that had been employed to 

accompany the royal progress still drinking and making merry in the hall below.  I feared they 
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would pay for their indiscretions in the morning, for it had already been decided that we would 

be moving on to Inverness the next day.   

I slipped out of the side door of the inn without being detected and headed to the stable to 

check on Ramses.  Sleepless nights were not uncommon for me and on such occasions I would 

often spend time in the stables, brushing Achaius.  As I approached the stables the moonlight 

gave off just enough glow that I could see a figure leaning against the side of the barn.  The 

closer I came I could see that it was a feminine figure that stood in the darkness.  In no need of a 

prostitute and not wanting to be approached by a woman of ill reproach I turned to go toward the 

other end of the barn.   But as I turned, the figure called out to me in that sweet, familiar voice. 

“Thomas, I see that you had trouble sleeping as well?” 

I paused then turned to face her.  I could see the small puffs of chilled air depart from 

Mary’s lips as she breathed in the night air.  My body, that had just begun to cool from the 

midnight air, instantly began to burn as the blood that coursed through my veins heated like a 

poker in the fire.  As I drew closer to her, she turned to face me and the cool moonlight spilled 

onto her face, bathing her in icy light.  Fire and ice.  That’s what we are.  I, a consuming fire and 

she an icy wave of calmness.   There is danger to both when they are joined together, I reminded 

myself.   

“Mary, what are you doing out here all by yourself?  It is not safe for a woman to be 

alone in the darkness, and especially if she is the Queen of Scotland.” 

“I, like you, could not sleep.  I had a most bothersome conversation with the Countess 

Huntly this evening and I fear that I have been unable to get the details out of my mind ever 

since. “ 

“Ahh, yes.  What had she to say?  Was it as important as she saw fit to insinuate?” 
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“She sought pardon for her son, Sir John Gordon, who escaped from the tolbooth  last 

month.  She reminded me that her husband, Lord Huntly, has been a faithful supporter of my 

mother, and the Catholic faith, for years and proceeded to inform me that he has been in dire fits 

since I removed his titles, the Earl of Mar and Moray, and gave them to my brother, James.  I 

detected a hint of threat as she reminded me that the earl has many supporters in the northeast 

and that he is a man that does not tolerate impudence very well.” 

“Impudence!  What has she to say for herself?  Surely she must realize to whom she was 

speaking!” 

“Aye.  She knows to whom she speaks.  And I daresay she knew exactly of what she 

spoke.  She assured me that all her faith lies within her husband’s power to maintain that which 

rightly belongs to him.  Her conversation began and ended with her beloved son, Sir John, and 

all his merits.  She hinted that they even hoped that he might one day be granted the honor of 

becoming my husband.”  

I stood gaping at her as she recounted her conversation with the countess.  “Becoming 

your husband!  What audacity!  What shamelessness has this woman shown!”  

Mary laughed.  “Thomas, calm thyself.  She is a woman who fears for her son and who 

greatly honors her husband.  I did not think her impertinent, but rather likened her to Abigail 

who spoke boldly to King David on behalf of her wicked husband.” 

“Hmph,” was all I could manage.  If my blood wasn’t boiling at the sight of Mary’s 

enticing form in the darkness, it certainly was now, even if for a different reason.   

“And what said you of her son?”  I usually didn’t voice my opinion about Mary’s suitors, 

but I was annoyed.  This man was a scoundrel and the Gordons had the temerity to proffer their 

son for wedlock.  
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Mary giggled then stepped closer to me.  “Why Thomas, if I didn’t know any better I’d 

say you were jealous. You truly sound put off by her suggestion.”  

I straightened my back.  It was my turn to take a step closer.  I moved forward until 

Mary’s back was against the stable door.  I raised my arm and placed my hand on the door, 

blocking her in and forcing her to note my seriousness.  Her eyes grew wide and a mischievous 

smile spread across her face.  

“I assure you, My Lady, your protection is of my utmost priority.  Not one wasp will lose 

its stinger, nor one thistle prick your skin that I will not see it.  Not one arrow will brush past 

your beautiful face before I stay its progression. And not one rascal will offer his hand in 

marriage that I will not have his head on a platter first.  

Her frosty halo ceased as Mary caught her breath. Her eyes sparkled in the light of the 

moon and the silence produced from the stay of her heavy breathing hung like a willow tree, 

heavy and protrusive between us.  

“You cannot protect me forever.”   Her voice was barely audible.  “I must marry.” 

“And you shall.  But you shall not marry a scoundrel.” 

Mary burst out laughing and instantly the spell was broken.  

“Thomas, the look on your face is dreadful.  I’ve no doubt that you shall hang with your 

own two hands anyone whom you feel is inferior to me.” 

“That would be every man,” I warned.   I smiled as I replied but my answer was sincere.  

She bit her bottom lip then dropped her gaze from my eyes.  She reached out and ran her 

hand down my chest as she had before when she was tracing the buttons on my robe.  But this 

time there was no robe, no buttons; only the thin material of my shirt that separated her hand 

from my skin.  Instantly, my body went from fire to ice as she sent a chill up my spine.   
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"Thomas, you are always looking out for me.  You always have."  She paused and we 

stood there silently for a moment, her eyes boring into my soul.  Finally, she spoke again. 

"Do you ever wish you were born as someone else?" 

"All the time,” I replied. 

"I often wonder how things would be different for me if I hadn't been born into a royal 

family.  If I didn't have the obligations that I do.  If I didn't have to be queen."  Her voice trailed 

off and she looked past me into the darkness, suddenly lost in her own thoughts. 

I reached up and pulled her shawl tighter around her.  She was shivering and the 

temperature seemed to have dropped drastically since I first walked outside. 

"You should get some sleep," I said as I continued to tug at her shawl, trying to warm her 

without touching her.  I wanted to wrap my arms around her.  Take her into me and warm her 

body and soul, but I knew that was out of the question. 

But for all my caution, Mary leaned into me anyway.  She spoke in such a whisper as if 

ours were not the only ears within hearing.  

"They say Elizabeth has a lover.  He is not a prince, nor really even a nobleman other 

than the titles that she has bestowed upon him herself.  Rumor has it that they have been friends 

since they were young.  He is her… “ 

I pulled away from her abruptly.  

"What are you saying?  Who told you such things?  What are you…suggesting?" 

A tear slid down her face as she gathered her shawl tighter around her in an embarrassed 

fashion.  She shook her head as if to shake her thoughts out completely and more tears began to 

flow. 

"It's getting late," was her only reply. 
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She shuffled quickly toward the inn and left me standing at the side of the stables.  I 

watched as her form disappeared into the darkness.  I stood there, completely unable to move for 

the span of several minutes.  Finally, I turned and walked toward the stable door.  There was no 

way I was going to sleep now.  I might as well give Ramses a good rub down. 

*** 

The next morning, we awoke to a light snow that had dusted the ground.  Tiny flurries 

were still swirling about aimlessly and the air was thick with a chilly fog that made it difficult to 

see past the edge of the town.  Although it was too early for winter to be setting in, it was as if 

the snow had cheered the disparaged band of travelers and brought a light-hearted mood with it 

that had been severely lacking in the months leading up to our arrival in Aberdeen.  As we 

prepared for the last leg of our journey, the ground began to reverberate with the sound of heavy 

hooves.  We could feel them before we could see them.  Fifteen hundred of them.  Retainers who 

had come to greet the queen, led by none other than the Earl of Huntly himself.   

George Gordon was a man of about eight and forty years of age. When he dismounted it 

was apparent that he was short of stature, but he stood with an air of great authority and military 

skill.  He had a head of black hair salted with gray that he kept shorn very close to his head. His 

beard, which had been allowed much more liberty of growth than the hair on his head, was well 

trimmed and coiffed.  He wore the green and blue tartan of the Gordon clan that wrapped around 

his waist and lay pinned at his left shoulder. The uniform was completed with a sgian dubh 

tucked into his left boot and a longsword sheathed in a beautifully ornate scabbard at his left hip. 

Huntly lighted off his mount and, coming to stand in front of Mary, swept a bow so low 

that it looked as though he would kiss her booted feet.  



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/107 
 

“Your Grace,” he said in a gruff, scratchy voice.  His actions showed his respect, but his 

tone revealed a strained humility. “Lord Huntly,” Mary replied with a strong yet patient voice. 

Her eyes shone of liquid emerald and the half-smile on her lips indicated that she was not 

altogether impressed. 

“I have come to welcome you to my land. My wife paid you a visit yesterday.  I trust that 

the two of you had a productive conversation,” he rasped out.  

At the use of the words my land Mary’s eyebrows raised in amusement.  Although the 

clans had laid hold to ownership of their lands for centuries the Sovereignty always held ultimate 

domain over any land and could seize it at any time.  

“Countess Huntly is a graceful woman full of charm.  She shared some of her concerns 

with me, made me a few propositions of which I am inclined to refuse at this time,  and departed 

with my instructions on how you were to conduct yourself while I am in the vicinity.” 

“Your Grace, I thought it… “ 

“Lord Huntly, did I not make it clear that you were to bring no more than 100 retainers to 

meet me?” 

Huntly’s dark eyes shot a spiteful look at Mary’s open chastisement. His injured pride 

was evident on his face. 

“Your Grace, please forgive the misunderstanding. I feared for the safety of my 

household and must do all that I can to secure it.” 

“Lord Huntly, you insult me.  I have at no time made insinuations against your person or 

property. The borrowed titles that I removed from you were bestowed upon a more appropriate 

subject and were done with the knowledge that you were not in need of them. You have 

consistently reproached my intentions to visit my fair cousin, Elizabeth.  You have made 
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unconscionable changes to your religious views to suit your political wishes.  And you have 

blatantly disobeyed my orders so that you may promote your own self-importance.” 

Mary stopped to catch her breath and wait for a response from Huntly.  But Huntly had 

no intentions of replying.  His jaw muscles bulged on the side of his face as he ground his teeth 

together in an effort to bite his words. He stared at her momentarily then arose and went to his 

saddlebag.  Pulling a large package out he returned and kneeled in front of her. He slid the sgian 

dubh from his boot and immediately elicited two hundred swords scraped from their scabbards in 

Mary’s defense.  Mary straightened her back, but her eyes did not move from Huntly’s. Lifting 

the knife to his face he gave a little nod.  Then sliding the blade beneath the twine, a quick twist 

of his wrist sliced the twine and released the contents from its package.  Holding his eyes on 

Mary, he removed a large blanket made from the pelt of a long-haired Highland bull. He held the 

blanket out to Mary in a submissive gesture, but his eyes did not waiver.  “Compliments of the 

Gordon clan,” he choked.   She took the gift and ran her hand over the soft, cinnamon-colored 

fur.  A contrasting band of brown velvet bordered the edges in a finished touch.  She nodded her 

head in acceptance, but before she could reply Gordon rose and turned to go.   

Mary watched as Huntly mounted his steed. He pulled the reins and turned the horse 

northward toward Inverness.  Mary pushed her head into the air as he fastened his eyes on her 

once again.   

“Lord Huntly, I trust that the next time we meet we will be able to sit down and discuss 

our concerns in a more diplomatic manner.” 

“Aye, Your Grace.  And I see that if I am to stand in your presence unchastised that I 

must approach with the humility of a dog.” 
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“I strongly advise you mind your tongue when you speak to Her Majesty,” spat Lord 

James, the newly titled, Earl of Moray.  He had not been present earlier as he had been on an 

errand and taking care of other affairs, but he had arrived in time to hear Huntly’s last affront.   

Huntly shot a questioning look into the crowd. When he saw it was James that spoke his 

eyes narrowed into hateful slits.  

“Lord Moray,” he drew out with dripping sarcasm.  “I’d no idea that I would have the 

pleasure of speaking with you today.” 

“The pleasure is all mine,” James purred back.  

The two men exchanged disdained looks before Huntly turned his gaze back on Mary and 

continued. “All of my possessions; my estates and personal effects are at your disposal. In truth, 

my very life is yours to do with as you see fit.  A good day to you, Your Grace.”  And with that 

he dug his heels into his steed and rode away in a fury.  

I looked back to Mary expecting to see her shaken or at the least, upset. However, her 

demeanor held steady as she gently rubbed the blanket against her cheek.  She stood watching 

Huntly ride off but did not comment on the diatribe.  

At last Mary moved toward her horse.  The snow had stopped, and the fog had broken as 

a radiant sunrise split the horizon.  “Come, my men!” Mary spoke excitedly as she threw the 

blanket over the back of her horse and straightened it.  “The snow has stopped and it’s not yet 

Christmas. Come let us make our way to Inverness so that we might indeed make it home before 

the Nativity Fast.  Let’s ride!” Moray knelt to assist her in mounting her horse.  She patted the 

horse’s backside with her three taps then grabbed its mane to steady herself.  Her horse,  a 

silvery- gray gelding, stood erect and confident awaiting her command. With a click of her 
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tongue it shot ahead and left most of us choking on the dust left behind.  Inverness was another 

day’s ride and barring any unforeseen events, we would be there by nightfall. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter XV 

 

     The further north we travelled, the colder it turned, and although it did not snow again, the 

heavy gray clouds hung over us the whole way, coaxing us to press on.  The wind spun around 

us, striking us when we were on the hilltops and placating itself when we were hidden in the 

hollows of the land.  At one point, the wind whipped so strongly that it caught the canvas that 

had been thrown over one of the wagons, blowing it completely off and causing us to lose some 

of our belongings. Seeing how I was not on progress for the soul purpose of Mary's protection 

(or so the others thought), I, along with two other young soldiers were chosen to retrace our steps 

and collect what valuables could be retrieved.  We reached Inverness after sundown, frozen and 

brittle, and in a fouler mood than what the morning had brought us. The rest of the party had 
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arrived an hour earlier and no sooner had we joined them than it was apparent that something 

was amiss. Although the sun had set, it was still early in the evening. Yet, there were no hurried 

shoppers searching out last minute goods. There were no merchants shouting out their wares and 

hoping to make one more last-minute sale before closing up shop for the night. In fact, from 

what we could hear inside the city walls, the whole town had already retired for the night.  And 

why were we standing without the city gates anyway?  

       I guided Ramses to the front of Mary's guardsmen and searched for Lord James—or anyone 

who could tell me what was going on.  The closer I drew to the front I could hear Mary's clear, 

yet authoritative voice. She was speaking to the captain of the castle guard, her voice rising in 

pitch and increasing in tempo the longer she spoke to him.  He stood aloft at the top of the gate 

and was refusing to come down to speak to her directly.   

 “By my troth, what is going on here?” I inquired.  Sir Arrick Bain, the captain of Mary’s 

guard, answered me.   

 “That runagate, Huntly, has ordered the gates locked.  They have barred our entrance.”  A 

mass of birch bark tar bulged from his mouth as he chewed away on the substance then spat a 

dark black residue onto the ground beside him.  He sat scraping the dirt from beneath his 

fingernails with a small dagger before wiping it clean on his breeches and tucking it back into his 

waist.  “This fool stands atop the gate shouting down at the queen as if he were the queen of 

England and Her Majesty England’s dog. He doesn’t know he’ll be dead by morning.” 

 My mouth gaped as I listened to Arrick’s retort then I shot a glance back up to the man 

on the wall.  He spoke brusquely to the queen, but the fact that he refused to remove himself 

from the wall, or open the gates, had sealed his fate, I feared.   
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 I rode up to Mary.  She cast me a weary glance, so I thought I’d try my reasoning with 

the man.   

 “My good man; do you not realize that your disobedience could cost you your life?” 

 “My orders come directly from Lord Huntly,” he ground out.  “His coin puts food on my 

table and a roof over the heads of my six progeny.  If I don’t lose my head at his hand, I will 

surely lose it at the hand of my wife.”   

 “What about your queen, man?” I spat.  “Have you no loyalty to queen and country?” 

 “Aye.  I’ve loyalty to country,” he growled, “but I also know to whose generosity I owe 

my livelihood.  Now go to the inn with ye.  They will lodge ye there until morning and ye can 

talk it out with Lord Huntly yerselves on the morrow.”  

 “For God’s sake, man!  You will surely lose your head!” 

 “Nay.  We have 5,000 horsemen in waiting and Lord Huntly himself is gathering troops 

as we speak,” he scoffed.   However, his face immediately blanched white as he clamped his 

mouth shut.  Apparently, he had spoken too much.  He cursed, turned on his heels, and hurried 

away. 

 I looked at Mary in disbelief.  Either stupidity had over-taken this man’s head, or he truly 

believed that Huntly was more powerful than his queen. 

 Mary’s eyes burned at the outright disrespect.   A subtle shade of crimson rose up her 

neckline, starting from somewhere beneath her woolen collar and coloring her usually fair brow. 

“The earl is a madman.  First, he sends invitation to me through his wife,  to join him at his home 

in Strathbogie.  When I refuse, he comes to me with 2,000 soldiers as if I were fallen upon him 

with bow and blade.  He offers me gifts—and threats—in the same span.  Now this.  I will have 
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none of this rebellion.  Come along men.”  This time her voice rose above her whispered hisses 

spoken to me.  “We shall rest at the inn and return on the morrow. The time for talk is finished.”  

 Mary spun around on her horse so hurriedly, causing the fur gift that she had wrapped 

around herself to fall from her shoulders.  She looked back up at the ramparts.  The captain of 

Huntly’s army had not returned.  She dug her heels into her steed’s flanks and let out an almost 

primal shout.  Five hundred riled Scotsmen returned the cry to her, lifting fists, swords, and 

shields into the air.  The quiet void left by clan Gordon was filled with the shouts of cold, tired, 

and hungry men whom had come a long way and were itching to hit something.     

              Somehow Huntly’s guard had managed to liven up Mary’s retainers. By the time we 

reached the inn and the soldiers had set up camp, there was a general feeling of merry making 

amongst the soldiers. No doubt, the possibility of battle nudged the mirth from their lips.   

Those of us who came from Mary's court took up all the rooms that remained at the inn.  

Mary was given the largest room, the one above the kitchen; although she had few more personal 

effects than the rest of us. She had insisted on leaving all of her maids behind, arguing that the 

progress would be much too arduous of a journey for her ladies-in-waiting. The four Marys had 

begged her to allow a maid to accompany her, but Mary was determined. She said she would 

dress herself and brush her own hair. The ladies were appalled, but Mary insisted. And now it 

seemed Mary had been wise in her judgement. For if there was to be fighting, this would be no 

place for a damsel. 

             For the second night in a row I was awakened out of sleep in the middle of the night. But 

this time it wasn't the heat that woke me, but an incessant rapping at my door.   When I finally 

pulled myself fully awake it was Mary’s soft voice that I heard calling my name. I arose and 

pulled on my breeches then opened the door to see her standing there in her night shift, wrapped 
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about with a thin shawl and disheveled hair. Evidently, she had been awoken unexpectedly also. 

My eyes roamed over the curves of her body that lie beneath the almost see through shift. I 

instinctively ran my tongue over my lips—how did my mouth get so dry all of a sudden? 

             Mary stood motionless, looking straight at my chest. I hadn't realized that I had forgotten 

to put my shirt on in my haste to answer the door. Her eyes were round and wide, and her lips 

parted slightly yet no sound came out of her mouth. We stood like that for several minutes until 

my sense returned to me.  A feeling of panic seized me, and I grabbed her wrist, pulling her into 

my room as I swiftly looked about me to detect if anyone had seen her.   

             “Are you mad? Mary, what if someone had seen you?”  I quickly closed the door and 

dropped her arm so I could step away from her. She looked glorious in her tousled state and I just 

didn't trust myself to stand close to her.  

             “We….I.…a messenger has brought some news,” she stammered. She swallowed hard 

but didn't continue.  She was nervous but I knew not if it was the message she had received or 

the situation we found ourselves in.  She stood, tongue-tied for what seemed like eternity.  I 

stepped closer to her and reached for her hand. 

             “What is it Mary? What did the messenger say?” 

             “Thomas!” she finally found her voice. “I've never found myself in such a treacherous 

situation before. It appears I have some supporters, or at least one, amongst Lord Huntly’s clan. 

A man came tonight to warn me of a plot that has been hatched to kidnap me. Huntly plans to 

force me to marry his son, Sir John.  I can't believe he would stoop this low.”  She pulled her 

hands free from mine and began wringing them together as she paced across my floor.  

            “Mary, who was this messenger? From whence did he come and how came him to be in 

possession of such treasonous information?” 
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             “He would not tell me his name. Not even when I pressed him for it in order that I might 

reward him in the future.  He said that he wished only to kiss the hand of his sovereign queen 

and that would be better than ten thousand indulgences.” 

             “So, he is a Catholic that has not converted to Protestantism along with his earl?” 

             She nodded her head silently. 

              “But where did he get his knowledge?” 

             “He is a member of the earl’s guard, from the earl’s own clan. He said Lord Huntly has 

been recruiting men for months to bear arms in alliance with him, should I come into his territory 

and pose a threat to him and his clan. 

             “What threat have ye posed? You refused dinner at his home and he feels threatened?” 

             “Nay, it is more than that, dearest Thomas.  He has borne it very badly since I removed 

the earldoms of Mar and Moray and gave them to James. He has made that very clear that he was 

immensely humiliated by that gesture. He is also deeply proud of his roots and feels that I 

threaten Scotland's safety by my correspondence with Cousin Elizabeth.  Lady Katherine made 

that very plain to me.” 

              “You sound as if you sympathize with his hurt feelings.” 

               “By the hand of Almighty, I do not!  He is an arrogant man and far too pretentious for 

my liking. I would like nothing more than to crush his grandiose façade.” 

              A faint smile snuck onto her lips, pushing her worried brow upward and giving her a 

relaxed look.  

“So, what are your plans? I queried.  “Have you spoken to Lord James concerning this?” 

“It is James who brought the man to me.  But he is much too brash. Already he writes 
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 edicts to the northern allied clans, requesting all able-bodied men to appear at sunup in 

Inverness.  I fear that a skirmish cannot be avoided. Thomas, what think you of this 

predicament?” 

“Mary, I am not a man of war. I really know nothing of maneuvers and tactics and  

politics.  However, Huntly is a powerful chieftain.  His clan is violently loyal to him.  In terms of 

enforcing the law and keeping order among his people and some of the smaller clans of the 

north, he could prove very useful. Yet, were you to find yourself on the wrong side of his 

hospitality, he will be dangerous.  He could set the whole north of Scotland against you.  Let us 

speak to Sir Arrick. He will know what to do. All I can tell you is that I will stand with you and 

fight to the death for you, if need be.” 

“Aye, Sir Arrick! Why did I not think of him myself?  I'm sorry, Thomas. I was 

overtaken in distress and you were the first person I thought of to seek guidance from.  I'm sorry 

to have bothered you.”  She turned toward the door, but I caught her hand and stayed her feet.   

“Mary,” I said softly. “I am glad you thought of me first. Truly. I live to protect you.  

Whether from the charms of flattering lips, or the evil intents of those that wish you harm. My 

life is yours.” 

She smiled another nervous smile at me, then lifted my hand to her face and rubbed  

the back of my hand against her cheek. I turned my hand to cup her warm skin in my palm and 

rubbed my thumb across her soft lips. I ached to kiss those perfect, pink lips. But the weight of 

the realization of the situation shook me. I dropped my hand and reminded her of Sir Arrick. She 

nodded then opened the door to step out. I caught her, and then leaning out the door, I looked 

both ways down the hall to make sure no one would see her leaving my room. 
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“It's clear,” I assured her. “Meet me in the great hall in ten minutes.  I'll get Sir Arrick.”  

She nodded again then slipped off into the darkness to dress. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter XVI 

 Morning broke cold and bright.  Mary appeared in the great hall of the inn fully prepared 

for whatever calamity the day might hold.  She had traded the muted tones of her brown and gray 

traveling wools and donned a pale-yellow blouse that gathered in a lacy bunch at her neck and 

fell to her wrists in a mass of ruffles.  Atop that she wore a deep crimson velvet doublet.  The 

heavy velvet would serve as a shield from the cold wind, for she wore nothing else over it, save a 

fitted piece of protective metal, fashioned for her by the renown blacksmith, Ames. Several of 

the typical layers of skirts that she wore had been removed and the skirt had been drawn up 
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between her legs to prevent the layers from becoming a nuisance if she were to have to dismount 

quickly or retrieve her dagger swiftly.  Of course, Mary would not actually be fighting, but she 

had made it clear the night before that she was not about to sit by and watch her men fight and 

possibly give their lives for her while she sipped tea at the inn.   Her costume had been altered, 

nonetheless, perchance some unforeseen mishap should occur.  If the Queen of Scotland were 

struck down, it would be in a glorious display of velvet and lace.   

              Whatever reservations Mary may have been feeling the night before were dispelled 

when she walked out of the inn.  Across the countryside of Inverness, as far as the eye could see, 

were men who had taken up sword and shield and answered the call for retainers to come and 

stand up for their beloved queen and fight for her, if necessary.  No doubt, many had come with 

nothing more than a wish to behold her beautiful face; others, perhaps with a false notion of 

winning her heart and therefore her hand, in marriage.  Some had come on horseback, others on 

foot; nobleman and commoner alike, all camped side by side, awaiting orders, and a glimpse of 

the terrestrial angel they call their queen. 

             Mary traded her riding palfrey for an iron gray destrier.  The stallion struck a beautiful 

contrast against Mary's dress and she looked exquisite atop the steed.  The light from the 

dawning sunrise, cast a soft glow and set off Mary's silhouette against the stubborn shadows that 

refused to retreat.  Mary patted the Gray and talked sweetly to it as she warmed the creature to 

her. The horse had been a gift from James Douglas, Earl of Morton, who had been one of the 

first to arrive in the early morning hours.  Morton now stood beside the steed, adjusting the 

saddle and making sure Mary’s feet were securely in the stirrups. He was a weaselly-looking 

man with eyes set too close together and a pinched nosed.  His face was covered in a red thatch 

of beard that hid the entire lower portion of his face.  Red bushy eyebrows bloomed above his 
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beady eyes and covered the part of his face that the beard did not.  He was a Protestant who had 

sided with the Lords of the Congregation, yet he had held no particular issue against Mary. That 

he should stand against Huntly was no surprise, but there had to be more at stake than pure 

politics.  He wanted something, and the expensive piece of horseflesh that he had given to Mary 

was evidence of that. 

             I stood stroking Ramses as he shuffled anxiously beside me.  I wasn't sure what was 

causing him such angst. He had ridden smoothly and in harmony with the other horses in our 

progress for two months, however, today he appeared to be in distress.  I ran my hand along his 

powerful neck and noticed the tightness of his muscles. I rubbed gently, trying to ease the tension 

that I could feel just below the surface of his glimmering black hair. I spoke softly to him, 

assuring him that all would be well, and we’d be returning home soon. Leading him away from 

the crowd, I walked him around to release his extra energy. Rubbing, wooing, walking; that was 

our routine for the next half hour while we awaited word to storm the castle gates of Inverness.  

During this dance I was joined by Rizzio. He had been commissioned to record the events and 

the outcome of the skirmish.  Rizzio paced anxiously, chewing on his thumbnail and looking 

about him nervously.  He opened his shoulder bag and removed the parchment that he had 

stuffed inside.   He unrolled the parchment, rerolled it, slid it into the bag, then removed it and 

started the process all over again. 

 “What the devil are you doing?” I finally inquired impatiently.  I watched as he removed 

the parchment for the third time and unrolled it.   

 “I…I can’t seem to fit everything I need into my bag,” he stammered. 

 “Are you nervous, man?  You’re about as hot as Ramses here.” 
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 He eyed me suspiciously.  We’d never been chummy, and I could see him calculating 

whether I was truly concerned or mocking him.  He shoved the parchment back into his bag.   

 “Aren’t you?”  He finally replied in his heavy Italian accent.   “You are a man of the 

cloth; you do not fight… do you?”   

 “I’ve wielded a sword or two in my lifetime.  I don’t make a habit of it, but yes, I can 

fight.” 

“I’ve never been in a…situation like this,” he confessed.  “I’m worried about Her 

Majesty.”  He straightened his back then leveled a defiant look at me.   

 I nodded my head as if I believed him.  “She will be safe.  There are thousands of men 

who have answered the call to come and protect their queen.  They will not allow any harm to 

befall her.” 

 “But what of the plans to kidnap her?  What…how will they know who can be trusted?” 

 “We will stay close to her.  Those that she knows and trusts.  We will be the only ones 

allowed near her.  Are you with us?”  I clapped my hand against his back as I led Ramses back to 

the camp. 

 Arrick had given orders for Lord James and Maitland to stay with Mary and a quarter of 

the retainers until the bridge across the River Ness could be secured.  Arrick would lead half of 

the retainers west toward the river.  The final batch of retainers was to stand toward Aberdeen 

and block any progression from Huntly or his forces from the east. James, Maitland, and the 

Earls Morton and Atholl surrounded Mary as the soldiers found their places and were given their 

orders. 

 “I want Sir Thomas and Rizzio close to me,” Mary called out to James as everyone was 

falling into their assigned places.  A look of consternation clouded his face.   



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/121 
 

 “Your Grace,” he began reprovingly, but Mary cut him off. 

 “James, you see a man of the cloth, but I know Sir Thomas to be an excellent swordsman.  

Furthermore, Rizzio is not trained in war tactics, yet he serves me unselfishly and has agreed to 

come with me on this skirmish despite his inability to protect himself.  These are two of my 

closest friends and I wish to have them near me.  I will feel even safer having Sir Thomas with 

me and I will feel more settled knowing that my dear friend, Rizzio, is protected.” 

 I stole a glance at Rizzio to see his reaction to Mary’s request.  He appeared somewhat 

relieved, although his face still reflected hesitation and apprehension.  Embarrassment at the 

wounded male ego, however, was not one of the emotions I read on his face.   

 Mary’s circle of protectors widened to allow Rizzio and myself entrance.  By this time 

Ramses had cooled a bit, but I could still sense his edginess as we headed west.   

*** 

 Arrick and his men had seen to the securing of the bridge at River Ness.  However, when 

we reached the castle gate a great surprise awaited us.  The clans Munro and Fraser had heard of 

the trouble the queen had had the day before and had promptly taken matters into their own 

hands.  They reached Inverness Castle ahead of us, besieged the castle, and captured the guards.  

The first was a young man of about ten and seven, upon whom facial whiskers had barely began 

to grow.  The second was the guard with whom Mary had exchanged a heated conversation the 

day before.  Upon further questioning it was ascertained that the two men were sons of the earl.   

Apparently, Huntly had not anticipated Mary’s reaction to his refusing her entry into the gates.  

The men had little in the way of weaponry and were quite surprised at the force by which their 

post was apprehended.    
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 The two men were presented to Mary by the chief of the Munro clan, Robert Mor Munro.   

He was a beast of a man that stood a head above his average clansman.  His hair was shorn to his 

scalp with the exception of a thick patch of tar-black hair that splayed from the center of his 

forehead down the middle of his head and lay in a thick braid down his back.  Black tattoos 

engulfed his muscular jaw line and wrapped themselves around the sides of his head toward the 

back of his neck.  The same tribal tattoo pattern could be seen wrapped around his large upper 

arms, and again down the sides of both thighs, his belted plaid hiding the rest of the tattoo from 

the view of others.    

             He pushed the men forward to Mary.  The younger man stood with his head down in 

submission but the elder stood aloof, head taut and eyes defiant.   

          “Alexander, you have defied me and brought judgment upon your own head.  Your loyalty 

to your father has cost you dearly.  What do you know of the Earl’s plans against me?”   

Alexander didn’t blink but stood rigid and silent, staring straight ahead.  When he didn’t respond 

to Mary, Robert stepped up behind him and struck him behind the knees with the broadside of 

his sword, causing Alexander’s knees to buckle and slamming them into the cold hard ground. 

“Kneel before your queen,” Robert growled.  Alexander shifted his knees on the solid earth, 

wincing in silence.  

             “Why did you not tell me that you were Huntly’s son?”  When he still didn’t respond, 

Mary attempted a different approach. Turning to the younger brother she spoke again. 

             “What is your name, sir?”  

             The younger man looked up startled, then quickly knelt before Mary. 
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             “My name is Adam Huntly, sixth son of Lord George Gordon, Earl of Huntly, Your 

Grace.”  His humility sounded genuine and touched a gentle chord within Mary.  Her tone 

softened and she continued her inquiry.  

             “What do you know of your father’s orders to bar my entrance into the gates?” 

             He kept his head down and spoke quietly.  “Your Grace, I just arrived this morning from 

Glasgow.  I was informed that my father does not wish to permit you entrance into the castle.  I 

am not a son that would tend to deny the wishes of my father.  However, I am not so foolish to 

think that I could deny the demands of my queen either. I’m afraid I would have to go against my 

father’s wishes.” 

             “You milksop!  Where is your sense of familial honor?” spat the elder.  

             “And where is your sense of duty to queen and country?” Adam asked.  

             Alexander sneered, “Father always did think you were soft.  Ever since you cried when 

he forced you to kill that stag when you were seven.” 

           The younger man lunged at his brother, but Robert grabbed him before he could knock 

him over.  A slight smile turned up the corner of Mary’s mouth then she turned to Alexander 

again.  “It appears that your younger brother has more honor than you. Where is your father 

presently?” 

             Alexander narrowed his eyes and glared at Mary. “And why would I tell you that?” 

            Mary smiled sweetly. “You, dear sir, have already committed high treason.  You have an 

opportunity to redeem yourself by aiding your queen and telling her what your father is planning.  

Is he hiding in Aberdeen?” 

             “You can rest assured that whatever my father’s plans, they are in the best interest of our 

clan and our people. We will never allow ourselves to be subjected to that English Cow again.” 
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  At this Mary raised her hand as if she would strike him, and Alexander sneered again.  

“Aye strike me if ye will, but there are 2,000 clansmen and friends of clan Gordon that will stand 

behind us and fight to the death if we must.  You flirt with the English and go to bed with the 

English queen’s bedfellows.” 

             “Alexander, shut up!” Adam tried to warn. 

