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Brutus! there lies beyond the Gallic bounds


An island which the western sea surrounds,


By giants once possess’d; now few remain


To bar thy entrance, or obstruct thy reign.


To reach that happy shore thy sails employ;


There fate decrees to raise a second Troy,


And found an empire in thy royal line,


Which time shall ne’er destroy, nor bounds confine.


 


The History of the Kings of Britain, Geoffrey of Monmouth




PROLOGUE


1135 AD
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. . . the reliques of the other saints should be found, which had been hidden on account of the invasion of pagans; and then at last would they recover their lost kingdom.


The History of the Kings of Britain, Geoffrey of Monmouth




Armagh, Ireland


 


1135 AD


 


 


 


 


On the brow of Ard Macha, whose ancient slopes bore the name of a goddess of war, a band of men were waiting. They stood close together outside the cathedral’s doors, eyes searching the mist that shrouded the hilltop. A golden light was starting to suffuse the haze, the memorials of the saints in the cemetery just visible, but, beyond, the city of Armagh remained veiled in white.


A crow cast from one of the yew trees that guarded the approach to the cathedral, the beat of wings disturbing the hush. The eyes of the company darted in the direction of the bird to see a figure emerging from the mist. It was a man dressed in a hooded black robe that ill-fitted his gaunt frame. As he walked towards them, their hands tightened around their weapons. Some of the younger men shifted uneasily. One at their centre, as broad as an ox with a hard, craggy face, pushed through their ranks to the front. Niall mac Edan stared past the approaching figure, scanning the amber gloom. After a moment something large appeared, trundling in the man’s wake. It was a cart, drawn by a mule. Two men in black habits were leading the beast. Niall’s eyes narrowed in expectation, but there was no other movement. As ordered, Malachy had come alone.


The men with the cart halted on the edge of the cemetery, leaving Malachy to continue up the slope, the hems of his black habit flapping around bare feet. His head was shaven in a severe tonsure, his bald crown burned livid by the July sun. His face was pinched, the skin stretched over the bones of his cheeks and sinking into the hollows of his eyes. Niall sensed the tension in his men; saw some of them edge back. Last month, when Malachy came to this hillside, attempting to enter the cathedral, he brought an army with him and blood had been spilled. But Niall knew it wasn’t the memory of violence that unnerved his men. They would be calmer facing spears and axes than this solitary, whip-thin man whose feet were callused from years walking the land, preaching the word of God. They had all heard the stories.


It was said that Malachy once cursed a man who defamed him, causing the unfortunate’s tongue to swell and turn putrid, worms gushing from it. After seven days vomiting out the maggots that filled his mouth the wretch had died. A woman who harangued Malachy during a sermon was known to have fallen to the ground after the oration, convulsing so hard she swallowed her tongue. He was said to be able to cure pestilence and create it, cause rivers to rise and burst their banks, and it was believed that the vengeance of the Lord would fall upon any who stood against him.


Despite this, Niall mac Edan held his ground, not bothering to draw his sword. He had denied Malachy entry to Armagh and its cathedral for ten months now and he was still standing. His eyes moved to the cart, which, even at this distance, he could see was piled with chests. The sight of it strengthened his confidence. Only a man, as fallible as any born of Adam’s line, would need to resort to a bribe to get what he wanted. He gestured his men to move aside as Malachy, Archbishop of Armagh, approached.


 


Malachy watched the men before him part. Beyond, the doors of the cathedral were open into shadow. Ard Macha, encircled by mist, was as familiar as a friend. Born in this city almost forty years ago, he had grown to manhood with her green slopes in his view – upon which the blessed St Patrick had founded his church. The stone cathedral had changed in the years since he was a boy. It was only a decade since its ruined roof, struck by lightning in a time no one living could recall, had been replaced by Archbishop Cellach. The shingle still looked new. Malachy was pleased to see that although his friend and mentor had died his labours lived on. The thought of Cellach made him turn his attention to Niall mac Edan, at the head of the waiting company.


For almost two centuries, men of Niall’s clan had held sway over the cathedral, claiming to control the diocese by hereditary right, along with its wealth and the tributes of horses and cows from the people of the province. Few of these men who had stood as bishops had taken holy orders, or been consecrated in Rome. Most were married laymen, whose hands were more accustomed to weapons than scripture; men of avarice, lust and violence, whose control of Ireland’s Holy See was anathema in the eyes of the Church.


This evil had been uprooted by Cellach. A son of the clan, but a true man of God and a staunch reformer, he had elected Malachy to be his successor, but after Cellach’s death, Niall and other members of the family had defied this decree and kept Malachy out of the city. And so he had come to defend his right; first with an army, which resulted in bloodshed, now alone, with ten chests of coin. The payment was large, but the prize invaluable.


Malachy halted before Niall, wondering how such a brute could have sprung from the same womb as a devout man like Cellach. Cain and Abel, came the thought. ‘It is inside?’


‘As soon as I’ve seen my fee you can have it.’ Niall’s Gaelic was abrasive.


‘It is with my brethren.’


Niall motioned sharply to two of his men. ‘Go. Look.’


Moving warily past the archbishop, they headed down to the cart.


Malachy stood waiting while Niall’s men inspected the chests. It was not so many moons ago that the people of Ireland bartered with animals and goods. The plundering Norsemen had changed all that, bringing the tainted silver with them. How often these days it seemed a man’s worth was measured in such things, rather than in the fortune of his faith.


Once they were done, the two men hastened back up the slope. Both were grinning.


‘It’s all there,’ said one to Niall. ‘Ten chests.’


Niall’s eyes flicked back to Malachy. He gestured to the cathedral with a mocking sweep of his hand. ‘Enter then, your grace,’ he said, his voice biting down hard on the title as if it were a piece of gristle in his mouth.


The fires of hell cleanse your soul, Malachy thought as he moved past Niall and walked between the rows of armed men towards the doors of the cathedral. None of them lowered their weapons, but Malachy paid the barbed points and keen blades no heed. He paused at the entrance, his bare feet suddenly reluctant to take him from the dewy grass on to the flagstones beyond. He had not wanted this. Any of it. Now, more than ever, he missed the wild solitude of his beloved monastery, Ibracense. But Cellach had entrusted him with this position. It had been his mentor’s dying wish that he become Archbishop of Armagh. Moreover, the pope had commanded that he take control of his see and oust the men who continued to defy the laws of the Church.


Malachy stepped over the threshold and entered the shadows of the interior. The place had a smell of sweat and men about it. He didn’t look back as footsteps and triumphant voices faded behind him, Niall and his band swarming over their prize. Ahead, at the end of the nave, was the high altar. On the altar, where the flames of candles flickered, was a long object wrapped in white cloth.


Malachy dropped to his knees in front of it, resisting an overwhelming urge to seize the object; to hold in his hands what had once been held by Lord Jesus Christ. When the proper prayers had been said, he rose and carefully unwrapped the cloth. From out of the folds he drew a staff; a crosier, covered in an exquisite sheath of gold, encrusted with gems. All the candlelight and hazy morning sun filtering through the windows seemed caught in its precious length so that it blazed like a flame in his hands.


The staff had belonged to St Patrick who brought the word of God to Ireland seven hundred years ago. It was said that the saint had been given it by a hermit who received it from Jesus, although some heathens proclaimed Patrick stole it from the Druids. It was the holiest relic in Ireland. People would swear their most solemn oaths upon it; oaths that if broken would cause great plagues to sweep the land. It was the staff of the King of Kings, a symbol of righteousness and supreme authority.


It did not matter that Malachy had been chosen as Cellach’s successor, or that he had been consecrated in Rome. Until he was in possession of this relic his appointment would not be accepted by the people of Ireland. This was why he had agreed to Niall mac Edan’s demand for payment; for whosoever had control of the Staff of Jesus could claim to be not only rightful Archbishop of Armagh, but successor to St Patrick and spiritual ruler of all Ireland.




PART 1


1299–1301 AD
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He was in suspense for some time, whether he had better continue the war or not, but at last he determined to return to his ships while the greater part of his followers was yet safe, and hitherto victorious, and to go in quest of the island which the goddess had told him of.


The History of the Kings of Britain, Geoffrey of Monmouth




Chapter 1


Armagh, Ireland, 1299 AD


(164 years later)


 


The frail glow from a single candle danced over the walls of the crypt, throwing monstrous shadows up the sides of the octagonal pillars and across the ribs of the vaulted ceiling. The light’s bearer slowed his footsteps, cupping a hand around the flame as it threatened to flutter out. Around him the voices of the others were breaths in the darkness.


‘Hurry.’


‘There, Brother Murtough. The chest.’


‘I see it. Bring the light, Donnell.’


As Donnell moved closer to the whispers, his flame illuminated a collection of chests and boxes stacked on the floor. There were many such items stored in rows down the length of the sixty-foot crypt: baskets of cloth, sacks of grain and barrels of salted meat. The cathedral and the city it dominated had suffered much violence over the centuries, from destructive raids by neighbouring Irish chieftains and pillaging Norsemen, to the determined, tide-like expansion of the English. Thirty years ago, when Archbishop O’Scanlon ordered a great edifice built in place of the original scarred structure, the underground chamber had formed the base of his new choir, granting the cathedral and the people of Armagh a safe for their treasures.


Donnell halted beside his four companions, the candlelight staining their faces. The chests here were decoratively carved and painted with biblical imagery. It was clear they belonged to the cathedral and no doubt contained its collected wealth: chalices and plates, vestments, jewels and coin. The chest Murtough and the others had spotted was larger than the rest. Inlaid with inscriptions in Latin, barely legible under a layer of dust, it was the only one that could store what they had come for.