              “You make deals with the Protestants and blaspheme the holy mass with your… “ 

             “Alexander Gordon you have made yourself clear.” Mary interrupted. “I do not know 

where you have obtained your information, but you are sorely misinformed. Furthermore, I 

might tolerate an accusation of corresponding with the queen of England, but I will not be 

accused of dishonoring the holy mass, nor the sacraments. I find it very disturbing that your 

father has sided with the Lords of the Congregation, yet you still defend the most holy Catholic 

faith.  Whose side are you on, sir?”  By this time Mary was seething and fury clouded her usually 

peaceful face. 

             “Robert, take this man and hang him from the battlements.  His crime is treason...and 

being overly-opinionated for my taste,” she added as an afterthought.  

             Robert Mor Munro grabbed both men and swung them about to fulfill Mary’s orders, but 

Mary intervened.  “Not the younger.  He has committed no crime.  Bring him with us.  He might 

prove to be useful to me.”  Robert handed Adam off to another clansman as he pushed Alexander 

forward.  Grabbing a large thick rope from his horse in one swift jerk, he continued pushing the 

man forward toward the castle gate. Reaching the top of the wall in mere seconds, Robert had the 

rope tied around the guard’s neck in even less.  Wasting no time, he pushed him toward the edge 

of the wall.  
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             “Your Merciful Grace…,” the younger brother began his quivering plea.  But Mary held 

up her hand to him in indication that she did not wish to hear his request. The younger brother 

buried his head in his chest and began to cry out, “No, no, no,” in excruciating anguish. ”For the 

sake of my mother!” he pleaded uselessly. Watching Robert and his charge with eyes blazing, 

Mary lifted her hand in the air and held it momentarily. In another instant she dropped her hand 

and Alexander was pushed over the edge.  Adam turned away and retched as his brother’s face 

twitched and his legs jerked spastically. In another moment his body was still.  Mary reached 

into her skirt pocket and pulled out a handkerchief.  Handing it to Robert’s man she commanded 

he wipe Adam’s mouth, for his hands were tired and he was unable to care for himself.  

             Mary appeared to be unshaken, but I could hear the emotion in her voice.  She wished to 

show a strong side to her subjects, but I could tell she was deeply bothered by what she had had 

to do.  

             “Leave him,” she commanded, then turned and strode toward her horse.  Patting his 

rump three times, she mounted him swiftly then turned toward the east.  “Find Adam a mount.  

He will accompany us to Strathbogie.”  Adam’s bonds were cut as a mount was searched for.   

Realizing what mercy had been shown to him, he quickly wiped his eyes with the fleshy part of 

his palm and straightened his cloak.  Searching the eyes of every rider, he looked for someone 

who could explain what had just happened.  Evidently his brother had not enlightened him on the 

events that had occurred the previous day. “Please, Your Grace, take my brother’s steed and 

allow me to ride my own so as not to trouble you further.” 

             “Very well,” Mary replied.  “And give him back his sword.” 

             “Your Grace?”  Robert questioned.  
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             “It will be alright, Robert. Adam is much wiser than his older brother.  I don’t believe 

he’ll try anything stupid.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter XVII 

Every man’s garment was frozen against his body by the time we reached the River Spey.  

The driving rain had turned to a slick, frozen pellet that stung the face and burned the hands as it 

beat incessantly against our exposed skin. Mary, who generally did not make a habit of 
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complaining, even appeared to suffer from the ill-effects of the sleet and plunging temperatures; 

her usual sunny disposition hidden under the soaked curls that now clung to her brow.  

As we approached the river another more dangerous dilemma awaited us. The rain had 

washed portions of the bridge away. Those who would stay and cross would have to do so one at 

a time, and with the utmost care.   The rest of the army would have to travel further north to the 

next crossing, and hope that the bridge would still be intact.  

The question then remained:  where would the queen cross?  Was it riskier to have her 

cross at the fragmented bridge, or expose her to further elemental ruination by adding additional 

difficult miles to her trek?  Arrick made the final decision to escort Mary to the next bridge, but 

the queen had different plans.  “I intend to cross right here.  I can swim should anything dreadful 

befall me.” 

“Your Grace, the water is freezing, and it exceeds its banks. Not to mention it moves at 

accelerated speed.  You would drown within minutes should more of the bridge be swept away.” 

Mary considered his council for a moment then spoke again. “I want to reach Strathbogie 

by sundown.  I perceive that only leaves us about two good hours of daylight.  I also perceive 

that we are on the trail of the treasonous Gordon clan right where we are.  I do not wish to set us 

back any further by traveling out of our way. I believe the strongest parts of the bridge still stand.  

I don’t think there is any more danger to me than to any other soldier chosen to cross at this 

place.”  

Arrick opened his mouth to protest further but I spoke up first. “Mary can ride with me.  

Ramses is as strong as an ox. Choose a soldier to lead her horse across and we will make sure no 

harm shall come to her.” 
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Eight sets of eyes all turned their attention toward me to ascertain my proposition.  A 

smile lit up Mary’s face. Amusement danced on Maitland's face and amazement shone on 

Rizzio’s and Randolph’s.  James and Arrick both cursed in unison. Only the Earls Morton and 

Atholl voiced their consent.  “Aye, the foundational structure of the bridge is still intact.  Twill 

be safe enough,” Morton confirmed.  

Within minutes we set to preparations.  Mary pulled out a dry, woolen cloak from her 

satchel and exchanged it for her wet one. Then I assisted her in mounting Ramses and wrapped 

the fur blanket that Gordon had given her around her shoulders. I mounted behind her and 

adjusted my seating so as not to make her uncomfortable.  Yet it was I who found discomfort in 

the saddle.  The scent of her was maddening and even in the October sleet I found myself 

intoxicated with her nearness. I wrapped my arms around her slight frame and firmly gripped 

Ramses’ reins.  I fought the urge to crush her to me and bury my face into her drenched hair.   

Arrick and Morton headed the line and were the first to cross.  By this time, the rain had 

abated but the current still tore beneath the broken bridge, pulling loose stones into its destructive 

path. When it came our turn to cross, Mary clung to the arm that I had wrapped around her waist. 

I bent my head and spoke soothing words into her ear as we crossed the raging current. I could 

feel the pounding of her heart against my wrist as the beats did double time to the clip-clop of 

Ramses’ careful hooves across the slick stones. When we reached the other side the tension in 

Mary’s body immediately relaxed and she slumped against me.  

I brought Ramses to a halt so that Mary could dismount.  But in that same moment we 

heard an ear-splitting scream and the pounding of hooves rushing toward us.  Breaking through 

the protective line that had been our standard the whole of our journey, three of Gordon’s men 

charged at us, heading straight for Mary.  I tightened my grip on the queen and yanked Ramses’ 
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reins to the left.  I yelled for Mary to grab the reins. I wasn’t about to let go of my hold on her 

and I knew she could manage the reins while I jerked my sword from the scabbard at my side.  I 

shouted directions to Mary, and she expertly guided Ramses where I needed him to go.  No 

sooner had I turned to the side when I felt the hilt of a man’s sword crashing down on my 

shoulder.  He threw me off balance and I momentarily lost the hold I had on Mary.  Feeling my 

arm loosen from around her waist, she grabbed the sleeve of my cloak and pulled me upright 

again. I shouted my gratitude then turned to see the soldier charging me a second time.  I quickly 

thrust my sword but caught only the sleeve of the ruffian’s tunic, slicing it open and baring his 

flesh.  He shouted at me in Gaelic then swung his long sword at me again.  When he missed he 

recovered quickly and reached for the fleece Mary wore around her shoulders.  He caught the 

corner and pulled her forward.  Seeing my advantage at his preoccupation with Mary, I struck 

quickly, puncturing the soldier between his ribs.   He returned my strike with an angry stab.  I 

ducked away, shouting instructions for Mary to guide Ramses. Again he tried for Mary and this 

time she kicked at him. This, however,  proved to be an ill-judgment,  for when she thrust her 

foot at him the second time he caught hold of her foot and jerked her forward again, almost 

pulling her from the saddle.  The unexpected movement caused me to once again lose my grip on 

her.  I lifted my sword and, driving down hard on this arm, I sliced him open at the elbow.  The 

muscle was torn, causing him to relax his grip on Mary a second time.  A third time I thrust my 

sword, hitting the soldier again between the ribs, causing him to finally fall from his horse.  I let 

out a relieved breath and reached for the reins.  

“Thomas, take heed!” Mary shouted as a second soldier assaulted us from the left.  Mary 

maneuvered Ramses with a yank to the right and I struck the man at the collar. I jerked the sword 

to pull it free and it was the withdrawing of the sword that did the soldier in.  Mary cried out as 
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the soldier’s blood sprayed, soaking her face and hair. I glanced about to ascertain the 

whereabouts of the third soldier when I saw Arrick wiping his sword on his breeches. The man 

lay dead at the feet of Arrick’s horse.  

I dropped my sword to the ground and dismounted in one quick movement.  Placing my 

hands around Mary’s waist, I pulled her off Ramses and buried her face in my shoulder.  She was 

shaking and sobbing. “Hush now; it’s over, my fair one.”  I pulled a clean cloth from my satchel 

and began to wipe Mary’s face.  “You were such a brave lass, and you handled Ramses 

beautifully.”  I soothed her, speaking gentle words into her ear as if she were a child.  

“Thomas, I feared for your life.  You could have been killed!” 

I pressed my forehead against hers and we leaned against each other as we both tried to 

catch our breath.  “Aye, my fair one, and you could have been kidnapped. No doubt that was the 

fruition of the threat you were warned about at Inverness,” I whispered.  

“Thomas, what if I had not been riding with you? Surely they would have succeeded, for 

they were so close!” 

We stood staring at each other for what seemed like eternity.  I had no answer for her.  It 

was unsettling how close Gordon’s men had actually gotten to Mary.  It could only be 

Providence that led me to suggest she ride with me.  

“Your Majesty, Lord John and two others escaped toward the east.  I’ve sent a band of 

men to apprehend them.” 

“Thank you, Arrick.  I have all faith that our men will succeed.”  Mary straightened her 

back and wiped her hands with the cloth that I had given her. “Shall we continue?” 

Moray protested, “N-n-nay, my queen.  Do you not wish to…rest?  It is understandable if 

you wish to stop here for a spell.” 
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“I shall be fine. I wish to proceed.” 

“Your Majesty, do you wish to ride with Thomas again?  Or perhaps let him rest and 

another can bear you to Strathbogie?” Morton offered.  

“Only Thomas shall bear me. When necessary,” she added.  “But I can ride.  I am 

recovered.”  She lifted her head into the air and walked toward her horse. I heard the catch in her 

voice and knew she was trying to be stronger than she really felt.  

*** 

When we arrived at Strathbogie Castle we were greeted by a five-story tower that made 

up the main bulk of the castle.  A colorless sky and freezing rain did nothing to diminish the 

majestic tower and great hall that surrounded the courtyard of this wealthy estate.   Thick stone 

walls hid the Gordon family securely within its protective span, and guards stood defensively at 

each window of the tower.   Although the time for diplomacy had passed, Mary still insisted that 

we approach the castle with care and demand that Huntley turn himself over to the queen’s 

authority.  Arrick would have preferred to just bust the door down.  

The countess herself answered the door then informed the captain of the guard that her 

husband was not there.  A hundred men stormed the castle, pushing aside the servants and 

sequestering the countess in an inner chamber to be questioned. After a thorough search of the 

castle and grounds proved the absence of the earl, the countess requested an audience with the 

queen.  

Mary refused. “I have had my fill of this arrogant man and his countess-wife with her 

honey-soaked lip service.  Tell her the time for talking is at an end. I wish her to be interrogated, 

along with the servants.  They must know the whereabouts of Gordon.  We shall bed here for the 

night.” 
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Of course, the countess confessed to nothing that would betray her husband.  But in the 

early morning hours of the following day, her son had been apprehended and brought back to 

Strathbogie. 

Sir John looked every bit the part of a miscreant.  Small, black, heavy-lidded eyes smiled 

beguilingly from under peat-black hair, straight as a branding iron, that hung wet and limp across 

his pretty face. A wide smile flashed perfect and white against the accent of black stubble that 

covered a strong chin and sturdy cheekbones.  He was tall and slender, yet his muscular legs bore 

witness of one who did much riding.  He was a favorite among the ladies and his arrogant 

persona attested to that fact.  Yet, for what his physical appearance benefitted him amongst 

women, his clothing boasted nothing amongst men.  His sodden boots were worn, and his knee-

length cloak was mud-spattered and soaked.  His tunic, bloody, probably from an altercation at 

capture, and his trews torn. Yet, he carried himself with an air of confidence, nurtured, no doubt, 

by years of doting and attention-giving females.  

James spared no iron as he interrogated the earl’s son; the kidnapping attempt, the ill 

intentions toward Mary and subsequent matrimonial plan, the whereabouts of his hiding father. 

All of which John Gordon laughed off as if it had been a harmless joke.  

“Come now, Your Grace, your royal blood mixed with the fine and noble blood of the 

Gordon’s of Huntley; we would make beautiful children and create a strong dynasty. I only 

attempted to take you because your counselors would not listen to reason. I knew if we had a 

chance to meet in person, you would reconsider.” 

Mary’s lip curled up to reveal her disgust.  “You grossly overestimate your charm, Sir 

John. It would take a lot more than a flash of your smile to lure me.  Furthermore, I choose who I 

will and will not keep company with.  You’ve given me no reason to desire your attentions nor 
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have your children. Now, you will tell me where your father is hiding, and I might consider 

leaving your head attached to your body.” 

The lurid smile that had not left Sir John’s face since Mary entered the chamber finally 

slipped from view.  In its place stood a clenched jaw and hardened eyes. The man that stood 

before us now was as different as a lamb is from an adder.  “You have greatly offended my 

family, and my father in particular,” he spat.   “I thought we could perhaps come to some sort of 

agreement; however, I see now that I was mistaken.  I’ll forgive your stinging personal 

comments, but my father is not so forgiving.  You best prepare yourselves for a romp that you 

are not soon likely to forget.” 

“Is that a threat, John Gordon?” Mary’s voice grew louder and it was evident she was 

quickly losing patience with this scoundrel.  

“It is merely a warning, Your Grace.  My father has many supporters in the north.  You 

might want to consider my marriage proposal after all.” 

“That is not what this is about, and you know it.  Your father is an arrogant man; I can 

see where you inherited his traits.  I was willing to forgive his insolence and total disregard for 

my instructions at Aberdeen.  However, his inhospitable actions at Inverness have earned him 

great disregard, and your dangerous and vacuous escapades at the River Spey are inexcusable.   

Now, are you going to give me the information I desire?” 

“Not on your pretty little life,” John hissed, as he turned his back to Mary, indicating 

their colloquy was ended.  

“Remove him from my presence!” Mary demanded, as a guard jerked Sir John by his 

arm, forcing him to move in the direction that he desired of him.  “Any success with the others?” 

she inquired of Arrick, who had entered shortly before Sir John’s interrogation had ended.  
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“Your Grace, Adam Gordon has indicated that his father has many supporters in 

Aberdeen.  He has suggested that his father may be on his way back to Aberdeen to secure those 

forces.” 

“Aberdeen!  We’re on a wild goose chase. Is there any other indication that he may be 

heading that direction once again?” Mary rubbed a steady hand over her forehead to ease the 

tension building there.  We had been at this for several hours now, and although she was looking 

weary, her strength in enduring Sir John’s nonsense was admirable.  

“Aye, we have witnesses that say they saw Lord Huntley heading that direction right 

before sundown.” 

“So, we just barely missed him,” she spoke under her breath.  “Arrick, tell the others that 

we leave before daybreak.  Huntley can only elude us for so long.” She turned her attention on 

those of us still in the room, “Everyone needs to get some sleep.  We’re going back to 

Aberdeen.”  And with that she swept out of the room to retire.  

 

 

 

Chapter XVIII 

 We left Strathbogie at daybreak.  We made a great spectacle, as over 3,000 men, most on 

horseback but many on foot, had joined with Mary and were now moving in unison toward 

Aberdeen.  A sea of blacks, browns, grays, chestnuts, and every color in between thundered 

across the plains and over the hillsides.  The regal garments and royal standards of the queen’s 

army and the colorful tartans and humble weapons of the Highland clans who joined with her 
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cause, merged together into one purpose.  The sound of the horses alone was deafening, but 

when you added the powerful cries of thousands of warriors, the sound was quite bone-jarring.  

 It was for this reason, I wondered, if Ramses presented himself a little more skittish than 

normal.  He seemed to be on edge as I performed his daily grooming ritual then dressed his 

saddle and bridle.  In fact, all the horses seemed to anticipate the fight.  But where most pranced 

in anxious anticipation, Ramses bolted with nervous energy.  His behavior did not improve as we 

drew close to Corrichie.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter XIX 

 I awoke with a piercing pain at the back of my skull and a mouth so dry it felt as though I 

had been gargling sand. My stomach, a barren wasteland, churned and groaned at my waking and 

made me wonder how long I had actually been asleep. To make matters worse, when I opened 

my eyes, blurry shapes moved about me, but I could not make out what or who they were. The 

room was exceedingly warm, almost stifling, and with my vision blurred all I could see was the 
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soft glow from what I assumed was a fireplace across the room.  I could see no windows, or 

rather, no light through any windows, which led me to believe that it was well after sundown.  

The only sounds to meet my ears were the sounds of soft murmurings, the poking of the fire, the 

stirring of a pot... 

 “Your Grace,” I heard a damsel whisper as I blinked hard to try to focus my vision.  

Presently, Mary rushed toward me and seated herself in a chair that was already at my bedside. 

“O Thomas, my love, you’re awake at last!”  Mary reached for my hand and grasped it tightly, 

squeezing it ever so often as if to convince herself that I was truly awake. I tried to swallow and 

when that didn’t work I ran my dry tongue over my lips in an effort to create wetness in my 

mouth.  Mary perceived my dilemma and quickly moved to get a cup of ale to appease my thirst. 

She placed her hand gently under my head and lifted slowly until I sat up enough to swallow.  I 

drank the cup dry then tried to pull myself up to a seated position in order to see better but Mary 

restricted me.  “Thomas, you need to lie down.  You have had a terrible injury to the back of 

your head that required many stitches.  My physicker believes that sitting up may cause the 

stitches to tear, and he strongly advised that we keep you lying down until the wound has healed 

a little more.” This command was easy to obey, for as I moved to sit up, a gut-wrenching pain 

tore through my side causing me to feel as though my ribs were being torn asunder.  

 After catching my breath, a more immediate concern returned to me. “Mary, I can’t see.   

I mean, everything that is not directly before me is distorted. I…”  “Hush, Thomas,” Mary 

interrupted as she placed a slender finger to my lips.  “Do not fret, dear one.  Like I said, you 

have sustained some very bad injuries. It will take some time to heal. You just rest and I will 

send word to the physicker that you are awake.  When he arrives you can tell him how you are 

feeling.” She ran her fingers through my hair, smoothing down my locks and shushing me as 
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though I were a child. Her touch was soothing, and I soon felt myself drifting toward 

unconsciousness again. However, my senses were pulled to attention when I heard what sounded 

like weeping. I opened my eyes again and looked at Mary. Her head was bent, and she was 

wiping her eyes with a piece of cloth.  

 I raised my hand and cupped her face in my palm.   “Mary,” I whispered as I wiped a 

stray tear that slipped from her eye. When she raised her head and looked at me I could see the 

watery amber of her eyes sparking between the shades of green, almost setting her eyes aglow; a 

sight I had seen on more than one occasion when she was worried or afraid. “What is it?  What 

do ye keep from me?” I implored.  

 “Oh, Thomas,” she blurted, as a fresh set of tears poured forth from her eyes.  “I thought I 

had lost you.  Truly. You slept for a fortnight, stirring only occasionally, and moaning some 

unintelligible words every now and then.  I…I’m not sure what I would have done had you…” 

Her voice trailed off and she looked away nervously.  “Mary,” I whispered, for the loss of blood 

and lack of food left me bereft of strength. “Look at me.” I shifted my hand on her cheek and 

pulled her attention to me.  She leaned closer in order to hear my words, but as she drew nigh I 

could feel the tremble in her hand that held mine. “Why would ye fear for me?  I am nothing to 

you. I can be replaced.  You have many trusted advisors.  Trust James, he will not lead you 

astray.”  Mary’s eyes caught fire and bore into me and I could feel the heat of her ensuing words.  

“Thomas Broune, how can you say that you are nothing to me?  I speak not of your advice or the 

counsel you may give me.  You are my…my light, my strength. To lose you would be to tear out 

my heart and trample it under foot. You… cannot be replaced,” she finished weakly.   Her soft 

words were like a balm to the ache in my throbbing head and as she spoke I found myself 

mesmerized by the lips that spoke such tender words.  When she had finished her soliloquy, she 
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too was watching my lips as if she expected something more to come from them.  When I didn’t 

speak, she slowly leaned into me and laid her soft lips to mine.  I was weak.  The injury to my 

head coupled with the lack of nourishment rendered me practically helpless.  But when Mary 

pressed her trembling lips to mine,  an unexpected heat ignited beneath my skin and for a 

moment my body forgot how incapacitated I really was.  Yet, however much my heart wanted to 

take, my body wouldn’t allow it and when Mary pulled away from me I had not the strength to 

demand more than what she was willing to give. She rose quickly and gave instructions for a 

maid to bring broth and more ale. She then turned her attention to a footman right outside the 

door and demanded he send word for the physicker, a man named Davies, to come.  

 Mary next removed a pot of water that hung over the fire and gathered the supplies she 

would need to dress my wounds. She returned to my bedside and motioned for a maid to help 

raise me up slightly, just enough so that she could see to the wound on the back of my head.  

Slowly, she began to unwrap the dressing. 

 “Mary, surely there is a maid that can see to my care.  Is it proper for the queen to 

perform such menial tasks?”  “Nay, there is none that I would leave your care to.  They are all 

simpering fools, mind you.” 

 I raised an eyebrow to her facetious remark and Mary let out a stifled laugh. “Oh, come 

now, Thomas. You mean to tell me that you are oblivious to the gawks and giggles of every 

young maiden that lays an eye on you?”  I stared at her blankly, but I could feel the heat rising to 

my cheeks in response. At that, Mary threw back her head and let out a full, heartfelt laugh. She 

touched my brow softly and smiled, “Thomas, you are so modest. But really, they all adore you.” 

 I smiled and shook my head at her, but I had exhausted my strength for the time being 

and thus closed my eyes again while she unwrapped the used cloth from around my head.  
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Dipping a clean cloth into the hot water, she began to slowly blot at the wound on the back of my 

head. When it was clean to her satisfaction, she gently wrapped a clean cloth around my head 

and secured it with some sorghum pitch. She patted my shoulder and indicated that I could then 

lay my head down again.  Next, she began to unbutton my shirt at which point my eyes flew 

open in complete attention.  Mary must have noticed my alarm for she smiled and let out a soft 

laugh.  “Thomas, you have a wound to your side.  Have you not felt pain from it?”   

“Aye, I felt the pain.” 

“Then calm thyself.  I’ve been dressing this wound for two weeks now.  I’ve seen your 

half-unclothed body all this time and have managed to keep my wits about me thus far.” My eyes 

opened wider and I took a breath to speak again but was cut off by Mary’s chastisement.   “Oh, 

hush now, Thomas. Just let me do my job.”   

She began to peel back the bloody bandages that had been wrapped around my ribs.  A 

new and different kind of ache hit me when the stifling air hit my wounded flesh. I looked down 

at the wound and found a large gash the size of a broadsword. “I don’t remember sustaining that 

wound,” I husked.   “You wouldn’t.  You were already unconscious when it was inflicted upon 

you,” Mary explained.  

I watched as Mary cleaned the wound then began wrapping a new clean cloth around me 

again.  I rolled to my side as best I could so she could get the bandage beneath me, and then 

rolled to the other side for her to pull it around.  “How did you get the bandage around me when 

I was unconscious?” I wondered.  “The maids would help me roll you to your side.  You’re quite 

heavy,” she laughed softly. I continued to watch as she completed the wrapping then reached for 

an ointment and began to rub it into my skin. “I was barely able to get enough broth down you to 

keep you alive, but I think the lack of liquids has dried your skin out.”  She continued to talk as 
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she rubbed the ointment on my chest; her soft hands igniting a fire beneath the surface of my 

skin and scorching every centimeter of my body where her touch lingered. She paused 

momentarily with her hand over my heart.  I never took my eyes off of her and when she brushed 

her hand up my chest I placed my hand over hers and moved it back over my heart.  “It beats 

still,” she whispered.  With my remaining strength I squeezed her hand then released it 

reluctantly.  Eventually, she looked at me questioningly and it was then that I realized she must 

have asked me a question. When I didn’t answer she spoke again.  “Are you in a lot of pain?”  

“Only when I move,” I said sardonically. She nodded her head and continued to 

administer the oil. She rubbed the ointment down my arms and began to work the soothing oil 

into my fingers, massaging each appendage and giving equal attention to each. Finally, she 

turned my hand over and focused on my palms.  When she had finished, she bent and softly 

placed a kiss into the palm of my hand and then pressed my palm to her warm cheek.  When she 

looked up into my eyes I could read the thoughts of her heart and knew she had come to a 

realization within herself. It was the same realization I had to come to terms with so many 

months prior.  And although she never spoke the words, I knew the feelings were there, and I 

knew the mental struggle that would ensue due to her realization.  

I was freshly bandaged by the time Davies arrived. However,  he had to unwrap my 

bandages to check the wounds,  which he announced were healing nicely under Her Majesty’s 

excellent care,  and thus the rewrapping began all over again.  He gave me an herbal concoction 

of some sort to clear my vision and ordered me to stay in bed, lying flat as much as possible.  

Once Davies had departed and Mary had administered some broth, she insisted that I needed my 

rest and commanded everyone attending me to leave. She settled me back onto my pillows and 

demanded that I sleep.  I felt exhausted but I wasn’t ready to sleep just yet.  There was so much 
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still to discuss.  I resisted Mary’s demands and finally grabbed her wrist to stop her fussing over 

me.  “Mary, stop,” I chided gently.  I have somewhat that I need to talk with you about.” 

 “Thomas, it can wait.  You need your rest.” 

 “Nay, it cannot wait.  I cannot rest until I know all that has come to pass since my 

injury.”  I sensed that she was reluctant to answer my questions, and that in turn made me more 

anxious. “Where is Ramses?” 

 “Thomas, really, you…”  “Mary, please,” I interrupted.  “I will not rest until I know 

Ramses’ condition.  Is he seriously injured?” 

 Mary didn’t answer immediately, and when she averted her eyes from mine I knew his 

fate. “Tell me all,” I demanded. 

 She sat down beside me and took my hand again. I wished with all my heart she would 

stop petting me like a cursed dog.  Her touch was maddening and had it not been for my lack of 

strength and the sickening pain in my head, it would have taken every ounce of strength I had not 

to pull her down to lie next to me.   When she finally spoke, her voice was shaky and lacked the 

calm assurance that usually accompanied her words.  "Do you remember anything, Thomas?"  I 

closed my eyes for a moment and tried to make sense of what little bit of memory had stayed 

with me.  "The last thing I remember was thrusting my sword into the rib of one of Huntly's men.  

I breathed a prayer for his soul when I realized that I must have hit some vital organ, as he fell 

immediately to his knees and swore an oath before hitting the ground completely.  The ground 

was boggy, and I remember thinking how strange it was that it should be so soft when the ground 

we covered to get to Corrichie had been frozen and hard.  I don't remember much past that." 
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“Yes, James believes it was the bog that entangled Ramses and frightened him.  He threw you 

from his back. When you fell you struck your head on a large rock.”  She stopped speaking at 

this declaration as if there was no more to tell.  

 “So, he is hurt?” I prodded, encouraging her to continue.  She looked down at our hands 

in hesitation, her soft, white fingers intertwined with my torn and bloody ones.  "He broke his leg 

in the fall, Thomas.  I'm sorry, but he had to be put down." 

I feared that was the news she would give me.  And, although it was the first thing that I 

asked, it wasn't the most pressing.  Mary appeared relieved at my next question. "And what of 

the Huntley?  How did we fare in battle?" 

"He's dead," she said simply, as if the news of George Gordon's death was easier to 

deliver than Ramses'.  "He died from an apoplectic episode while riding on the battlefield.  He 

fell from his horse and was dead before he hit the ground.   The battle was already well in hand 

for us.  Perhaps it was that devastating news that caused his heart to stop.  As you know, we’ve 

taken his son, Sir John.  Nothing will bring me more pleasure than to have his head for his 

treachery." 

I laughed softly although the action brought a pain to my head.    Mary's eyes were lit 

with perverse satisfaction, though I knew the carrying out of that sentence would likely cause her 

distress.  She was a fierce and passionate sovereign, yet her heart was still the gentle organ I had 

once known it to be as a child.  The wee lass who cried for me to rescue her stranded kitten when 

it had climbed too far into one of the oak trees that lined the edge of the gardens at Stirling 

Castle.  And the child who loved deeply and cared for those whom she truly counted as friends.  

She was always excusing and pardoning those who brought ought against her and I wondered 

how exacting of a queen she would actually be. 
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“And what of this injury to my side?  How did I come to be struck with a sword?  I do not 

recall any altercations.” 

“After you fell from Ramses and struck your head, I feared that Ramses would fall upon 

you on his way down.  However, he fell to your side, struggling and kicking and making all sort 

of devilish sounds.  Arrick saw you fall and, not knowing for sure whether you were dead or 

alive, pulled you from the path of Ramses’ kicking feet, and left you when a pike nearly struck 

him in the head.  You were motionless; I thought for sure you were dead.  However, one of 

Huntley’s men must have seen you draw breath, for he suddenly struck a sword into your side.  

There was no movement from you.  I thought him the evilest of men to strike a man already 

dead.  But, he must have known something that we did not.  Morton struck him down soon 

after.” 

“And how came you to know such details.  Who stood by and reported all of this to 

you?” 

“I saw it with my own eyes.  You never left my sight,” she countered.  

I studied her face for a long moment and would have questioned more but then Mary 

spoke first. “How are you feeling?  How is your vision? Has Davies’ tincture had any affect?” 

 Having not thought about my sight since Mary kissed me, I squeezed my eyes shut and 

opened them again.  I tried to focus on an object across the room with no success. “I can detect 

no difference.” 

 “Perhaps it will take time.”  She brushed a gentle hand across my arm in a reassuring 

manner then moved to fluff my pillow, thus indicating to me that our conversation was finished.  

“Get some rest, Thomas.  I know you have more questions about the battle at Corrichie, 

however, I have taxed you enough for the time being.  Rest your eyes and build your strength.” 
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Once again she leaned toward me but this time she pressed her lips to my forehead.  “I shall be 

right here beside you, should you have need of anything.  

 I closed my eyes, but I did not sleep. The heat of Mary’s kiss still burned on my lips. 

Honey, sweet and pure, never tasted as good as her lips on mine.  Curse that blasted rock upon 

which I struck my head!  One of a million such similar rocks scattered about the hills and 

mountains of the Highlands, yet it had stolen my strength and incapacitated me, rendering me 

helpless and incapable of returning the affection that I now knew she possessed for me.  Any 

other man would be thanking the Almighty for putting them in a position which would warrant 

the care and compassion of the queen.  Yet, I knew that the mutual love that we held for each 

other could come to naught.  She was a queen.  She must marry a high-born man and produce an 

heir for the throne.  I could never be that man.  My pedigree nor my position would ever make 

me a worthy contender.  I squeezed my eyes shut tighter.  I had to put a stop to this madness.  I 

had to withdraw from her court and put distance between us. 
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Chapter XX 

Winter 1562 

 I did not regain the full strength of my vision for several months.  But worse than the lack 

of clear sight was the weakness of my legs.  I spent the Christmas season confined to my 

apartments where only occasionally was I able to summons enough strength to attempt to stand 

and move myself around the scant furniture in my room.  The pieces were minimal,  and only did 

I allow those that were absolutely necessary for a man of my station to perform his duties.  
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My station. The word was like clay on my tongue and left a rotting hole in my stomach 

whenever I allowed myself to think about it,  which was far more often than I should have 

allowed myself. It was the chasm between Mary and me;  the great gulf that separated us and 

ensured that we would never be, could never be,  more than childhood friends, brother and sister, 

to each other. Mary visited me every day, and it was she who would encourage me to remove 

myself from bed and try to regain my strength.  

But I could not bear the sight of her.  Sometimes she would come to me after some noble 

statesman had dined at Holyroodhouse. Dressed in a rich velvet gown of crimson and gold,  with 

golden threads woven in and out of the bodice and sleeves and holding the garnets that studded 

the elaborate  gown in place. The color always complimented her striking golden-emerald eyes, 

and the lacy ruffle that often enshrouded her long, ivory neck, displayed her lovely face as 

though it were a beautiful,  blooming flower. Her rich, amber hair would be pinned perfectly in 

place beneath her attifet. On Christmas Eve,  she brought dinner to me still dressed in the 

garments she had worn and danced in all evening.  I could scarcely take my eyes off her.  She 

donned a sapphire gown made of finest silk and embroidered with tiny silver flowers,  each 

accented with a small diamond in the middle.  The neck and cuffs were trimmed in silver fox fur 

and when she moved she sparkled.  I could not help but think of a shooting star moving 

effortlessly across the blackened December sky. Even on the rare,  quiet mid-winter evening,  

when there were no dinners or dances to occupy her time,  she would come to me,  dressed in a 

modest damask. With the farthingale removed the plain silk accentuated her soft,  feminine 

curves and was enough to drive me mad with want of her. She wore her hair in a simple braid,  

or worse,  on occasion completely loose,  her soft amber curls framing her porcelain skin.  
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It was on one such occasion that Mary came to sup with me. She and the four Marys had 

been riding earlier in the day, for the fair March day had been commonly windy yet 

unseasonably warm. She wore a plain,  dark gray dress with a creamy lace apron on top of it.  