Murtough negotiated his way to it. The shadows highlighted the scar that furrowed the left side of his face, cleaving right through his upper lip, in sharp relief to the pale, unblemished skin that surrounded it. He reached out to lift the lid. When the chest failed to open, his brow knotted.


On the stillness came an eerie moaning, drifting towards them as if flowing down a tunnel, rising and falling in pitch.


One of the men crossed himself. ‘Lord, spare us!’ His exclamation resonated in the vaulted space.


Murtough’s scar creased with his scowl. ‘Matins, brother. The canons are singing the matins!’


The younger man let out a breath, but the fear didn’t leave his gaze.


Murtough rose and scanned the gloom until his eyes fell upon a pair of large silver candlesticks. He crossed to them and hefted one in his hands, testing its weight.


‘They will hear,’ said one of his companions, catching Murtough’s arm as he moved back, the candlestick brandished in his grip. The man’s eyes flicked to the ceiling, where the distant chanting continued.


‘There,’ murmured Donnell, the flame guttering in the rush of air from his lips. He pointed at a basket covered with cloth.


Seeing what he meant, Murtough went to it. Dust swarmed as he wrapped the cloth around the candlestick’s base. Returning to the chest, he rammed it at the lock. The muffled thud echoed like a drum. The chest shuddered, but although the wood was dented by the impact the lock didn’t break. Steeling himself, Murtough tried again, ears attuned for any change in the chanting descending from the cathedral choir. After three blows, the lock buckled. Murtough lifted the lid, sending shards of wood scattering. He stared inside at a neat collection of breviaries and Bibles.


As the others saw what it contained they began speaking in rapid whispers.


‘We cannot search every chest here.’


‘We have lingered too long already.’


‘I will not leave without it,’ replied Murtough grimly. ‘We were told beyond doubt that they are coming for it. I will not let it fall into their hands.’


‘But if we are caught . . .?’


Donnell moved down the chamber, his eyes on something that shimmered up ahead. He had glimpsed it earlier, but had thought it the reflection of his candlelight on one of the many barrels or coffers. Now he was accustomed to the gloom he realised that the glow in his cupped hand was too feeble to penetrate that far. Whatever it was, it was standing in its own source of light.


Drawing closer he saw a stone plinth, like an altar, the top of which was covered with brocaded cloth. He could smell the smoky perfume of incense. The chanting of the canons was louder here, the psalms of the dawn office rippling down to him. Upon the plinth lay a slender, gem-encrusted crosier.


‘Praise be.’


Looking up, Donnell saw an aperture cut into the roof of the crypt, tunnelled through the rock right up to the floor of the choir. Beyond the bars of an iron grate he made out the pillars of the choir aisle stretching to the far ceiling, bathed in candlelight. The Staff of Jesus lay hidden at the cathedral’s heart, displayed only to the canons who worshipped above.


According to their abbey’s records, one hundred and sixty-four years had passed since St Malachy had wrested the staff from Niall mac Edan. In all the time since it had rested on this hallowed hill, the cathedral, the city and Ireland itself changing around it. If sentient the staff would have perceived the distant convulsions of war as the English had come, first as adventurers, then under the command of their kings. It would have smelled the fires of destruction and heard the marching footsteps of the conquerors as they took the east coast from Wexford to Dublin and Antrim; felt the hammer blows as the earth was quarried for stone to construct new towns and castles that were heaved up to dominate the country they now controlled. Would Malachy, their blessed founder, even recognise what had become of the land outside these walls? Donnell turned, his eyes shining in the candlelight, as his brothers emerged from the darkness he had left behind.


Murtough moved past him, slowing as he approached the plinth, his gaze going from the staff to the iron grate above. Cautious, but eager, he stepped forward and took hold of the crosier. One of the others opened a cloth bag for him to lower the relic into. With the staff secured and Donnell lighting the way, the men hastened through the crypt, leaving the psalms of the cathedral’s canons to fade behind them.


By a door in the east wall, a figure was waiting. His pale face came into view with the approaching candlelight. ‘Do you have it?’


Murtough nodded, his eyes on the prone form of the doorkeeper his companion was crouched beside. There was a smear of blood on the man’s forehead. His sword was still in the scabbard at his side. He had not been expecting the attack. Why would he, from men in the garb of a holy order? ‘Has he stirred?’


‘No, brother. I fear we wounded him gravely.’


‘We will pray for him and suffer penance for the sins we have committed tonight.’ Murtough’s voice was gruff. ‘When the staff is safe.’ He nodded to Donnell, who pinched out the candle flame as the door was opened into the crisp dark of a spring dawn.


Leaving the body in the crypt, the six men stole across the grass, threading silently between the wooden crosses and memorials of the saints, their black habits making them one with the great shadow cast by St Patrick’s cathedral.


 


 


Antrim, Ireland, 1300 AD


 


The horse plunged through the forest, snorting steam and kicking up clods of earth. All around the trees surged, scattering rainwater through the canopy. Snatches of white sky flickered between webs of brown and brittle leaves. November’s fury had flayed the branches and the valley floor was covered in a rustling shroud.


Robert leaned into the furious pace, the wooden pommel jarring his stomach as he compelled the animal on through the trees. Fleet, a dappled grey courser, was so responsive to the bit that the merest tug of the reins would compel him up and over fallen boughs or across the narrow cuts of streams. The horse was smaller, but far swifter than Hunter, the destrier he had left back in Scotland in the care of his friend and ally, James Stewart.


The hood of Robert’s green cloak had slipped back miles ago and rain drenched his cheeks. His ears were full of the rushing wind and his own fierce breaths. Exertion raised a metal taste in his mouth. A small branch whipped his face, but he barely felt it, all his attention on the backs of the twelve running-hounds as they veered up a steep bank, barking furiously. Robert pricked his spurs into Fleet’s sides, urging him to follow.


Cresting the rise, he put his horn to his lips and blew several rapid bursts, indicating the change of direction to the others, whom he’d left some distance behind. Through a break in the trees he glimpsed a bald sweep of headland rearing over the mouth of the wooded valley. Beyond, the sea filled the horizon, slate grey beneath a sky ragged with clouds. Across the expanse of water, visible as a faint, broken line, was the coast of Scotland. Robert felt his chest tighten at the sight of his homeland. Then, he was goading Fleet on.


Ahead, through the tangle of oak and rowan, he got his first glimpse of the quarry – a flash of light-coloured rump with a darker stripe down the tail. Determination shifted to anticipation as the blind pursuit delivered the prospect of reward. The hounds had picked up the trail of a good-sized fallow buck. It switched this way and that, trying to elude the dogs, but they were fixed on its scent now, blood-lust impelling them through their exhaustion. The deer was following the natural line of the valley, through which a river ran down to the sea. Robert blew the horn again. Answering calls echoed from different parts of the forest, some behind, some ahead. Without warning the buck turned and reared, hooves striking the air. It wasn’t as big as the great red harts they had hunted until the season ended, but its antlers would still maim, even kill any hound that got too close.


Robert pulled on the reins, bringing Fleet to a wheeling halt as he shouted commands to the circling dogs. Uathach, his faithful bitch, was at the front of the pack. Despite having recently given birth to a litter of six she was fearless in her ferocity, her sinewy body hunched forward as she snarled at the buck, which lowered its head and tossed its antlers this way and that, raking the soil. Robert glanced over his shoulder, hearing the mad ringing of horns as the rest of the hunting party converged on his position. He caught sight of his brothers, Edward and Thomas, at the front of the company. The buck veered away through the undergrowth, but it was too late. The huntsmen, lying in wait further along the valley, had let slip the mastiffs.


Robert spurred the courser on, pursuing the deer in its final, desperate flight as from the left hurtled two massive dogs, the spikes on their collars flashing like metal teeth. The buck raced on despite the danger. Robert admired its tenacity, even as the mastiffs emerged from the trees and threw themselves upon it, one leaping up and under to tear at its throat, the other raking its hind. The buck’s bellow became a roar of pain as it crashed into the mud, limbs thrashing. Bringing Fleet to a stop, Robert swung down from the saddle, shouting for the huntsmen. They came sprinting through the bushes, sticks at the ready to whip away the mastiffs who had pinned the buck, their jaws embedded in its flesh. The animal snorted deeply and shuddered. As Robert went forward through the line of hounds he slid the silver-ringed horn back into its silk baldric – both gifts from his foster-father. The buck’s legs were twitching. Robert nodded to the huntsmen, who beat the ground menacingly with their sticks, until the dogs released their hold, licking bloody slaver from their jaws.


As Robert crouched by the deer he saw himself reflected in its eyes: wet hair falling in dark hanks around a strong-boned face, green cloak hanging heavy from broad shoulders, sodden with rain. The buck snorted again, blood trickling from its nostrils and pumping from the mortal wound in its neck. Robert eased off his glove and placed a hand on one of the antlers. He ran his palm along the curves of velvet bone and remembered his grandfather telling him that some believed an animal caught in the hunt would imbue its captor with its properties. Words, long forgotten, sang in his mind.


 


From the hart power and nobility; from the buck swiftness and grace.


From the wolf cunning and agility; from the hare the thrill of the race.


 


Drawing his broadsword, balanced by its ball-shaped pommel, he rose and placed the tip of the forty-two-inch blade over the buck’s fluttering heart. He pushed down hard.


The rest of the hunting party gathered, squires taking the reins of horses as the noblemen dismounted, calling their congratulations to him. Seeing Nes had arrived and was taking care of Fleet, Robert pulled a rag from the pouch at his belt and wiped the blood from his sword. The wood filled with the sound of frenzied barking as the running-hounds were allowed to take it in turns to tear at the buck’s neck – an incentive for the next hunt – before they were coupled by the varlets. Uathach was among them, panting steam into the frigid air. As the huntsmen surrounded the buck to prepare it for the unmaking, Robert’s foster-father came over.


Lord Donough’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he clamped a hand on Robert’s shoulder. ‘Well run, my son.’ He looked at the buck, nodding appreciatively. ‘He’ll make a fine feast for our table.’


Robert smiled, pleased by the old man’s admiration. As he stuffed the soiled cloth through his belt, Cormac, one of his foster-brothers, handed him a jewelled wine skin. Two years younger than Robert, at twenty-four, he was a mirror of Donough, without the crow’s feet or the white in his red hair, which he wore in the cúlán, the front thick and hanging in his eyes, the back shorn short.


Cormac grinned as Robert drank deep. ‘I thought you might leap off Fleet and sink your own teeth into the beast’s rump the haste you were in to catch it.’


Donough’s voice cut across him. ‘Mind your tongue, son. You speak to your elder and better.’


‘Elder anyway,’ Cormac murmured, as his father moved to oversee the huntsmen’s preparations.


‘Old enough at least to grow a man’s beard.’ Robert snatched out before his foster-brother could move and tugged hard at the whiskers Cormac was cultivating, causing him to pull away, protesting. Robert chuckled as the younger man sauntered off, rubbing his chin. Cormac reminded him so much of Edward. As Robert looked over at his brother, who was talking to Christopher Seton, his smile faded.


Fostered to Donough as children, as was the Gaelic custom, Robert and Edward had spent a year with the Irish lord and his sons, learning to ride and to fight, in training for knighthood. But while Cormac had retained his carefree insouciance, Edward’s spirit had been dampened in the time since. Robert had found the return to the Antrim estates after fifteen years had only served to accentuate the changes the war had wrought in his brother, and in him.


‘For the unmaking, sir.’


Robert turned as one of the huntsmen offered him a leather pouch in which were inserted five knives, each with a different blade, one for cutting through bone and sinew, another for flaying the hide, others for more delicate butchery. He gestured to his foster-father. ‘I’ll pass the honour to the master.’


Donough laughed contentedly and pushed up the sleeves of his shirt. Choosing a knife, he crouched with a wince and went to work on the buck, which had been turned on its back, antlers pushed into the mud to hold it steady. The hounds had quietened. Knowing their reward would be coming soon they watched the blood flow as the lord made the first cut.


As the men gathered to witness the unmaking, Robert’s gaze drifted over them. Edward was lounging against a tree, arms folded. Christopher Seton was following Donough’s brisk movements intently. Close by, Niall, at nineteen the youngest of Robert’s four brothers, rested an elbow on Thomas’s shoulders, the two so unlike one another it was impossible to guess they shared the same blood. While Niall had been blessed with the dark good looks and merry temperament of their mother, Thomas took after their father: bull-shouldered and beetle-browed. The varlets and the local men who had joined in the hunt stood apart from the nobles, watching their lord work. All their faces were flushed with exhilaration, every one of them satisfied by a hunt that had concluded with a clean kill and no injury to horse or hound. Every one, that was, but him.


The pursuit might have ended, but none of Robert’s impatience had diminished. It remained in his belly, hot and unsated. That broken coastline he had glimpsed during the chase filled his mind. Scotland taunted him with its proximity. It was a year since he resigned as guardian of the kingdom and seven months since he had come to Antrim. Seven months absent from the war that ravaged his country. Seven months away from his home and his daughter, chasing a ghost.


Robert glanced round at a snap of twigs to see Alexander Seton move up beside him. His muscular form was swathed in a hunting cloak and rainwater trickled steadily down his hard face. He appraised Robert with a knowing look, as if he’d read his thoughts.


‘Another good hunt.’


Robert nodded curtly, wary of the tone in his companion’s voice, which augured contention. He wasn’t wrong.


‘But I’ll say again, however good the sport, I’d rather my sword was bloodied for a greater purpose. How long do you plan to stay here?’


Robert didn’t respond, but the lord from East Lothian who had been in his company for over three years, fighting at his side, wasn’t to be dismissed so easily.


‘We should go home where we’re needed, Robert. This was a fool’s errand.’


Anger flared in Robert, the words pricking him with a truth he didn’t want to hear. ‘Not until I’ve exhausted every possibility. We haven’t heard from the monks at Bangor yet. It’s little over a week since Donough sent word to the abbey. I want to give them more time.’


‘More time?’ Alexander kept his voice low beneath the conversations going on around them. ‘The monks didn’t respond to the first message we sent three months ago and even if they do know where the staff is, why would they tell us? It’s clear from what we know – the theft in the night, the murder of the doorkeeper – that whoever took it from the cathedral intended for it to vanish without trace. The Earl of Ulster hasn’t found it despite the fact his knights have been scouring the length and breadth of Ireland. By God, if a man such as Richard de Burgh, with all his power and resources, cannot find this relic, how can we?’


Robert stared at the carcass of the buck as Donough pulled the hide back from its stomach, ripping skin from muscles. His pride fought against the sense in Alexander’s words. He had to believe he had been right to come here, no matter the doubt that had wormed its way in. ‘You can return to Scotland. I won’t stop you. But I’m staying.’


‘I have nothing to return to. I gave up everything to join you and your cause. We both did.’ Alexander stared across the gathering at his cousin. ‘Longshanks would have Christopher and me clapped in irons the moment either of us set foot in our lands.’


Robert looked over at Christopher Seton. The Yorkshireman, whom he’d knighted two years earlier, was talking animatedly to Edward and Niall. ‘Your lands may yet be won. We took back a great deal of territory before we left and James Stewart and the others will have continued the fight in our absence.’


‘Territory will mean nothing if King Edward returns in strength. His last campaign almost annihilated us. We lost ten thousand men on the field at Falkirk. With William Wallace in France and you here, who will stand against the English? Tell me, are you content to leave the fate of our kingdom in the hands of a man like John Comyn?’


Robert’s jaw tightened. The months absent from Scotland had not dulled his hostility towards his enemy. If anything, time had heightened it, his mind darkened by the knowledge that the longer he stayed away the more Comyn would consolidate his own position.


Two years ago, almost to the day, after William Wallace resigned as guardian of Scotland, Robert and John Comyn, the same age and heirs to the fortunes of their families, had been elected in his place. Together they had governed the king-less, war-torn realm, presiding over the fractured community of earls, lords, knights and peasants who sought an end to Edward Longshanks’ English dominion. It had not been an easy alliance. There was enmity enough between the two men, but worse still was the bitterness between their families. Poisoned by an act of betrayal decades earlier that bad blood had seeped through the years since, flowing from father to son.


In invoking Comyn, Alexander Seton played a clever move. But he missed the fundamental point. When Robert left, his place as guardian had been taken by William Lamberton, but even the appointment of the formidable Bishop of St Andrews wouldn’t have stopped Comyn bolstering his support among the men of the realm. In order to restore his own authority in Scotland, Robert knew he had to return with something that could prove his greater worth, something that could win them their freedom. John Comyn was just another reason he could not return without the prize he sought: St Malachy’s staff.


‘You told us our country needed a new king,’ Alexander continued gruffly, mistaking Robert’s silence for indifference. ‘One who would defend our liberties, where John Balliol failed. You told us you would be that king.’


Now, Robert turned to him. The memory of the words he had spoken in the courtyard of Turnberry Castle three years ago – the year he broke his oath of fealty to King Edward to fight alongside William Wallace – was still vivid. He had addressed his men back then with fire in his heart, promising to defend their freedom and pledging to be their king. Not only did his veins flow with the royal blood of the house of Canmore, but his grandfather had been named heir presumptive by Alexander II. Before his death, the old man had passed that claim to him and Robert had sworn to uphold it, no matter the pretenders who sat upon the throne in defiance of the Bruce family’s right.


His voice strengthened. ‘And I will be.’




Chapter 2


The hunting party made their way across the fields in the deepening gloom. The huntsman carried the buck’s severed head, trailing a bright line of blood that had summoned the crows which circled in their wake. After the hounds had been given their reward the rest of the carcass had been dismembered, the best bits of venison going to Lord Donough for his table, the rest to the men who had participated in the chase. Even the local lads who jogged alongside the mounted nobles had leaf-wrapped parcels of meat and bone to take home to their families. Donough always saw that everyone was fed.


They joined the track that took them on the homeward stretch to Donough’s hall, past the remains of a ring-fort where sheep grazed in the ruins that were stippled with moss and yellow rosettes of butterwort. Robert stared at the crumbling stones, struck by memory. He saw himself, lean and long-limbed, straddling the highest point of the tumbled-down walls, fists raised in triumph as his foster-brothers clambered up behind him, panting from the race. His own voice echoed down the years.


‘I am the king! I am the king!’


He turned from the ruins as the track dipped with the slope of the land and the hall came into view. Cormac dug in his spurs and galloped ahead, his red hair wild in the wind. Niall and Thomas rode after him, racing one another. The hall dominated a grassy mound that rose over the banks of a shallow river. It was ringed by a defensive ditch and palisade, the stakes of which were unstained by weather or time. Eighteen months ago, most of the buildings had been destroyed by fire, leaving only the stone shell of the hall. It had taken months of labour, but with Donough’s determination, the devotion of his tenants and coins from Robert’s coffers, the place looked almost as it had when Robert lived here as a boy.


Following in the wake of the three young men, the rest of the company funnelled through the gate in the palisade. The guards nodded a greeting to Donough and Robert, who urged their mounts up the well-worn incline to the yard in the centre of the stables and barns, which still smelled of sawn timber. Thomas and Niall had dismounted with Cormac and were issuing orders to the grooms who came out to meet the party. Robert’s younger brothers had remained in fosterage when the war broke out between Scotland and England four years ago and were now more at home here than in the Bruce family’s strongholds in Carrick and Annandale.


As Robert swung down from the saddle and handed the reins to Nes, he saw Donough’s steward.