Her face was flushed from the riding and her hair hung heavily down her back with only the 

sides pulled back away from her temples; a sprig of yellow Scottish broom tucked into the loose 

knot on the back of her head.  She smelled of hay,  and spring,  and that scent that was so 

singularly hers.  Heaven was the first thought that came to my mind.  This must be what heaven 

smells like,  if heaven has a scent.  

The servants carried the trays of food into my room and Mary allowed them to arrange 

our food  then she sent them away,  asking only Tess to stay in case we were in need of 

something.  “Mary, your eyes are shining.  Did you enjoy your ride?” I queried.  

“Ahh, Thomas,  it was most enjoyable.  I am tired of snow and am ready to feel the 

warmth of the sun upon my face.”  

“A face that is shining with the exhilaration of a good spring ride.  Made even lovelier 

with the yellow broom in your hair.”  Mary blushed and quickly reached to remove the blooms 

from her hair. “Yes,  well,  that is just a symbol of my folly,” she mumbled.  

“Folly?” I questioned. “What do you mean?” 

“’Tis nothing.” She waved her hand as if to shoo the subject away. I caught her meaning 

immediately. I knew the blooms must have been given her by a gentleman. I didn’t know what 

discomforted me more: the thought of another man paying her attention,  or the fact that she 

wouldn’t share the knowledge with me. I swallowed hard and tried to shove the unpleasant 

thoughts from my mind.  
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Mary moved toward me, placing a tray of food on my lap. She leaned over me,  plumped 

my pillow and tucked the yellow broom into the lacing of my tunic.  Smiling weakly,  she kissed 

my forehead and patted my hand.  She had taken to kissing my forehead in the weeks following 

my convalescing, and never again touched my lips with hers. But I had suffered her nearness for 

months. A tightness seized my chest as the scent of her accosted me.  I grabbed her wrist to 

prevent her from moving away from me and she froze. The liquid gold of her eyes melted into 

tears that hung heavy at the corners of her eyes. She shook her head at me slightly.  “Thomas,  

please,” she choked out as her breath caught. I swallowed the bile that had arisen in my own 

throat and willed my voice to be steady before I even attempted to speak. “Mary,” I began 

uncertainly,  my voice barely above a whisper. “You are killing me. Your nearness is a torture to 

me. The memory of your lips on mine haunts me and I must ask that you not attend to me any 

longer.”  

A small cry escaped from her lips as she pulled from my grasp.  Her eyes searched mine, 

and her lips parted in an attempt to speak but a choke gripped her voice.  Picking up the hem of 

her skirts,  she turned and ran out of my room. Her departure ripped what remained of my heart 

from my chest.  A rage like I had never before experienced overcame me,  pulling a gut-

wrenching sound from within me. Without thought, I overturned the tray of food that she had sat 

in my lap, sending lamb and potatoes flying across the room. A look of shock crossed Tess’s 

face and quickly turned to terror when I shouted, “Leave me!”  She fled as quickly as Mary,  

leaving me in guilt and despondency.  

Darkness descended eventually and yet I sat,  in the quiet and darkness of my room.  I 

had not lit a candle,  nor called for anyone to clean up the mess I had made of my food.  At last,  

I pulled myself up upon my bed and swung my leaden legs over the side. If I was ever going to 
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free myself of this close proximity to Mary then I needed to regain my strength and force myself 

to walk. Two months earlier,  Mary had ordered a staff be fashioned for me upon which I could 

lean my weight as I forcefully drug my legs,  one in front of the other,  across the floor.  I was 

making progress, but the events of the evening bolstered my determination and strengthened my 

resolve to walk again. Grabbing my staff,  and pulling myself into a full stance, I wobbled to my 

feet then stood motionless as I worked the nerve up to make the first move.  Slow,  methodical 

steps was my plan,  but after the third step I found myself lying flat on my face.  I had not lifted 

my foot high enough,  causing my soft leather shoe to catch on a wooden floor plank. I scooted 

over to the bed once more  and using the bed and my staff for leverage,  pulled myself up again.  

My regiment went on like this for some time until finally night had completely overtaken 

the room. I lit a candle at last and proceeded to clean up the food I had scattered about the floor.  

This task took me a very long time,  and when I had finished I was spent. I received no visitors 

for the remainder of the evening, and I was fairly certain Tess would not return after her 

mistreatment. I removed my tunic and breeches and crawled back into bed.  Snuffing out the 

candle I lay back upon my pillow,  propping my head up with my arms.  My strength may have 

been gone,  but my mind was racing.  I knew the words spoken today were necessary,  but 

somehow I felt like a festering boil. “Mary,” I half whispered,  half choked her name. I felt the 

hot, salty tears building up beneath my lids and I blinked hard to force them out.  Once again my 

thoughts turned to the position I had held in Glasgow.  I still possessed the letter that I had 

written to the Bishop when I first considered leaving Mary’s service. Once I regained my 

strength I knew this was the course of action that I must take.  

The next morning, I was awakened to the soft humming of a maid as she pulled at the 

dressings of my bed.  Knowing I wore no clothing under the blankets, I was brought to complete 
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wakefulness as my situation became painfully clear. I sat up quickly,  pulling at the blanket in 

my best attempt to salvage my honor. Her laugh rang out crystal clear and made her known to 

me even before I saw her face.  “You always were a man of the utmost reputation,  Thomas 

Broune.  Aye  keep yer blanket if it makes ye feel better. I’ll not molest ye for it.” 

Ailsa moved away from the bed and bent to pick up a potato I had missed the night 

before. “I assume Tess will not be waiting on me any longer,” I stated more than asked.  

“Aye,  you assume correctly.” She eyed me as she pulled my clothing out of a chest at the 

foot of my bed. “After ye vexed her so last evening, she’ll not be catering to ye anymore.” 

“Why?  What did you hear?  I merely shouted at her to let me be alone.  I was upset.” 

“Aye, ye did. But when a man of gentle spirit as yerself finds himself inclined to shout to 

get his point across, ‘tis not pleasant. Ye hurt her feelings,  ye did.  I personally think the maid 

was smitten with ye,  but ye don’t have to worry yerself about that now. I think she’s cured.” 

I stared at Ailsa in disbelief.  Shaking my head, I said, “I must apologize to her.  I meant 

her no ill will.”  

“Apologize if ye must,  but yer stuck with me now,  Thomas.  The maids were all in a 

tizzy last night when Tess came in all red eyed and blubbering.  When Her Grace came to find 

her…” 

“Queen Mary saw to finding help for me?” I interrupted.  

“When Her Grace came to find Tess,” she continued,  nodding, “ to give her instructions 

concerning your toilet,  the lass cried that you’d been most cruel to her and begged off of the 

responsibility.” 

“Cruel?” I could scarce believe my ears. “And what did Her Grace say?” I questioned 

further.  
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Ailsa shrugged. “Naught but that she understood and that ye had had a rough time of it 

the last few months and that she hoped Tess would find it in her heart to forgive you.” 

I needed to speak to Mary.  The confrontation the night before was poorly done, and I 

needed to explain myself. I wanted her to know that she didn’t have to avoid me to avoid an 

awkward or uncomfortable situation.  I needed to tell her of my renewed plans to return to 

Glasgow,  should the Bishop have need of me,  and that I would no longer be a thorn in her side.  

“Ailsa,  would you please fetch my robe from the trunk as well?  I have an errand I need 

to see to.”  Ailsa laughed.  “Yer not going anywhere, Thomas Broune.  Ye’ve been bed-ridden 

for months,  what makes ye think yer going to just walk out of this room all the sudden?  Tell me 

what ye need and I’ll see to it that yer business is taken care of.” I knew she was right,  but I 

eyed her with suspicion anyway. As though she read my mind, she spoke again. “Ye look at me 

as though ye don’t trust me,  Thomas. I know we’ve had a strained friendship,  but I do still 

consider ye my friend.  I’ll be discreet.  Tell me what ye need and I’ll take care of it.” 

I motioned to the small table that sat by the door.  “Would you bring me the small bundle 

that is tucked inside that drawer?”  She quickly moved to the table and opening the drawer, 

pulled out a pile of documents and letters that I had tied together with a string. She studied them 

wide-eyed,  then quickly handed them to me when she saw my look of suspicion had returned. I 

flipped through the stack and pulled a small folded paper from the middle.  The red wax seal was 

still in place,  just as perfect as the day I had first written it.    “I have a letter that I need to send 

to Glasgow,” I began. I handed the letter to her, then gave her the bundle to put back in the 

drawer. “I would still like my robe,  please.  I have an apology to make to Tess and I need to 

speak to Her Grace.” 
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“Her Grace is not here.  She left early this morning for Falkland Palace. Plans to do some 

hawking,  I believe.” 

I stared at her again in disbelief. So, she has given me exactly what I asked for.  I should 

have felt satisfaction,  or at least relief.  But instead I felt an emptiness. I had grown so 

accustomed to Mary’s propinquity and her apprisal of her goings on,  that I was a little put off by 

her failure to share with me her plans to visit Falkland .  I had no right to be,  I knew; but I felt 

the jilt, nonetheless.  

“Now ye get dressed and eat yer breakfast.” The sound of Ailsa’s voice stirred me from 

my revelry. “The porridge will be cold for all the talking. I’ll be back in a wink to help ye down 

to the servants’ quarters so ye can speak to Tess,  for I fear there’s no convincing her to come 

back up here.” 

“When do you think you’ll be able to take care of that letter?” Now that I’d had time to 

think about my decision,  I was anxious to set my plans in motion.  

“I’ll see to it just as soon as I get ye settled in the servants’ quarters,” she replied. She 

picked up my linens and headed toward the door,  smiling almost shyly at me as she closed the 

door behind her. I contemplated Ailsa for a moment.  I had spent so many years avoiding her, but 

she really had always been friendly to me.  The memory of her kiss that night on Arthur’s Seat 

was faint but pleasant although my body lacked the driving heat that it felt when Mary pressed 

her lips to mine. It was something to think upon as I dressed myself and prepared for some much 

needed groveling at the feet of Tess.  
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Chapter XXI 

Spring 1563 

 The mid-May sun set gloriously in the distance as a gentle breeze blew in from the Firth 

of Forth, lifting and felling the gold and purple banners that lined the Royal Mile from the Palace 

of Holyroodhouse to Edinburgh Castle. I stood outside of Edinburgh Castle, leaning against 
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Mons Meg, the enormous cannon given to James II a century before that, now stood, as if on 

guard, pointing its large finger out across the water and giving warning to any who should dare 

to infringe upon the castle.  The evening was clear, giving me an unobstructed view of the Firth. 

In the distance, tiny fishing boats floated on the gentle waves as gulls and gannets dotted the 

waters waiting for a stray fish or two to drop from the heavy-laden nets of the boats. I drew a 

deep breath in through my nose, enjoying the salty-fresh sea air yet dreading the evening ahead 

of me.   

I had been bed-ridden for about four months, and then had spent the last three 

strengthening my legs and working on regaining my balance.   I had seen very little of Mary 

since the night I had scared her away from my room. Now that I was fully recovered, she had 

insisted on hosting a dance in my honor. I wasn’t much for the lavish attention; however, I did 

see it as an opportunity to speak with Mary about the change in my duties. I had received word 

back from the presbytery offering me the position of Instructor of Divinity at the University of 

St. Andrews. This was a position that I could have only dreamed of before. I was sure my close 

proximity to the throne had propelled me into such a position.  I was more than qualified but 

having not the kinship nor connections to bolster such claims, I remained at the mercy of my 

reputation alone to uphold me.  

I pushed myself from Mons Meg and made my way toward the palace yard and 

subsequently, the Royal Palace, where Mary had taken up the apartments therein.  I knew I could 

not see her, for she had sequestered herself in her rooms, along with the four Marys, in 

preparation for the celebration. I walked the stone path until, changing my mind, I altered my 

route and instead made my way to St. Margaret's Chapel.  Once a beautiful little chapel where 

royal families could find solitude and peace to conduct their prayers, it had, in recent years been 
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turned into a storehouse to hold gunpowder and ammunition.  My hope was, now that Mary had 

returned, that she might find beauty in the little chapel as I had and return it to its original 

purpose for prayer.   Upon reaching the entryway of the chapel, I pushed the heavy, wooden door 

inward, pressing slowly to prevent the inevitable creaking that always accompanies such ancient 

doors.  The room was dark and smelled of a mixture of musty wood and gunpowder.  As my 

eyes adjusted to the darkness, I found a low, wooden bench in the corner of the room and sat 

myself upon it.  In the quiet of the small room, my mind returned to the letter that I had received 

from Bishop Spottiswoode, and another that I had received from his friend and colleague, John 

Rowe.  Reverend Rowe was a scholar of Latin, Greek and Hebrew, and had expressed a supreme 

interest in my knowledge of canonical law. He was to be my mentor and advisor at St. Andrews 

but had promised me free reign to teach all that was within the guidelines of my conscience and 

godly doctrine.  He was put upon to recommend that I find a wife as soon as possible, for he had 

heard that I was still unmarried.  He informed me that he himself had married and had sired 

twelve children in the foregoing years and had been a happier and more satisfied man because of 

it.  I chuckled at the directness of his letter.  Where Catholic priests were forbidden to marry and 

father children, the Protestant ministers took pride in their separation from catholic doctrine and 

almost insisted that their clergy marry to avoid the temptation of sinful lust.    

The thought of marriage quickly sobered me.  I had not allowed myself to think on 

Reverend Rowe’s advice too much. I loved only one, and that love would never, could never, 

come to fruition. I knew I should think upon marriage. A union with a respectable young woman 

would grant me access to more circles, afford me more influence. My mind quickly reverted to 

Isobel.  At one time I had admired her demure personality.  Her shy, dark eyes and soft, subtle 

smile were alluring in themselves.  But her soft-spoken tongue and mild demeanor made her the 
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perfect wife for a man of the cloth.  I had thought her interested in me as well, but if there had 

been any true interest on her part it had died the day she had injured her head. I had not seen nor 

spoken to her since the day I had ran into her in the kitchen at Holyroodhouse.  I had heard she 

went to stay with an aunt in the borders region.  I knew that had not been her wish, but more than 

that she did not wish to be a burden on anyone.  I would have gladly taken on that burden, but 

she never seemed to allow me the trouble.  

Next, I thought of Ailsa.  She was not suitable for the role of wife to a clergyman.  But 

her enticing curves and playful personality was attractive, and I couldn't help but smile when I 

thought of her. On several occasions, Mary had commented on the maids that made over me, but 

other than a friendly greeting in passing, I had kept myself very secluded from female company.  

Partially out of fear of leading a maiden on, and partially because my mind had been so occupied 

with Mary over the course of the last year or so, I made an effort to not allow a friendly greeting 

to be misinterpreted as a sign of interest.  With the advice of my superior and my change in 

occupation, maybe it was about time I began to seriously consider a wife. 

 As I made my way up the pathway, I could hear the chatter of many voices.  I did not 

desire any type of celebration to be made in my honor, but if I had a choice it would be made 

amongst a small, intimate group of friends, and not a whole castle full of people.  I stepped 

through the door and immediately began to look for someone familiar.  I did not think I had 

dawdled so long, but when I spotted Mary at the front of the great hall, I ascertained that I was 

later than expected.  When she caught sight of me, her eyes lit, and I noticed a pink tint had 

colored her creamy skin.  She smiled wide and I was immediately set at ease.  I feared that the 

awkwardness of our last meeting might taint our relationship, making it uncomfortably painful.  

But Mary showed no mortification.  Instead, she rushed to me, and with her arms opened wide, 
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pulled me into a warm hug.  "The guest of honor has arrived," she said, smiling.  Then turning 

about announced the same to the crowd.  "The guest of honor has arrived.  Let the music begin!" 

At that, I heard the gushing air of a bagpipe flare and immediately those in attendance 

began to dance.  Mary grabbed my arm and began to swing with me, laughing and stumbling 

over her feet as the music charged on.  "You are not used to dancing with the pipes," I observed 

after several minutes.  Mary's celebrations usually featured more refined sounds; lutes, lyres, and 

recorders being the principle players.  She stumbled and laughed again, this time falling 

breathlessly into my arms.  "Yes, I heard the bagpipe played not long ago while on a visit to 

Linlithgow Palace.  They remind me of you, Thomas—strong, forceful, yet beautifully melodic.  

I knew that I had to have them played at your celebration.  I felt the heat of her body as I looked 

into those gloriously golden green eyes so close to mine.  I quailed at my body's reaction to her 

nearness.  I had foolishly thought that the time spent apart would lessen the feelings that I held 

for her.  But to no avail. She was in as much danger of my urges as she had been the day I chased 

her away.  Thankfully, the music came to a sudden stop and I was obliged to deposit Mary back 

on her feet. She gripped my arm as she caught her breath, smiling at me again in that innocently 

alluring way.  "Mary, I must speak to you about a very important matter," I entreated.  "Of 

course, Thomas.  What is on your mind?"  I looked at her in her cream-colored dress.  The cream 

damask embroidered with a fine gold thread, casting a shimmer over Mary's figure.  The under-

layer, a form-fitting frock, with a double layer wrapped about the hinder part to enhance her 

backside. She looked beautiful, as always, but it was the deep cut of her lace collar that caught 

my attention more than I care to admit. Mary almost always wore a ruffle of lace about her neck 

when in public gatherings.  But this collar stood stiff, up the whole length of her neck, practically 

touching the lobes of her ears.  The collar cut into a "v", revealing the hollow of her neck and 
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plunging down until it reached her bust line.   It was here that my eyes rested; the end of my 

vision, but the beginning of my imaginings. For a moment I doubted myself.  Was I making the 

right decision? Was it possible to live in a concurrent state of serving my God and satisfying 

myself? And where did that leave Mary?  Not only was she a woman of the utmost respect, but a 

queen with obligations to fulfill to her sovereignty. Even if I chose to sin against God, I could 

never live with the ruination of the most enchanting woman that I had ever met. 

"Thomas?" Mary's voice drew me out of my thoughts and back to the great hall.  "I, 

uhh... perhaps we could find a more private place for our discourse," I fumbled.  "Yes, it is quite 

noisy here.  Why don't we meet in St. Margret's chapel after dinner?  It is a quiet and secluded 

place and I dare say we shall not be disturbed," she replied.  I smiled. Her thoughts and mine 

were two birds of one egg; distinctly separate, yet mysteriously and unexplainably the same.   

"Yes, that would be perfect."  I raised her hand to my lips and planted a soft kiss on the top of 

her hand.  Then, stepping away from her, released her to make merry with the other guests in the 

room.   

                The music and dancing went on for more than two hours.  Dinner was an even longer 

affair, with four courses being served in a leisurely fashion.  Wine flowed in abundance, and the 

guests were fed on fine fare, poetry, and music throughout.  When the fourth course had been 

served, Mary rose to her feet and lifted her glass in salute.  “My dear friends,” she began.  “I 

want to thank you all for coming to celebrate the survival and recovery of one of my closest 

friends.  As many of you know, Thomas and I have been as close as two siblings could be since 

the day I was born.  He being six years older than I, saw it as his personal responsibility to 

protect and defend me, in the absence of my own dear father upon his death when I was six days 

old.   Through the years, and even during my emprise in France, he has remained a devoted 
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friend and faithful confidant.”  Here she paused and took a deep breath before continuing.  “Last 

October, I came close to losing my brother.  He sustained a grievous injury at the Battle of 

Corrichie, the which rendered him unconscious for a fortnight and imperiously weak and unable 

to walk for months afterward.  There was a time, during the first crucial weeks after the battle, 

that I feared that he was lost to me forever.” Mary’s voice quivered and she reached for my hand 

for reassurance.  “As you can see, he sits here before us today, completely recovered, able to 

walk, able to think, and able to speak with as much intellectual fortitude as he had before the 

accident.  Let us raise our glasses to my dear friend, Thomas Broune, in celebration of his return 

from the dead, and let the Almighty be praised for such miraculous works!”  “Hear, hear!” 

shouted the attendants, nodding their heads and lifting their glasses in agreement.  

               Mary took another sip of wine, then motioned to a servant.  A minute later, the young 

man returned with a lute and handed it to Mary.  The queen had become quite skilled in music, 

and particularly the lute, while living in France.  I always enjoyed listening to her play when she 

ventured to do so.  As she situated herself with her instrument, I noticed David Rizzio rise and 

join Mary at her seat with an instrument of his own.  Memories of the first night I met him 

flashed in my mind and although I had come to tolerate his presence, the shared love and talent 

for music that he and Mary held admittedly turned my cheeks an unwelcome shade of scarlet.   

                The queen tipped her glass one last time, then positioned her long, slender fingers on 

her lute.  “You all know that I have not the voice of a lark.  I have recruited David to sing in my 

place.”  Rizzio spoke up, “Ah, but what Her Grace lacks in vocal ability she more than makes up 

for in poetic verse and instrumental skill.  The song we perform here tonight for you all was 

written by Her Grace.”  A chorus of delighted sighs resounded as the two artists prepared for 

their performance.   
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                The song was beautiful, and I must confess that the two of them playing together 

sounded heavenly.  However, my favorite part was the last line where Rizzio stopped singing 

and Mary softly crooned the emotional, final words. She may not sing like an angel, but her 

heartfelt words, sung softly with a gentle shyness, was enough to squeeze my heart in two.  She 

never said, but the song reminded me of her and I, and our friendship, our closeness.  It made the 

decision I had made, and the words that I had to say to her later, even that much more difficult.  

 Even though I was the guest of honor, I had a better chance of escaping after dinner than 

Mary did.  I slipped out after the company had urged Rizzio on to his third song and made my 

way back toward St. Margaret’s chapel.  By this time the night had chilled considerable, but the 

sky remained clear and bright with the moon at its fullest phase.   

 As I approached the chapel I could hear a faint whining sound. Unsure from whence the 

sound was coming, I poked around the bushes, looking for the source of the distressed sound. 

After several minutes, I turned to continue on to the chapel when I finally spied the culprit. 

Curled up in a cluster of bluebells was a small, brown and white dog.  I bent to lift him out of the 

flowers, whispering to him as I smoothed his tangled fur.  “No, no, this will not do, little fellow.  

You don’t want to eat those buds; they will make you sick.”  I lifted him up and he immediately 

nuzzled my neck in an attempt to warm himself, for he was shivering.  I tucked him into my 

cloak to warm him, then looked around the yard to see if there were any others. Confident that he 

was the sole perpetuator of the whining, I walked toward the chapel. I contemplated returning to 

the castle, or at least the kitchens, to see if I could find him a morsel of food and some water. But 

I was afraid I might miss Mary, so I waited, sitting on the same bench I had sat on previously.  

This time, however, I had something less depressing to occupy my thoughts.  I scratched the pup 
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behind the ears and smoothed his fluffy fur back from his face.  Two tiny black eyes shone back 

at me.   

 I sat for a quarter of an hour, petting the pup and speaking to him gently to reassure him 

that he was safe. After a spell, I heard soft footsteps on the stones without, and looked up to see 

Mary standing in the doorway. She wore her emotions on her face, and in her eyes was the look 

of a woman who held a longing in her heart.  I stood, and she stepped quietly through the door. 

“And what have ye here, Thomas?” She reached a small, smooth hand out and scratched the pup 

on the head. “I found him in the bluebells along the path to the chapel.  He was whining horribly 

and is shaking yet.  I gather that he is hungry and scared.”  

 “The poor dear.  Here, let me see him.” Mary reached for the dog and he immediately 

nuzzled his nose against her neck as she took him into her arms.  She buried her face into the soft 

tufts of hair that sprang up from the top of his head.  “Well, he’s as cute as a button but smells 

terrible,” she laughed.  Let’s take him to the kitchen and get him a bite of mutton and see if one 

of the maids can clean him up.” 

 I, too, was concerned for the pup but I couldn’t allow him to steal these precious, last few 

moments with Mary. I seized her arm and stopped her from taking another step.  “Mary, the pup 

will be fine for a few more minutes.  I have an important matter I must needs speak with you 

about.” She paused and looked into my eyes and I thought perhaps she already knew what I was 

about to say.  Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes and her voice was so weak I could barely 

hear her when she finally spoke. “Yes, of course, Thomas.” 

 With my hand still on her arm, I pulled her over to the bench where I had previously been 

sitting.  “What are you going to name your furry friend?” she attempted.  “Me?” I started, 

surprised.   “I… Mary, I can’t keep him.  Which is what I actually wanted to speak to you about.  
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I’m…” I paused and swallowed hard, trying to rid the lump that had formed in my throat. “Mary, 

I’ve accepted a position at St. Andrews.  I’ll be instructing at the university and will be afforded 

an opportunity to give a sermon occasionally. Something I must admit, I’ve missed,” I finished 

weakly.  

 “Thomas, I’d no idea you missed sermonizing so much.  I could have arranged for…”  

 “Please don’t misunderstand my motive,” I interrupted.  “It wasn’t my love of 

sermonizing that drove me to this decision.”  

 Mary blinked at me, a confused expression stealing her usual knowing look. “Thomas, 

I’m afraid I don’t understand.” 

 I stood and walked across the small enclave; crates and barrels filling the place where the 

baptismal font had once stood. Putting both hands on a crate, I grasped the sides to steady 

myself.  I felt weak and dizzy with the weight of the gravity of my situation.   How could I 

explain to her that it wasn’t my love of preaching that was driving me away, but my love for her?  

   “It was my father’s wish that I be trained for the priesthood.  He served as your father’s 

almoner from the time he was a young man, as you know.  Out of love and devotion to my 

father, I accepted the path that had been chosen for me. I resigned to the fact that I would never 

marry, never sire children of my own, because that was what was expected of me.” 

 “But your Protestant leanings allow for those things that the Catholic priesthood would 

have never allowed, am I correct?” 

 “Yes, it is true that those of us who have protested the leadership of Rome have been 

allowed to marry.  However, that was never a factor that influenced my religious leanings. Once 

I heard the truth preached to me my conscience would not allow me to do anything other than 
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leave the confines of the Catholic church. Yet, my heart has always been to follow my father’s 

wish for me and fulfill the call I felt for myself since I was a young boy.” 

 “Thomas, I truly do not understand your conflict.  Have you not been allowed to follow 

your conscience and serve the Almighty in the way that you see fit, while in service to me?” 

 “Yes,” I paused, blowing out my breath through my lips in an attempt to stall for time 

while I figured out how to explain my dilemma. I turned and looked at her again. “I have allowed 

certain...distractions to waylay me and turn my heart from that which I have been called to do.  

   “What sort of distractions?  Her eyes shone bright, but her voice shook when she spoke. 

 “Mary, please, I beg of you; do not question my decision.” This time my own voice 

shook, and I feared that I would lose my composure altogether. “I cannot give you particulars.  

You will just have to trust me when I tell you that it is best for all involved if I depart and take up 

my situation elsewhere.” 

 “But, best for whom, Thomas? I do not know what I would do without…” “Mary, 

please!” This time my voice rose, strong and harsh; much harsher than I intended. “Please,” I 

said again, in a softer tone. “Trust me.  I will always have your best interest in mind.  You can 

write to me at any time you need guidance.  I will even come whenever you ask me to.” 

 Her back stiffened and she sat up straighter. “I am your queen.  Surely your kirk must 

allow for obedience to your sovereign!  If I will that you must stay…” 

 “But you won’t.  You mustn’t. And I think in your heart you know why.  Think back to 

what has transpired between us over the past months. You are the queen.  You must marry a 

high-born gentleman and produce an heir.  It is what is expected of you.  I am a man of the cloth.  

I must marry a demure and godly woman, procreate and perpetuate the gospel through our 

offspring.  It is what is expected of me.  It is what I want,” I finished softly.     
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 Mary bent her head and buried it into the pup’s furry head.  She dabbed at the corners of 

her eyes in an attempt to stay the tears that were already beginning to spill.  I produced a small 

piece of cloth and wiped gently at her eyes, running the back of my hand down her cheek when I 

was finished.  I knew it was unwise, but I allowed myself that last forbidden liberty. It was better 

than what I really wanted to do, I consoled myself.  For what I really wanted to do was feel her 

tender lips against mine one more time.   I refrained, for it would only make this departure 

harder.   

A long, strained silence hung between us. I held Mary’s small hand in my own, rubbing 

my thumbs across her knuckles in an attempt to sooth her.  Finally, I spoke again.  “Will you 

keep the pup for me?  Take good care of him and let him set at your feet?”  Mary sniffed, and 

squeezed the dog tighter.  “I will.  I shall name him TomTom, in your honor, Thomas.  He shall 

never leave my side.”  I laughed, “TomTom is not a very regal name for a dog in such a high 

position.” 

“I think it is perfect,” she said as she rose to her feet.  “Thomas, I will write to you.  I will 

always seek your counsel, for there is no one on this earth that I trust more than you.  Now, if 

you’ll excuse me, I want to see to TomTom; for he shivers still and I’m sure he is starved.” Mary 

turned, and practically ran from the chapel before I could say anything further.  I knew she was 

concerned about the pup, but I secretly, and shamefully hoped that it was a different emotion that 

drove her away from me in such haste.  
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Chapter XXII 

 I wrote to the Reverend John Spottiswoode explaining that I had some personal business 

to attend to before I would arrive at St. Andrews.  After some inquiring at Holyroodhouse, I was 

able to acquire the name of the village in which Isobel’s family lived.  After my conversation 

with Mary in the chapel, I knew that I had to make a decision concerning my marital state.  Truth 
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be told, I didn’t love Isobel.  She was a kind-hearted lass from what I could see on our occasional 

meetings, but there had never been any real opportunity to develop feelings further than a keen 

interest.  I wondered if that would be a problem for her, seeing how we didn’t truly know each 

other very well. I had decided to make the trip to Hawick to find out.   

 I tried to pay for Achaius, since he truly belonged to the estate of Holyroodhouse, but 

Mary would have none of it.  She said he was to be a gift to me for my friendship and loyal 

service to her since her arrival.  I did not have this conversation with Mary myself, but the 

information was relayed to me through a letter sent by her secretary, Rizzio.  A twinge of 

jealousy surged within me, when I saw that it was his hand that penned the letter to me, but I 

pushed it aside.  After all, it was I who chose this course and if I truly wanted, I could choose to 

stay.   

 It took me nine days to reach Hawick on Achaius’ back.  I knew that I would eventually 

have to buy a wagon, for I did not expect Isobel to make such a hard journey in such conditions.  

However, I decided to wait to purchase any additional wares.  Perhaps a part of me still doubted 

whether I could actually convince Isobel that a life with me as her husband would be worth 

leaving her home for.   

 Isobel took up residence with her mother’s sister.  The woman was a spinster who had 

never married, nor had children of her own.  I was told that Isobel’s mother had died when she 

was very young, and her aunt, Bess, had taken her in.  It was to her house that Isobel returned 

when her illness became debilitating.  Her illness. I had considered that she may have become 

too weak to even marry. It was true; when I last saw her, she had declined in health and vibrancy. 

However, I had hoped that taking a rest from the demanding role which she filled at 

Holyroodhouse would help restore her strength and enliven her spirit.   
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 I stopped at the inn to inquire exactly where Bess’ house was and was told that she lived 

at the far end of the village with her niece and nephew.  I didn’t know that Isobel had any 

siblings.  Then again, I knew there was a lot more that was unknown to me about the woman that 

I set out to ask to be my wife.   

 When I reached the edge of the village, I spied a small cottage sitting about a hundred 

yards away from the rest of the village huts. There was a small barn with a milk cow, and some 

chickens squawking in the yard.  A fat orange and white striped cat lay near the door but ran 

away when Achaius and I approached. I dismounted and removed a large parcel from my satchel 

before tying Achaius up near the barn.  The yard was muddy, for it had rained the day before, 

and only a few patches of grass sprouted sporadically across the yard. I trudged my way to the 

door, almost losing my boot to the muddy abyss on more than one occasion before I finally 

reached the door of the cottage. I had barely raised my hand to knock when the door opened, and 

a pudgy old woman stood before me.  She was poised with a broom in hand, and I wasn’t 

entirely convinced that it wasn’t to be used as a weapon against me.   

 “Ye Robert’s man, come to collect the rents?  I told ‘em I’d have the money soon as Sally 

calves again.  Should be another week or so.” Quite taken aback, I shook my head emphatically 

and explained, “No, I am no man of Robert’s.  I am a friend of Isobel.  Is she at home?”  

 The old woman looked from my head to my toes then settled her eyes on my face again.  

Before she could speak a young man joined her at the door to inquire about the stranger.  “Isobel 

ain’t got male friends.  What do ya want with ‘er?” 

 “Hasn’t got, William, and for Pete’s sake mind your tongue.  Go tell Isobel she’s got a 

visitor.  She is out in the far field picking berries.”  She opened the door wider and invited me to 

come in.  She motioned to a rough-hewn chair sitting by the fireplace and offered me a cup of 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/168 
 

ale.  I was glad to have a moment alone with Bess before Isobel arrived.  That gave me a chance 

to ask her permission to marry Isobel, since she had no father to entreat.   

 “Have you seen the child since her accident?” she inquired.  “She’s not the beautiful lass 

that she used to be.  The injury to her head has taken its toll and she is a shell of her former self, I 

tell ye.  But she is getting better, I think.  She was no bigger than a twig when she first arrived.  

She has put on some weight and her hair has taken on its former shine.  But her eyes are still 

hollow, like there is no life left in ‘em.” 

 I explained to Bess that I had indeed seen Isobel after her accident, and I knew exactly 

what she meant.  Yet, I was encouraged to hear that she had made improvements since leaving 

the queen’s service and hoped that she would continue to improve under my care and provision.   

 “So, ye served our young queen, did ye?  Is she as beautiful and kind as the songs say she 

is? Isobel did not have much to say about her time at Holyroodhouse, but she did say the queen 

was indeed beautiful and spoke incessantly about her wardrobe and the parties she held for the 

first six months she was here.”  I laughed and nodded, “Yes, she is infamous for her parties and 

her beauty is quite exquisite.”  I could say no more than that for fear that it may sound too 

salacious.  