‘My lord.’ The steward raised his voice over the excited barking of the hounds. ‘I trust you fared well?’


‘A fine fallow, Gilbert,’ said Donough, dismounting. ‘We have meat for hanging.’


‘I will see to it. For now, my lord, you have company.’


Donough frowned. ‘Who?’


‘Two monks from Bangor Abbey. They arrived shortly after noon.’ Gilbert’s gaze lingered on his lord’s mud-caked boots and cloak. ‘Shall I bid them wait while you change?’


Robert stepped forward. ‘No, Gilbert. We’ll see them now.’


When the steward glanced at Donough, the lord nodded. ‘See there is food enough for all the company tonight. My men will dine with me.’


‘Yes, my lord.’


Leaving the steward to direct the huntsmen and the varlets to usher the hounds to the kennels, Robert and his foster-father headed for the hall. As he crossed the yard, Robert caught the eye of Alexander Seton. Feeling vindicated, and satisfied with it, he stepped into the smoky shadows, his anticipation rising.


Inside the hall, by the chamber’s hearth, were the two monks in black habits. They turned as Robert and Donough entered, the flames in the grate gusting with the rush of cold air. One was younger than the other and had a plain, earnest face and worried, darting eyes. The older of the two was more distinctive with a grotesque scar that carved its way down his cheek and through his lip. He stood erect, feet planted apart, meeting Robert’s appraising gaze with a bellicose stare that would have looked more at home on a warrior than a man of the cloth.


Donough didn’t seem at all affected by the hostility in that look, going straight to the scarred monk and clasping his hand in both of his. ‘Brother Murtough, it has been too long. You received my messages? I feared the worst when you failed to answer.’


‘We would have come sooner. But the danger was too great.’


The scarred monk’s Gaelic was rough and guttural, different enough in cadence from the way his own family spoke it that Robert strained to understand him.


‘Ulster’s spies have been watching us.’ Murtough’s eyes roved around the hall, taking in the new beams that criss-crossed the roof. ‘I am glad, Lord Donough, to see you were able to repair the damage his men caused here.’


Donough’s smile vanished at the name of the man whose knights had been responsible for the destruction of his home. ‘I wasn’t going to let the dogs think they had won.’ He turned to Robert. ‘And I had a great deal of help from my foster-son, Sir Robert, Earl of Carrick and lord of these estates.’


The scarred monk’s attention shifted to Robert. ‘Your name and pedigree precede you, Sir Robert. Your grandfather was a great man, God rest his soul. My brethren and I honour him still.’


Robert frowned in surprise. As far as he knew, his grandfather had never visited Ireland. The Bruce family’s lands in Antrim, from Glenarm to Olderfleet, had not been part of the old man’s legacy. Like the earldom of Carrick, they were part of the inheritance of Robert’s mother, acquired by his father on their marriage and granted to him eight years ago. Having taken his father’s place, Robert had found it strange, returning to Antrim as lord, to have his foster-father kneel before him to pay homage. ‘I didn’t know you knew my grandfather.’


‘Not personally,’ the younger monk clarified. ‘But we benefited from his generosity. He sent money to our abbey for years to pay for candles to burn at the shrine of our blessed founder, St Malachy.’


Donough nodded when Robert looked at him. ‘Your grandfather had the donations sent to me through your mother.’ He gestured to the long table that dominated the hall, where a jug of wine and goblets had been placed. ‘Let us sit.’


As they moved to the trestle and benches, Robert thought of the abbey at Clairvaux in France and other holy sites where his grandfather had paid for candles to be lit in honour of the saint. How many wicks still smouldered in chapels and abbeys, kept alight by the old man’s will, all in an effort to atone for the sins of their ancestor?


When travelling through Scotland, so the story went, Malachy, Archbishop of Armagh, once stayed at the Bruce family’s castle in Annan. Hearing of a robber who was sentenced to hang, he requested the man be spared, a plea the Lord of Annandale granted. When, the following day, Malachy saw the man hanging from a gallows, he brought his wrath down upon the lord and his line. The curse he laid upon them was said to have caused the river to rise and wash away their stronghold, forcing the Bruce family to build a new castle at Lochmaben.


Robert’s father had always mocked the legend, citing a winter storm as the cause of the damage to the castle, but his grandfather had blamed it not only for past misfortunes, but for all the events following the tragic death of King Alexander III that led to the crowning of Edward’s puppet king, John Balliol, and the loss of the Bruce family’s claim to the throne.


‘Last year, my brothers sought me out to tell me of the destruction of Donough’s hall at the Earl of Ulster’s hands,’ explained Robert, as he sat. ‘They said Ulster’s men were looking for a relic King Edward desired – a relic known by some as the Staff of Jesus and by others as the Staff of Malachy.’ He studied Murtough while he spoke, but the monk’s scarred features revealed nothing. ‘I resigned from the guardianship of Scotland in the hope that I might find this staff and prevent the king from seizing it. Lord Donough sent messages to your abbey in the belief that your order may know of its whereabouts.’


When the two men remained silent, Donough sighed roughly. ‘Come, Murtough, you may have kept your distance these past months, but word travels even if you do not.’ He poured a goblet of wine and passed it to the monk. ‘We know Ulster’s men searched your abbey after the staff disappeared from Armagh. Why else would they do this if they did not suspect you of having taken it?’


‘And why would he destroy your home, Donough?’ countered Murtough. ‘Are you believed to have stolen it?’


‘Our support of your order is well known. We became suspects by association.’ Donough scowled. ‘And doubtless it presented the excuse Ulster has been looking for to remove us from Glenarm for good. Under the lordship of the Bruce family we have been protected all these years, while our countrymen were driven into the west by English invaders. I was one of only a handful of men who retained his lands. Of course Ulster wants me gone. But I say God help him and all his kind when our countrymen rise to take back what is theirs. Trouble grows in the south for de Burgh and his kin from what I hear. There are rumours of rebellion. Of war.’ He thumped his fist on the table. ‘A day of reckoning is coming. Mark my words.’


‘Richard de Burgh was an ally of your family for years, Sir Robert,’ remarked the younger monk. ‘We know too of your allegiance to King Edward. How can we be sure where your loyalties lie in this matter?’


‘Those allegiances are three years dead. They ended the day I joined the insurrection led by William Wallace.’ Robert leaned forward, holding the monk with his gaze. ‘Both our countries have suffered under the English king’s dominion. If you know where the staff is, I can help you keep it from him.’ As the young man glanced at Murtough, Robert caught a flicker of hope in his face. He seized on it. ‘In Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain it is written that Brutus of Troy, who founded these islands, had certain relics in his possession. On his death, his sons carved up the land between them into what would become England, Ireland, Wales and Scotland, each taking one of the four relics to symbolise his new authority.’


‘I am aware of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s works,’ Murtough cut in.


Robert continued, undeterred by the monk’s tone. ‘According to a vision of the prophet Merlin, whose words Monmouth claimed to be translating, this division began Britain’s descent into chaos. Merlin foretold that these relics would need to be gathered again under one ruler to prevent the land’s final ruin. Both Utherpendragon and his son, King Arthur, came close to succeeding, but never fully achieved this. When Edward conquered Wales he discovered a lost prophecy that named the four treasures. For England, Curtana, the Sword of Mercy. For Wales, the Crown of Arthur, believed to be the diadem worn by Brutus himself. For Scotland . . .’


Here, Robert faltered, his thoughts filling with the bitter image of a block of stone in the belly of a wagon, careening down a dusty track. He was riding furiously in its wake, shield held high. Around him rode other men, blades in their hands and victory in their faces. All bore the same shield as him: blood red with a dragon rearing, fire-wreathed, in the centre. Shamefully, he had played his own part that day, in taking that most precious of relics to Edward.


‘For Scotland,’ he finished, ‘the Stone of Destiny, upon which all our kings have been crowned.’


‘We have heard of King Edward’s conquests,’ said the younger monk gravely. ‘We know he has taken these treasures for his shrine at Westminster. Only the staff of our founder evades him.’


‘Then you know how much he wants this last relic. How he will stop at nothing to get it.’


‘And what about you, Earl Robert?’ said Murtough, his eyes glittery in the candlelight. As he took a draught of wine, some of the liquid dribbled through the cleft in his lip. ‘Do you believe in Merlin’s prophecy?’


‘It does not matter what I believe. What matters is that the king’s subjects and many of his men believe. They fight for it, bleed and die for it. They are the sword that enabled him to conquer Wales. Now Scotland. The belief that they are saving Britain from ruin adds fire to their conviction. Edward conquers not just with might, but with the power of prophecy. He will make himself a new Brutus, a new Arthur. And all Britain will bend before him.’


‘If you had the staff, what would you do with it?’


Robert steeled himself to the challenge in the older monk’s stare, feeling Murtough could see right through to the desire in his heart – a desire that had little to do with protecting the relic and everything to do with atonement for his sin in the theft of another. If King Edward offered him the Stone of Destiny in return for the staff tomorrow he would gladly accept. He levelled the monk with his gaze, giving away nothing of his thoughts. ‘I would prevent him from taking it. My ancestor offended St Malachy and our family has suffered ever since. For my grandfather and my line, this is my chance to right that wrong.’


For a long moment, Robert didn’t think Murtough was going to respond, then the monk set down his goblet.


‘After Ulster’s men ransacked our abbey and found nothing we thought that would be the end of it, but then we discovered his knights were keeping watch on us, following our brothers when they left the abbey grounds, questioning anyone who visited – labourers, laundresses. A little over two months ago one of our acolytes disappeared. It emerged that he had been seen meeting with Ulster’s knights. Some time later, we discovered documents were missing from our vault.’ Murtough paused. ‘We fear Ulster may now know of Ibracense.’


Robert frowned. ‘Ibracense?’


The younger monk glanced at Murtough, who nodded. ‘When Malachy was elected Abbot of Bangor he rebuilt the abbey, but soon after it was attacked by a local chieftain and Malachy and his brethren were forced to flee south. On an island in a great lake, our blessed founder built a monastery where he and his brothers remained, isolated from the barbarities of the world, for three years. Malachy called it Ibracense. He was forced to leave this sanctuary when he took up his position as Archbishop of Armagh, wresting the Staff of Jesus from Niall mac Edan. He never returned. It is only recalled in the records of our abbey, which he rebuilt once more before he passed away. The documents that were stolen from our vault speak of Ibracense – not its location, which is known to only a handful of our brethren – but the description is enough to offer a guide. Soon after our acolyte disappeared, Ulster’s men vanished from Bangor. We believe they are looking for the island. If they find it, they will find the staff.’


Murtough looked at Donough, his expression now weary, defeated. ‘It is why we answered your summons. We do not have the ability to keep moving it, or soldiers to guard it. The relic’s concealment was all we could rely on.’


Robert spoke. ‘I can take it to Scotland and secure it until both our countries are free of Edward’s control. When it is safe to do so, I will return it to you.’


After a silence, Murtough nodded. ‘We will take your proposition to the abbot.’


 


 


Loughrea, Ireland, 1301 AD


 


Richard de Burgh, Earl of Ulster and Lord of Connacht, took the roll of parchment the clerk handed to him. The royal seal hung heavily from it, the red beeswax, imprinted with King Edward’s coat of arms, cracking around the edges. The earl’s face, webbed with scars, was grim as he scanned the inked rows of letters and numerals. Around him the chamber bustled with servants, packing clothes into chests and removing tapestries from the lime-washed walls, emptying the chamber of its movable wealth.


‘As you can see, Sir Richard,’ said the chancellor carefully, ‘the revenues requested from Westminster have almost doubled this past year. The exchequer has been forced to raise taxes in order to meet King Edward’s demands without further impoverishing our administration at Dublin. We are stretched to the limit as it is.’


Ulster looked up from the roll at the chancellor’s solemn face, thinking the man was shrewd to blame the office for the rise, rather than himself as the exchequer’s chief clerk, or indeed the king.


The chancellor laced his thin fingers. ‘You must know how much King Edward relies upon you, Sir Richard. You have the power to change his fortunes here. He needs the revenue only a man of your stature can provide in order to succeed in his fight against the Scots. Victory is close. His enemies suffered grave losses at Falkirk and a new campaign has been planned for the coming months, but the king’s treasury was drained by the war against his cousin in Gascony and the rebellion he was forced to crush in Wales. He has been compelled to raise taxes throughout his crown lands. We, every one of us, must suffer that burden if our king is to succeed in bringing Britain under his dominion.’


‘It was Ireland’s grain that fed his troops in Gascony and Wales,’ responded Ulster, his deep voice grinding over the chancellor’s mollifying tones. ‘My tenants and I suffered this burden long before today.’


‘And for that you have his gratitude. King Edward will reward your sacrifice when the war in Scotland is won. There are rich lands there, ripe for the picking.’


Ulster rose, his gold-embroidered mantle of fine Flemish cloth shifting around his large frame as he walked to the windows, through which the steel-bright February sun was streaming. Beyond the panes of leaded glass Lough Rea was spread out before him, its blue expanse ruffled by wind. His family had built this castle, their chief stronghold in Connacht, and the walled town that surrounded it sixty years ago, but their supremacy in the land extended back further still to the Norman lords who sailed to Ireland under King John, continuing the conquest begun by his father, Henry II.


Those men had carved out a broad swathe of territory from Cork to Antrim, taming the landscape under the plough, altering the face of it with castles, mills and towns. Here, in the fertile east, they settled for generations, the native Irish driven into the harsh, mountainous west. During those years, the de Burgh family had grown in prominence and power until, under Richard, they had reached their zenith. But things were changing. The Irish were pushing back. Already, there was war on the borders, native kings banding together to force out the English along the frontiers. The conquerors’ control was deteriorating as the economy weakened under King Edward’s increasing demands.


How galling, Ulster thought, now to be looking down from the heights of the illustrious position he had attained and seeing only the slope of decline. He turned to the chancellor. ‘The building of my new castle at Ballymote has put a strain on my resources and with the exodus of so many of our countrymen, unable to protect themselves from Irish brigands, I am left to shoulder the duties of many. Whole settlements have been abandoned by those choosing to return to England. The more men leave, the more soldiers the rest of us have to find for the breach. If King Edward takes much more, we will no longer be able to hold back the tide of felons and marauders who wait on our borders, testing them always for signs of weakness.’


Ulster paused, his attention snared by a tall, well-built man in a sky-blue cloak, who had moved into the chamber past two servants carrying out a chest. ‘But I will do whatever I can for my lord. You have my word on that.’ Ulster strode from the window. ‘Show the Lord Chancellor and his men to lodgings,’ he ordered one of his servants, before confronting the man in the doorway, who looked as though he had ridden through several nights. The captain’s cloak was stained with horse sweat, his hair unkempt, eyes shadowed.


‘Sir Esgar? What brings you?’


Esgar inclined his head, his cloak parting to reveal the glimmer of mail. ‘I bear tidings, my lord, from the north.’


‘Walk with me.’ Ulster headed from the chamber, leaving the chancellor and clerks to gather up their rolls.


The captain fell into step beside the earl as he led the way along the passage. All around, people hurried about their duties, making ready to move the earl’s considerable household to his new castle, eighty miles north. ‘I believe I may have a new trail to follow in our hunt for the staff.’


Ulster felt his anticipation stirred, but didn’t allow it to consume him. There had been leads before, without success. He had several companies in the south searching for islands that fitted the description in the abbey’s records, but so far they had found nothing. He made his way down the stairs, a servant who had been heading up backing hastily down before him. ‘What trail?’


‘My men and I kept watch on the abbey, but at a distance as you instructed. Our strategy worked and we began to notice the monks coming and going more freely. Shortly after the Christ Mass we observed the abbot’s trusted man, Murtough, and two brethren leaving the abbey, equipped for a journey.’ Esgar moved back into step with the earl as they descended to the ground floor. ‘At a settlement they joined fifteen men and headed south. When I discovered who was leading this company, I left my men trailing them and rode straight here.’


‘Who was it?’


‘Robert Bruce, the Earl of Carrick.’


‘Bruce?’ Ulster’s voice sharpened with surprise. He halted, facing the captain.


‘We already knew Bruce was in Antrim from reports by our men. Travelling with him were two of his brothers, who reside with Lord Donough at Glenarm, and one of the lord’s sons. The rest I did not know.’


‘You believe they are going after the staff?’


‘From what our informant in the abbey told us we know Murtough was involved in the relic’s disappearance. The monks would have no doubt discovered their missing documents by now and would assume we are closer to finding Ibracense. I think they will try to move it.’


Ulster’s anticipation now took him over. Robert Bruce – King Edward’s enemy – and the Staff of Malachy in one fell swoop? How much would such a prize be worth to the king? Much more, he guessed, than those additional taxes. ‘Will you be able to track them?’


‘My men will leave messages at our garrisons en route. It shouldn’t be hard.’


‘Let them take the relic before you make a move, understand? Seize the staff, capture Bruce and bring him to me at Ballymote.’ Ulster levelled the captain with a challenging stare. ‘I will be waiting, Esgar.’


‘Yes, my lord.’


As Esgar headed to the stables, Ulster strode out into the castle courtyard, enlivened by the prospect. Servants were piling chests into the backs of wagons, while knights and squires checked gear and weapons. It was a small army that would accompany him and his family through what had become known as the land of war. The men’s surcoats were decorated with the blazons of their respective commanders, but all bore a red band of cloth around their upper arms, decorated with the black lion from Ulster’s coat of arms. In these troubled times it was becoming more necessary to be able to identify friend from foe quickly.


As Ulster spoke with his men, checking preparations for the journey, he saw a young woman moving through the crowd. In her white gown she was a pearl, glimmering among the grey shells of armour. He smiled as she approached, his hard face softening. ‘Are you ready to leave?’ he asked, kissing the top of her head, which was covered by a stiff white coif. Her sisters wore their black locks piled in braids, decorated with silver and jewels, but Elizabeth, at sixteen the youngest of his daughters, had worn hers covered since the age of ten.


‘I have been praying for our safe passage to Ballymote, Father.’


As she turned up her face to his, her pale skin reddened by the wind, Ulster saw the worry in her eyes. ‘I am certain the Lord will have heard your prayers.’ When she didn’t respond, he moved her gently to face the crowded courtyard. ‘Look at the men He has provided me with.’ Beneath his hands he felt the tension in her slim shoulders. She was always so anxious. When she was a child Elizabeth had been as carefree and wild as a sprite, but the accident had changed that.


On a June day six years before, Elizabeth had been playing on the banks of Lough Rea when she had slipped and fallen in. Her governess had not been watching her. The lough was deep and the child couldn’t swim. By chance two squires had been passing and leapt in and saved her. At first, Ulster blessed his good fortune, then, after the shock of almost losing his daughter wore off, he thanked God in prayers more heartfelt than ever before. By that evening everyone in the castle, himself included, was calling it a miracle.


But when God had saved her He seemed to have claimed her for Himself, so that now Elizabeth was wed to Him, her prayers and piety demanding all her time, leaving little room for merriment, or indeed a suitor. It was why she remained the only unmarried one of all his children. Still, Ulster refused to send her to a convent, despite her pleas. Elizabeth’s youth and beauty made her one of his greatest assets and the earl was determined that while God might have her soul, a husband would have her heart.