 I was saved from speaking any further about the queen, for William finally returned with 

Isobel in tow.  She stood in the doorway in utter shock as I rose to greet her.  I took her hand in 

mine and placed a soft kiss on the top of it, but she still remained frozen in the doorway.  Finally, 

she shook her head, as if coming out of a trance, and curtseyed politely.  “Thomas, I am utterly 

flabbergasted at your presence here.  Is something amiss at Holyroodhouse?  Is Ailsa alright?  

The queen?”   
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 I patted her hand and led her to the seat that I had vacated by the fireplace.  “Ailsa and 

Her Majesty are fine.  Do not worry yourself on their account.  I have come to ask a favor of you.  

Perhaps we could walk a spell?” 

 “Why don’t ye stay put,” Bess cut in.  William and I have some chores to see to in the 

barn.  Let Isobel rest a bit.  She looks winded.” 

 I nodded at her suggestion, then handed her the pork tenderloin I had purchased in town. 

“I didn’t want to come empty-handed.  Please accept this offering as an apology for my 

intrusion.” Bess waived her hand in indifference but thanked me profusely, all the same as she 

took the parcel from my hands. I pulled a stool up to sit in front of Isobel as they left us alone in 

the small room.  I took Isobel’s hand again and surveyed her well-being.  She did indeed look as 

if her health had improved since the last time I had seen her in the kitchens of Holyroodhouse.  

Her skin had regained the soft glow that it once had, and her hair was once again, thick and 

satiny and black as onyx.   

 “Isobel, you look well,” I began.  “How are you feeling?” 

 She lowered her eyes from my gaze, as she always had.  “I am well enough. Do not 

trouble yourself on my account, Thomas.  Surely, you did not come all this way to inquire about 

my health.  I would hate to think you made such a journey for my sake.” 

 “I did make such a journey for your sake, Isobel.  And for mine.  I came in hopes that you 

might find it in your heart to accept my proposal of marriage.  I am leaving the queen’s service to 

take a position at St. Andrews.  I would be honored if you would accompany me and be my wife. 

I will love you as a husband should, and I will protect and care for you for as long as I have 

breath.”   
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 She didn’t speak for several moments and I was afraid she had lapsed back into one of 

her trances again.  Finally, she spoke, but did not give me much hope. 

 “Thomas, I am flattered that you would honor me with such a request.  However, I am 

afraid I shall have to decline your offer.” 

 “Are you in love with someone else, Isobel?  Is that why you cannot accept?” 

 She shook her head but didn’t speak at first.  Finally, she got up and began poking the fire 

with a rod to rekindle the flame. 

 “Thomas, men marry for one of two reasons; for love or for offspring.  Since we have not 

the former, I presume it is the latter that you wish to obtain.”  When I didn’t answer her, she 

continued.  “I am incapable of having children.  It is a result of my accident, I am sure, for I had 

no reason to believe it would have been an issue before that fateful day.”  When I still didn’t 

speak, she finally turned and looked at me.  

She was correct. I was asking in hopes that I might start a family.  But I could not find it 

in my heart to retract my offer after I made her a promise. I stood and joined her by the fireplace.  

“Isobel, how can you be sure?  There is always hope until you begin trying.” 

“Thomas, a woman knows.  There are ways of knowing.” Her voice shook, and she spoke 

to me as if I were a child incapable of understanding womanly things. “I am sorry, but I would 

not expect you to marry me, knowing that I cannot give you children.” A small hiccup escaped 

her lips and she turned to flee from me as she had done so many times before.  I caught her by 

the arm before she could escape and turned her toward me.  “Isobel, let us leave it in the hands of 

the Almighty.  I will not retract my offer.  I want you to be my wife.  You are good, and kind.  

Your heart is pure and honest and that makes you a perfect wife for a man of the cloth such as 

me.  Please, reconsider.” 
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She stood looking at the floor.  What would it take to get this woman to look me in the 

eyes?  I considered my options, then made a decision. I lifted her chin with my finger.  “Look at 

me,” I implored.  When she finally leveled her gaze at mine, I noticed a spark that hadn’t been in 

her eyes before.  I leaned forward and gently kissed her on the lips.  “Say yes,” I whispered, 

leaning my forehead against hers.  When a smile began to spread across her lovely face, I knew I 

had won.  “Yes,” she whispered back, and my heart soared.  I could move on; I could fulfill the 

calling that my father had wanted for me.  I could forget about the beautiful queen that had stolen 

my heart and life would go on.     

*** 

I paid the rents for Bess and William for the next six months.  It was a dowry of sorts and 

I was glad that I had saved practically all of my wages while serving in Mary’s court.  Even after 

paying their rent, I would have plenty to buy the household items that we would need when we 

got to St. Andrews. I would even have enough to buy Isobel a few new gowns, for her station 

had been elevated and she needed clothing that would be fitting for the wife of a clergyman.  

William constructed a fine, sturdy wagon for us.  I knew Achaius would not take to 

kindly to being tied to a wagon, but he would have to do until we could purchase a work horse in 

Fife.  We departed for St. Andrews a week after I had arrived in Hawick.  The wedding had been 

small and simple, and Isobel made a beautiful bride.  She wore a long, rose-colored damask 

gown with tiny bone buttons that lined the front of the gown from the neckline down to her 

waist. The long sleeves were also lined with tiny buttons running the length of her arm from the 

elbow to the wrist. The cut was simple and snug, and flowed into a looser cut as it draped over 

her hips. A gold cord, wrapped around her slender waist, hung with two tassels at the end.  A 

small, gold cross encrusted with two tiny rubies on either side of the crossbeam adorned her 
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long, olive-skinned neck. Just as her thick black hair hung in soft wisps and framed her lovely 

face, long, dark lashes framed her ebony eyes.  A simple floral wreath crowned her head.    

With Isobel’s delicate condition, I knew we would have to make several stops along the 

way in order for her to rest her head.  I estimated that it would take a month or so for us to reach 

Fife, where St. Andrews was, barring there were no issues along the way.  Spottiswoode had 

written that I could take my time in getting to St. Andrews for they were in the middle of a term 

and I would not need to start for another two months.  That would give us plenty of time to get 

settled in before I had to begin my new position.  It was June, by now, and with no chance of 

snow or terrible weather, I believed we would reach Fife in plenty of time.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter XXIII 

Autumn 1563-Spring 1564 

 The journey across the Firth of Forth was difficult for Isobel.  She had never been on a 

boat before, therefore the motion of the waves, combined with the stench of rotting sea life that 
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had been drug into the forth and trapped, took its toll on her.  By the time we reached St. 

Andrews, she was pale and sickly and took to her bed for three days.   

 I sent Mary a letter not long after we arrived.  I shared with her the news of my marriage 

to Isabel and my first impressions of St. Andrews.  I received a response back from her fairly 

quickly, but the letter was short and lacked the warmth that she usually shared in her 

correspondence with me.  She congratulated us on our nuptials, and promised a prayer of 

blessing for a long, happy life together filled with lots of giggling children, as she called them. 

She also sent wedding gifts; a few chickens and a rooster, two small sheep to breed for wool, and 

bed linens embroidered in France that she had brought with her when she first came to Scotland.  

She also included a leather-bound volume of the works of Plutarch for me, and an exquisite satin 

gown for Isobel.  At least it is written in her own hand, I thought to myself as I folded the letter 

and placed it in my desk drawer.   

 I didn’t hear from Mary again for eight months. I wrote her several times during the 

course of her hiatus, but for whatever reason, her pen was silent against me.  I wrote to thank her 

for the gifts and to share with her how delighted Isobel was with the gown she had chosen for 

her.  I wrote to her after I completed my first term at St. Andrews. I wrote to her when our sheep, 

which Isobel named Mathilda, gave birth to her first lamb.  Yet, silence still held eminence and I 

received no reply.  Her reticence was painful and by February I was forced to admit that her lack 

of communication was crushing.  I was slow to see the necessity it served for healing that 

unintentional hurt we had caused each other.  It was necessary to quell the feelings that I secretly 

held in my heart for her.  I had truly grown to love Isobel. She was the picture of virtue and 

grace, and she sacrificed her comfort for mine at every turn. There were days when I knew she 

had stayed in bed most of the day due to painful headaches, yet she always saw fit to have dinner 
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ready and the fire burning in the hearth when I arrived home. However, deep down I knew that I 

could never love her the way I had loved the passionate and fiery queen that I had watched grow 

into a beautiful and spirited young woman.  

 Eventually, guilt had overtaken me, and I took to making penance for my untoward heart.  

I allowed not myself to write to Mary any further.  I found myself being drawn more and more to 

the chapel to pray, kneeling for hours and begging the Almighty to remove this sin from my 

heart. I stopped eating my evening meals and eventually Isobel stopped trying to coax me to eat 

at all. I didn’t sleep in our bed, but sat by the fire half the night, staring into the flames and 

picturing my own flesh burning in fire and brimstone. When I did finally sleep, it was sitting 

upright in my chair.  

 It was on one such night that I had fallen into a deep sleep.  As I slept, I dreamt that I was 

on a ship with Mary.  It was a galley, draped with colorful banners, ribbons and bells. The sun 

shone brightly as the banners flew, and pipers played, and much merriment was being made; 

much like the day that I witnessed three years earlier when Mary had first arrived in Scotland.   

Next, I realized I was no longer with Mary on the boat, but I stood from afar and watched 

as the scene unfolded before my eyes.  Mary stood at the bow, joyful and happy, and waving to 

all her subjects that stood on the shore waving back at her. She was dressed in a beautiful gown 

of pure white and wore a thin, silk veil over her face as she continued to wave at the people on 

land.  She looked like a bride adorned for her wedding day, and her face shone as if she were the 

happiest lass in the world. Before long a large black crow swept down and tore the veil from 

Mary’s face.  It carried the veil off and dropped it into the water a long way off.  Mary was so 

distraught at the loss of her veil that she wept for a good spell.  Eventually, the music faded, and 

the banners dropped and before long even her gown shown wear and was no longer the beautiful 
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white gown that it had once been.  Mary eventually dried her tears and continued to wave to her 

subjects as she made her way down the banks. This went on for some time until a dark cloud 

moved in and the winds began to pick up. Mary braced herself against the side of the boat as the 

wind picked up more momentum. A look of concern overtook Mary’s face and she began to cry 

out in fear of being overtaken by the waves. Suddenly, another large crow lighted upon her 

shoulder and whispered something into Mary’s ear. He was long and beautiful, and his feathers 

shone, sleek and strong and made the first bird pale in comparison. Her smile returned, and she 

laughed with the crow for a while until he began to peck at her shoulder.  He pecked and pecked 

until eventually, he became such a bother that Mary brushed him off and he landed in the sea.  

Of course, her soft heart got the better of her and Mary mourned the loss of the crow who had 

brought her such security and momentary happiness. However, Mary barely had time to mourn 

the loss of the second bird, when a third swooped down and also began to chat in her ear.  It flew 

about her head, dipping and swirling and making her giddy with amusement.  But the reprieve 

lasted only a breath, for the third crow began pulling at Mary’s sleeve.  She continued to swirl 

and dance with the crow at her sleeve, not realizing that the bird was attempting to pull her down 

into the water.  The people on shore were shouting, and pointing, and trying their best to warn 

Mary of the bird’s sinister intents, but she did not heed their warnings.  The bird continued thus 

for some time and eventually pulled a ruby ring from Mary’s hand.  She hadn’t noticed the ring 

slipping off her finger until it was completely gone, swallowed by the mischievous crow.  Once 

again Mary began to weep and this time the loss of the ring, which brought considerably more 

anguish than the loss of the veil, was too much for Mary to bear.  She sank to the floor of the 

boat in despair and from there the crow was easily able to pull Mary completely into the sea.   
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 I watched in such horror and attempted to run, with every intention of throwing myself 

into the water to pull Mary from the sea.  But as is the case with most dreams, my legs would not 

move, nor could my voice be heard, and I watched in utter anguish as Mary slipped beneath the 

waves of the tempestuous sea, never to be seen again.  The only source of comfort was seeing the 

third crow, lying on the deck of the boat, choked to death, with the ring he had stolen from 

Mary’s finger wrapped around his neck.   

 I awoke from the dream in a cold sweat. I knew the dream had some hidden meaning that 

the Almighty had chosen not to reveal to me. Still, I felt such anxiousness concerning it that I felt 

I must write to Mary immediately.  

 I still did not hear from Mary for another fortnight.  It was a Tuesday evening; I had gone 

to the chapel to pray and therefore was quite late arriving home when Isobel met me on the path 

leading to our small cottage.  She had an excited skip in her step and her face shone as she waved 

a letter in the air at me.  The small exertion left her breathless and she had to pause and catch her 

breath before she could tell me what it was. “A letter, my lord…from the queen!” My precious, 

sensitive, Isobel.  Somehow, she must have sensed that the self-loathing, penance and 

sleeplessness that I had been enduring was tied to my lack of correspondence with the queen.   

 I took the letter from her hand and kissed her lightly on the head.  Wrapping my arm 

around her waist, I directed her back to the cottage.  I wanted very much to be as excited as she, 

but the foreboding feeling that my dream had brought always hung in the back of my mind and 

extinguished any root of excitement. 

 “Will ye take a bite of food, Thomas?” Isobel looked up at me hopefully as she stirred the 

pot that hung over the fire. Her words were like a punch to my gut, and I realized how much I 
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didn’t want to disappoint her.  “Perhaps, ye could take a bowl to your chair and read your letter 

in private by the fire.  I’ve already eaten.  I will not disturb you.” 

 I smiled at her and nodded my head.  Her concern for me never wavered, even when I 

neglected her dreadfully.  The Holy Scriptures describe just such a woman whose price was far 

above rubies. A new sense of guilt sprung up and nearly choked me. The Almighty could not 

have chosen a more perfect woman to be my helpmeet. And yet, day after day she performed the 

duties that were expected of her, even if I did not ask it of her.  I had not mistreated her.  I would 

never think of laying a hand to her, yet I had been neglectful of her and I realized that I had not 

fulfilled my vow to honor and cherish her.  She deserved so much more than what I had given 

her up to this point, and at that moment I vowed to be a better husband.  

 “Issy,” I began, using the pet name I had taken to calling her not long after we had 

married. “Why don’t you bring your needlework over here by the fire and sit with me a spell.” 

She looked at me in surprise but quickly settled me in with my dinner, then went to gather her 

things to sit with me.   Mary’s letter was burning within the pocket of my robe.  I longed very 

much to tear it open and see what news it held for me.  Yet, I spoke at length with Isobel and 

even offered her a hand with her wool as she tried to prepare it for spinning on the cumbersome 

wheel that she worked with.  We enjoyed enlightening conversation as I spoke at length about 

the course I was presently teaching.  I hadn’t known it when I first married her, but Isobel was 

quite versed in scripture and even had a healthy knowledge of The Scottish Confession of Faith, 

penned by none other than John Knox.   

 “I had no idea that you knew so much about Protestant doctrines, Isobel.  Do you enjoy 

reading?” Isobel grew quiet, and her countenance returned to the shy look that I hadn’t seen 

since the first days of our marriage.  “I cannot read, my lord.”  
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 “Then how in the world do you know so much about the writings of Reverend Knox?” I 

questioned, astonished. 

 “Reverend Spottiswoode’s wife, Anne.  Of course, her husband had a hand in the Scot’s 

Confession, so we talk about it quite a bit. We have spent considerable time together and she has 

quite a fascination with Reverend Knox. She speaks quite often of his writings and I ask a lot of 

questions.  I believe I may have misled her into thinking that I can read, although it was not my 

intention to deceive.  I…I just don’t want her to know that I cannot.”  

 “Would you like for me to teach you, Isobel?” I whispered.  Although there was no one 

there to hear my question but her, it was almost as if speaking too loudly would break the trust 

that she had built in me.  Her eyes grew wide and a look of unbelief crossed her face. “Oh, I 

couldn’t trouble you with that.  You are so busy.  I wouldn’t want to interfere with…” “It is not 

an interference, Isobel.  I would love nothing more than to teach my wife how to read, so she can 

show that Anne Spottiswoode, that she too, can read the works of John Knox, if she wishes.”  

 I smiled broadly, and a small laugh escaped her lips.  “What about you, Thomas?  Do you 

ever intend on writing some great theological publication?” 

 “I fear this country is not big enough for two such theological enigmas.  For now, I am 

content to teach my classes, teach my wife, and maintain some semblance of holy behavior.”  

With that Isobel laughed out loud and I realized how good it felt to hear her laughter.  “And I 

shall be content to be the wife of the kindest, smartest and most handsome teacher that St. 

Andrews has ever had the honor of gracing their doors.” She laughed again, but this time I was 

humbled at her summation of me.  I rose from my chair and stepped to where she was still 

combing wool.  I cupped her face with my palm, feeling the smooth skin of her cheek. She 

looked up at me with her dark eyes and I actually felt a heat spread through my veins.  She 
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grasped my wrist with her own hand, then turned and placed a soft kiss in the palm of my hand.  

I bent and kissed her on the forehead again, then pausing, brushed a light kiss upon her lips.  She 

smiled again then set her work aside.  With a contented sigh she said, “I think I shall retire for 

the night. Perhaps ye would get a better night’s sleep if ye slept in the bed?  After you’ve read 

your letter, hmm?” I nodded at her again, then lifted her hand to my lips and kissed the back of 

her hand.  “I shall try to sleep in the bed tonight and see how it goes.” Seeming content with my 

answer, she excused herself. 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter XXIV 

 When Isobel had gone to bed, I turned my attention to Mary’s letter.  I looked at my 

name addressed on the front.  Good, it had been written in Mary’s hand.  I turned the letter over 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/180 
 

and saw the seal that she used for her personal letters.  Finally, I tore the letter open and with 

great alacrity, began to read.  

 My dearest Thomas, 

 My apologies for not writing to you sooner, but I have been working diligently to secure 

a competent husband for myself, and a deserving king for my loyal subjects.  I have been 

at length in communication with His Royal Highness, Philip, King of Spain. He is very 

much interested in a match between me and his son, Don Carlos.  It would be a most 

advantageous match, for they share my convictions in faith and my interest in the throne 

of England.  Although, I must admit that Philip has a much different plan in mind than I, 

as to how the English throne should be obtained, yet I am still comforted that someone 

sees my royal right to that throne and is willing to help me secure it.   

  

It saddens me that I must seek outside influences to gain the recognition of my rights, for 

my dear cousin still vacillates, and cannot make up her mind as to whom she wishes for 

me to marry.  I have tried, Thomas, I really have, to be a cooperative sister to her, and 

to heed her wishes so that she may recognize me as her true and rightful heir.  But the 

longer she dithers, the more impatient I become.  I even finally agreed to consider her 

man of choice, Robert Dudley, but once I consented to a meeting, she did a complete 

about-face and balked at the suggestion of a meeting between he and I. 

  

Therefore, I have taken matters into my own hands.  I will not stand idly by any longer, 

waiting for someone who feigns to have my best interest at heart, to decide my fate.   
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 I received a proposal from Archduke Charles of Austria.  I am flattered, and the fact that 

he is brother to the Emperor could be very advantageous for me as well.  However, I 

would like to pursue this course with Don Carlos and see where it may take me. 

 Please keep me always in your prayers. The most important decision of my life is at stake 

and I must allow the Almighty to guide me as I seek to do what is right for myself and my 

country. 

 All my love to you and Isobel, 

 MR 

Don Carlos?  I was seething. It had been put about all of Europe that the man was insane. 

How could she consider such a match?  Was she that desperate that she would subject herself to a 

mad man? I don’t know that Charles would have been much better. Although there were no rumors 

as to his sanity, he was the grandson of Joanna of Castile, the one they had called “La Loca”. He 

also was strongly Catholic and was known to have counter-reformation leanings.  And hadn’t he 

been in negotiations for a marriage to Elizabeth at one time? 

 The whole matter made my head swim.  I didn’t like to think of Mary with any man, really.  

But I knew the day would eventually come and she would have to choose.  All I could do was offer 

my honest opinion of her suiters and pray that she took my advice and made the right choice.  I 

removed a piece of paper from my desk and sat down to write to her again.  I wondered what ever 

happened to the rumors of a match with her late husband’s brother, Charles. I laughed to myself.  

I could accept her marriage to Charles of France.  What was he now, about twelve years old?   
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Chapter XXV 

Spring 1565 
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 I only heard from Mary periodically for the next year.  She would write to me about her 

suiters and I would begrudgingly reply with my opinions and advice.  There usually wasn’t too 

much to be concerned about.  There were always so many rumors whirling, and so many potential 

husbands.  I knew, however, that eventually one would stand out and I would have to face the 

truth.  When that time finally came I was not prepared for such news.   

 The letter came to me on the twenty-fifth of May, in the year of our Lord, one thousand, 

five hundred, sixty-five.  One might wonder how I could remember such an insignificant date. 

But it was not insignificant to me, for that was the day that my world as I knew it; my sun about 

which the planets and stars revolved, burst and the cataclysmic ramifications left me reeling.  

 The perpetrator of this cosmic tragedy was a man by the name of Henry Stuart, also 

known as Lord Darnley. He was a cousin of Mary’s whose family had been exiled to England 

years ago.  In her jubilant letter she wrote:  

 My dearest Thomas, 

 My heart soars! I have met a man who fulfills all my dynastic and 

womanly wishes.  You may have heard reports, my dearest, for I know how 

all of Scotland prattles about my marital scruples. Therefore, I will not 

bore you with the unmanly details. Please come to Edinburgh.  I desire 

your opinion concerning my dear Henry and your blessing, as my father 

would have done had he still been alive, God rest his soul.   

  

As you can imagine, I have faced oppositions from many sides due to 

differences of opinion concerning my choice; the utmost remonstrances 

coming from Lord James and the Earl of Chatelherault. I wish for you to 
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come to my aid and talk some sense into these pragmatic boors, and the 

other Protestant lords, for that matter.   

  

There is to be a gathering at Holyroodhouse to announce our engagement 

at the end of the month.  It is my deepest wish that the two people dearest 

to my heart should get acquainted, and to have you standing behind me 

when that announcement is made would mean the world to me.     

 Please do not delay. 

 Your loving sister, 

 MR 

 

 Tears stung my eyes as I read the letter over two more times.  So, I had now been 

relegated to the ranks of her father. I always fancied myself to be her protector, but never 

imagined myself in that paternal role.  I wasn’t sure I liked the change. 

Furthermore, it was true, I had heard rumors of the spoilt and arrogant man that Mary 

now fancied herself in love with.  Although I had never met him, I had already formed a biased 

opinion of the man, based solely on the opinions of others and the nature of my relationship with 

Mary.  To throw my unfailing support behind a man that I doubted could ever live up to the 

celestial ranks of our angelic queen, would be difficult, to say the least. 

I folded the letter gingerly, then went in search of my wife.  I found her in the yard, 

tossing feed to our chickens and talking to them in hushed tones as if they were her own sweet 

little ones.  The maternal tendencies that she had developed were natural.  I walked over to her 

and removed the bucket from her hand.  Setting it on the ground, I placed my hand on her belly 
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and said a silent prayer over the life that even now grew inside her.  I scolded her for over-

exerting herself, for that very morning she had risen with the sickness that comes only in the 

mornings and spent half the day recovering from the exhaustive indisposition. Most women only 

suffer the condition for a few months; poor Isobel had endured it her entire gravidity.  

“I received a letter from Mary,” I began. 

“I know,” came her simple reply. 

“She needs me to come to Edinburgh.  She has selected a husband and she wishes for me 

to smooth things over with her lords and convince everyone that he isn’t the heel that they think 

he is.” 

She smiled slightly at the folly but didn’t speak.  I began again, “I naturally would have 

wanted you to accompany me if it weren’t for…” 

“That is out of the question, as ye know,” she said stiffly.  Detecting a sourness to her 

tone, I stepped back to get a better look at her face. “What troubles you, Isobel?” 

She didn’t speak for a moment and when I started to prompt her again she erupted, “What 

about what I need, Thomas?”  

Surprised at her heated words, I took another step back.  “What is it that you need, 

dearest Issy?  You only need speak the word and I will do it for you.” 

“I need ye here with me!” She was shouting now, and the tears had begun to flow.  She 

was given to sudden tears over the past few months, but never coupled with an angry tirade.  “I 

expect our babe in six more weeks, Thomas.  Will ye be back before the baby comes? I cannot 

bear this alone, ye know that.” 

“I will make sure I am back before your confinement begins.  And in the meantime, to 

quell your fears, I will ask if the Spottiswoodes can spare their maid, Maggie, to come and stay 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/186 
 

with you.” I wiped her tears with the back of my hand and looked searchingly into her eyes to 

see if I had appeased her anger. She sniffled, then took the hem of her apron and wiped the edge 

of her eyes, then the tip of her nose.  “Will that make you feel better?” I entreated. She did not 

speak, but nodded her head then bent to pick up the bucket I had sat on the ground.  I took the 

bucket from her hand again and finished feeding the hens for her.  “Go rest your feet,” I offered.  

“I’ll finish up the chores out here.” “Oh, Thomas,” she gushed, as she threw her arms around my 

neck.  “I don’t know what I did to merit such a wonderful husband as ye.” Fresh tears began to 

flow down her cheeks, and the angry dragon turned into the mewing kitten. An example of the 

emotional turmoil we’ve endured for the last eight months.   

*** 

I arrived at Holyroodhouse three days later, having left the morning after I received her 

letter. I had not seen Mary since the night I talked with her in St. Margret’s chapel. The night that 

I had struggled, questioned, been tempted even, to turn my back on all that I knew was good and 

right, to appease the unquenchable fire that burned within my being.  

I had built up a defense of immutable circumstances; safeguards that would now stand in 

my way and prevent any vacillation on my part. I had a wife; I would soon have a child; these 

two facts alone should have been stone walls to block out any indecisiveness. Yet, as I drew near 

to the castle, I found cold sweat breaking forth across my brow.  My body too, deceived me, and 

I felt a shaking that made my legs as weak as a willow branch and my insides take a sickening 

churn.  

All the court was aquiver with frenzied activity as final preparations were being made for 

the feast.  A solicitous footman with black, curly hair, greeted me as I entered the courtyard, 

rushing toward me and nervously shoving hair out of his eyes as he spoke. I heaved my satchel 
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over my shoulder and looked about me in astonishment.  I had never seen such feverish activity 

bustling about Holyroodhouse in all my years of attendance there.   

“My lord, Her Majesty is not accepting callers for two more days. I’m afraid I must ask 

you to find lodging in town and send word to the queen as to your business at Holyroodhouse. 

She will answer thee at her convenience.”  

I turned my eyes on him and it was then that I noticed how truly mussed he appeared, 

swiping curls across his forehead and tucking them behind his ear.  “My name is Thomas 

Broune.  I am here at Her Majesty’s request.” 

His eyes grew in diameter, as he began to bow and sputter profusely.  “My apologies, 

Reverend Broune.” Swiping again. “Her Majesty has been awaiting your arrival.  Come right 

this way. She has requested your immediate attendance.  The man took my satchel and handed it 

off to another servant with instructions as to its destination.  I followed the man, trying to keep 

my eyes on the crimson ribbon that tied back his unruly locks, but my attention was accosted by 

maidservants and menservants eagerly attempting to carry out every decorous instruction 

demanded of Her Majesty.   

The crimson ribbon led me through the Great Gallery, where monstrous ornamental 

chandeliers had been hung, replacing the old iron rings that had graced the ceiling since the time 

of James IV. The walls smelt of fresh whitewash and enormous extravagant tapestries were hung 

at both ends of the hall.  I followed crimson into the Queen’s Lobby and up the spiral staircase 

that connected the first floor of James’ tower to the second where Mary’s more private rooms 

were.   

My breath caught in my throat when I beheld her for the first time in so many months.  

She was radiant as she stood talking with Mary Seton of some household interest. Her eyes 
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shone and her speech was spirited, making her cheeks shade to the slightest color of pink.  Being 

in love, if that is truly what it was, seemed to have agreed with her achingly well. 

The crimson ribbon announced my name, and Mary turned to me rhapsodically.  A high-

pitched squeak broke forth from her as she ran to me with arms outstretched.  I hardly knew how 

I was expected to behave, but for her part she kissed me on the cheek and clung tightly to me 

before decorum demanded that she let me go.  “Oh, Thomas!” I dared hope that you would 

come.  I am aware of Isobel’s delicate condition and know how difficult it must be for you to be 

away from her at such a time as this.” 

“Yes, I was quite concerned, but my first priority has always been to you, my queen.” My 

voice was rough, but I spoke the words softly, for I felt a sudden dryness in my throat. I also felt 

my own cheeks warm as my hands rested on her waist and her gaze arrested my complete 

attention.  Suddenly aware of other eyes on us, I dropped my hands and stepped back.  

“Thomas, you are just in time.  I have ordered a light dinner to be brought to my rooms 

and it should be here shortly.  Henry is out hunting with David.  Can you imagine?  David with a 

gun, hunting?  The mere thought of it makes me laugh irrepressibly.” 

I too, smiled at the thought but then, almost as if on que, five servants entered the 

chamber, bearing trays loaded down with Mary’s light dinner.  Within minutes they had the fare 

spread and we were seated around the table.   The Supper Room, which was adjoined to Mary’s 

bedchamber was small and intimate and those that supped with her here were usually the closest 

of acquaintances.  Today the company consisted of only Mary Seton, since Henry and Rizzio had 

not joined them yet.  Mary Livingston had married an Englishman named John Sempill two 

months prior and they were living in an estate on land belonging previously to Huntly. It was 

given to them by Mary.   
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“I would have thought that Mary Beaton and Randolph would have joined you.  And 

what of Mary Fleming and Maitland?  I had a letter from him some three months back.  I know 

he is just as enamored with Mary as he was before I left Edinburgh.  What are they about today?” 

“Yes, the poor fellow.  Mary is a little hesitant to encourage any amorous feelings 

because he is so much older than she. However, I have tried to encourage her. William is a dear. 

He would give his life to please her.  I believe they could be happy together.  Mary and 

Randolph on the other hand…” She tilted her head slightly as she picked a poppy seed roll from 

a basket setting at the center of the table. “Mary doesn’t trust Randolph,” she continued.  “He 

tends to ask a lot of questions concerning me that she does not feel he needs to know.”  

“Well, he does work for the English queen,” I added.  

“Yes, and I fear that it is for that very reason that I too have my suspicions. He is 

currently in London, and I do not know if I shall see him again before the wedding.  As you 

know, my fair cousin is not too happy with my choice.  They are probably plotting against me as 

we speak.”     

Just then,  a tall,  lean man entered the room. His back was turned to us, but he spoke to 

Mary as he unbuttoned his cloak and handed it to a servant. “Mary, dear, I thought I told you we 

would have pheasant for dinner. I told you we would enjoy my kill tonight but Cook says you 

have already ordered lamb for the table.  Really, sweetling, if I am to be respected and feared by 

our subjects, you must honor my wishes and do as I...” It was here that he finally turned around 

and noticed they were not alone, for he stopped before completing his sentence.  Pulling on the 

middle finger of his gloved right hand with his teeth, he worked each finger out of their 

coverings before finally breaking them free.  He then began to pull the fingers of the left glove 
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until both hands were free and bare.  He tossed the gloves on the table and pulled out a chair to 

sit down.      

“You must be the infamous Thomas Broune of whom I have heard so much about.” He 

pulled the stopper from a flask on the table and poured some wine into a cup.  “Indeed,” was my 

only reply. I watched the man as he took a long drink, wiped his mouth with the back of his 

hand, and dropped the cup onto the table. He was light-haired and fair-faced. A slight mustache 

embellished his upper lip but was the only sign of facial hair that had even begun to spring forth 

on his young face. His cheeks were flushed, perhaps from the hunt, and he sat erect with an air of 

fine breeding that masked the liberty he took at Mary’s table. His clothing was the height of 

English fashion, congruent with the upbringing he had enjoyed in England before arriving here 

three months earlier.  

“Darling, allow me to introduce you to one of my longest, most endearing friends. This is 

indeed the Reverend Thomas Broune of whom I have spoken extensively…”  

“Night and day for the past two weeks,” he interrupted, sounding like a petulant child.  

“Yes, well,” Mary continued, nonplussed that he had rudely interrupted her, “he has been 

a true and constant friend to me these many years.  I’m so pleased he shall be with us when we 

announce our engagement.” She turned her eyes on me and smiled warmly as she reached out 

her hand and touched mine.   

The gesture did not go unnoticed by Lord Darnley.  He took another drag from his cup 

then cleared his throat. “Yes, indeed,” he started rather dryly.  “It is my pleasure to meet the man 

whom I am to look up to and endeavor to emulate.” The dark look that had clouded his face left 

as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by a cheerful, albeit, strained expression.   
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“Do you hunt, Reverend Broune?” He spoke the word with a distaste in his mouth and I 

raised my brow at the question. What was he about? “I’m afraid my duties at St. Andrews do not 

leave me much time for such leisurely activities, however, I am capable and enjoy the sport when 

time allows.” 

“Fine.  Perhaps you would accompany me and my new friend, Rizzio here on the hunt 

tomorrow.  He is a bit slow at the draw, but with a few more days of practice I venture he will be 

a master.” He swatted Rizzio on the back as he seated himself at the table, for he had finally 

joined the meal.   

“Hello, Thomas,” Rizzio offered, giving a nod in my direction as he too poured himself 

some wine. 

“David,” I replied, nodding my head at him as well.  

When the meal had concluded Mary rang for the servants to come and clear the table.  

Darnley grabbed the flask of wine and his cup and moved to a seat situated at the window that 

faced the courtyard. He caught a maid by the arm as she was leaving and said, “Frannie, be a 

dear and bring us some more wine.” He winked at the lass and she blushed as she curtseyed and 

replied, “Yes, my lord.”  

I glanced at Mary. She had either not noticed or had turned a blind eye to Darnley’s 

behavior.  She was speaking to Mary Seton who was about to leave on some errand.  