Chapter 3


Caerlaverock, Scotland, 1301 AD


 


The siege engines towered out of the mist – monstrous forms dedicated to destruction. Each had been christened by the Englishmen who manned them. The Vanquisher. The Hammer. The Boar. Each was primed, ready for the day’s ruin.


With a roared order from the engineers the winches were released, the beams arcing up to slingshot their loads at the sandstone walls and towers of the castle. The great stones struck with ear-splitting cracks, dust and mortar exploding on impact and a gaping hole appearing in one of the twin towers of the gatehouse. As rubble splashed into the moat, the shouts of the engineers echoed and, immediately, men began to heave on the ropes, drawing down the arm of each machine and hoisting up the massive weighted basket that hung at its opposite end. When the arm was down, a large stone ball, hewn for the purpose, was rolled into the leather sling. It was David and Goliath. Only now it was the monster who had the stone in his fist and sixty Scottish soldiers cowered within the walls, like a David with no hope whatsoever.


Beyond the industry of the siege lines, crowded among the castle’s earthwork defences and outbuildings, which had fallen to the English yesterday, was a seething encampment of three thousand men. Smoke curled from fires, adding a grey pall to the morning mists. The smell of boiled meat from the cooking pots blended with the reek of horse dung and the stink from the dug-out latrines. The place blazed with colour, from the knights’ surcoats and mantles to the pennons on their lance shafts and the banners that were hoisted above the great retinues of England’s earls.


At the heart of the camp, King Edward watched as the siege engines were primed again. At over six feet he was an erect tower of a man, standing head and shoulder above most of those around him. His crimson surcoat was emblazoned with three golden lions, beneath which a mail hauberk and coat-of-plates broadened his muscular frame. His beard, the same swan-feather white as his hair, was clipped brutally close to his jaw and did little to soften his grim countenance. The only trace of frailty to be found in that face was the droop in one of his eyelids, a defect inherited from his father, which had become more prominent since he had turned sixty. With the gold crown upon his head and the scarred broadsword strapped to his side he was the embodiment of majesty and might, inviting comparison with legendary warriors of old – Brutus, Roland, Charlemagne. Arthur.


As the engines let loose another barrage, Edward followed the missiles with his eyes. It was only the second day of the siege and already the walls were pitted with damage. It would, however, take much more to bring the structure to ruin. Caerlaverock Castle, shaped like a shield with towers at each point of its triangle, stood isolated in the waters of its surrounding moat, drawbridge raised. Built only thirty years earlier, it was said to be one of the most redoubtable fortresses in Scotland. Stretching behind it were the salt marshes and mud-flats of the Solway Firth, beyond which lay England. With the fall of the Bruce family’s stronghold at Lochmaben, Caerlaverock had become the new gateway to the west of Scotland. It was the first obstacle he faced on this campaign.


‘My lord king.’


Humphrey de Bohun moved up beside him. He was clad in a blue surcoat, banded with a broad white stripe and decorated with six gold lions. His brown hair was covered by a coif of mail that framed his broad face and he carried his great helm under his arm. ‘Work is progressing well on the belfry, my lord. The engineers believe it will be ready before the week is out. Once it’s lowered into the moat the fighting top should come high enough up the walls to allow our men to scale them. Unless, of course, it falls to us before that.’


As Humphrey’s attention shifted to the castle, the king noted the hunger in his gaze. The young man had succeeded his father as Constable of England and Earl of Hereford and Essex three years earlier, and along with those distinguished titles he seemed to have inherited the same intensity of expression, as if some thought or passion was constantly burning behind his green eyes. Edward had seen a similar fire of late in the other men of his Round Table, bound to him – as King Arthur’s knights had been – by oaths stronger than fealty or homage. The war had become something personal to all of them. Some, like Humphrey, had lost family to a Scottish blade. Others were fighting for the promise of reward, or glory. But all were here for retribution against the man whose betrayal had cut like a poisoned dagger through their ranks – a man they had once called brother.


Robert Bruce.


That name was a splinter under Edward’s skin. The last reports revealed that Bruce had resigned his position as guardian of Scotland and disappeared, leaving a maddening and disturbing silence. The king’s best hope lay in the belief that if anyone could find Bruce it was Adam, but he had heard no word from the Gascon in months. ‘The divisions,’ he asked Humphrey, ‘they are prepared?’


‘If we storm the castle with the belfry and our men are able to lower the drawbridge, your son will command the main assault. As you instructed.’


The king seized on the trace of doubt in the younger man’s voice. ‘You do not think him ready?’


Humphrey paused before answering. ‘I think it is a challenging assault for a first command, my lord.’


The king surveyed the crowd of men around the royal pavilion, his keen eyes picking out his son. Edward, only weeks away from his seventeenth birthday, was a mirror of himself in adolescence; the same blond hair and long, angular features. In the past year the boy’s body had lengthened and begun to thicken, suggesting he would also inherit his stature. He was standing with his companions, all sons of lords or earls, apart from Piers Gaveston, who owed his position to the king’s own indulgence. The son of a loyal Gascon knight, Piers had seemed an ideal companion for the young Edward. The two had since grown inseparable, but while his son seemed content to spend his days fishing and lazing outdoors it was Piers who had developed an impressive martial reputation in that time. Handsome, charismatic, arrogant, his prowess on the tournament field was already being commented on in court, while the heir to the throne languished contentedly in his shadow. That, the king was determined, would change on this campaign, which was why he had given the command of half the English army to his son.


‘A victory here will be a worthy beginning to his career. I fought my first campaign at his age. It is past time he was tested. This war and his forthcoming marriage will see to it.’ The king turned, fixing Humphrey with his full attention. ‘On the subject of which, I am aware you have been spending time with my daughter.’


A faint wash of colour bloomed on the earl’s cheeks.


Edward laughed, the sound brief and brittle. ‘Do not fear, Humphrey. I am glad. Since the death of Count John, I have been pondering the question of a new suitor for my daughter. When this campaign is won, we will discuss the matter.’


‘My lord, I would be honoured . . .’


Edward, however, wasn’t listening. His gaze had been caught by a company of mounted men making their way through the camp, led by four royal knights. He recognised, with swift-rising hostility, the corpulent man at the head, astride a stocky black horse. It was Robert Winchelsea, Archbishop of Canterbury. With the archbishop was a retinue of black-clad clerics and two foreign-looking men in sumptuous scarlet robes and jewelled hats. Appraising their distinctive appearance, at once pious and wealthy, Edward felt certain he knew where they had come from. They had the look of men from the papal curia in Rome. The king’s hostility shifted to unease.




Chapter 4


Lough Luioch, Ireland, 1301 AD


 


Robert sat at the prow, watching the island draw near. Mountains were mirrored in the depths of the lough. Beyond their scarred heights, the sky was stained with a bloody tinge. The air was crisp, but not as cold as it had been when the company set out from Antrim, the February winds dying the further south they travelled. In the still dawn the only sound was the splash of oars. The boat, taken from the beach, was old and smelled of fish. Behind Robert, eyes gleaming in the half-light, were Edward and Niall, along with Murtough and two of his brethren. Christopher and Cormac were at the oars. Robert had left his brother Thomas and Alexander Seton with the squires on the northern shore, guarding their horses and gear. He wasn’t taking any chances.


On their journey south, hampered by harsh terrain and winter weather, they had encountered bands of lawless men roaming the countryside for plunder. Most had been cautious of their well-armed company, but on two occasions they had been accosted and were only saved from a skirmish by Cormac – whose cúlán marked him as an Irishman – and by the presence of the monks in their habits. At settlements along the way they had heard rumours of pillage and murder, as the Irish grew increasingly confident in attacking areas settled long ago by English colonists.


‘I see no one.’


Robert looked round at the rough voice to see Murtough peering into the gloom. The closer they had come to their destination the more subdued the monk had grown. Robert knew he was wary of what they might find when they reached the island; fearful the staff might already have been taken. But they had seen no sign of Ulster’s men on the road and he couldn’t imagine how anyone could find this place, even with guidance from the abbey’s records. The remote wilderness, hidden by its mountain barrier, seemed as though it stood at the end of the earth. Added to the solitude was the issue of identification, for Ireland’s landscape was crowded with ruins: hill forts and standing stones, cairns and barrow mounds. The crumbling remains on the island ahead were just one of countless monuments to the once living and long dead.


As they reached land, the boat grazing the shallows, Edward and Niall leapt over the sides to haul in the vessel. Robert jumped down, his mail coat shifting around him as he splashed through pools between the rocks. ‘Keep watch,’ he ordered Christopher and Cormac.


‘We’ve not seen a soul in days,’ Cormac responded. When Robert fixed him with a stare, the young Irishman exhaled. ‘Whatever you say, brother.’ He and Christopher shared a look as they stowed the oars.


Robert ignored them, unable to dispel his rising apprehension. The path to the throne he had set out upon three years ago had followed a frustratingly twisting course and these past months in Ireland he had felt further from that purpose than ever. Often he had doubted his decision to pursue the relic, fearing it would lead him nowhere. Now was the moment when his choice would be proven right or wrong.


Murtough led the way through a fringe of reeds towards the largest of the island’s ruins, a church formed of the same ghost-grey stones that littered the shoreline. Birds startled from the undergrowth as the men moved towards the building, which was encircled by a low, tumbled-down wall, tufted with grass. Beyond were remains of other buildings, most of them timber, which had all but rotted away over the long years since the place was inhabited. Bushes and weeds had worked their way into the remnants, nature reclaiming its territory. On the western end of the island, Robert caught sight of a domed structure that looked like a giant stone beehive.


‘St Finan’s cell,’ came Murtough’s voice in the hush. He had stopped at the church wall and was following Robert’s gaze. ‘He lived here centuries before Malachy built the monastery. This island may be small, but it has a long and hallowed history.’