“Did my bride-to-be tell you? It has been decided that I am to serve as King consort once 

we are married.” My utter shock nearly rendered me speechless, but I quickly recovered and 

replied, “No, I only just arrived a mere quarter hour before you came. We have not had an 

opportunity to discuss much of anything.” 
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“Yes, well, I thought perhaps she had written it to you in a letter.  I know how much the 

two of you like to keep in touch.” He wore a friendly smile on his face, but the undertones 

indicated in his words said something entirely different.     

“I would think that Parliament would have some say in that decision. Has Mary spoken to 

the Lords of the Congregation concerning this plan?”  

“Oh, I do not foresee that approval will be a problem.  I am generally well liked, and we 

all know that everyone prefers a king to a queen.” 

“But you are Catholic, and an Englishman.  Do you not think these detrimental to your 

dynastic ambitions?” 

“Ambitions?  Is that what you think this is?  Do you think I’m just playing house in order 

to get the crown, my dear man?” 

“I think that you play a very dangerous game. You forget that Mary is well liked, but the 

Lords of the Congregation are a very powerful force to reckon with.” 

“Do you threaten me, Reverend Broune?” His voice was smooth and calm, but there was 

an edge of contempt in it. 

“I do not, sir.  I’m merely looking out for Mary’s best interest.” 

“At least I know that you are not full of vain words and false pretenses.” 

“Nay, Mary has always been my only concern. However, you are her chosen heir 

presumptive.  If protecting her means protecting you, then so be it.” 

“I appreciate your commitment but make no mistake: I will have the crown matrimonial, 

and when I do, I shall make sure your loyalty—or lack thereof, is repaid.” 

He drained his cup again then grabbed the flask and stood.  He strode up to Mary, and, 

taking her hand, kissed it and swept himself into a low bow before taking leave of her. Mary 
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asked if they were to enjoy their nightly game of billiards after supper, to which he sniffed, “I 

don’t want lamb for supper.  I’ve decided to take my sustenance at the Hoary Oak tonight,” and 

with that, he turned himself about and departed. The change in the atmosphere after his departure 

was palpable, and I found myself relieved at the improvement.  Mary, however, was visibly 

distraught. The color drained from her face and her bottom lip quivered as if she were to cry. 

Rizzio sought to comfort her, but I had no words that could be useful for such purpose.  

“Does he always do that?” I quarried. Mary looked up at me, the hurt on her face was 

almost too much for me to bear.  “Do what?” she asked. 

“Speak to you as if you were a bothersome child. Sulk when he doesn’t get his way.”  I 

couldn’t stop.  I knew my words were probably hurtful, but I was bothered by the display I had 

just witness. 

“Thomas, please.  Not you too.  I summoned you here to help me, not throw in your lot 

against me also.” With that, the tears burst forth as she hurried from the room, leaving Rizzio and 

me standing there.  The look on Rizzio’s face was wary.  “What think ye of this situation?” I 

asked. I knew Rizzio to be a close friend of Mary’s as well, and although I hadn’t always liked 

the man, I knew he had Mary’s best interest at heart.  

“I must admit, he is the perfect choice. He is English and holds a claim to the English 

throne as well. Her Grace is madly in love with him. In her eyes he does no wrong.  There is 

nothing that you can say to her.” 

“Have you tried? The man is an arrogant and childish boor who thinks he is going to 

reign over Mary once they are bound in holy matrimony.  Did she promise him the crown 

matrimonial?” 
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“Nay, but she did agree to make him king consort. She has already ordered for her name 

to be replaced with their joint names on all placards, but with hers listed foremost, of course.  He 

was not happy about that, but I told him he must prove himself, and perhaps in time Her Majesty 

might see the wisdom in allowing him such power.” 

“You support Darnley having such power?”  

“I support Mary throwing off the yoke of Lord James and Maitland.  For too long they 

have intimidated her and perverted their power to get what they want. I believe Henry can help 

Mary to wrest the power away from Lord James and those execrable Lords of the Congregation. 

Mary will then be able to restore the Catholic faith and we shall be able to worship without fear 

of injury to our person or property. It is also my belief that he will pave the way for seizing the 

English throne, when the time is right. And at that time, if not before, when Lord James is 

deposed, and Maitland is out of the way, I shall take the position of Secretary of State, and Henry 

and Mary will reign in absolute power over all of Scotland and England to the glory of God and 

the Roman Catholic Church.”  

Evidently, I had misjudged Rizzio. Or perhaps, underestimated him.  He wasn’t looking 

out for Mary’s best interest.  He was looking out for his own. Furthermore, Mary had never 

intimated to me that her sole desire was to restore the Catholic church in Scotland. She may have 

paid lip service to the Pope, but Mary was all about ruling her subjects as she saw fit.        

“And what does James have to say about this betrothal?” 

“He was quite unruffled by the prospect at first.  He thought Henry too supercilious to be 

a serious contender.  But Henry fell ill not long after he came to Scotland.” He lowered his voice 

and leaning toward me he whispered, “Rumor has it that he was afflicted with the French pox, 

but that information was kept from Mary.” Stepping away again, he continued. “She nursed him 
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day and night for several weeks and by the time he had recovered, she was fully smitten.  By 

then there was nothing Lord James could do.” At this point a wicked little smirk curled the 

corners of Rizzio’s mouth and sent a chill down my spine.   

I turned away from Rizzio’s at his last stabbing words.  I knew what it was to be nursed, 

night and day, by such an intoxicating nursemaid. The memories of Mary’s touch that burnt 

hotter than Hades’ inferno, still seared my conscience.  Her kiss, more alluring and just as 

dangerous as a siren’s song, still wrenched my gut.  Yes, I knew what it was like to experience 

the gentle ministrations of one so fair. Did he awaken to her gentle hand on his chest, cooling his 

fevered skin, or, her soft voice speaking soothing words in his ear?   He must have, but he could 

never love her so blindly, so completely, so maddeningly, as I.    

And even more disturbing was Rizzio’s description of their plans to overthrown James 

and the Protestant lords.  

I excused myself from Rizzio without further discussion. I had to compose myself. I had 

to find James and speak to him. And I had to find Mary and talk to her about Darnley.  I knew 

she wanted my support, she wanted someone to stand by her and assure her she was making the 

right choice, but I couldn’t do that. If it cost me her friendship, yea, even kindled her anger 

against me, I must make her see the truth concerning Darnley and the danger of her plans.  
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Chapter XXVI 

The meeting that I had planned with James was not meant to be.  For very early the next 

morning I was awakened by a pounding at my door. It was still dark, for the day was destined to 
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be wet, and I pulled my breeches on in the dark, stumbling to the door to end the incessant 

pounding.  

“My deepest apologies, sir,” the footman bowed as he held out a letter to me. “A 

messenger arrived this morning from St. Andrews and said this letter must be given to you 

immediately.  He has ridden hard for quite some time and was near delirium by the time he 

reached our doors.” 

Near delirium?  I tore open the letter and my heart sank at its contents. It was Isobel. Her 

pains had come upon her and she had sent a messenger to bring me home forthwith. She must 

have taken to her bed immediately after I left, I thought, as I dug in my desk drawer for a quill to 

write a note to Mary.  I quickly scratched out an apology that I would not be there for their 

announcement and that I deeply regretted that I could not see her again before I departed. I 

explained that it was Isobel and the baby and that I must depart immediately. I folded it quickly 

then handed it to the footman who had brought the letter to my door.  I asked him to then see to 

the messenger that Isobel had sent, and make sure he was fed and accommodated and to please 

tell him to stay put until he was rested enough to make the journey back home.  I, on the other 

hand, would leave immediately.  

 I chided myself for leaving her.  I was so driven with madness to see Mary, to meet the 

man that she had fallen in love with.  It seemed so urgent at the time, but now I realized how 

trivial, how risky, it had been.  

 By the time I arrived in St. Andrews the next evening, I had ridden Achaius hard and was 

keenly aware of his near exhaustion.  I murmured my apologies to my faithful companion, 

sliding from his back before he came to a complete stop.  I spied the blacksmith’s son, Robbie 

Doyle walking up the way and called out to him. “Will you see to my horse? Give him water and 
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fresh provender; he has been ridden hard for two days.” The boy nodded, wide-eyed, for I 

practically shouted in my haste. I handed him the reigns then dashed into our small cottage.  

Isobel had been in travail for nearly four days by this time.  Anne Spottiswoode and her 

maid, Maggie, were attending to her, along with a midwife by the name of Agatha Brody.  Anne 

was wiping Isobel’s brow with a wet cloth upon my entry.  Maggie busied herself putting 

another pot of water on to boil, while the midwife prodded on Isobel’s abdomen. She screamed 

out in pain just as I entered, for the midwife had pushed too hard, I ignorantly supposed. I 

immediately took up arms. “Stop! What are you doing?” I ran to her bedside, but Anne stopped 

me before I could reach the old woman with the stooped shoulders. “You are hurting her,” I cried 

out. I couldn’t get any closer, for Anne stood before me, blocking my way. 

“Thomas, it’s not Agatha who hurts her. ‘Tis the babe.” She spoke gently and laid her 

hand on my arm to try to keep me from getting too close. I looked over her shoulder and noticed 

the old woman had resumed her regimen of pushing and kneading. 

“Why hasn’t the babe come yet?” I spoke to the midwife, but it was Anne who 

responded.  

“The babe is turned. His feet are down, making it difficult for Isobel to birth him. Agatha 

has tried to turn him around, but, he is in a difficult position.”  

I looked over Anne’s shoulder again, this time at my lovely wife’s face as she lay in a 

sodden mess, sweat drenching her dark hair, and the pillow upon which it laid.  

“She has been in extreme pain for several days, but Agatha noted that her water has just 

today burst. But now it is a race against time. The babe must be born soon or there could be other 

problems.” Her voice trailed off as Isobel let out another anguished cry, thrashing about on the 

bed. 
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“Cannot you give her something for pain?” I cringed each time Isobel let out another 

scream. I couldn’t bear to hear her pain.  

“Agatha has been administering small doses of opium on the hour for the past two days, 

but I’m afraid there is nothing that can completely dull the pain of childbirth.  It is a curse that 

we ladies must bear.”  

I glanced again at my wife. She seemed to have not even noticed my presence. “May I go 

to her?” I inquired. 

Anne turned and looked at the midwife as if to seek approval. She nodded her head 

slightly, then they both stepped aside to grant me access. I laid the back of my hand upon her 

cheek and bent low to her ear. “Isabel, I am here my love. Thank you for waiting for my return. 

Now it is time to deliver our child. Your strength may be gone but I know your tenacity is still 

intact.” She did not respond, and I sought Agatha’s eyes for understanding. 

“She has had several doses of opium, but now that her water has burst I will need her 

alert. I stopped administering about a half hour ago. She should be coming around shortly,” the 

old lady explained. 

I continued to stroke her cheek, speaking comforting words into her ear and dabbing her 

forehead with the cloth Anne had applied. Finally, the midwife spoke again. “Reverend Broune, 

I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave. The birthing room is no place for a man, and I 

must see to your wife.” 

I stroked Isobel’s cheek one last time, then bent and kissed her on the head. I stepped into 

the only other room that our small cottage contained and began to pace. The room was stifling. 

Our bedroom needed to be kept warm for Isobel, but a fire burned energetically on the hearth 
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here as well, where Maggie was kept busy, continuously boiling water and washing soiled 

bedclothes and linens. 

I paced for several hours. My thoughts harangued me and with each step a new word of 

condemnation rang in my ears. I should have been here.  She was so worried that something 

would happen while I was away.  She must have known somehow…The longer I paced, the more 

personal the accusations became. What kind of man leaves his wife while with child to answer the 

call of another woman to whom he is not married? And more importantly, what had I hoped to 

accomplish in my tryst to Edinburgh? She is lost to me…  

At one point, Maggie offered me some watery broth, but I refused, a sour knot in my 

stomach preventing me from taking any sustenance. When I could take the thick air and accusing 

voices no longer, I walked outside into the cool night. A moonless sky enveloped me with a 

blackness that could be felt.  I looked up, searching for Polaris, but even that guiding light was 

lost to me. “Dear God!” I cried in anguish. No further words came to my mind. The black night 

left me feeling as forsaken as my circumstances. “For Isobel.” The words beat about in my head, 

before I could finally force them through my lips.  I searched the sky again for some sign, some 

indication that the Almighty heard my unspoken plea.  Was this yet another punishment for the 

sins that I had so selfishly committed within my heart concerning Mary? I ran both hands 

through my hair, grabbing fistfuls of hair at the nape and pulling as hard as I could.  A guttural 

sound came out of my mouth and I sank to the ground on my knees when the tears finally came. 

Memories of our elation when we first realized she was with child, floated before my closed 

eyelids. It had truly been a miracle, for she thought it impossible.  Now, those fears have been 

realized. Perhaps it was not the conceiving of the child but the delivering of him that would 

prove to be impossible.   
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I lay, face down on the grassy earth, losing all track of time until Anne came and lifted 

me gently to my knees. “Thomas,” she spoke softly but it was what she didn’t say that burnt my 

soul. “Isobel,” was all I could produce, then finally, “the babe?” 

“Tis a boy, Thomas.” She tried to sound hopeful, but I could hear the caution in her 

voice. I rose to my feet. A dull glow had begun to erupt from the horizon to the east by this time. 

I followed her into the cottage, wiping my tear-soaked face with the sleeve of my doublet. Isobel 

lay, as white as the bedsheets that she lay upon, with nary enough strength to give the babe suck.  

A weak little cry came from the bundle at her breast and I stepped closer to see our son. 

“Is he not the most beautiful boy ye have ever seen, Thomas?” Isobel lifted her dark 

exhausted, eyes to mine, searching for affirmation. I nodded, too overcome with emotion to say 

the words that were in my heart. Aye, he was beautiful, but he was also tiny, and tinged with an 

odd color of blue that looked unusual for a newborn babe.  Shouldn’t he be pink and fresh?  I 

thought to myself. I held out my hand and he grabbed my finger, squeezing tightly as he built up 

a faint, weak cry that, when choked out sounded more like a sputtering chimney than a newborn 

baby’s cry. Agatha turned his head toward Isobel once more, in an effort to give him milk. Yet, 

he pushed away, preferring the tiny knot of his fist to suck on, to her sunken breast.  

“What name shall ye christen the babe with?” This time Agatha spoke. I stared hard at 

the babe once more before speaking the name that Isobel and I had agreed on, should the babe be 

a boy. “William Henry Thomas Broune,” I pronounced, lifting the small bundle out of Isobel’s 

hands to feel the weight of him in my arms. The ladies cooed, and satisfaction was expressed all 

around for the hearty name he would bear. Should he live, I noted grimly, quickly giving him 

back to Isobel.  
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“Maggie, my child,” Agatha croaked out. “Make haste and fetch Janet McInnis from 

Gray’s Close. We’ll see if she can serve as wet nurse to little William until Isobel is strong 

enough to nurse him herself.” “Yes, mum.” The maiden curtsied to the older woman then was off 

to town to find the designated woman. “In the meantime,” Agatha began again, lifting William 

from Isobel’s arms once more, “this little one is going to say hello to his papa and give his mama 

some rest.  

The old midwife placed little William in my arms then showed me how to rub his arms 

and hands, legs and feet; in hopes of strengthening the circulation of his blood. “He shouldn’t 

look blue, should he?” I whispered, afraid that my words might be heard by Isobel, or worse, the 

Almighty. She eyed me thoughtfully as she rubbed his limbs vigorously, yet gently.  “He was 

born too soon, Reverend. I’d venture to say that his little organs are not fully developed enough 

to sustain life.  But we’ll do what we can and leave the rest to God.”  

“He must be baptized.” I spoke the words numbly, fearful of the implications I was 

admitting to. I knew Isobel would want to see his baptismal, but I truly feared he would not live 

long enough to have a formal baptism. Agatha nodded her head. “Aye, Reverend, I cannot 

promise you he will make it through the night.”  

She guided me to the door, coaxing me to leave Isobel in her care. However, I couldn’t 

tear my eyes away from my exhausted wife. She had fallen asleep after speaking to me of the 

babe, yet she did not sleep peacefully. Her legs thrashed about and she rolled from side to side as 

though she was in great pain.  “Is she still in pain,” I inquired. Anne was preparing Isobel to be 

bathed and simply waited for me to depart to remove her garments. 

“She has lost a lot of blood, my lord. She bleeds still.  We will clean her up and do the 

best we can to keep her comfortable, but there is not much we can do about the bleeding.”  
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I looked at Isobel again. “Is she sleeping, or…” I paused not knowing how to proceed 

with my questioning. “Aye, she sleeps,” Agatha responded, once again pulling me toward the 

door in haste. I took one last look at my wife then turned and carried William to the other room, 

in anticipation of the wet nurse’s arrival. I asked Anne to assist me with getting the utensils I 

needed to baptize William.  

I walked and talked to little William, rubbing him gently all the while.  Anne quickly 

grabbed a small pot and filled it with water from the bucket. She meant to warm the water 

slightly, but I told her there was no time. I wanted to ensure the deed was done should he happen 

to pass before the night was over. She took a small linen towel, poured the water from the pot 

into a small bowl and set the items on the table. I walked to the table and carefully unwound the 

cloth that William had been wrapped in. Anne bowed her head with me as I prayed a blessing 

over the babe then gently scooped the water into my hand and poured it over his head. A small 

gasp escaped his mouth, but only a faint, wispy sound came forth. He had not the strength to 

voice his disapproval of the cold water upon his head. I patted the excess water from his head, 

wrapped him back up and continued to pace the floor with the tiny bundle in my arms as Anne 

returned to the bed chamber to assist with Isobel. Within the half hour, Agatha came to check on 

the babe and instructed me to rub the babe’s limbs every quarter hour, then tuck him inside my 

doublet, close to my skin to keep him warm in between times. She showed me how to swaddle 

William so that his arms and legs were bound tightly, then I tucked him into my chest. “What of 

Isobel?” I choked out. Though I was consumed with care for the babe, she never left my 

thoughts.  
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“She still sleeps.  I have begun the opium doses again. She appears to be numb to the 

pain, but we cannot stay the flow of blood.  I think perhaps it is time we call the physicker.  

Perhaps he will know of something to do.  

I immediately stood to hand William to Agatha, when Anne entered the room. “Thomas, 

you stay and wait for the wet nurse. I will return home and send a footman to call on the 

physicker. I want to freshen up and gather a few things to bring back with me.” 

“But surely you are exhausted. You have striven with Isobel all night. You need to rest.” 

“Nay, I will return shortly. I cannot leave Isobel’s side until I know that she is out of 

danger.  I shall return within the hour.” She donned a whey-colored shawl, then dashed out the 

door in haste. 

Do you mean like I left her side when I ventured to Edinburgh? I chastised myself for the 

thought yet knew that my conscience was never going to let me forgive myself for my 

indiscretion. I sat down in a chair and continued to rock William, holding him tightly to my chest 

and rubbing his back softly. I looked down into his tiny scrunched face, checking to see if he was 

still breathing. He was surprisingly quiet for a babe so sickly. I looked closer at him for the first 

time. His skin was starting to take on a more natural color, and it was Isobel’s olive colored skin 

that he bore. His tiny face was framed in soft, black curls that hung over his forehead and ears as 

if it had been growing for years. The curls were mine, but the black color and fine texture most 

definitely came from Isobel. He had her eyes too, the faint almond shape that shone when she 

was in good humor or amused. He looked at me with those dark eyes and opened and closed his 

tiny little mouth as if he wanted to speak. Somehow, he had freed one hand and that tiny little fist 

had found its way back to his mouth.  
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I heard the clock tower chime the seventh hour then lowered William to my knees. I 

unwrapped his swaddling cloth and rubbed first his arms and hands, then his little legs and feet. I 

turned him over gently and rubbed his back as well, even though Agatha had not instructed me to 

do so. He began to squirm and let out a faint croak. I quickly wrapped him up again and tucked 

him back against my chest. “Nay, little man, do not cry. You must be brave and strong for your 

mama’s sake.” I ran my hand over his small head then down his back to resume rubbing and 

patting.  

Within the hour, Maggie had returned with Mrs. McInnis. She swiftly removed William 

from my arms and tucked him beneath her plaid. I watched in amazement, trying not to stare, as 

she situated him beneath her arm and began to feed him.  The babe did not make a sound and 

within minutes she pulled him free and pounded him on the back. I watched, eyes wide, as she 

switched arms, tucked him in again and began the process all over. It was during this rote, that 

the physicker, Martin Harris arrived. An elderly man with stray wisps of white hair standing out 

about his head, he ducked his tall, thin frame through the door then looked about him for the 

patient. “Through here, Harris,” Agatha called as she stood in the doorway to the bedroom. No 

other words were spoken, no fresh news of Isobel’s condition had been shared, and I was left, 

empty-handed, standing in the middle of the room.  

Soon, Mrs. Spottiswoode returned. She had instructed the footman to wait outside, should 

we need anything further. “Has the physicker arrived?” she inquired. I nodded, and she quickly 

slipped into the sick room to offer her assistance.  

The two young women busied themselves with caring for William. No one came to report 

to me of Isobel and soon I grew weary of waiting. Around mid-day I opened the door seeking 
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news of her condition. Agatha shewed me away, promising she would come and get me the 

moment Isobel could receive visitors. Frustrated, I closed the door and sulked away.  

Maggie offered me some broth again, and this time I accepted. I sipped the hot liquid, 

watching William sleep as Mrs. McInnis sang a soft melody in his ear. He had eaten three more 

times since she had arrived and seemed to be perfectly content in the experienced woman’s arms.  

The hands of the clock had made a complete revolution, for I heard the clock tower ring 

out the seventh hour once again. Finally, the door to the sick room opened and Harris stepped 

out, wiping his hands with a soiled cloth. “Mrs. Broune is awake, although I’m not sure how 

coherent. She is fevered, but she is asking for you and the babe. Do not tax her. She may hold the 

babe for only a few minutes. You may stay a few minutes longer. She needs to rest.”    

I ran and scooped up William from Maggie’s arms and hurried to her side. However, I 

was not prepared for what I saw. There, lying on a bed of rumpled bedclothes, was a woman I 

barely recognized. Her olive skin had turned the color of ash, her face pale and her once-crimson 

lips devoid of color. Her eyes were sunken, accented by deep purple smudges beneath them. I 

laid the babe gently in her arms and the warmth of him must have revived her for a moment. A 

spark lit in her eyes as she looked at his little round face. She did not speak but rubbed the top of 

his head with her hand, over and over again. A tear slipped down her cheek as he lay sleeping 

sweetly in her arms. After a few moments, Anne bent and took the babe away, even against the 

protests and the soft anguished cries of his mother.  

“Please,” she rasped. “Let him stay in the room a little longer.” Anne flashed a look at 

Harris, who nodded his assent. She turned and placed William in my arms and I stepped closer to 

Isobel, turning the babe so she could see his face.  
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The three intruders stepped quietly from the room, leaving Isobel and I alone with our 

son for a moment. I laid my hand upon her cheek, brushing her matted hair away from her face. 

A lump in my throat prevented me from speaking and it was Isobel who finally broke the silence. 

“Thomas, I do not want William raised in the queen’s court.” She stopped and licked her dry 

lips. I laid William carefully at the foot of the bed for a moment. Grabbing a cup from the table, I 

filled it with water then lifted Isobel’s head to drink it. She swallowed several times before I put 

the cup down and took the babe back up in my arms.  

“I know you want him to follow in the path that was chosen for you. The path of your 

own father. But wait, please, dear husband.” She paused again, taking a deep breath before 

continuing. Keep him close to you for a few years. When he is older, then take him to the king’s 

court and ask for favor.” The king’s court? What king is she referring to? She could not know of 

Mary’s decision to make her new husband a king. The fever must have her talking out of her 

head.  “I shall do my best,” was all I could promise her. She closed her eyes and nodded her head 

as if that was good enough. A moment later she opened her eyes again. “Thank you for marrying 

me. I always loved you, Thomas,” she spoke quietly, but her words were clear and distinct. “I 

love you too, Isobel.” My voice caught, and I could not go on. I wanted to promise her that she 

would be up and about before long, washing William’s soiled cloths and bathing him in the creek 

down the little path that led from our cottage. But I knew I could make no such promises. 

Against all commands, I laid the babe in her arms once again and she bent and kissed the top of 

his head. She closed her eyes once more, and her breathing became shallow and labored. I took 

the cloth from the basin and wiped her brow once again. Talking to her of William, I wiped the 

cool cloth across her cheeks and down her neck. I turned away for only a moment to freshen the 

cloth and William began to cry. “He hardly ever cries,” I explained. I turned back to her to tell 
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her what a good boy he was, but her hold on William had slackened. I grabbed the babe from her 

arms and seized her hand. “Isobel!” I shouted, but it was of no use. I laid William in the box that 

had been fashioned for him as a gift from our neighbors, then laid down beside Isobel on the bed. 

I laid my head upon her chest and did not breath for the span of several moments. A searing pain 

ripped through my chest making it even harder to catch my breath. “Isobel, Isobel, forgive me, 

my love.” I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly to my chest, stroking her cheek, 

and repeating my apologies over and over until my voice had lost its strength. 

 

The tears had only just begun to fall when I heard the door open, shuffling across the 

room, then the door closing again. Someone had retrieved William, but I paid them no mind.  I 

would never forgive myself for not being here for Isobel the whole time. She hadn’t wanted me 

to go, but out of my stubbornness, my selfishness, I did not take heed.  

“I’m sorry, Isobel. I am so sorry.” I sobbed until I had no strength left, then I must have 

fallen asleep at her side. It was dark when Anne came to me. “Thomas, come, we must prepare 

Isobel’s body for burial and William needs his father.” I rose with a heavy heart from the bed. A 

candle had been lit in the chamber and it was just enough to see Isobel’s peaceful face once 

more. I said a prayer over her and breathed another for William and me. Did the Almighty hear?  

I did not know. 
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Chapter XXVII 

Summer 1565 

The bell tower in St. Andrews did not keep silent for a mere two hours. Mary’s wedding 

to Darnley was celebrated, if only by the ringing of the bells and the drinking of whiskey, in 

every burgh from Hadrian’s Wall to the Highlands. Coins were tossed to guests of the wedding 

feast in Edinburgh, but the queen’s generosity did not reach so far as St. Andrews.  

 It was a cool July morning when I imagined the vows being read and the merrymaking 

that would ensue. I had not, nay, could not attend the wedding.  It had been my hope that Isobel 

and I would attend together with our son, if he was strong enough.  However, things did not go 

as planned. I never would have imagined that Isobel would be dead, and I alone would be left to 

care for our sickly, premature, son. 

 William was gaining strength, however.  Yet he had a persistent cough, and was kept 

indoors for most of the summer, until he was a little stronger.    

 Soon after his birth, Anne Spottiswoode had offered to take William into her household 

and care for the child until he was old enough to be weaned. She offered to employ a wet nurse 

who would live in their home, and I must admit I was relieved to know that he would be in such 

good care until the time came that he could once again live with me.  

 In early November, I was surprised to receive a letter from Mary.  She had some news to 

share with me and she wanted to meet William, so she was coming to visit. I had sent her a short 

note a few weeks after Isobel’s death, sharing the news and notifying her that I would regrettably 

not be able to attend her wedding. She wrote back to me, but I had been unable to get myself to 

respond.  It was a penance, of sorts, I supposed. A punishment on myself for having left my wife 
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in a time when she was truly frightened (I know that now) to follow after the woman who held 

my heart captive. I would never be free from her.  

 I was thankful that I had been awarded a fine place closer to town and to the 

Spottiswoodes and William.  I was told it was offered for my unwavering service to St. Andrews, 

even in a time of great personal loss.  However, I believed that John Spottiswoode had a hand in 

the decision, and for this I was truly grateful. The cottage that Isobel and I had shared would 

never have been large enough, or grand enough to receive the King and Queen of Scotland. At 

least now I could receive my guests with dignity.  

 But it was not the king and queen who greeted me a week later. For only Mary arrived, 

riding in a fine carriage with a lady’s maid in tow. I was amused to see that she did not travel in 

her typical and preferred fashion, on horseback, and that she chose to bring servants with her was 

unusual.  

 She stepped from the carriage gingerly and with great care. Her maid and man servant 

assisted her, then she sent the servants on to the inn to get settled in and with instructions to 

return in two hours. She was breath-taking, as usual. Her hair appeared a darker auburn and her 

eyes burned a glassy, emerald green. I’ve seen that color before; it is the color of contentment. 

She wore a matronly color of deep burgundy with the slits in the sleeves showing a soft, gold 

satin underlay. Her overskirt was decked in tiny pearls and the soft, gold satin that peeked 

through her sleeves also made an appearance beneath the underskirt. Over her arm hung an 

intricately woven shawl trimmed in fringe that matched the burgundy and gold of her dress. I 

bowed politely then ushered her into the sitting room where my maid was ordered to bring 

refreshment immediately.  
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 “Thomas, you have a maid!” she exclaimed. “I am so pleased to see that you are doing so 

well, here in St. Andrews.”  

 “Aye, and I have a man servant as well.  I have been given a handsome salary and this 

fine house in exchange for my services. I only wish that the success could have come while 

Isobel was alive so that she could enjoy it also.”  

 Mary’s eyes fell, and she stared at her hands lying gracefully in her lap. The merriment in 

her voice shifted to a low, soft tone. “Thomas. I am truly sorry to hear of Isobel’s passing. You 

cannot know how heartbroken I was to learn of it from your letter.” When she lifted her eyes to 

meet mine I could see the tears that pooled at the corners of her eyes, ready to spill down her 

face.  

 “Do not cry. You barely knew her,” I tried to comfort.  

 “Nay, but…,” she swallowed hard before continuing. “If something hurts you, it hurts 

me. I cannot stand to see you in pain.” 

 I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I had determined to be as formal to her as I should. I 

could not let my heart run away with me again. But when she spoke such words all my resolve 

melted, and I was in danger of losing my heart to her once more.  

 “Do you remember that time when we were children and we were playing tipcats in the 

great hall at Sterling Castle? You struck the cat so hard with your stick that it sailed through the 

air with such force, cracking the monstrous mirror that hung on the wall.” She was laughing 

now, and I smiled as the lost memory surfaced in my mind.  

 “You mean the mirror that had been a gift from some great and influential nobleman to 

your great-grandfather? Aye, I remember,” I said dryly, trying hard not to let the smile spread 

further across my face.   
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 “Your mother was so angry with you that she took your tipcats and sent you to bed with 

no supper. You looked so forlorn and I, of course, was devastated. I cried so hard to my mother 

that she finally convinced your mother to allow you to come down and eat.” 

 “Aye, but I still didn’t get my tipcats back. I think my mother threw them away, for I 

never saw them again.”  

 We chuckled over the incident for several minutes until finally I said, “You were always 

sticking up for me. You were my greatest advocate.” 

 “You were always in trouble,” she smiled. 

 “Maybe that is why I always felt so obligated to protect you. I am beholden to you.” I 

stared at the fire that had been burning in the grate, but when I looked up her gaze was fixed on 

me.  

 I could not pull my eyes away from hers until my maid, Suzanne entered with the tea.  

 “Thomas, I want to meet your son.” 

 “Aye, I have sent Gibbs to fetch him.  He resides with the Spottiswoodes for now. I am, 

uhh, unable to feed him.” I felt the color rising in my cheeks, but Mary moved on, choosing to 

ignore my embarrassment. 

 “Aye, I understand. Does he look like you? Does he have your dark curls and piercing 

blue eyes?” 

 “His hair is curly, and even darker than mine. His eyes are Isobel’s. They are my shade 

but shaped like hers.” 

 “He sounds beautiful. I cannot wait to meet him.” 

 “While we wait, you said you had some news to share with me.” 

 “Aye.” Her face lit up and the golden flecks in her eyes flashed with excitement. 
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 “Thomas, I am with child.  I believe he will arrive next June.”  

 The news was like a blow to my head, but I had to share her excitement. Of course, I 

knew what would ensue from the marriage bed, but the thought of another man touching her… 

 “Congratulations, to you and His Royal Highness,” was all I could muster. “Perhaps he 

will be born on William’s birthday; he was born on the first of June.” 

 “Oh, Thomas how lovely that would be.” Just then, William arrived in the arms of his 

wet nurse; just in time to save me from making a total fool of myself. 

 Mary exclaimed and cooed over William, taking him into her arms and kissing his small 

head and sniffing his hair. I could not help it; my mind wandered to what it would have been like 

if Mary had been William’s mother. How happy we could have been. 

 “…what do you think, Thomas?” Roused from my daydreaming, I had to admit that I did 

not hear anything she had just said. 

 “Let me take him back to Edinburgh with me. Let him be raised in my courts. He could 

be trained as a page for my son and maybe eventually become a squire. That would be a great 

honor and he and my son could be great friends, just as you and I were growing up.” 

 “And what if you do not have a son? What shall you do with him if you have a 

daughter?” 

 “Well, they can still be friends, can they not?” Her eyes shone a mischievous golden 

green as a smile turned up the corners of her mouth. 

 Nay, I would not do that to him. I would not place him in such close proximity to a 

beautiful woman only to tell him he cannot have her.  

 “Then we will find some other place for him to serve. You know I would treat him as my 

own, Thomas.” 
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 With Isobel’s words flooding my mind, I hesitated to tell Mary. She seems so intent on 

William coming to Edinburgh. Finally, I had to confess, “Nay, I’m sorry, but it was not his 

mother’s wish.”  

 “Not his mother’s wish?” She repeated the words as if saying them again would make the 

words make more sense. “I do not understand. Is it an almoner she wishes for her son?  Does she 

want him to follow in his father’s footsteps?  Oh, Thomas, I can understand if that is her wish.  

We can accommodate him—and his mother’s wishes. He can be raised in my courts and be 

trained at the best universities when the time is right. He can…” 

 “Nay, it is not the almonry that Isobel wished for William.” How was I going to tell her 

Isobel’s words? I couldn’t mention her request to not let him serve in the queen’s court, but to 

wait and ask the king for favor when he is older.  

 “She would like for me to keep him close until he is a little older.  Then perhaps we can 

discuss a position and training that might be appropriate for him.” 

 Mary seemed to be satisfied with that answer. “I cannot argue the wishes of his dying 

mother. I cannot say I understand them, but I cannot argue them.  Do you wish for him to be an 

almoner, Thomas? Would you like to see him follow in your footsteps?” 

 I did not. I want the best for him, but I do not want him to feel an obligation to a calling 

that is not his own. I want him to be free to love and live whatever life he wishes and not be tied 

to strict rules of the church that dictate his every move and behavior.  

  “Only if it is his calling. I would not want him to feel obligated.” 

 “Did you feel obligated, Thomas? Do you regret the path your father laid out for you?” 

 I looked away from her and her probing questions. I did not want to discuss it any further. 

“How long will you be in St. Andrews?” 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/215 
 

 She took the hint and answered cautiously, “Until my husband leaves for Falkland 

Palace.” 

 I detected a sourness to her tone and cocked my head in question. 

 She sighed, “Aye, Thomas, it seems the wedded bliss has come to an end. He is 

increasingly belligerent and demanding. He is not happy enough to be king consort, he wants the 

crown matrimonial, which I refuse to give him. I admit there was a time when I might have been 

tempted…” 

 “Does he mistreat you, Mary?” 

 She didn’t answer right away. Instead, she twisted her teacup in circles on the saucer, first 

clockwise, then counterclockwise. “Mary, does he mistreat you?” I repeated. 

 “He has never laid a hand on me, but he can be quite cruel. He is disrespectful to me and 

to my friends in general. I’m starting to realize that no one likes him.” 

 I could have told her that, and might have, had I not been called away so suddenly last 

Spring. “What does James say of him? Surely he will not allow you to be treated thus.” 

 Mary stiffened her back and lifted her head. “James has been outlawed. He has repeatedly 

spoken out against my decisions and even raised an army against me.” 

 Alarmed, I stood. “An army?  

 “Aye. It started really, before we even wed. He has been increasingly hostile towards me 

and Henry. He did not come to the wedding and after we were married it was made known to me 

that he had begun building an army against me. What he did not know was that I too, was 

building an army. It came to a head in August as he and I chased each other all over the 

lowlands, never really meeting up. I finally returned to Stirling Castle in September and have not 

heard from him since.”  
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 I walked to the fireplace and stood with both hands on the hearth. Staring into the fire, I 

pondered the ramifications of this rebellion. I had not heard about this skirmish, but then again, I 

had been so consumed with my own loss and life in the past few months, that not much news of 

the outside world penetrated my thinking. Turning suddenly, I spoke with authority. “Mary, you 

must not persist in this chasing about. You are with child and it is extremely dangerous. Please 

promise me that you will let the king fight your battles from now on.” 

 “Aye, now that I know that I bear the heir to the throne, I will not put myself in harm’s 

way,” she assured me. Standing, she crossed the room to where I stood, carrying William with 

her. She kissed him on the cheek then handed him to me. “Now, if you please, I must freshen up 

before supper. Won’t you and William join me tonight?” I nodded in affirmation, then she was 

gone.  
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Chapter XXVIII 

Summer 1566 

 I sequestered myself at St. Andrews for the next year. In the spring of the year of our 

Lord, fifteen hundred, sixty-six, Rizzio had been stabbed to death within Mary’s private 

chamber, the perpetrator inflicting dozens of wounds on the poor soul before he succumbed to 

his injuries. The murderous butcher, a man by the name of Patrick Ruthven, was charged and 

hanged for the horrific act that caused Mary so much grief, she took to her bed for a week. 

 The real horror was the person whose name was whispered among the kitchen maids, 

prattled about in the servants’ quarters, and gasped about between ladies and lords. For, although 

Ruthven was hanged, it was the king who bore the blame in private.  

 In April I had received a most unusual letter from William Maitland. He cautioned me to 

stay put in St. Andrews, even if Mary should beg me to come to Edinburgh. Maitland explained 

the mystery to me as to how Rizzio had gone from Henry’s closest ally to hated enemy in a 

matter of weeks.  

 After Mary conceived, rumor was put about that the child belonged to Rizzio. Darnley 

became suspicious and even threatened Rizzio, warning him to remove himself from Mary’s 

court, or there would be a reckoning. They got into a heated exchange of words and Darnley 

even took a swing at Rizzio before falling flat on his face, rendering him a cut on his forehead 

and a bruise on his ego. He belligerently began calling out names of other men of whom it had 

been said that Mary had relations with, all untrue, of course. When he named me, Maitland said 

he launched into a ten minute diatribe, in which he cursed the day I was begat and swore he 

would have my head should I dare come within a day’s ride of Edinburgh, or any city for that 

matter, in which Mary and he might be residing. Afterward, he collapsed into a drunken 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/218 
 

unconsciousness that lasted until the next morning when he awoke with a pounding headache 

and a growling foul mood. Three days later, Rizzio was dead, and the other accused noblemen 

were scurrying to hide.  

 I had no intentions of leaving St. Andrews. William was growing in strength and had 

begun to walk and chatter excessively. I found a young nursemaid that would join my household 

once William was fully weaned. This would allow him to live with me yet be cared for while I 

taught at the university during the day. Anne Spottiswoode loved and cared for William as if he 

were her own child, but I was anxious to have my son with me and I looked forward to the day 

when I could set him upon my knee and tell him the stories that I had enjoyed in my own 

childhood. I had other things planned for William as well. We would ride, and hawk and I would 

teach him what I knew of the sword. Then, when he was old enough perhaps he could live at 

court, but that decision could wait. I was in no hurry to send him away. 

 In June Mary gave birth to a fair-haired prince and named him James. From all accounts 

he was lively and full fleshed with a hearty set of lungs to announce his birth. He was as different 

as night and day from my William, but I held out hope that one day he and William would 

become good friends, as Mary too, had hoped.  

 In November I received a letter from Mary, inviting William and me to a Christmas 

celebration at Sterling Castle. It being James’ first Christmas, Mary had elaborate celebrations 

planned and was already sending out invitations in hopes of having a grand gathering of nobles 

and ladies alike in honor of “the births of a prince and the King of Kings.” She also reiterated her 

wish for William to come and live at court that he and James may be raised as brothers. This, of 

course, was out of the question. Mostly, because it was his mother’s wish, but furthermore, he 

had just come to live with me, and I was not about to give him up so quickly. Additionally, the 
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warning words of Maitland’s letter, although received almost 7 months earlier, permeated my 

memory, and filled me with uneasiness at the thought of exposing my son to such menacing 

threats and unpredictable behavior of a madman the likes of our newly crowned king.  

 I responded to Mary’s invitation, begging her pardon from the festivities, and explaining 

to her that William had only recently come to live with me. We were still getting used to each 

other on a more permanent basis, and I felt such a trip would not be in his best interest at this 

time.  

 The letter was sent, accompanied by gifts for mother and baby. A young painter who 

frequented the halls of St. Andrews from time to time, painted a small pendant for me to give to 

Mary. It bore the image of Madonna and child, surrounded by tiny stems of pink and red roses. 

Although I did not condone the worship of the Virgin Mary, I thought the image quite 

appropriate for the new royal mother and thought she would enjoy the image as the Virgin 

Mother looked lovingly down at her infant son. For the prince, I sent a delicately crocheted 

bonnet made of sheep-colored linen and cutwork lace. On each side of the bonnet hung an azure 

satin ribbon that could be used to tie the bonnet securely to the prince’s head.  

 By February of 1567, I could avoid Edinburgh no longer. A council of scholars and 

clergy was being formed and I was summoned to Edinburgh to participate as a representative of 

St. Andrews.  In vain I tried to remove myself from the obligation, due in cause of my young son 

and our extenuating circumstances. However, my superiors informed me that I could not be 

excused, and therefore must convene with the others by the end of the month. 

 I wrote to Mary to inform her of my arrival in Edinburgh, yet I made it clear to her that I 

would not be at liberty to call on her for some time. My time was not my own, for I had been a 
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part of such councils before and knew the days ahead would consist of debates, sermons, and 

appeals; the likes of which had been known to far exceed the light allowable by the sun. 

 I had been in Edinburgh for only two days when I was approached by a man whose 

appearance had been so altered that I scarcely recognized him. A disquieted brow framed weary 

eyes with deep creases that emanated from the corners. His mouth turned downward and gave 

the appearance of someone who had drank a pint of vinegar before venturing out for the evening. 

The man to whom these facial features belonged was my long-time acquaintance, William 

Maitland. I had just sat down to supper when he entered the inn at which I dined, and spotting 

me from across the room, made straight to my table. A slight smile affected his down-turned 

mouth, and a lightness entered his eyes that spoke more of relief than happiness to see me.  

 I stood to greet him, grasping his arm in mine and drawing him in. “Thomas,” he exhaled. 

“I was told that I might find you here.”  

 “How did you know that I was in Edinburgh?” I inquired. I had told no one, save Mary, 

of my whereabouts.  

 “When I heard a council was convening in Edinburgh, I thought perhaps you might be 

among the delegates. I made some inquiries, was informed of where you might be staying, and, 

here you are.” 

 I motioned to the servant to bring another pitcher of ale and a platter that I might share 

my fair. When he returned with a charger and mug I sliced a generous portion of roasted beef 

and laid it on Maitland’s plate, spooning turnips and shallots onto his plate as well.  

 “Thomas, have you spoken to her Majesty of late?” 
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 “I have only had correspondence with her through writing. I have not seen her since I 

returned to Edinburgh.” Maitland nodded his head as he speared a piece of beef and shoved it 

into his mouth. “Things are not as glorious as they had once been.” 

 “What do you mean?” I suspected there had been trouble threatening the matrimonial 

bliss of the king and queen, but I feared he intimated more pressing concerns. 

 “Her majesty enjoyed much support from her subjects when she confronted Lord James 

over a year ago. But she has been in close contact with the Pope and with Philip of Spain of late 

and many believe she is flirting with the idea of forcing a return to Catholicism.  

 “What? It has been but six months since she reiterated her former stance concerning the 

Protestants, and promising that we shall continue to enjoy the freedom to worship as our 

conscience finds fit. Who suspects these plans?” 

 “Everyone. She now has only four earls that stand behind her wholeheartedly. The others 

have steadily withdrawn their support and returned to their own estates. I suspect the king’s 

behavior has had a lot to do with that.”  

“I see.” I ran my hand through my hair and sighed heavily. Mary had not shared any 

information with me concerning her desires or intentions concerning Rome or the church. But of 

course, why would she share that with a Protestant clergyman? 

 “Her Majesty has also pardoned Bothwell and has summoned him back to Scotland. She 

appointed him Lieutenant General of the Borders. It was he who helped her reroute Lord James’ 

forces.”  

 The beef I had been chewing stuck in my throat. I disliked Bothwell, immensely. The 

news of his presence in Scotland, and particularly in Edinburgh was like a rotten fish sold five 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/222 
 

days after market. Although Mary trusted him greatly, I did not. I would now not rest easily until 

I spoke to Mary about all that had come about since my departure.  

 “And what does the king think of Bothwell?” Surely the jealous Henry would not stand 

idly by as Bothwell seduced his queen, for that is exactly what I suspected of him since my first 

meeting with him five years ago.  

 “Aye, he despises him. Yet, I believe he fears him as well. He has not publicly denounced 

him, but he secretly loathes him. Their first meeting was quite interesting. As you know, 

Bothwell is a man of some form. He entered court with the air of one who believes himself to be 

the only saving grace of the monarchy. He speaks roughly and with great condescension and 

from what I understand, Henry spoke no greater than 20 words in the course of the whole 

interview.  And when Bothwell was seated as the guest of honor at a dinner given not long after 

his arrival, he dominated the conversation, allowing Henry to express his opinion only when it 

agreed with his own. He had the whole of Her Majesty’s court eating out of the palm of his hand 

by the time the fourth course was served.” 

 I listened with great trepidation. I did not care for Henry from the moment I met him. He 

was an arrogant boor that spoke condescendingly to Mary and pushed around anyone whom he 

felt was inferior to him. I did not trust him. But I did not trust Bothwell even more. For although 

Henry may have had a blackened heart that could devise a wicked plan against the innocent, he 

could only execute his plans by enticing or bribing others to join his schemes. Bothwell, 

however, could devise the plan and carry out the execution of that plan unaccompanied. He too, 

might be able to persuade others to follow him, but he was perfectly capable of producing the 

mayhem all by himself.  
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 “…and then there were the terrible rumors concerning Rizzio.” he paused, looking away 

from my intent gaze and occupying himself with a splinter of wood on the top of the table. 

 “Speak clearly, man! What are you not telling me?” 

 “There are many who say that the prince belongs to the murdered secretary.”  

 With that I stood abruptly, pushing the bench back suddenly and sending it flying across 

the tavern floor. “Surely you don’t believe that!” I forced the words through clenched teeth as I 

leaned toward him with my arms extended across the table. 

 “Nay, but there are those who have tried to purport that as fact.” He looked at me with 

shifting eyes, always keeping clearly aware of what and who was around him. “Thomas, please 

sit down,” he hissed. I turned my seat upright and sat down heavily, taking a gulp of the 

remaining ale in my cup.  

“The queen has found herself in a most precarious situation,” he explained.  “She has 

married herself to a supercilious man that no one will accept as king; at least not privately. She 

has borne a son that many claim to be the offspring of another man. She has placed all trust in 

the Earl of Bothwell, and in him alone, although no one else trusts him, or even likes him, for 

that matter. She has showed a desire to be reconciled with the king, yet many say it is a ploy to 

derail him and cast suspicion from herself. She has aligned herself with Rome and appears to be 

ready to rip the rug of religious freedom right out from under us. She…”  

“Enough.” I yelled. “You have laid out her charges most decidedly. I want to speak to her 

myself before I make any judgments.” 

Maitland looked at me with a pained expression. “Thomas, I am on your side. I am on 

Her Majesty’s side. But I must make you aware of the climate in which you have entered upon 

arriving here in Edinburgh. Things are not the same as they were five years ago. The fragile 
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balance of power between the Catholic queen and the Protestant Lords teeters upon an ability to 

make sensible decisions. Unfortunately, I fear that our lovely queen has lost all ability to think 

sensibly. Some blame the delicate condition of women who have given birth. Others simply 

accuse her of improper, even immoral behavior. Knox for one, weekly finds offense at 

something Her Majesty has said or done and fears not to make a proclamation before his 

congregation every Sunday. I try my best to give sound counsel when asked, but that is rarely 

sought, and even less, heeded.” He finally gave up his monologue and leaned his forehead into 

his hand, looking the picture of despair.  

“There must be some thing that is driving her to make such unsound decisions. I must 

speak to her.”  

“That is why I sought you out, Thomas. She has always had the utmost respect and trust 

in you. I had hoped perhaps you could speak to her and inspire some sensible behavior.  She is 

presently at an estate at Kirk o’ Field, nursing the convalescent king. She is watching the 

comings and goings of every person as there has been rumors of a plot to kill Darnley. Some 

rumors even pin her as the culprit. Yet, she will see you, I think, so send word to her there.” 
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Chapter XXIX 

 I sent a note to Mary the next morning, requesting an interview with her at her earliest 

convenience. She responded immediately that she would be attending the wedding of one of her 

ladies-in-waiting that afternoon and would then be attending a masque later that evening, but that 

she would clear all other engagements so that she might meet with me on the morrow. She 

explained that Henry was staying at Kirk o’Field, recovering from an illness, so it might be better 

if we meet at Holyroodhouse to avoid any “incidents”.  

 She must know that he had made threats against me. I did not fear him, yet I worried 

about the harassment he might give Mary due to my presence. I was glad to know that he would 

not be a concern. 

 I retired to my room early that night. Yet, after making all my nighttime preparations, 

sleep alluded me. It had been over a year since I had seen Mary. I wondered how motherhood 

had changed her. I wondered what had possessed her to consider an alliance with Rome. And, 

how would this affect her popularity with her subjects? 

 These and many more questions pounded my head and chased sleep from me. I couldn’t 

shake the feeling that she was playing with fire, and that something dreadful could come of all 

this if she was not careful. I rose and lit a candle that I might see my desk better. I took out a 

piece of paper and began making a list of questions and concerns that I had for Mary. Writing it 

down would make it all much clearer in my head and would assure me that I would not forget 

anything once I was in her presence.  

 I had been writing for about a quarter of an hour when suddenly there was a desperate 

pounding on my door. Who the devil could that be? I threw on my robe and quickly headed to 
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the door. Before I could reach it though, I heard Maitland’s voice in the loudest possible whisper, 

demanding that I open the door.  

 More than a little irritated that he had disturbed me, I was prepared to lecture him on the 

lateness of the hour. However, when I swung the door open his ashen face and sweat-drenched 

brow declared to me that he was well aware of the time and that the matter was urgent.  

 “Thomas, I need you to dress quickly and come with me. There has been a terrible 

accident.” 

 “What kind of accident?” I tried to keep my voice steady, but the thought of something 

happening to Mary was almost more than I could bear.  

 “Just get dressed and I’ll explain everything to you on the way. Quickly Thomas; time is 

of the utmost importance.” 

 I dressed as quickly as I could, then followed him into the cold, February night. Climbing 

into the carriage that Maitland had come in, I noticed that it was not his personal carriage, but 

one from Holyroodhouse.  

 “What is going on, Maitland?” The door had barely closed on us before I started with 

questioning.  

 “There was an explosion at Kirk o’ Field tonight.” 

 “The queen?” The bile that rose in my throat caused the words to rasp out in a shaky 

manner.  

 “She is safe. However, I cannot say the same for the king.” 

 Horror clutched my chest and my head began to swim. What would this mean for Mary? 

How will this affect her? Finally coming to my senses, I asked, in order to confirm, “The king is 

dead?” 
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 “It is presumed. He…his body has not been located yet. It was a terrible explosion. 

Several of the servants have been found already.” 

 I rubbed my forehead as I felt a tightness rising and gripping me like a vice. “And you’re 

sure Mary is unharmed? Was she not at Kirk o’ Field when the explosion occurred?” 

 “She was away at a masquerade being given by the groom whom had married earlier 

yesterday morning. It had been determined that she would stay the night at Holyroodhouse, as 

she has an early morning appointment there and knew she would be out late tonight.” 

 “Yes, that appointment was with me. I had written to request an audience with her. 

Where is she now?” 

 “She is at Holyroodhouse.”  

 I sat back in my seat, not realizing that I was sitting on edge since we had entered the 

carriage. A great wave a relief swept over me, finally, as I realized that Mary was out of harm’s 

way. But then another thought struck me, and I sat upright in my seat once again. “By the 

Almighty, you don’t think this was an assassination attempt on Mary, do you?”  

 Maitland cleared his throat before sitting himself up a little straighter. He looked around 

as if to ensure that no other ears could be listening. He then leaned forward and in a 

conspiratorial voice said, “There are many who say that Mary was a part of the plot to 

exterminate the king.” 

 At that, an indignation seized me, and I grabbed him by the collar of his ermine coat. I 

too, spoke in a hushed tone, but there was no concern as to who heard me. “If I ever hear you 

utter such treasonous words against our saintly queen again, I will cut out your tongue with my 

dirk.” 
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 He cleared his throat for the second time, and I loosened my hold on him. “How many 

people knew the queen was staying at Holyroodhouse tonight?” 

 “I am not certain. I only learned of her morning appointment and choice to stay there a 

couple of hours ago.” 

 “And when was she last at Kirk o’ Field?” 

 “Approximately two and a half hours ago. She attended the king until around 10:00, 

when she suddenly remembered the masque she was supposed to attend.” 

 “What do you mean, suddenly remembered?” I queried. 

 “The queen attended Sebastien and Christina’s wedding yesterday morning. Later that 

afternoon, we attended a feast given in their honor.  By early evening we accompanied the queen 

to Kirk o’ Field where she passed the evening with His Majesty. It had been a very busy day, and 

the evening was quite relaxed. Her Grace spent time with the king, while we played a game and 

probably would have retired there for the evening but then she spoke of wishing to attend the 

masquerade. The king asked Bothwell to accompany the queen to her destination and ensure that 

he would deliver her safely back to him afterward. That is when Her Majesty stated that she had 

an early morning appointment, and the king suggested she just stay at Holyroodhouse instead of 

returning at such a late hour.” 

 “Bothwell was in attendance at this little party?” 

 “Aye.” 

 “Who else? Who else was in the house with the king?” My agitation was quickly rising, 

and it was evident in the tone of my voice. 

 “Well, the Earls of Argyll and Cassilis, and Gordon.” 

 “Gordon?  Adam Gordon? The Earl of Huntly’s son?” 
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 “Nay, his brother, George. He is Bothwell’s brother by marriage, as ye know.” Maitland 

eyed me. “What are you about, Thomas?” 

 “I’m looking for someone who was within close proximity of the king last night, who 

might have a good reason to want him dead. Everyone you mentioned has either a good reason to 

want to do harm or is just brute enough to do it for someone else.” 

 Finally, the carriage came to a stop and the footman opened the door. Standing before us 

was Holyroodhouse. I did not wait for Maitland to disembark but ran to the entrance where I was 

abruptly stopped by two palace guards, their halberds crossed in front of me, blocking my way 

into the castle. I did not recognize the guards, and I do not believe they knew me either, for when 

I told them my name they stared at me blankly. It wasn’t until Maitland caught up with me at the 

door and spoke a word to them, that I was permitted entrance.    

 “Thomas, a lot has changed since you resided within these walls. Added security was 

necessary after the king and queen began to receive death threats. And just this night we have 

had to resort to secret passwords and gestures to protect the integrity of the castle and ensure the 

protection of our queen.” 

 I nodded silently but did not move as I waited for Maitland to give instruction to a 

footman to notify Mary we had arrived. I watched as the footman then turned to another servant 

and whispered something into his ear before he went to deliver the message to the queen.  

 Minutes later I was ushered up the stairs into the queen’s antechamber. Preparing myself 

for a distraught queen, I was surprised to find her completely composed—and not alone. For 

standing in front of the fire, leaning on the mantle was none other than the Earl of Bothwell. He 

had just tossed some parchment into the fire and was watching it slowly burn, the edges curling 

upward before the flame caught hold and completely obliterated it. He straightened when he saw 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/230 
 

me, and an annoyed look crossed his face as he turned to survey me. But before he had a chance 

to address me, Mary ran to me, grabbing my hands and pulling me further into the stifling-hot 

room.  

 “Oh, Thomas!” she gasped, and I noted a slight look of fear in her eyes.  I expected her to 

be fully overcome with grief, but alas, she was not. She led me to a chair close to hers and 

begged me to sit. I obeyed, but it wasn’t until Bothwell excused himself from the room for a 

moment that I felt at ease to speak to her. I looked at her, searching her face for some emotion, 

some sign to prove to me that the rumors were not—could not be true.  

 As if she were reading my mind, she spoke softly. “Thomas, I do not know what to feel 

or how I should conduct myself in this matter. I feel I cannot grieve for the loss of my husband. 

Already there are edicts being sent throughout Scotland blaming me—nay, accusing me of 

Henry’s death. I am appalled! I know we did not have a love-filled marriage, as I had hoped. He 

was cruel and vindictive, and acted as a spoilt child most of the short time we were married. Yet, 

he is the father of the future king of Scotland. And, why would I risk this precarious throne I sit 

upon? Why would I throw away my chance at England’s throne for such a ghastly scandal? I had 

hoped there would be a reconciliation. I truly was trying to fix what was so horribly broken. If I 

had just had a little more time I fully expected that we could have resolved our issues. But 

now…” For the first time since I entered the room I heard her voice weaken and saw the tears 

threaten to spill down her cheeks. I could not imagine the humiliation and rejection my beautiful 

queen had suffered at the hand of this devil. While living he had caused her so much torment and 

pain and now his death threatened the very downfall of her kingdom.  

“Mary, we have to get you out of here; away from here and the potential danger that still 

lurks behind every door. You can come to St. Andrews, then we’ll go north to the Earl of...” 
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“There’s no need to worry yourself, priest. I will ensure that Her Highness is safe. We 

 shall contact you should she be in need of spiritual guidance.” The earl had stepped back into 

the room. The hair on the back of my neck stood up when he drew near. His use of the title, 

priest, dripped with contempt for me and his presumptuous attitude toward Mary reeked of a 

familiarity toward her that I did not care for.  “My lord,” I jeered with as much solicitude as he 

had for me. “I am not a priest.” My hand instinctively curled into a fist, and I had to remind 

myself that now was not the time or place to settle my score with the loathsome rakehell. “And it 

is more than Her Majesty’s soul that concerns me. Whoever has done this horrific deed may very 

well have evil intentions toward the queen herself. I would have her removed as far from here as 

possible until we can be sure.” 

 He smiled an insincere, mocking smile. “I can assure you, dear friend, she is completely 

safe. The intended target has been struck. We must look ahead now, to the future of our dear 

queen and the future of Scotland.” He moved to stand beside her and touched her protectively by 

placing a hand on her shoulder.  A quick look at Mary’s face told me she either felt 

uncomfortable at his touch, or uncomfortable that he did it in my presence. She stood up and 

moved away from Bothwell, summoning a maid to bring tea before turning to face us again.  

 “James be a dear and see that the removal of my son to Stirling is proceeding as I 

instructed. Please be sure to remind Grace that I want him wrapped in the gray woolen coat and 

matching hat that I mentioned to her earlier.”  

A dark look overtook him, as if he were not accustomed to being ordered about like a 

servant. “Your Grace, I will send a maid to see to your instructions.”  

“I would like to have a word with Thomas in private,” she spoke bluntly. “Please see to 

the instructions personally, Lord Bothwell.  I would feel much better knowing that you are 
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securing his safety.” The transition she made from the more familiar use of his given name to his 

title drove the order home to him. He pursed his lips together in resolution then tilting his head 

slightly, he bowed, then removed himself from the room.  

When he was gone she turned once more to me. “Lord Bothwell has promised me safe 

escort to his family home at Dunbar. He thinks I will be safer there. We will be leaving before 

sunrise. The prince is to be escorted to Stirling Castle and will be under the care of the Earl of 

Mar until we can be reunited here at Holyroodhouse once more.” 

“Why Dunbar? Why Bothwell? Do you plan to marry him?” I could feel the heat rising to 

my cheeks due to the blood boiling in my veins. 

“Why do you pose such a question within hours of my husband’s death, Thomas? I 

cannot think on such things presently. Bothwell is the captain of my guard. He is the most logical 

choice to task him with the responsibility of the prince’s safety. I trust him; he is one of few 

people of whom I can say that about.” 

I winced at her cutting words. There was a time when I was one of those trusted people. 

Did she not trust me anymore? 

“You ask how I can pose such a question at this time. I will tell you. I suspect that Lord 

Bothwell had something to do with the murder of the king. I see the way he looks at you.  I see 

how he conducts himself around you. He is a mixed bag of obedient servant and commanding 

leader. He is loyal to you and will do anything that you command.  Yet, he thrives on your 

powerlessness and inability to protect yourself.” 

Mary’s eyes flashed and immediately I could tell that I had hit upon something. “You 

sound rather presumptuous. What makes you say such things? What emboldens you to speak of a 

man that you have scarcely been around? How do you know these things?” 
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“I saw it from the moment I laid eyes upon him at your breakfast table six years ago. 

From the moment I met him, I knew he had designs toward you. What is frightening is that he is 

just the type of man who will succeed at whatever he puts his mind to. And you have played 

right into his hand. You allow him too much liberty. And a man with much liberty will always 

strive for more. Take heed, my lady. Do not entangle yourself too closely with this man. Wisdom 

demands that you exercise caution. For the sake of your prince and your throne, go nowhere with 

this man.” 

A mixture of anger and hurt crossed Mary’s face and I knew not whether my words had 

taken their desired effect on the queen or had strengthened her resolve. 

I would never know, for within seconds of finishing my sentence, a servant burst in and 

exclaimed that Lord Bothwell was being taken away, at this very moment, accused of plot and 

part in the murder of the king.  
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  Chapter XXX 

 

 The following days and weeks were utter chaos as the Lords of the Congregation hunted 

down and arrested suspicious miscreants and likely malefactors. Though they looked for other 

culprits, the principle blame continued to fall on Bothwell.  

 I notified my household that I would be staying on in Edinburgh for an undetermined 

amount of time. I was not about to leave Mary while the Lords continually hounded her about 

what she knew of the explosion, and about bringing charges against Bothwell. 

 However, to my dismay, Mary delayed placing the blame on the earl, and when he was 

acquitted of the crime two months later, I could hold my peace no longer. I had to see her; thus, I 

made plans to go to her at Linlithgow Castle, where she had taken up residence since the death of 

the king.  

 But before I had a chance to speak to Mary, I received a most interesting invitation. It 

was to dine with the exonerated Bothwell. My first response was to decline. I loathed the man. 

Not only did I think him to be the mastermind, if not the strongarm behind the king’s murder; but 

I knew for sure that he had designs toward Mary.   It was for the second reason that I decided to 

accept the invitation.  

A dark morosity overtook the city after the death of Darnley.  It was not because he was a 

well-liked man. Yet, the audacity of one to presume so blatantly upon a sovereign created a 

vexing feeling of hopelessness. The suspicion it cast upon Mary, and the lack of trust toward 

their once beloved queen, created a heavy cloak of foreboding as the people waited to see what 

would become of her. 

Therefore, the cold, steady rain into which I stepped that April evening confirmed the 

mood of Edinburgh, and thus my mood as well. I picked my way between the standing water 
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puddles and the soft, thick mud of the streets making my way from Adler’s bookshop to a tavern 

owned by a man named John Ainslie. The streets were void of wayfarers, but one step inside 

Ainslie’s transformed the city into a lively, carefree place.  A thin, gray layer of smoke hung low 

around the heads of those who had already arrived; the sweet smell of Spanish tobacco pulling 

me into its warmth.  

I quickly ascertained my surroundings and discovered that I was not alone in my half-

hearted acceptance of Bothwell’s invitation. Across the room my eyes met those of Lord James 

and I swiftly understood that he too was not altogether pleased at being there. Mary had told me 

once, that James disliked Bothwell’s clandestine ways, and I wondered if he too had come out of 

simple curiosity of what the rogue was up to. 

I stood by the door for a short while until I was approached by the queen’s cousin, Lord 

John Fleming. We had been childhood acquaintances, but had not talked much until more recent 

years, when our age difference of seven years, he being my senior, seemed less defined.  

“Finally, someone with some sense has arrived.” He clapped my back as we shook hands, 

yet we both maintained due diligence as we kept our faces straight ahead and our backs to the 

wall. He leaned slightly toward me and spoke in a hushed tone. “Rumor has it that Bothwell has 

obtained a bond, further acquitting him of all charges regarding the murder of the king. 

Furthermore, the document states that he has our full support in a proposed marriage to the 

queen.”  

A slight bit of forced air escaped my lips, but I bit my tongue and kept my face as 

 unreadable as possible. There was no way I would ever endorse a marriage of Bothwell to Mary. 

I’d go to the devil before I’d agree to that. But Fleming caught my slight sign of disgust and 

continued. “Shall we leave now to avoid any open rebellion towards the magnanimous earl?” 
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“Magnanimous indeed! What the earl does, he does for no one else but himself,” I 

snarled. “And I’ll be hanged if I will help him accomplish any of his endeavors. But, I’m not 

ready to leave yet. I want to hear what he has to say. Let’s stay close to the door so as not to 

draw attention when we decide to leave.”  

Fleming nodded slightly, but no more was spoken between us. I stood watching as more 

earls and bishops arrived for supper. The flow of spiritual and influential men that poured into 

the tavern was head spinning. I would have felt honored to be a part of the selected group, if it 

weren’t for the ball of fire burning in the pit of my stomach.  

A half an hour after I arrived, Bothwell’s henchmen filtered in and stationed themselves 

beside the three doors. Bothwell then entered, looking no worse for wear. Donned in canary 

yellow silk breeches and matching doublet, the contrast against his copper hair making him shine 

like a burst of early morning sun after a night of hard drinking. Yet, it wasn’t his attire that made 

me want to look away. It was the arrogant smirk on his face. By now half the country believed 

him complicit in the king’s murder, yet he managed to escape condemnation and come out 

looking like a king’s ransom.  

“Gentlemen,” he began in his self-assured brogue. “Thank you all for coming.” He lifted 

his mug into the air and continued, “Long live the queen.” A mutter of voices lifted in hesitant 

agreement as they thrust their cups half-heartedly into the air. “Please, take your seats.” A scuffle 

of chairs scraped across the floor as about 30 men chose a seat and settled in to eat. I glanced at 

Fleming as he and I chose seats close to the door we had been standing by. Platters of food and 

more ale were brought forth and most began to indulge. I had not come with an appetite nor had 

one appeared to tempt me to eat after we had been seated. I sat quietly waiting for Bothwell to 

get to the point of this gathering.  
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“Great sirs, as ye go, so goes Scotland. Ye sit amongst some of the most powerful men in 

all the kingdom. Your eminence and repute precede you, giving you an influence that cannot be 

refuted.”  

“Ye’ve stroked our egos enough, Bothwell. Get to the point!” Someone grumbled from 

the other end of the table. Several men chuckled but a few shifted uneasily in their seats.  

 Bothwell toyed with his mustache inquisitively. His head was cocked to the side and his 

crooked smile flashed his big white teeth. He continued, “Gentlemen, for a year and a half we 

endured the pathetic rule of the petulant boy-king. Our queen needs a man who can protect her. 

A king who can see to bringing order back to our land and help our delicate queen see reason in 

matters of the state.” 

 “And I suppose ye think that man is you?” This time it was the Earl of Morton who stood 

to challenge Bothwell.  

 “Aye, I do. My rank and title more than qualify me. And as the Captain of the Queen’s 

Guard, I have her trust. I have shown many times over my commitment to the motherland and 

the throne. I know no one better suited.” 

 “Aye, but ye forget one small detail, Bothwell.” Fleming spoke for the first time since 

sitting down to eat. “Ye are already married!” His voice rose and the blood had rushed to his 

face. The veins in his forehead appeared as though they were ready to burst as he spat out the 

accusation and several others began to object.  