Robert imagined Malachy and his brethren living here; the wild solitude of their existence. It was a good place for men who wanted to escape the world.


Edward moved up beside him, leaving Niall and the other two monks to bring up the rear. ‘If it is here, brother, what next?’


Murtough had moved ahead through a gap in the wall, picking his way through the undergrowth towards several slabs of stone that protruded from the grass. He was out of earshot, but Robert kept his reply low. ‘We take it to Scotland, as planned.’


‘And then?’ Edward prompted.


Before Robert could reply, Murtough’s voice cut across them. ‘Here.’


Heading to him, the men gathered around a lichen-stained grave slab, lying horizontally on top of four stone lintels embedded in the soil. It was decorated with an ornately carved cross, the spirals of knot-work entwined with beasts and birds. Murtough’s brethren bent to help him as he crouched and placed his hands on the slab’s sides. Niall added his strength to theirs and, between them, the four men pushed it from the top of the grave. Stone ground on stone. In the dark hollow that appeared beneath, lined with the lintel slabs, Robert saw a grinning skull, laced with hair. The flesh had long been ravaged, the clothing reduced to threads. As his eyes drifted down the skeleton’s length, he realised there was something lying alongside the corpse, wrapped in cloth.


Relief was plain in Murtough’s scarred face. ‘Praise God,’ he muttered, sitting back on his heels.


Robert reached in and grasped it, feeling a solid shape within the folds of material. The cloth had once been white, but after almost two years in the grave it was green with mould. A fat earthworm twisted from the folds. The monks were sombre as they watched him take the staff, but made no move to stop him. This was his burden now. Carefully, he laid it on the grave slab and pulled back the soiled covering. In the bloody dawn, the gold and gems that encrusted the staff’s sheath glittered. Robert felt a hot rush of triumph. The final relic named in the Last Prophecy – the one King Edward needed to fulfil his vision of a kingdom united beneath him – was in his hands.


As Robert stared at the golden crosier, Murtough’s question back in Donough’s hall came to him.


And what about you, Earl Robert? Do you believe in Merlin’s prophecy?


He had spent two years in Edward’s company, one of the Knights of the Dragon, whose purpose was to aid the king in retrieving the relics. While many of those who had once been his friends accepted the truth of Merlin’s prophecy and were determined to prevent the ruin of Britain foreseen in it, he himself had not been able to believe. No matter the rewards, the glory and camaraderie he had found in the king’s service, he had never been able to dismiss the fact that if the four treasures were gathered under one man, who would rule all of Britain, it would render the Bruce claim to the throne of Scotland meaningless. In furthering Edward’s ambition, he denied his own and failed in his promise to his grandfather that he would uphold their family’s right. In the end, this truth had twisted inside him, turning him from Edward’s cause.


Oath-breaker, they had called him. Traitor.


But despite his unwillingness to believe, Robert could not deny the passage in the Last Prophecy that had rightly predicted King Alexander’s death.


 


When the last King of Albany dies without issue


The kingdom will be thrown into disarray.


And the sons of Brutus will mourn that day


The one of the great name.


 


Alexander had plunged from the cliffs on a storm-tossed night on the road to Kinghorn. They found him next morning, his neck broken and his horse dead beside him. His granddaughter and heir, an infant in the court of the King of Norway, sailed to Scotland to take her place as queen, but perished on the voyage from eating rotten food. After that the crown had gone, on Edward’s choosing, to John Balliol; not a king as it turned out, but a dog on the English king’s leash. Balliol’s attempt at rebellion had been a failure, the English storming across the border and crushing the uprising in a matter of months. Edward, triumphant in his conquest of Scotland, had broken the great seal of the kingdom and sent Balliol, cowed and humiliated, to the Tower of London. Disaster followed disaster.


Now, with the power to prevent Edward from fulfilling his ambition in his hands, Robert wondered. Did he doom Britain by this action? Would those days of ruin prophesied by Merlin now come upon them all?


Seeing his brothers and the monks looking at him, Robert bound the staff tightly in its mildewed cloth. He had his own destiny to fulfil. Scotland must be free of subjugation to the English crown, no matter the cost. Where John Balliol had failed, he would triumph. Balliol, now in papal custody in France, might still be the rightful king in the eyes of many Scots, but to the Bruce family he had only ever been a puppet. Robert’s ancestor, the great Malcolm Canmore, had overthrown his rival, Macbeth, and had taken the throne. Now, God willing, he would do the same. Pride and blood demanded it.


‘It was there?’ called Cormac, as the company made their way back. When Robert raised the staff in answer, his foster-brother grinned. ‘I would give my horse and sword to see Ulster’s face when his men tell him it was gone. Serve the bastard right for burning my father’s hall.’


Robert climbed into the boat with the others, Christopher and Cormac pushing them off before leaping in behind. As they slipped out into the water, a shadow passed over them. Robert looked into the lightening sky to see the white fan feathers of a sea eagle, its wings, eight feet across, mirrored in the lough as it swooped low, heading for the north shore. In the distance, a cloud of birds rose from the trees on the banks. Robert watched the eagle’s retreating form, thinking the predator must have disturbed them. Then, faint and far off, he heard the baying of a hound.




Chapter 5


Caerlaverock, Scotland, 1301 AD


 


As Edward approached his pavilion, the guards opened the flaps. The king swept inside, his mailed boots crushing the carpet of meadowsweet, its perfume a relief from the reek of smoke and dung that clogged the camp. Anthony Bek followed. Clad in a polished mail coat with a broadsword at his hip, the burly Bishop of Durham could easily have been taken for a knight, if not for his tonsure and the ecclesiastical robes he wore over the armour. Robert Winchelsea entered behind them, squeezing his frame through the narrow opening. After the Archbishop of Canterbury came four clerics and the two foreigners in scarlet robes and jewelled hats. When the company had dismounted to greet him, Edward’s suspicions had been confirmed. The two men were official papal messengers, sent by Pope Boniface.


‘Wine and food for my guests,’ Edward ordered the servants waiting in the interior. Two disappeared through curtains at the back of the pavilion, while the others hastened to rearrange furniture for the visitors. ‘Sit,’ Edward told them, ignoring the high-backed cushioned chair one of his pages moved out for him. He waited as the two papal messengers and the archbishop sat, leaving the clerics to hover behind. Bek wedged himself into a corner, his eyes on Winchelsea.


Winchelsea frowned at the stool that was offered to him when the king remained standing. He looked for a moment as if he wouldn’t accept it, but under Edward’s unyielding gaze he did so. ‘And how is the young queen, my lord? I hear she gave birth to a boy.’ Winchelsea’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. ‘Time passes fast. I can scarcely believe it was little over two years ago that I married you both at Canterbury.’


‘Lady Marguerite and my son are in good humour at York,’ Edward replied. ‘But I somehow doubt you made the long journey to the front line of my war for the purpose of enquiring about my wife’s health. Let us dispense with the pleasantries, your grace. They do not suit us. Why have you come?’


The smile slipped easily from Winchelsea’s face, his broad shoulders hunching as he leaned forward, fixed on the king. ‘My esteemed colleagues here arrived in England two months ago. When they discovered you had left on campaign they came to me at Canterbury. I volunteered to escort them to your presence. I judged the message they bore important enough not to wait for your return.’


‘How charitable of you, your grace.’


The archbishop ignored the king’s ominous tone. As the servants entered, bearing jugs of wine and platters of bread, cured meat and pungent yellow cheese, Winchelsea nodded to one of the scarlet-robed messengers. The man stood and drew a scroll from the leather bag he carried. Bek came forward to take it, disregarding the goblet of wine a page tried to pass to him.


Edward noted the large papal seal attached to the parchment as the Bishop of Durham opened the scroll. The hush inside was filled by the muted din of the camp outside, over which the sound of splintering stone echoed as the siege engines continued to batter Caerlaverock’s walls. Winchelsea accepted the proffered wine, grasping the silver goblet in his fist. He was the only man who did, the servants backing away to the sides of the tent, bearing the untouched platters of food.


Finally, Bek finished reading and looked up at the king. ‘The pope, my lord, demands that you cease all hostilities against Scotland, which his holiness describes as a daughter of the Holy See.’


With these words, Edward understood why Winchelsea had come all the way to his siege lines to deliver a simple message. The man had been vocal about the war since his election to the archbishopric in 1295, on the eve of the first invasion of Scotland. That invasion had been an unqualified success. Within months, John Balliol, the man Edward had set upon the throne after King Alexander’s death and who had rebelled, was deposed and imprisoned in the Tower, the kingdom under Edward’s command. But it had been a victory short-lived, for a year later William Wallace had risen to lead the Scots in insurrection. His treasury drained by wars in Wales and Gascony, Edward had been forced to ask the Church for funds to finance his struggle against the rebels. It was Winchelsea who stood against him, refusing to submit to his demands. In retaliation Edward outlawed the clergy and sent his knights to seize their goods and property, but Winchelsea remained firm in the face of the harsh measures. A test of faith, he had called it.


Since that time, Edward and the archbishop had slipped into an uneasy truce, but it was clear, by the way he had seized upon this opportunity, that Winchelsea had not abandoned his stance.


‘Why now?’ Edward’s voice was low, anger etched in his face. ‘Why does Rome intervene after five years?’


The papal messenger who had given the order to Bek answered. ‘My lord king, while in Paris, Sir William Wallace gained much support from the King of France, who recommended him to his holiness. He has since visited the papal curia and been welcomed by—’


‘Sir William?’ Edward spat the title across the explanation, his grey eyes blazing. ‘I do not care whose blade or arse that brigand kissed to acquire that honour, he is as noble as a butcher’s hound! He is a felon. An outlaw. Why, in Christ’s name, is he being welcomed at the papal court?’ The king wheeled away, thinking furiously, as the papal messenger turned uncertainly to Winchelsea. So, Philippe was interfering again, was he? He had thought the trouble with his cousin was on the way to being finished. The war over Gascony had ended, he had married Philippe’s sister and his son was due to marry the king’s daughter. After years of conflict, England and France had agreed a truce and Edward was hopeful that his rich French duchy would soon be back in his possession. Now, this.


‘Wallace has garnered much sympathy for his cause at the papal curia,’ said Winchelsea, rising to draw the king’s attention. ‘I strongly advise you to heed the order, my lord. The truce with France, mediated by his holiness, is still in its infant stages. Your son is yet to marry Lady Isabella and the treaty that will restore the Duchy of Gascony to you and your heirs has not been formally ratified.’ Winchelsea played the statesman skilfully, his tone firm, but reasoned. ‘Enter into negotiations with the Scots, my lord. Obey the papal order and end the war. Do not make an enemy of Pope Boniface. He is not a forgiving man.’


Edward didn’t look at the archbishop, but the man’s words, full of carefully nuanced threats, burned in him. After two years in England, during which time he never once lost sight of his aim, he had led his men north to finish what he started. John Balliol might be languishing in papal custody in France – his release from the Tower part of the deal Edward had brokered with the pope over Gascony – Wallace might be abroad and Robert Bruce missing. But that hadn’t stopped the Scots continuing the insurrection begun by those three men. Edward would not stop until the entire kingdom was under his control. Neither would he rest, nay sleep, until Wallace was swinging from a gibbet and Bruce – well, he had other plans for that renegade.


‘We should discuss this in private, my lord,’ intervened Bek. ‘We can speak again on the morrow,’ he added to Winchelsea.


Before Edward could respond, the tent flaps opened and Humphrey de Bohun appeared, his broad face flushed with triumph. ‘My lord, Caerlaverock’s garrison has surrendered. The castle is ours.’


The king stared at the young commander, realising that he could no longer hear the crashing of stones. ‘Bishop Bek, draft a response that these men will take back to Rome with them tomorrow. In it you will defend my policies in Scotland and you will explain to his holiness that I have a right to subdue a people who owe me their allegiance and yet rise in rebellion against me. I set John Balliol upon the throne and he paid me homage as a vassal, accepting my right as his superior. It was his breaking of that oath and his alliance of swords with France that began this war.’ Edward’s gaze came to rest on Winchelsea. ‘I will bring Scotland under my dominion, your grace, and deal with every treacherous son of a bitch who defies my will, if it takes the last breath in my body.’




Chapter 6


Lough Luioch, Ireland, 1301 AD


 


Robert entered the clearing several strides ahead of the rest of the company, the staff grasped in his fist. During their passage across the lough, the sky had lightened to an ashen grey, but beneath the tangled canopy of oak and rowan it was still dark.


Alexander Seton looked up sharply as Robert emerged through the undergrowth. Beside him, Uathach raised her head from her paws with a whine at the sight of her master. ‘You have it?’ Alexander stood to greet him, his eyes going to the cloth-wrapped object in Robert’s hand.


Ignoring Uathach, who trotted over to nose at his palm, Robert gestured to Nes and the other squires, who had set about making a temporary camp in the glade. Blankets and cloaks had been hung from branches to air and a small fire had been lit, the smoke twisting up through the boughs. ‘Pack up. We’re leaving.’


As the squires hastened to obey, collecting the gear and bags of provisions, Alexander caught Robert’s arm. ‘What is it?’


‘He heard a hound,’ said Edward, hoisting his iron-embossed shield over his shoulder by its strap.


Christopher and Niall were helping the squires sling bags over the backs of the four pack-horses, while Cormac scuffed soil on to the fire with the edge of his boot.


Robert glanced irritably at Edward as Nes handed him Fleet’s reins. ‘You heard it too, brother.’


‘It was a farmer’s dog most likely. We passed a few farmsteads yesterday.’


‘That was miles back,’ Robert said. ‘This was close.’


Thomas joined them. His fair hair curled around his brow, dampened by the moist morning air. ‘We didn’t hear anything.’ He nodded at Uathach and the three other hounds. ‘The dogs would have alerted us, surely?’


Robert took in their expressions – a mix of concern and disparagement. After a pause, he shook his head. ‘You’re right, it’s probably nothing, but I don’t want to linger here any more than I have to. We have a long journey ahead of us and precious cargo.’


Jabbing his boot into the stirrup, Robert swung up into the saddle. Shifting his filigreed scabbard, he loosened the belt a notch, enough to wedge the staff through, so it was held against him alongside his broadsword. He smiled to himself, grimly satisfied. Once back in Scotland he would offer it to Edward in return for the Stone of Destiny, which lay entombed in a coronation chair in Westminster Abbey, a symbol of England’s dominion; its weight in guilt around his neck. And if the king refused? Well, Robert would have his last relic and Edward would have failed in the eyes of his faithful followers.


After Nes had tightened Fleet’s girth and tethered Uathach to the crupper, Robert walked his horse to the edge of the glade. The others followed, the monks on their sturdy palfreys, the squires on rouncies, leading the pack-horses, and his brothers and the Setons on coursers. Together, they made their way out of the clearing, the vestiges of smoke from the campfire drifting in their wake.


There was no track to follow, except for the natural lines made by trees and the going was slow. As a grey light revealed the way ahead, Robert picked out the deep pocks the hooves of their horses had made yesterday. Satisfied they were headed in the right direction, he let Fleet be his guide, allowing the horse to find the best paths through the boggy ground. The land rose steadily, until he glimpsed the lough stretching away behind him, glass-smooth, the distant isle of Ibracense breaking the surface. They hadn’t gone more than a mile, when Uathach began to growl.


Robert looked round to see the bitch straining on her leash, ears flat against her head. Pulling Fleet to a halt, he gave a whistle, but Uathach didn’t heed it. Her gaze was fixed on a high ridge to their left, where the trees marched up, thinning as they neared the crest.


‘What has she smelled?’ called Cormac, turning in his saddle. ‘A coney?’


Suddenly, Uathach sprang forward, the leash snapping tight. At the same time, the other hounds began barking harshly, all of them fixed on the ridge. The tension in Robert broke in a rush of anticipation. ‘To me!’ he roared, pulling his sword from its scabbard.


Over the ridge came an answering cry. Figures appeared on the bank – more than thirty men. Some were mounted, leaning back in their saddles as they spurred their horses down the slope. Others sprinted in their wake, wielding spears and daggers. Dogs ran with them, barking fiercely. By their mail coats and crested helms, and the great swords in their hands, the riders were knights. English knights. Each wore a red band of cloth around his upper arm. Robert had a second to take this in, then he was pricking his spurs into Fleet’s sides, yelling at his men to follow as he plunged through the trees. His company of eighteen, three of whom were monks, was outnumbered and outmatched. The woods filled with the rumble of hooves as his men wheeled their horses around and charged behind him. Dimly, he heard a man’s cry echo at his back as the trees closed around him.


‘I want Earl Robert alive!’


The shock of his own name resounded through him.


The realisation that this was no random attack vanished as Robert was forced to focus his attention forward, trees and low branches whipping past, perilously close. There was a scream of pain as one of the squires caught his knee on a trunk, the force wrenching his leg back so hard his thighbone snapped. He tumbled from the saddle, disappearing into the bracken, leaving his palfrey to gallop on without him. Hearing a mad barking behind him, Robert realised Uathach was still tethered to the crupper, the bitch running frantically at Fleet’s hooves. He slashed back and down with his blade, feeling the snap as the leash broke. Between the trees to the right, he caught snatched views of the lough. Thoughts raced through his mind.


They must have been watching. Following. Ulster’s men? Or, worse, King Edward’s?


Against his body, wedged through his sword belt, Malachy’s staff had an uncomfortable solidity; more tangible with the threat that it would now be taken from him. Risking a look over his shoulder, Robert saw flashes of colour: a cloak, sky-blue, a horse’s patterned trapper. The enemy was gaining.


‘Robert!’


Hearing the shout, he whipped back round to see the hulking mass of a fallen tree blocking the way ahead, roots splayed skyward. He jerked hard on the reins, causing Fleet to veer to the right. Robert swore as he saw Edward and Thomas swerving left behind Alexander and Christopher Seton, but it was too late to change direction. He was committed to the course.


Harsh shouts rose from their pursuers, punctuated by the baying of the dogs, as the company split, Robert galloping after Niall, Cormac and Murtough. Another pained cry echoed, the sound dislocated in the tightly packed trees. Had one of his brothers been unhorsed? Or Alexander, or Christopher? Uathach was no longer behind him. Robert gripped the reins. He couldn’t think about anyone else.


They were following a natural pathway of sorts, the trees thinning as the land descended into a valley, carved by a stream. Ahead, another fallen bough lay twisted across the track. Robert saw Niall kick his horse up and over, his black hair flying as he landed on the other side and urged his courser on towards the stream. As Cormac followed, the back hoof of his horse clipped the bough. The rotten wood splintered on impact, but he too landed neatly. Next, Murtough made the leap, the cowl of his habit flapping free from his head.


Even as he took the jump, Robert knew the monk wasn’t going to make it. His sturdy palfrey was used to track ambling, not this reckless forest pursuit. Smaller than the swift coursers, it wasn’t strong enough for the hurdle. It made a brave attempt, but caught its front hooves on the top of the bough. This time the wood didn’t splinter. The palfrey pitched forward sending Murtough hurtling into the ground. There was a hideous squeal as the horse collapsed, its front leg fracturing on impact. Robert was only paces behind. There was nowhere else to go. Spurring at Fleet’s sides for all he was worth, he aimed at the fallen tree, hoping against hope he could make it over the top of the flailing horse on the other side.
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