 At this point the young man sitting next to Bothwell rose to his feet to speak. George 

Gordon, the son of the late Earl of Huntly was Bothwell’s brother-in-law, for Bothwell had 

married George’s sister a year earlier. He spoke softly, yet with great articulation. “Sirs, I can 

assure you that steps have already been taken to relieve the earl from his matrimonial bonds. My 
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sister has seen reason and has consented to a divorce which is already in the works and should be 

complete any day now.” A lock of black hair fell over his left eye and I could see the 

resemblance he bore to Sir John Gordon, his brother whom Mary had executed a few years 

earlier after the battle at Corrichie.  

 “Seen reason? I heard it was more likely the backside of her maid ye was tupping than 

reason, Bothwell.” And with that a great uproar of laughter broke forth. Huntly remained the 

picture of calmness, but Bothwell looked as though he could just as well spear someone.  

 Any semblance of order was lost after that and the men spent the next hour shouting at 

each other and arguing sides.  
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Chapter XXXI 

 

 I had heard enough. I knew that was Bothwell’s motive and I wasn’t about to support his 

efforts in the least. I removed myself from the tavern without incident and returned to my 

lodgings. Upon entering my room, I scrawled a quick note to Mary, asking for an audience with 

her as soon as possible. I sent it on to Edinburgh Castle then waited. My messenger came to me 

late in the evening and informed me that Mary was not in Edinburgh but had left for Stirling to 

see her son who was still under the care of the Earl of Mar there.  There was nothing that 

Bothwell could do as of yet anyway. His divorce was not finalized. I would speak to Mary as 

soon as possible and warn her of Bothwell’s plans.  

 I finally received word from Mary two days later. She would be leaving for Edinburgh in 

three days and arranged to meet me upon her return. Although I felt a little more at ease having 

corresponded with Mary, I had a fitful night of sleep. I didn’t fall asleep until the third hour past 

midnight and when I did I immediately fell into a familiar dream that I had dreamt before. It was 

the dream I had before Mary married Darnley, and I couldn’t help but think it had some sort of 

prophetic meaning. Once again, the first bird stole Mary’s veil, the second bird delighted her 

until it became a nuisance and she brushed it into the sea, and the third bird weaseled his way 

into her trust then stole her precious ruby ring. Once again, I watched from the shore and was 

helpless in her rescue. There was a slight variance to the dream this time, however, and it was 

upon that variance that I dwelt when I awoke from sleep three hours later. When I cried out to 

Mary as the third bird began its attack, Mary heard me calling to her. She looked at me and when 

our eyes locked on each other she began to plead with me to help her as she attempted to fight 

off the bird’s advances. In the end, the dream was the same, however, and Mary once again 
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slipped beneath the surface of the water before I could get to her. I could not comprehend this 

slight variation, and it ate at me all throughout my morning prayers and ministrations. One thing 

I knew for sure: I had to convince Mary to distance herself from Bothwell.  

 I bid my time in much angst as I awaited my appointment with Mary. I saw little of 

anyone, took my meals in my room and kept to myself for the better part of my time. However, 

four days after the meeting at Ainslie’s tavern I decided to step out for some air and dine at the 

Hoary Oak. I found a quiet corner and settled in, hoping to take my meal in peace.  

 I had almost succeeded in my singular endeavors when I heard a familiar voice speak my 

name. I looked up to see Livingston staggering toward me with his wooden tankard still in hand. 

He smelt of whiskey and he looked as though he had slept in the same clothes for a week. 

 “Thomas, my good man.” He patted my back as he took a seat across from me. His 

speech was slightly slurred, and his eyes were bloodshot. I had never seen him this disheveled.  

 “Livingston, what the devil has happened to you?” 

 “Ah, Thomas, the more important question is, what happened to you? Where did you 

disappear to after Ainslie’s the other night?” 

 “I couldn’t bear to hear Bothwell’s scheming any longer. It makes me ill to think about it, 

even now.” 

 “Aye. You made a wise decision, leaving when you did. I wish I had been so wise. I have 

sold my soul to the devil.” He took a swig from his tankard then slammed the cup down heavily 

on the table. His eyes closed momentarily, and I thought he was going to go to sleep right there 

sitting up. 

 “What mean ye?” I prompted. When he did not answer right away I nudged him and 

repeated my question. 
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 “Bothwell, or Lucifer, as I like to call him.” He closed his eyes again and I waited a 

second longer before prodding him again. “What about Bothwell? What has he done?” 

 “He had a bond drawn up stating that he was the best choice to free Scotland from 

England’s grasp, and declaring that he and the queen should be married. 

 “I knew that’s what he was getting at, but I can’t believe he actually took it so far as to 

draw up a bond. Did anyone support it?” 

 “Aye. Every man present signed.” 

 “What? By your troth?” A slight buzzing hummed in my veins as serious alarm pushed 

me to the edge of explosion.  “Livingston! By God, what happened?” 

 The man looked as though he was about to have a mental breakdown. I softened my tone 

and tried again. “John, please. Tell me what happened at Ainslie’s.” 

 “The man is an agent of Satan. But he’s good, mind you, very good, Thomas.” He 

pointed his finger at me with these last words, then let his hand drop heavily upon his arm, 

followed by his head upon the other arm.  

 I motioned for a server to bring some food. It was apparent that I was not going to get any 

more information from Livingston until he sobered up. After he took a little sustenance, I 

resumed my questioning. 

 “Livingston, how did Bothwell managed to get every single lord to stand behind him?” 

 He wiped his mouth with his sleeve, then stole another sip from his tankard. Luckily, I 

had convinced him to give the whiskey a rest and switch to a watery ale.  

 “The man must have eyes and ears everywhere. He knew things about every single man 

in the room. When men started protesting his self-nomination as Mary’s next husband and 

Scotland’s next king, he began spouting tales, one after another of man after man. Tales of 
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thievery and adultery—even murder. Things that no man would want brought to light and would 

pay any price to keep hidden. Every man has a price, and Bothwell had the coin to pay it.” 

 “Even you?” The question surprised me when it spilled from my lips, but it was too late. 

However, Livingston didn’t seem surprised at all.  “Aye, Thomas. I am not proud of it, but I have 

a family to protect, so even I paid the ultimate price to keep Bothwell quiet.” 

 I nodded my head in understanding, but I had no idea what sin Livingston was guilty of. 

All I knew was that Bothwell was more dangerous than I had imagined.  

 “John, Bothwell put you in a hard place, but I know you do not support this. I see that in 

your misery. Surely there are others who felt forced to compromise.” 

 He nodded his head slowly. “Aye, I know of a few. They’re good men, Thomas. But we 

are weak in the flesh. Perhaps if ye had stayed ye could have stood up to Bothwell. I know he 

would have nothing to ruin you with.” 

 Perhaps, but only because he knew not my heart. If the Almighty were to choose to reveal 

my heart and mind to Bothwell, I too would have had to pay for my sins.. 

 “John, can you draw up a list of names for me? The names of those men whose hearts 

have not been turned to Bothwell?” 

 “Aye, I can.” 

 I stood and laid my hand on his shoulder. “Good. Prepare that list and I will stop by and 

get it from you tomorrow. Now, go home, John. Clean yourself up. Get some rest. We’ll talk 

more when you are rested.” 

******** 

 I was tightening the saddle on Achaius in preparation for my meeting with Mary when I 

heard the hard and speedy hoofbeats of a rider in haste. I turned to see a young man with a wild 
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expression on his face. He quickly halted and spat out his news so fast that I had to implore him 

to slow down and start over. 

 “My lord, Sir William Maitland has sent me with an urgent message. The queen…she has 

been abducted. Some say she has been borne away to Dunbar Castle,” he panted out. 

 “Bothwell!” I hissed his name like a curse then alighted Achaius in an instant. “Were  

they alone? How long ago?” I couldn’t decide what information I needed most. 

 “Nay, my lord. Not alone. Bothwell has an army with him. About an hour ago. I came as 

quickly as I could. Truly, my lord.” 

 “Of course you did, son. Take a minute or two to catch your breath then ride and tell 

Maitland that I’m heading to Dunbar.” 

 “Yes, sir! May God be with you.” Admirably, he turned about swiftly and headed back 

from the way he came. I was glad to see he didn’t take my advice about taking a few minutes to 

catch his breath but would take the message immediately.  

*** 

 The imposing fortress walls of Dunbar Castle loomed before me as I finally approached 

by early evening. The scene was utter chaos outside of Dunbar. At least a hundred soldiers 

milled about the outer court and another hundred or so lined the roads leading to the castle. 

Rumor said there were at least 500 more soldiers within. The massive walls, which had been 

destroyed and rebuilt time and time again over the centuries, served its purpose well—to keep 

the queen within and everybody else out. Built on Dunbar Harbor, and surrounded on three sides 

by the North Sea, the castle was practically impenetrable.  
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 One thing was blatantly clear to me the closer I came to the castle. Where were Mary’s 

retainers? The men who swore allegiance to her and promised protection? Had they all turned to 

Bothwell?  

 I had ridden Achaius  hard but slowed as I approached the castle. The hair on the back of 

my neck stood on end and I sensed that something was amiss. As I came closer, several retainers 

on horseback surrounded me and demanded I state my name and my business there. My name 

barely left my lips when one of them seized Achaius and pulled us forward. 

 “What is the meaning of this?” I demanded. 

 “We have orders to bring you directly to Lord Bothwell.” A short man, with a pointy 

yellow beard spoke first.  

 “And you are…?” I pinned the man with a glaring look while I continued to maintain a 

hold on Achaius’ reins. If they arrested me it wasn’t about to be like a lamb to the slaughter. 

 The man and his horse stood down momentarily, as he mumbled, “My apologies, Sir 

Thomas, but we were given strict instructions to bring you straightway, should you happen to 

come to Dunbar. 

 “I’m delighted,” I said dryly. “I want to speak to Bothwell as well. But my priority is my 

queen and I wish to see her first and foremost.” 

 The man shifted uneasily on his mount and gave a sideways glance to the man next to 

him. Clearing his throat, he spoke with more authority. “Lord Bothwell would see you first.” 

With that he pulled on Achaius again. I slackened my hold on the reins and allowed us to be led 

without contest, to the destination they desired for me, for it was apparent that I had no other 

choice. 
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  The inner walls of Dunbar were just as imposing as the outer. Dark and dank, the 

uninviting atmosphere reeked of isolation and despair. Adorned with the swords and shields of 

generations of fighting earls, even the rebuilt walls of the past decade gave off an ancient, 

melancholy feel.  

 I followed the man with the pointy yellow beard, whose name I learned was Douglas. We 

encountered very few staff as we wove our way in and out of several rooms and two long flight 

of stairs. Upon arrival at what I deemed must be the uppermost part of the castle, we finally 

entered a room alive with a burning fire and wall hangings slightly more appealing than dead 

men’s weaponry. At last we saw two servants. The man, who appeared to be a valet of sorts was 

assisting  Bothwell in his partial state of undress, as the maid departed with a bowl of murky 

water and a rumpled towel folded over her forearm. Feeling as though we had intruded upon his 

privacy, I averted my eyes and began to inspect the gold and scarlet tapestry that hung nearest 

my head. When he finally acknowledged our presence, his trousers were fastened, and he had 

donned a light gray tunic that still hung loose about his waist. His slightly damp hair was swept 

back, away from his forehead; an almost kempt look for the man who always appears to be 

weather-beaten. 

 “What surprise have ye brought me, Douglas?” His eyes danced in a glassy fervor as he 

finished buttoning his shirt cuffs.  

 “My lord, ye requested Sir Thomas Broune be brought to ye straightway should he arrive 

at Dunbar. I have brought him without delay.” 

 “So ye have.” He took a step closer, grabbing two cups and a flask from the tray the 

servant had brought forward. 
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 “Thank ye, Douglas. I wish to speak to Priest alone for a spell. Go grab yourself a pint 

from the kitchens for a job well done.” “Yes, my lord,”  Douglas murmured, then swept a bow 

and turned to go. 

  Turning to the servant already present he said, “Go tell Cook that we will be ready to dine 

in a half hour.”  

 “Yes, of course, my lord.” Then, in an afterthought Bothwell added, “Oh, and please send 

a maid to check on the queen. She seemed a bit…overwrought.” 

 I wished the breath I drug through my nostrils at hearing his words was enough to calm 

my temper, but alas, it was not. I, too, took a step forward with my fists clenched, but was 

stopped short at his peremptory words.  “The queen has been brought to reason.” 

 “And how did you manage that?” I asked, grinding my teeth. 

 “I can be very persuasive,” he thrummed, as he extended a drink to me. I did not take the 

proffered cup, but took another step closer, leveling my eyes with his. I could smell the whiskey 

on his breath and could now see the red rim of his eyes. I was slightly taller than he but could tell 

he felt no intimidation at my advantage.  

 “If I find out you hurt her…” 

 “You’ll do what, Priest? I would advise you to hold your tongue and practice that 

constraint you were taught in seminary. I have 500 armed men below stairs; all at my command. 

Lift a finger toward your future king and I may have to summons them.” 

 “You’ll never be king,” I snarled. “The Lords of the Congregation will never allow it.” 

 “Oh? Think ye? I am in possession of a bond, signed at Ainslie’s tavern by more than 

thirty lords and clergy, that says otherwise.”  
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 “And I am in possession of a list of many of those same men, whom have come to their 

senses and retracted their support of your endeavors, despite your tell-tale threats.” 

 The smug look on his face fell for only an instant before recovering his glib expression. 

“I have their signed word that they are all in support of this marriage. Any man who so chooses 

to go back on his word will now face legal action for his betrayal. They can and shall see things 

my way.” 

 “I want to see the queen,” I hissed, changing the subject. Bothwell raised an eyebrow, 

then tilted his head slightly. “Aye. That is the real reason ye are here, is it not? How silly of me 

to think ye came to have a drink with me.” He filled his cup again and took another hearty drink.  

“Mary has had a long day. I feel it is in her best interest for her to rest. Perhaps tomorrow you 

may join us for breakfast. You may speak to her then.”  

“I want to speak to her now and alone.” 

He chortled as he took another sip, then set the cup down on a nearby table. “And what 

makes you think I would allow her to speak to you unsupervised?” 

“Is she your prisoner?  Is she not free still to choose with whom she converses and 

where? What do you have to hide?  If she has been brought to reason, as you say, then you have 

nothing to fear.”  

Bothwell was silent for a moment, rotating the cup he had just deposited on the table in a 

clock-like fashion as he was thinking.  

“Allow me a small space of time, tonight, and alone with her. I shall be out of your hair 

before you rise in the morning, and ye shall not have to see my face again.” 

After several more minutes, the earl left his cup and crossed to the other side of the room. 

He reached out and pulled a cord to summons a servant.  
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 “I will allow you to speak to Mary. But ye must remember she has agreed to be my wife. 

Any attempt on your part to convince her otherwise, or remove her from my premises, and I will 

have ye hanged.” 

 I did not agree. I didn’t even speak. I stared a hole through the devil-of-a-man’s blood-

shot eyes, working the muscles in my jaw in an attempt to practice the restraint expected of me 

until the door opened and a footman entered. 

 “I would like that list ye spoke of, Priest. I want to see who the cowards of Scotland are.” 

I still did not speak and wondered if he would prevent me from seeing Mary because of it. He 

raised his cup to his lips then threw back the rest of his ale and laughed. 

 “Malcolm, show Sir Thomas to the queen’s chambers.” The man bowed his head slightly 

then motioned for me to exit first. He turned to close the door behind us when Bothwell’s voice 

paused him. “Oh, and don’t worry about me hurting the queen, Priest. I think she found my 

persuasion quite—gratifying.” Another drunken laugh followed, and Malcolm closed the door. 
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Chapter XXXII 

 

 Malcolm led me to a door not far from where Bothwell’s chambers had been. He rapped 

lightly on the door and stood silently, awaiting the maid to open to us. I could hear muffled 

voices, but no one came to the door. After several moments Malcolm knocked again, a little 

harder, then waited.  

 Finally, a petite maid with unruly red hair opened the door slightly, but did not bid us to 

come in.  Her strained expression alarmed me, and I immediately went for the door. She closed it 

slightly when I moved toward her, then spoke sourly. “I am sorry, but Her Majesty will see no 

one. She is tired and her wish is to be left alone. Perhaps tomorrow---” 

 “I am sorry too, miss,” I interrupted, “But I must see the queen immediately. Please tell 

her Thomas is here to see her.” She stared at me; her little black eyes boring into mine 

wordlessly. She shifted on her feet, leaning heavily upon the door. “You do not understand. The 

queen is indisposed and even if she were receiving visitors, Lord Bothwell has instructed that she 

is not to be disturbed.”  

 At this Malcolm spoke in a low, monotone voice. “Lord Bothwell has sent Sir Thomas to 

Her Grace.” A look of surprise overtook her face, yet she still did not open the door any further, 

nor make a move.  

“The queen is indisposed,” she repeated.  

 I stepped even closer, gripping the door frame with one hand and flattening my other 

against the smooth grain of the wooden door. I spoke as slowly and calmly as I could. “Tell Her 

Majesty that Thomas Broune has traveled all day and half the night to see her. Tell her Achaius 
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will be greatly offended if she does not  receive me, for he put a lot of effort into getting me here 

as quickly as he could.” 

 “And who is Achaius?” the petulant maid asked.  

“My horse,” I said through clenched teeth. She drew back at my harsh tone, then sniffed 

her reply. “Wait here,” she said, closing the door and leaving Malcolm and I standing in the 

corridor.  

 When she returned a moment later,  she opened the door only slightly and motioned for 

me to enter. I looked at Malcolm to see if he too would enter, perhaps to keep an eye on me, but 

he nodded his consent for me to go ahead, then turned and stood at the entryway to bar any 

further intruders.  

 I nodded my thanks to Malcolm, then entered the door to follow the maid. She motioned 

to a chair, but I could not sit down. She disappeared behind another door and once again I could 

hear the muffled voices of women.  

 The next sound I heard was Mary’s voice, with a slight lift of happiness in her otherwise 

calm lilt. “Thomas,” she said softly, and I could tell she had been crying. I expected her to come 

running to me, to bury her face in my chest as she had done on other occasions. But this wasn’t a 

skinned knee or a broken toy. Instead, she slowly walked toward me and reached out her hands 

toward mine. “Thomas,” she said again, then kissed me gently on the cheek.  

 “What has happened?” I demanded. Mary looked at the little maid, then spoke quietly. “ 

Fiona, will you and Amelia see to the disposal of the clothing we discussed earlier?”  

 Fiona curtsied, then hurried from the room, presumably to see to the task Mary had given 

her. Mary directed me to an antechamber where we could talk undisturbed. Dunbar was drab, 

and Mary’s rooms were no exception. A fire burned in the hearth, but instead of sparking a 
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cheerful atmosphere, it cast dark shadows on the barely adorned walls. Dingy, narrow windows 

dotted the wall facing the harbor, and a centuries-old tapestry hung crookedly on the opposite 

wall. Heavy iron rings hung from the high ceiling, holding half-burnt candles that looked as 

though they had not been lit for some time. Instead, the wall sconces dripped melted wax down 

the walls and gave the only other light in the room.  The blackened residue still clung to the walls 

from years of use, yet neglect. A wide, wooden chair with large flat arms sat by the fireplace, 

cushioned with a flat, faded, down-stuffed pillow that had been dyed red.  

 “Is this Bothwell’s idea of a queen’s welcome?” I sneered. Another sweeping glance of 

the room revealed that we were not alone. A small ball of fluff lifted himself from a pillow 

thrown into the corner and stretched lazily before coming to sniff my shoes. Mary bent to pick 

him up, then tucked him under the shawl she had draped over her shoulders.  

 “How did Tom-Tom get here?” I inquired.  

 “He was tucked into my coat on the ride back from Stirling when we were…” she left off 

speaking. 

 “Abducted?” I finished for her.  

 She looked up sharply at me as she continued to scratch the pup behind the ears. “I was 

going to say escorted here.” 

 “Is that what you call it? Escorted? Were you not overtaken unexpectedly on your way 

back to Edinburgh?” 

 “Aye, it was unexpected. But James warned there was trouble in Edinburgh. He brought 

me to Dunbar for my protection.” 
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 “The gossipmongers are already putting it about that you came willingly. You sent 

Maitland away, and your emissary, James Melville.  Was this your plan all along? To come with 

Bothwell here?  To marry him?” 

 “Thomas, please!” Mary stroked her forehead as if to ease the tension there. “What are 

you saying? Do you think I designed this? That I am somehow a part of his sinister plan?” 

 “Why did you dismiss your retinue? They would have protected you.” 

 “James had hundreds of men with him. We were few in comparison. I didn’t want 

unnecessary bloodshed. I agreed to come with him and told the others to return to Edinburgh in 

hopes to gather my men, should I come to need them.” 

 “Did you know about the bond and his designs to marry you?” 

 Mary walked over to the wide wooden chair by the fire, still stroking Tom-Tom’s head. 

She sat down in the chair and laid her lips on the soft curls of the dog’s head. Finally, she spoke.  

 “James came to me a few days ago with the bond and his idea of marriage. I refused him. 

I told him there is too much scandal about him pertaining to Henry’s murder, and that a marriage 

to him would sure to bring ruination to my crown. Furthermore, he is married and a Protestant.” 

 At that, I stiffened and felt the color drain from my face. The fact that she equated his 

Protestant beliefs with the adulterous sin he was proposing, dealt a blow to my pride. She 

glanced up at me and her face softened. “Thomas, I am sorry, truly, but you know I could never 

marry a Protestant.”  

 I did know. But that did nothing to make me feel better. I strove over to the chair where 

she sat and knelt before her. Grabbing her free hand, I offered, “Mary, I can get you out of here. I 

know men, a lot of men, who do not support what Bothwell is doing.” She looked at me but did 
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not see me. Tears had pooled in her eyes, and one dropped on top of Tom-Tom’s head without 

even rolling down her face.  

 She shook her head vigorously. “My hands are tied, Thomas. My fate is sealed. I do not 

know what the future will hold for me, or my kingdom, or my son. I only wish people knew the 

truth. I’ve heard the whispers; I know what people think of me. I know what I think of myself. I 

am ashamed; and I am appalled at what I have allowed my kingdom to become.  

 “Mary, you speak as if you did something wrong. The blame is not yours. Come, it is not 

too late. We will make a plan. I’ve thought about this all the way to Dunbar.” 

 “I cannot.” She rose to her feet and set the little dog on the chair she had vacated. 

Wringing her hands, she walked to the fireplace but then crumpled onto the floor before it.  

 “I have repented, but I find no forgiveness. My sins are many; too many to expect the 

Almighty to absolve me of them all.” By now her dress was soaked with the tears that had begun 

to slip down her distraught face. I fell to my knees beside her and grabbed her by the shoulders.  

 “Mary, come with me. We will figure out something; some way for you to extricate 

yourself from this situation.”  

 “Thomas, you don’t understand.” She looked at me again, but this time I felt the watery 

green pools of her eyes penetrate my soul.  “I am bound to James Hepburn in the unholiest of 

ways. It cannot be undone.”  

 A burning substance, rather real or imagined—I could not ascertain—began to rise in my 

throat at the question that tormented my mind. I gripped her arms tighter and turned her 

completely toward me.  

 “Mary, did you lie with him?” 
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 She did not speak, but when her eyes faltered, I perceived the unspoken shame. She lifted 

her hand and cupped my cheek gently. “Oh, Thomas, I…” 

 “Did you lie with him?” I repeated, shaking her shoulders as if that would bring the 

response I had to hear for myself. My voice was harsher than I intended, and she dropped her 

head into her hands and wept uncontrollably.  

 “Mary, I…I never knew that you held such amorous feelings for…” 

 “He forced me, Thomas! Now I have no choice,” she spat. She stood and turned her back 

to me. I sat stunned at her revelation for a moment.  

 “Are you telling me that Bothwell forced himself upon you? You did not consent?” 

 “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.” She suddenly sounded very tired.  

 I stood abruptly and headed for the door, for Bothwell, but Mary rushed to me, barring 

the door in her efforts.  

 “Thomas, listen to me! You cannot fix this. He is too powerful. He has manipulated the 

Lords of the Congregation, and some of my closest advisors. He has used my weaknesses against 

me and taken advantage of my volatile situation. At this point I can trust no one. I’m surprised he 

has not gotten to you too,” she finished weakly. 

 At that, anger shot through my being. I took another step toward the door, toward Mary. 

“I would never betray you!” I bellowed. Mary shrank back against the door and searched my 

face. “No, I don’t suppose you would,” she said softly. Still, I heard uncertainty in her voice.  

 “So, let me help you, Mary. Surely you aren’t going to just follow this man heedlessly 

into the disaster he has waiting for you.” 

 “I must. It is God’s will.”  The lack of emotion in her voice, mixed with her 

expressionless face, gave an eerie impression of resolution.  
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 I grabbed her by the arms and shook her once again. “Mary, stop this. Listen to yourself. 

This is not like you to give up so easily. The Mary I know would fight for the sake of Scotland, 

and her crown, and her child. What would become of the prince if you were to marry this man? 

Do you actually think he would allow an offspring not his own to inherit the throne?” 

 At that Mary’s head shot up and a fearful look overtook her face. “Thomas, you don’t 

think he would allow any harm to come to my son, do you?” 

 “Mary, I do not know what this mad man has planned. I would have never thought he, 

being married still, would be so presumptuous as to ravish the queen of Scotland. Who knows 

what other designs he has taken into his head?  But one thing I do know. He has given me very 

little time to speak with you. He has threatened me that I am not to speak to you about leaving, 

nor am I to attempt to take you with me. He has every intention of seeing this through, and he 

neither fears, nor respects you. If he treats you thus now, what will become of you and the prince 

once he has the crown?” 

 For a moment I could see her eyes cloud with doubt as reason fought to take hold. She 

stooped to pick up the pup, who had begun whining and pawing at her skirts. She stepped around 

me and with a voice of urgency she spoke quickly and quietly. “Thomas, you must leave for 

Edinburgh at once. Ride on ahead and tell no one but my brother James what has befallen me. 

Together you and he can gather my army and return post haste to retrieve me. I will…” 

 “Mary, you cannot stay here. I will not leave you.” Panic filled my heart and a 

desperation took hold. “If I leave Dunbar without you it will be the end. There will be no hope, 

no way out of your circumstances.” 

 “I must try to speak to Bothwell first, Thomas. I must attempt to make him see reason…” 
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 “Mary!” I cried in desperation. “No, we must go now. The man cannot be brought to 

reason. He has his eyes on the crown and on you, and he will stop at nothing to have you both.” 

 “Thomas, I must…” 

 “Mary, my God!” I dropped to my knees and took hold of her riding skirt. Balling the 

material in my fist, I clung to her. “Please,” I cried. “I cannot bear the thought of what you are 

about to do. I fear that your actions will forever tear asunder the friendship that we have so 

painstakingly created. You are sealing your fate; you will lose your kingdom, and possibly your 

life.” I pressed my face into her skirt, trying, without success to breathe deeply. By now, tears 

were falling down my face and I could not control their departure. Mary reached down and 

touched the top of my head, running her fingers gently through my hair. I could feel the shaking 

of her body as she too wept for the cost of her actions. She sank to her knees and cupped my face 

with both of her hands. “Thomas, please don’t. I cannot bear it. You are making this so difficult 

for me. Please…”   

 “You love him, don’t you?” I grabbed her wrists then slid my hands over hers to pull 

them from my face. Pushing her away from me, I said, “First, he stole your heart, then he stole 

your virtue. And now you are his prisoner. What you once would have shunned, you now have 

found a reason to acquiesce. A marriage, by principle—your principle, you would have 

eschewed, you now have an excuse to relent,” I growled bitterly. 

The injury I saw upon her face would cast a dark shadow upon my heart for all the days 

of my life. I had not meant to speak so brusquely, but I was desperate to make her see reason. 

For many years after, I would find myself pondering the man that she so willingly threw away 

her life for, and for what cause. What did she feel for James Hepburn, Lord Bothwell, that she 

had not felt for me? Had she ever considered leaving it all behind to be with Thomas Broune? If 
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I had, God forbid, placed her in a compromising position, would she have been given reason 

enough to give herself to me completely?  

 I was unable to persuade Mary to leave with me. When four guards came roughly 

pounding on her chamber door shortly thereafter, I was whisked away, told it was time I must be 

on my way, and given a very clear warning once more, that I was to attempt no further contact 

with the queen.  

 It would be 20 years before I saw my bonnie lass again.   
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Chapter XXXIII 

February 1587 

William and I arrived at Fortheringhay Castle as the watery sun was sinking behind the 

foreboding edifice. I stuck my hand in the pocket of my overcoat, fingering the letter that Sir James 

Melville had sent to me, assuring me that I would be permitted entrance at the castle, and an 

audience with Mary.    

Two months earlier, word had reached me in St. Andrews that a trial had taken place, and 

Mary had been found guilty of conspiring to take Elizabeth’s throne. We attempted every possible 

recourse, writing letters and employing statesmen with a superior knowledge of English law, but 

to no avail. Many letters went unanswered, or returned with apologies, such as the one from Mary’s 

former brother by marriage, King Henry of France, who claimed his hands were tied. 

However, the most disappointing letter of them all was the one from King James. Though 

estranged from his mother these twenty years, I had hoped that he would find the fortitude and 

courage to do that which was right. William had tried to explain to me that James was heavily 

influenced by his privy council, and the Lords of the Congregation, who had had no tolerance for 

Mary, nor her implied treasonous activities, since she had abdicated the throne and they had chased 

her out of Scotland so many years prior.  
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William had first-hand knowledge of the thoughts of King James. As his mother had 

wished, I sent him to court at the age of 10, and a year later our king, himself being only about the 

age of 10 years, began to rule with barely more freedom than what had previously been allowed 

by his regents. The boys became fast friends, and had remained so, even when William set off for 

the University of Glasgow at the age of sixteen to study law. After he left the university, he returned 

to court and had been one of James’ closest advisors since.  

William’s words pulled me out of my reminiscing. “Father, are you well?” His brow was 

creased with concern as he looked up at me, still mounted on my horse. I nodded wordlessly as I 

swung myself down and looked about for a servant or even a guard to either greet or apprehend 

us. The portcullis  was unmanned, but it showed no signs of being penetrable from the outer court, 

as it was closed up tight against intruders.  

As if conjured by my thoughts, a guard appeared as we approached the gates.  William 

stepped forward and spoke to him. He eyed us suspiciously; the large red plume of his helmet 

bobbing up and down over his left eye as he listened to William’s explanation as to who we were 

and why we had come.  

“We’ve received no notification as to the prisoner expecting visitors,” he barked.  

“She is not expecting us,” Williams explained. “There was no time to write as we learned 

only a few days ago that her death warrant has just been signed and she awaits execution shortly.” 

“How have ye come about this information?” The guard challenged again. “Not even Her 

Majesty, Queen Elizabeth knows that it is to be carried out so quickly.” 

At this I dashed forward. “What mean ye, the queen has no knowledge? Was it not her 

hand that put ink to parchment and forever sealed the fate of our beloved queen?” I spoke so 

vehemently, that the evidence of my words was left upon my face.  William handed me a piece of 
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cloth to wipe my face as he laid a hand upon my shoulder. “Father, please. Do not put an end to 

our purpose before we are able to see it come to fruition,” he whispered.  I knew he was right, but 

it took all my strength not to reach through the slats of the portcullis and wring the guard’s neck.  

“Good sir,” William continued, “Your queen may not have been made aware of these 

proceedings, but the news is all over Scotland. My father has a letter from Sir James Melville, 

stating that he would be granted entrance at Fotheringhay and given an audience with our former 

queen.” 

“Who is this Melville?” the guard sneered. “I do not know this man.”  

“Nay, but your Sir Amyas Paulet knows him. Please, sir, speak to Sir Amyas, and see 

whether what I speak to ye be of a truth.”  

At the mention of Mary’s jailer, Amyas Paulet, the guard’s countenance changed. He did 

not immediately lift the portcullis for us to enter, but he agreed to seek out Paulet and see what 

was to be done with the two of us. He left us standing without in order that he might verify our 

story.  

By this time, the rain that had fallen steadily the whole of our journey had begun to turn to 

a light snow. Yet the freezing temperatures and precipitation were nothing compared to the ice I 

felt in my soul. Upon hearing of Mary’s conviction, a darkness so black had enveloped me, and 

practically paralyzed by body. A vice gripped my mind. It was only by the hand of Providence that 

William had been visiting me from Edinburgh when Melville’s letter first arrived. I couldn’t 

breathe. My vision went black and I was arrested by a feeling of complete and utter despair. 

William immediately wrote a letter to Melville, knowing that he had connections, and asking that 

he find a way for us to get to her. That had been four days ago, and it had taken the news of her 
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death warrant two days to reach us. With almost a week having passed already, we weren’t sure if 

we would even reach her in time.  

William turned to me. “Father, if she had already been executed the guard would have said 

so. I believe we have made it in time.” I looked into my son’s eyes and for the first time realized 

how much it meant to him to get me to Mary before it was too late. He had never met her, not since 

he was a baby at least, but he knew how much she meant to me, and it moved me unspeakably to 

know that he had went through so much trouble to get me here before it was too late. “You look 

tired,” I said to him. “If we get inside Fotheringhay I want you to get some rest. You have worked 

tirelessly to see this old man have peace.”  

He chortled quietly, but before he could say anything the guard appeared again. “Ye are to 

follow me through the gate into the inner courtyard. There ye will be searched and anything on 

your person that is found to be offensive will be confiscated and ye will be arrested. Ye are a guest 

of her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth. Do not take her generosity, nor her hospitality for granted. Ye 

are consorting with a traitor and any action deemed to be putting her Majesty at risk will be dealt 

with swiftly and with finality.” 

William and I glanced at each other before nodding our heads in consent. Once past the 

gate, we could see that the castle was more heavily guarded than what it appeared to be from the 

outside. We followed the brusque guard into the inner court where we submitted to a thorough 

search of our persons. They read the contents of the letter that I had received from Melville and a 

couple of others that I had received from Thomas Randolph as well. We had almost passed 

inspection, when a guard found the chunk of metal that I had tucked into my coat pocket. Upon 

pulling it out, he found a crucifix that I had brought for Mary. She had pulled it from around her 

neck the night the guards had come to force me from Dunbar. Shoving it into my hand, she begged 
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me to keep it for her until we shall meet again. Now I stood here with two guards jeering at me 

and questioning my possession of the idolatrous ornament. Sir Amyas was in turned called, and 

we spent another hour explaining how I had come to have the crucifix in my possession, who it 

belonged to, and what the significance was. In the end, I was allowed to keep the crucifix, with the 

promise that, as a man of the cloth, should I be planning anything sinister for its uses, the Almighty 

would strike me dead.  

When we were finally permitted entrance into Fotheringhay, we were led to a small 

apartment where William and I were to share accommodations. A pretty, young maid was sent in 

to start a fire in the hearth. When her eyes caught William’s she curtsied, her cheeks turning a 

subtle shade of pink. She then whisked from the room swiftly, but returned a few minutes later, 

carrying a tray of bread, cheese and ale for our sustenance.  

“What is your name?” William inquired curiously.  

“My name is Lizzy, my lord,” she confessed shyly. 

 “Lizzy, do you think you can get us an audience with the queen?” he entreated.  

“The queen?” she looked puzzled. “Oh, you mean the Lady. The only queen we have in 

England is Elizabeth, my lord. Here, we call the woman you are referring to as the Lady. She is 

very lovely, and kind. She is quite queenly, but we call her the Lady,” she added redundantly.  

“Yes, the Lady,” William confirmed. “Can we see her?” 

Lizzy looked around uncomfortably, as if she had been asked to spy for us. “I don’t rightly 

know, my lord. I am just a maid, but I will see if I can find out for you.” She curtsied again, and 

for the second time made a hurried exit.  
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We were just finishing our ale, when a light tapping was heard on the door. When William 

answered, Lizzy slipped in quickly and closed the door behind her. “My lord, the Lady is at prayer 

in the small chapel. That is where she spends most of her days.” 

“Will you show me to the chapel, miss?” I asked, anxiously. She looked at me in surprise, 

as if seeing me for the first time.  

“I…I don’t know, sir. She usually does not wish to be disturbed when she is at prayer.” 

William spoke up again. “Miss, my father has known the Lady since they were children. We have 

come from very far to see her before she is…executed,” he finished emotionally. The color drained 

from the maid’s face indicating she had all but forgotten that Mary had a death sentence hanging 

over her. Her mouth made the form of an “O”, but she did not speak the exclamation. Instead she 

breathed, “I will take you to her, sir.”  

I turned and looked at William. An insurmountable knot had formed in my throat and I 

suddenly could not speak. “Would you like for me to accompany you, Father?” He sounded 

surprised, for he knew this was an encounter that I must make on my own.  

“No,” I choked out. “I will go alone.” I motioned for the maid to proceed, and stepping out 

of the room with her, I took two huge breaths and tried to still my rapidly beating heart as we made 

our way down the isolated corridor. When we reached our destination, she motioned in the 

direction I should go, then curtsied once more and left me standing in front of the door of the 

chapel.  
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Chapter XXXIV 

I ran my hand through my hair and then took another deep breath, expanding my lungs to 

their fullest capacity. Nothing I did would calm the shaking that wracked my body as I stood at 

the threshold of the chapel. Realizing my dilemma had no solution, I softly pushed open the door 

and stepped inside. The flickering glow of dozens of candles lined the tiny room, casting 

shadows on a small figure bent at the front of the altar. A small wooden bench sat at the back of 

the room, and I took a seat, not wanting to disturb the angelic scene before me. A peacefulness 

permeated the chamber, as hushed prayers were sent heavenward from the mortal below. No 

other sound could be heard, except for an occasional sniffle or a shifting of her gown on the 

stone floor beneath her knees.  

I wondered how long she had been at penitent prayer, and after watching her for some 

time, I finally spoke. “Are you repenting of past actions, or of opportunities not taken?” My 
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voice was low, but I knew she heard me, for I saw her head lift, and her body freeze in alarm. 

She did not speak, yet she did not continue in prayer either. She knelt on her knees, stiff as a 

branding rod and as still as a frightened mouse. I got up and moved closer to her, stepping slowly 

as not to frighten her. She still did not turn, but I noticed her shoulders rising and falling quickly 

as her breathing intensified. My own heart slammed within my chest, and I was sure she had to 

hear the euphoric pounding. 

I knelt on the cold floor behind her. I dared not touch her, for fear of shattering this 

ethereal trance we were in. I breathed in her familiar scent; lavender and that which was 

distinctly, Mary. I watched as the tiny hairs that curled at the back of her slender neck wafted as 

my breath brushed against them. My skin reacted as well; turning to gooseflesh and raising every 

hair on my body at the thought of her nearness.  

The chords of my heart, being stretched to capacity, strained at the weight of anticipation 

and I could wait no longer. 

 “Mary.” 

She slowly turned her body toward me and when she saw it was me, she swayed in 

disbelief. I reached out to grab her and in doing so lost my balance and we crumpled onto the 

stone floor. In an instant her face was wet with tears as she clasped my face in her slender hands. 

“Thomas,” she sobbed, but that was the only word that parted her lips. She covered my face with 

gentle kisses, and I held her in my arms for some time, smoothing away the wet tendrils of hair 

that clung to her face.  

“I dared not dream that I would ever see your face again. You are here, you really are 

here, aren’t you?” 

“Yes, I am here my sweetling.” 
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The queen seized the back of my head and running her hand down my neck rested it 

where she could cup it securely in her hand.  She clung to me and I could feel her warmth and 

smell her sweet breath.  

After a painful  pause she spoke in almost a whisper, “Thomas, do you love me?”  

“I have always loved you.  I love you more than my own flesh,” I replied without 

hesitation. 

“But you were like a brother to me, when we were children.”  

“Aye, and you like a sister to me.” 

“Your family…” She paused for a moment, swallowing the lump in her throat. Then 

looking away she faltered, “Your social standing was not sufficient.” 

“I know.”   

“And then there is the question of your religious standing. I never could have married 

you, Thomas. My Catholic faith would never allow me to wed a…” 

“Mary don’t.” This time my voice almost gave way on the last two words and I paused to 

regain my composure before speaking again. I squeezed my eyes shut in an effort to block out 

the unwanted knowledge. When I had control of my trembling lips I spoke slowly and changed 

the course of our conversation.  “Mary, I have tried to help you.  I would do anything for you 

that God and my conscious would allow.  But you would not comply and now I fear it is too 

late.” 

“Yes, too late,” she repeated, and drawing me closer she pressed her lips to my mouth. 

Her soft, supple lips gave pause as she gently brushed them over mine. I did not resist her, but I 

could not encourage her.  I knew my limits and I knew where this could lead.  Finally, she drew 

away, and the void she left caused an ache in my heart.  Silence hung between us for a moment 
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and then she spoke again.  “Thomas, there have been few people in my life that I could trust 

whole-heartily.  You have been one of them. You have been my protector—my guardian. I’m 

only sorry that...,” her voice caught yet I listened silently, daring not speak for fear of disturbing 

the energy that had suddenly charged the tiny chamber.  There was nothing more I could say to 

her anyway.  She had crossed the line and if I did not take care to remove myself from her 

presence immediately nature would prevail, and I would regret it later. 

 Yet no matter how hard I tried to convince myself to be removed from this present 

situation, it was to no avail.  A force greater than any will I had ever exercised within my being 

had seized me and quickly took full control. Perhaps it was the raw, male instinct that pounded 

through me or, the basic need to protect the fairer gender. Whatever it was, it gripped my body 

like a vice and urged me to action. I wrapped my arm around her waist and pressed her to me, 

kissing her with more urgency than when she had kissed me.  I stroked the smooth ivory skin of 

her neck and allowed my fingers the liberty to explore what lied beneath the boundaries of the 

neckline of her dress.  Like a beggar greedily taking his fill of whatsoever has been so 

generously offered to him, I felt my way along every curve.  I continued to kiss her, sucking the 

honey that I imagined flowed from her lips.  Then the Force drew my attention to the scent of her 

skin, and I allowed my mouth to explore where my hands were too hesitant to go. 

 All the while my mind screamed out to me and reminded me how wrong this was.  She 

was a queen.  I was a man of the cloth.  A great chasm stood between her earthly position and 

mine.  But I didn’t care anymore.  For too long I had tried to do what was right and good and 

now here I stood about to lose the only thing that ever mattered to me.  The weight of that 

realization soon took hold of me and I could control my emotions no longer. I felt the bile rise in 

my throat and staying them no longer, I allowed the tears to finally fall.  I clung to her, sobbing 
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as I kissed the lobe of her ear and made my way down the curve of her neck.  She was still 

weeping, and I could feel the shaking of her body as she tried to stifle the silent spasms that 

convulsed her.  Finally, I pulled myself away and when I looked into her eyes again, I saw that 

she too felt the weight of this abyssal separation. 

 I brushed away another tear that had just escaped from her eye while all the while mine 

poured freely down my face.  She pulled me back and held my head against her chest, cradling 

me as if I were a child.  The angel that I had spent my life trying to comfort and protect was now 

consoling me. 

 Time lost all power over us as we lay, collapsed upon the cold stone of the floor. My 

head laid upon her lap, and she spoke softly as she ran her long slender fingers through my hair. 

“Love has come at last, and such a love as I 

should be more shamed to hide than to reveal. 

Cytherea, yielding to my Muse’s prayers, 

has brought him here and laid him in my arms. 

Venus has kept her promise. Let people talk, who never 

themselves have found such joys as now are mine. 

I wish that I could send my tablets to my love 

unsealed, not caring who might read them first. 

The sin is sweet, to mask it for fear of shame is bitter. 

I’m proud we’ve joined, each worthy of the other.” 

 I listened to her recite the Sulpicia poem, then lifted my head and looked into her soft 

green eyes. All the fire had gone out of them. The golden flames that used to set them aglow had 

faded, and in its place lay a tranquil green as still and peaceful as the grassy bens of Glencoe.   
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 “Do you speak in truth?” I whispered, outlining the fine lines on her hand with the tip of 

my finger. “Are you not ashamed of your feelings for me?” 

 “Nay. Neither ashamed nor remorseful. My only regret is that I was not free to be the 

carefree lass that I longed to be. The girl who could love whom she wished and in what manner 

she wished. I often dreamed about what it would be like to be a simple clergyman’s wife. I think 

we would have been very happy together, Thomas. We would have had a dozen babies and you 

would have contented yourself instructing at St. Andrews while I mothered our little ones and 

kept house for you.” She bent and kissed my forehead and a fierce ache clenched my gut and 

refused to relinquish its hold.  

 “Nay, you would not have been content. You were destined to lead and influence. 

Destined to commandeer armies and rouse men’s hearts to action with your inspiring beauty.” 

She let out a soft chuckle, a sad smile pulling at her lips.  

 “And what about you, Thomas? Would you have been content with a life with me?” Her 

eyes caught a spark that I wanted so desperately to fan.  

“You would have possessed me: body and soul. As you do now,” I confessed. I touched 

her satin cheek with my palm and brushed my thumb across her trembling lips. She grabbed my 

hand with her two smaller ones and squeezed so fiercely that the pain shot straight to my heart. 

How in the name of all that was holy was I going to let her go? 

The hours faded quietly into the cold February night, and the candles that had been lit 

earlier would soon burn down to their nubs. When I finally spoke again it was not what I wished 

to say.  

 “I must go,” were my only words.  

 Mary looked at me painfully.  
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 “Remember me when I’m gone,” she requested and then touching my cheek with her 

thumb, she stood. I held onto her hand a moment longer. Only then did I notice the small 

confines of the room to which she was banished. A small wooden chair fitted with a red velvet 

cushion sat in the corner. A sewing basket, which held the tools with which she occupied her 

hands and troubled mind those many long years, set within reach. In another corner of the room 

sat a desk, where a thin stack of paper lay neatly next to a pot of ink. Three quills lay perfectly 

carved awaiting her gentle touch. Setting atop the desk was another small vessel with a round 

piece of cork pushed into its mouth. I walked over to the desk and picked up the metallic-colored 

jar, swirling the contents around inside the container. “What’s this?” I inquired, knowing the 

answer already. 

Mary did not answer, but stood silently across the room, looking at me intently. When I 

raised an eyebrow to her, she finally let out a soft sigh. “Lady Elizabeth Combs gave that to me. 

She said it would be painless and less humiliating. I could die with my dignity intact, at the time 

of my choosing and not someone else’s.”  I opened my mouth to speak, but she wasn’t finished. 

“Oh, don’t fret, Thomas. I have no intentions of using the potion. The only way for me to die 

with dignity is to stand innocently at the scaffold and die blameless before my God and Savior, 

knowing I have done no wrong. Taking that elixir would be like admitting my guilt.” 

I stood like stone for a moment and contemplated her painful words. The thought of her 

doing herself harm tore me apart. But the thought of someone else harming her set a fire right to 

my innermost being.  I shook my head as if to settle all that had just transpired into it.  The 

forbidden fruit that I dared not hope to ever hold in my hand had just befallen me.  Yet, an 

aching pierced my chest and the reality of my circumstances interposed to remind me that it 

didn’t matter.  Her kiss didn’t matter.  The love she felt for me, as more than a brother, didn’t 
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matter.  She was scared.   As a caged bird brings harm upon itself while feverishly flapping its 

wings to be free, she was desperately trying to make sense of her heart.  I knew the truth, and she 

knew the truth but what difference did it make now?  No difference. It made no difference at all. 
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Chapter XXXV 

 Dawn broke cold and harsh the next morning. I had been awake since leaving Mary and 

had passed the night sitting in a great oversized chair where I could stoke the fire continuously to 

ignite the embers and sit captivated in their trance.  I could not sleep and what little sleep I took 

was found in the comfort of the great chair. William had tried on three occasions throughout the 

night to convince me to take my rest on the feather mattress, but I couldn’t get myself to leave 

my spot. Mary had never left my thoughts and the events of the previous evening hung heavy on 

my mind. I prayed. In anguish I cried out to the Almighty, but my prayers seemed empty and 

unworthy. How could the Almighty take heed to my pleas when the voice of my sin must be 

crying out to Him?  I had poured a bit of wine into a cup an hour before but could not bring 

myself to taste it. Even now I toyed with the cup, rolling the stem back and forth between my 

thumb and forefinger. I sat it down and crossed the room to retrieve the letter from Sir James 

Melville. I read it and reread it over and over again, trying to find some comfort in our efforts 

and the schemes we had exhausted trying to free Mary.  
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 As I folded the letter and placed it back in my satchel, I heard a light rap at my door. I 

stepped lightly across the floor so as not to disturb William from his sleep.  Cracking the door 

just slightly, I peered out to behold Lizzy clinging to what shadow remained in the corridor 

before dawn chased it away.  

 “Sir, the guards have come. The Lady is already in the great hall. She has asked  

for you but Sir William Cecil  has denied her request.” 

 “Infidel! What harm could it bring to allow her one small comfort as her final wish? 

May he burn!” I bit my lip and stopped myself before I brought a curse upon my person for such  

speech. 

  I was in a foul mood and the fact that I had gotten little sleep added to the ominous 

morning.   I thanked her for the information, then closed the door in order to regain my 

composure.  I grabbed the crucifix Mary had entrusted to me and wrapped it in a small, white 

handkerchief trimmed in gold. The cloth, purchased in Inverness when I accompanied Mary on 

one of her tours, ripped the memory from the pages of my mind and muffled it in my face. But I 

didn’t have time to dwell, so I slid it into my pocket. 

 “Father, what is it? What has happened?” William rubbed his eyes with the ball of his 

hand as he raised himself upon his elbow to inquire.  

 “It is time,” I said shortly. “Go back to sleep. You don’t want to see the gruesome 

display that is about to transpire.” 

 “Nay, Father. I will accompany you,” William protested, sitting up and rummaging for 

his clothing. I nodded my head slightly. “Dress yourself and meet me in the courtyard. I’ve no 

time to waste; I’ll see you shortly.” Without waiting to hear his reply, I opened the door and 

slipped unnoticed into the half-lit corridor.  The sunlight seeped in through the small round 
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windows that rested between the ceiling beams.  The rays of light bouncing off the floor in a 

crisscross design provided a path for me as I stepped soundlessly through the corridor. Silence 

hung oddly in the hallway and struggled for attention against the foul odor that lurked in the still-

dark crevices untouched by early morning light. As I drew closer to the inner courtyard, the 

sound of jeering voices, mixed with pleas and cries of disbelief accosted my senses. Mary had 

many enemies here in England, yet many still recognized her sovereignty and royal blood.  

English Catholics, Protestant half-bloods, and common busy bodies had braved the chilly, 

morning air to take in the gruesome display that was about to take place. 

 I slipped into the courtyard and weaved my way through the crowd of people to make 

my way to Mary.  Cecil may have denied her request to speak with me, but I was determined to 

get to her.  Across the courtyard I caught a glimpse of Melville.  His eyes hung heavy with grief 

and the dark circles underneath bore the tale of another soul taken with a sleepless night---maybe 

even more than one. His blood shot eyes locked with mine and in them I read all the 

hopelessness and grief that a nation should feel for the loss of their sovereign. At his side, and 

equally vexed, was his wife, Christina. She stood with her head bowed, wiping her eyes with a 

scrap of cloth. 

 I squeezed my way past a large, busty woman who wrestled with the hand of a small 

child struggling to break free from his mother’s grasp. She cursed loudly at him, jerking him 

closer to herself and sealing my idea that these English---these obnoxious, brute people---had no 

class and no means of securing any. What mother would bring a child to witness such a vile sport 

anyway? My stomach tightened and I felt as if a burning iron had been shoved into my veins, 

heating my blood and setting me on fire. My nostrils filled with the stench of the thrill-seekers as 

I continued to push myself forward toward the platform where the block sat heavy and waiting. 
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 Breaking free from the crowd I found myself standing to the left of the crude platform. 

The height spanned a mere 3 links and the furnishings---or lack thereof, added to the desolate 

feel of the riser. It had been built particularly for this occasion, for normally the inner courtyard 

of Fotheringhay Castle had a large open space lined with hedgerows and yellow oxlips, although 

it was much too early in the year to see the flowers growing there.  I walked toward the center, 

all the while scanning the crowd for a sign of her. As I approached the middle of the large stage, 

I suddenly caught a glimpse of her standing near the steps that ascended to where the blade 

waited impatiently to give the crowd what they longed to see.  Her ladies-in-waiting, Jane 

Kennedy and Elizabeth Curle, stood beside her.  Cecil was there too, his watchful eye all the 

while pinned to Mary as a hungry dog drooling over a scrap of meat. I blinked hard to stay the 

water that began to swim in my eyes. I glanced about me to quickly ascertain my situation.  

 How was I going to manage to get close to her? The courtyard was swarming with 

English guards.  I suddenly felt as if Achaius was sitting on my chest. I couldn’t breathe and I 

felt the imaginary hands of the Tempter squeezing harder and harder around my neck. I cursed 

the apparition under my breath and pled for the strength of the Almighty to steady me.  I stood 

for what seemed to be an interminable space of time, watching as the guards busied themselves 

about her. Finally, the executioner appeared, and a fury of frenzy broke out amongst the crowd. 

As if on cue, Jane painfully began to disrobe Mary, removing her black cloak whose buttons 

carefully concealed the ivory neck I so unabashedly threw myself upon less than a sun’s cycle 

ago. But a shock of silence immediately overtook the courtyard, for removal of the cloak 

revealed Mary’s choice of execution garment: a red petticoat; the sign of a martyr. Suddenly, 

panic seized me, and I remembered the crucifix I held for her.  I could not provide the comfort 

that she needed this final hour. What she needed was a strength that only one Man could give. I 
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thrust my hand into my pocket, feeling for the lace handkerchief. From my other pocket I pulled 

two coins. I fished the crowd for a boy who could weasel his way through the crowd and get to 

Mary without being seen. I spied one, about seven or eight years old and recognized the hand of 

Providence immediately. I grabbed the boy and shoved both coin and crucifix into his hand at 

once. 

 “Go boy! You were predestined for this hour. Bring the Lady some comfort and do it in 

haste!” 

 He looked down at the object and back to me and immediately a look of knowing 

entered his eye. I breathed a prayer of relief for the Almighty’s hand at guiding me to a boy who 

had some sense. I watched as he pushed his way past those vying for a glimpse of the queen. All 

the while I prayed. I prayed that no one would waylay the lad as he made his way in and out of 

the human maze. I prayed that Cecil or one of the guards would not hinder him. I prayed that the 

crucifix would work some magical power that it was not likely to work. 

 The agile lad slipped unnoticed to Mary’s side. Thrusting the handkerchief and its 

contents into her hand he disappeared almost as quickly as he had appeared. I let out a long 

breath not realizing that I had barely breathed since the lad departed from me.  Mary looked at 

the handkerchief and I saw her catch her breath. She looked feverishly around the crowd and I 

knew she looked for me. I pushed forward, but too many bodies stood between us now.  I yelled 

out to her, but by this time the pitch in the courtyard had risen so high that she couldn’t hear me 

from where I stood. She touched the crucifix to her lips then clutched it tightly to her breast. I 

heard a foul-mouthed woman screaming at Mary and cursing her for her choice of clothing. 

Another female voice, that of a lass about 10 years old followed up the barrage of hatred and 

ended it with “Long live Queen Elizabeth!”  
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 At this point the crowd had grown so unruly that the guards ushered Mary quickly to 

the top of the platform. I continued to push my way forward but felt as though some invisible 

force prevented my success. The scene before me unfolded slowly and I stared as if I watched a 

tableau that had gone terribly wrong. A young man stepped forward that looked to be no older 

than a score and seven. He held a cloth, intended to blind Mary’s eyes, but his hands shook so 

uncontrollably that he dropped the cloth twice. Upon the third attempt Mary steadied his hand 

and guided the blind to fit securely over her eyes. Her lips moved as she spoke something to the 

boy. I could not hear her words, but I was sure she spoke to console him and ease his nerves. 

Grasping her gently under the forearm, he steadied her as he helped her kneel. Mary groped for 

the block and finding it, without resistance she laid her body down. Throughout the routine her 

lips moved but whether she spoke out loud or in prayer, I could not tell.  

 The boy stepped back, and the executioner took his place. I swallowed hard, not 

entirely sure that whatever sustenance I had taken the evening before would stay down. Louder, 

louder the crowd grew as some cried out in anguish and protest, and others cursed. Suddenly I 

found myself broken free from the throng and feeling as though I alone was beholding this 

terrible display. The executioner lifted the blade above his head and immediately silence 

overtook the courtyard. The only sound that could be heard was the weeping of Jane and 

Elizabeth as they held Mary’s cloak.  Finally, the blade was dropped, yet although striking the 

back of Mary’s neck, it did not complete its task. A low moan swept the crowd as the realization 

of the horrid mistake took root. He raised the blade again, and this time as if with exact 

precision, finished the job. Immediately, wailing women began to cry while others cheered. The 

executioner reached for her head but jolted when the wig which Mary bore remained in his hand 

as her head fell to the ground.  Laughter broke out amid the crowd, but fire and anger consumed 
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me. Not only had she suffered the pain of a botched execution, but now they humiliate her by 

revealing that which she tried so desperately to conceal—her graying hair.  

 I screamed out my protest but felt as if I were in a terrible dream where you open your 

mouth, but no sound is heard. Harder I tried to force the sound from my throat, but my voice was 

drowned out by the jeering of the crowd.  I felt for the neck of my robe and, grabbing a handful 

of cloth, with one swift and forceful motion I rent it.  Anguish filled my innermost parts and 

finally I let the tears come. First slowly, then hard like the waves that beat upon the rocks in the 

summertime in the Firth of Forth.  I sobbed uncontrollably. A wrench of my gut forced sounds 

from within me like I had never uttered before. The years of trying so hard to save her, then these 

final days and finally the events of the previous night all crushed down upon me, leaving my 

strength spent and me gasping for air.  Yes, I needed air.  I tried to wipe away the hot tears that 

forced their way from my eyes in order that I might see to get out of the courtyard.  I turned to 

push my way back through the sea of people when suddenly I was accosted by a man that 

appeared to be of the English queen’s guard.  

 “Thomas Broune?” he grunted.  

  I didn’t like the tone with which he addressed me, and I immediately sensed this 

wasn’t a friendly escort back to my apartment. 

 “You are wanted for questioning.”  

 “Questioning for what purpose might I inquire? 

 “Conspiring with the enemies of England” 

 “Consp...?” I didn’t allow myself to finish the question. I knew where this was going. 

 “Sir, might I the luxury of cleaning myself up first?” 

 “My orders are to bring you before the council immediately.” 
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*** 

 The cell to which I was taken was a far cry from the friendly questioning I was 

promised.  A bench of rough-hewn wood was my only provision.  My guess was they wanted me 

to be so uncomfortable that I would be willing to tell them anything they wanted to hear in order 

to escape the uncomfortable surroundings.  I sat alone for nearly three-quarters of an hour before 

I finally heard footsteps approaching. I counted the click of their heels hitting the cold stone floor 

before the sound stopped outside of my door.  One interrogator? What kind of jest was this?  I 

didn’t turn to look but noted the slight pause taken before my visitor inserted the key into the 

lock.  Slowly the key turned, creaking as if it hadn’t just been opened nearly an hour before.  My 

visitor opened the door slowly yet did not enter the cell right away.  I felt a piercing stare burning 

into my back, yet I refused to give in and turn around.  Finally, I felt the presence enter in but 

oddly they did not close the door behind them.  When finally the visitor spoke, I started at the 

sound of a woman’s voice.  She spoke in a riddle and I listened intently with my back still 

turned.   

  “From near and far the nobles come, a thistle to behold. 

Yet royal blood and presumption doth on her death unfold. 

A flower from her youth, ‘twas told that she was grown, 

Though beauty, charm and wisdom could not keep her from 

A greedy heart, a throne not hers, a power not to be. 

An obdurate nature none could deter, and no one could make see. 

And now has come an end so dire, a fate so harsh and nether, 

Yet knights shall sing, and children be in love with her forever.” 
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 Silence hung between us and I hesitated to ask the burning question.  Finally, my 

courage got the better of me and I spoke to her for the first time. 

 “And does that bother you?  That her praises will be sung from here until eternity?” 

A slight laugh escaped her lips and she wasted no time explaining herself.   

 “No, it does not.  I am not envious of her.  I pity her.  And I pity those who have 

attached themselves to her.   For now they are left alone with no sunlight to keep them warm.” 

 “You speak riddles again.  Yet this time I do not know your meaning.”  I still had not 

turned to look upon her face and I weighed the consequences of my actions.  I found I did not 

care. 

 “Make haste to return to your homeland.  Do not linger here and there shall be no 

trouble for you.  Stay and you might have to pay the piper.” 

 “That shall not be a problem.  I have no desire to remain here any longer.  I have seen 

enough of your England.”  I spoke barely above a whisper, but the air in the cell was tight and 

motionless and I  was sure she heard me.  I wondered if she could sense how much I despised 

conversing with her.  Could she smell the putrid vermin gnawing at my stomach as we spoke? 

 She stood noiseless for some minutes.  I sat dangerously with my back to her still, yet I 

could feel her eyes on me.  Finally, I heard her shift and step toward the door.  Then again she 

paused and spoke one last thing to me.   

 “I shall send for your release shortly.  But tell me one thing:  did she love you?  For the 

evidence shows that you loved her.” 

 I bristled at her question, or maybe the mere thought of the answer.  I sat silent for a 

moment before answering her.  Finally, I responded simply, “Yes.”  
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 “Then you are a blessed man indeed.  To be loved by such a woman.  Too bad she 

chose such poor husbands.  It appears that she was much better at choosing lovers.” 

 With her tossed attempt at a compliment she departed, closing the door behind her.  

The lock rattled and I wondered if I would ever really see the light of day again. I considered that 

for a moment. And when I realized that she would be keeping me from no joy, no happiness left 

in my life, I blessed the Queen of England silently. 

  

Epilogue 

October 1612 

 

  “Grandfather, will we see the queen as she passes by?” Little Mary strained at the hand 

that held her in place as she stretched her body to see the royal procession that was approaching. 

 “For the hundredth time, Mary, you won’t see her because she is dead. She’ll be wrapped 

in a shroud, “ Henry tossed back at her. His face darkened into a scowl when William laid a hand 

on his youngest son’s shoulder to hush his chastisements toward his little sister. 

 “But I want to see the queen,” the five-year old began to fret. “Papa, I thought 

Grandfather said we were going to see the queen on her way to her final resting place today.” 

 “Yes, my child, we will see her.” Thomas soothed, as he laid his shaking, withered hand 

upon the little girl’s head and petted her. She was the light of his life and he hated to see her 

upset, or worse—cry.  

 Mary pulled her hand from her mother’s and shyly sought the wrinkled hand of her 

grandfather. Finding it leaning upon his staff, she moved her head and instead grabbed the one 
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that had momentarily rested there. Nine-year old Isobel spoke next, her wide curious eyes 

reflecting the grandmother whose name she bore but had never known. “Grandfather, why are 

they moving the queen? What was wrong with the place where she was first buried?”  

 “There was nothing wrong with it, my little dove,” William offered. “But King James felt 

she deserved a place of honor, amongst the other great kings and queens of England, so he is 

bringing her here to Westminster Abbey.” 

 “I do not understand, Father.” This time it was twelve-year-old Susanna that spoke, her 

ever-quizzical expression deepening into a confused look. “Queen Mary was Scotland’s queen, 

not England’s. Why does she need to be buried with the English monarchs?” 

 “She should have been England’s queen,” Thomas rasped, but only little Mary appeared 

to have heard him. She glanced up at him and noticed the tears that had pooled in the corners of 

his eyes. “Do not cry, Grandfather, they will put Queen Mary where she should be.” Then her 

chubby little hand squeezed his and he felt his breath catch. 

 “Here Grandfather, I found a stool for you to sit upon and rest your legs while we wait.” 

Fifteen-year-old William approached the family, hulling a large, heavy wooden chair in his arms. 

He sat the stool upright then helped Thomas into a seated position. “Thank you, my dear boy.” 

The old almoner settled onto the stool, then pulled Mary onto his knee.  

 Thomas looked down at his youngest grandchild and considered her. All his other 

grandchildren had darker shades of hair like he, Isobel, and William. But not little Mary. She 

bore copper-colored hair that shone strikingly in the bright, October sun. It was the shade that his 

own sweet mother had once had. It was also a lot like Mary’s.  
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 Thomas laid his lips upon the young child’s hair and kissed her softly. He breathed in her 

flowery, childish scent. She bobbed excitedly on his knee as the royal procession drew closer. 

Mary clapped her chubby hands and squealed  when the carriage bearing the queen came into 

view. She jumped down off his knee and pulled on his weathered hands. “Come, Grandfather! 

Let’s move closer so we can see the queen as she goes by.” The child’s enthusiasm was 

contagious, and Thomas, too, felt an excitement bubbling inside of him and a desire to get closer 

to the carriage. They stepped up to the edge of the dirt road and stood waiting.  

 Flying banners unfurled in the chilly autumn air and trumpets heralding the procession 

blared around them, but Thomas did not hear. When his eyes locked onto the leaden box that sat 

on the carriage, he froze. The casket had been draped with a bright blue tapestry with the new 

coat of arms woven into it that King James had commissioned when he took the English throne 

after Elizabeth’s death. On the right was the Lion of England and on the left, draped in chains, 

was the white Unicorn of Scotland. Both wore crowns upon their heads.  Thomas felt a 

tightening in his chest and suddenly found it difficult to breathe. It seemed as though time stood 

still, and he was locked into that single moment interminably.  

 It was because of this trance, that Thomas did not realize the procession had suddenly 

come to a stop right in front of him. A horseman had noticed that one of the horses had went 

lame and it brought the whole progress to a halt. The horns continued to blow, and the crowd 

continued to cheer, but nothing moved forward.  

 The only thing that brought Thomas out of his daze, was little Mary pulling free from his 

hand and running toward the carriage. Thomas tried to call for her, but she was intent on seeing 

the queen. Thomas too, lunged forward in an effort to catch the child, but it was no use. His aged 



Tonya U. Brown/THE QUEEN’S ALMONER/284 
 

legs couldn’t move as fast as the little one’s, but he finally caught up to her just as she came to a 

stop behind the carriage.  

 “Look Grandfather, they have a pretty blue cloth laying on top of her. And look, 

Grandfather! It has the unicorn of Scotland on it! Did the queen like pretty things, Grandfather?” 

 Thomas looked down at the casket, then laid a shaking hand upon the velvety cloth. A 

lump in his throat prevented him from answering the child’s question. Did she like pretty things? 

She liked music, and dancing, and poetry, and beautiful white horses, and wearing flowers in her 

hair, and dressing in beautiful gowns. He supposed she did like pretty things. He nodded his 

head in response to little Mary’s question, but he could not speak. Mary looked up at him again 

and her grandfather’s emotion tore at her tender heart. “Don’t cry, Grandfather, she will be very 

happy in her new resting place with the other kings and queens.” 

 Thomas nodded his head again and squeezed little Mary’s hand once more. “You are 

right, my child. She will be very happy; the daughter of a king, wife of a king, and mother of a 

king; she will be taking her place amongst the majestic kings and queens of England, right where 

she deserves to be.”  

 At that, the procession began to move forward once more, and Thomas and little Mary 

watched as the carriage carrying the beautiful queen of Scotland meandered away. It wasn’t until 

the carriage had faded out of sight completely that Thomas noticed that the weight in his chest, 

the heaviness that he had carried since that fateful February day so long ago, had lifted and he 

was able to breathe easier once again. He knew that Mary would finally rest in a sepulcher 

worthy of her name, and now, he too could rest easier, knowing that she was finally at home. 
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