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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Author’s note


Michael Scot, as the name was then spelt, was a very real person, who emerged from the obscurity of medieval Scotland’s Border country to become one of the greatest scholars of the age. All this region is a remarkable hotbed of tales and traditions of legend, magic and mystery, and Michael’s story seems haunted by them. He had no direct descendants – he had taken minor priestly orders, then obligatory for scholars, though he wore them very lightly; but among the descendants of his line were Sir Walter Scott, and my mother’s forebears.


Michael went from Scotland to study at Oxford (where I followed him) and then at Paris, Bologna and most of the great universities of Europe. Boccaccio’s Decameron mentions him as having recently lived in Florence. At Toledo he became one of the translators who first introduced the works of classical thinkers and Arab philosophers to medieval Europe, laying the groundwork for the Renaissance. He produced the first European editions of Aristotle and Avicenna, among others, and pioneering – for their time – works on physiology, natural history and many other subjects. But he was also an earnest student of the occult, and produced a remarkable (and daring) textbook of ritual magic and necromancy, the Liber Introductorius. Later he recanted, but by that time his popular fame as a mage was well established. It did not hinder his career; Pope Honorius even offered him the bishopric of Cashel in Ireland, which he declined on the grounds that he did not know Gaelic – meaning, it seems, that he didn’t want to treat it as a non-resident sinecure.


In around 1220 Michael became counsellor, physician and court astrologer to the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II in Sicily; many of his books on philosophy and natural history for the cultivated and open-minded Emperor survive, one in the form of a personal dialogue with him. He served Frederick for the rest of his life, but it is almost certain that he returned to Scotland during this time – bringing with him, according to legend, the true formula for calculating the date of Easter, which had been mistimed until then. Interestingly, the histories agree on the manner of his death, in France around 1236, struck down by crumbling church masonry as he was about to take communion – a fate from which some drew dark conclusions. The more so, when the Emperor Frederick quarrelled with the Pope and was excommunicated; vitriolic church propagandists found a readymade evil genius in Michael. Some seventy years later Dante consigned him to the Inferno’s Eighth Circle, among the sorcerers.


In Scotland he gained the name of the Border Wizard, later given to Sir Walter (who also depicted Michael in The Lay of the Last Minstrel). Many tales grew up around him, both in Scotland and Europe, one or two of which I have worked into this story, along with other Border legends of the time. While I’ve tried to reflect the historical background, I haven’t striven for minute accuracy. The story reflects the feuding and cattle-thieving Border life recorded in the sixteenth century; it is sometimes thought this was a recent result of the brutal scorched-earth tactics in Scotland’s wars of independence, but more likely it was there all along, inherited from the region’s Viking settlers. It is by no means certain whether Branxholme was in Scot hands this early; and some legends name a slightly later Lord de Soulis, William, who, however, is known to have died relatively peacefully in prison. Nicholas is a more likely candidate. In one version of the story Thomas the Rhymer – another real person – plays Michael’s ambiguous role; but this is harder to believe of the gentle poet-lord of Ercildoune (today’s Earlston), even though he too was carried off by the Queen of Faerie. Maybe Astrafiammante had acquired a taste for mortals. Neither Walter nor Robert are historical figures, but the name Walter was frequently given to eldest sons of the family, as for example Wat of Harden, the archetypal Border reiver, a Falstaffian rogue who is said to have observed of a neighbour’s haystack, ‘Aye, if ye had four legs ye wouldna’ stand there lang!’


At any rate, it is of Walter Scot of Branxholme, his bride Margaret, and the first Lord de Soulis that the legends speak, and of Michael Scot, and it is these I have chosen to follow. The landscape of this book is real, and all the Border places in it; I’ve known many of them from childhood, though the great forests have long gone. Some, like Branxholme Hall and Oakwood Tower, though largely rebuilt, still stand today – and most of all Hermitage itself, one of the most sinister places I have ever seen, even from the bleak winding roads that lead to it. Judge for yourself; it is open to the public during the summer. Even the sunniest day cannot dispel the aura that clings to those immense and threatening walls; in their ancient shadow it is all too easy to feel legend and history mingle, and to believe in both.


It’s not every fantasy author who has the good start, as it were, to have a genuine wizard for an ancestor and namesake. I feel immensely privileged and grateful, and I salute the memory of both the real and the legendary Michael Scot.






Michele Scotto fu, the veramente


Delle magiche frode seppe it giuoco …


Michael Scot it was, who truly


knew every trick of the magical art …


Dante







Of middle air the demons proud,


Who ride upon the mounting cloud …


Sir Walter Scott
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The Reivers at the Ford


This was the way of it, that the stolen beasts were driven down Teviotdale and out by the Gray Hill southward. Out of the country altogether, and away towards Liddesdale, with the Colt riding hard on their track.


In hot trod, as it was called then; and with him Geordie the groom and Wat of the Homefield, two hard men and worthy, if a little solid in the skull. Riding, because the villagers had come running to the tower, and because the Colt’s father was from home and few men else to take up the trail. The lifting of cattle had always been a popular sport as between neighbour and neighbour, along with the shifting of boundary stones, the diverting of streams and suchlike; but since the devastations of the late war, when all the great towns of the region had burned, it was fast becoming the daily pursuit of an increasingly lawless land. So that, as the Colt’s father fulminated in his cups of an evening, there were some families in danger of forgetting that food could be gained other than from their neighbours, and of altogether losing the arts of peace and the planting and raising of seed.


This worried the Colt little, for though he was fond enough of his father, he knew well the lord was not himself averse to snapping up an unconsidered steer or two on the sly. If the arts of peace depended on him, their outlook was poor. But this continual bleeding at the herds was something else, a new thing, and the Colt fancied he could put a name to the cause. A black name, casting a sinister shadow; and the Colt would inherit these lands one day, and the wealth that grazed across them, and sprang from their soil. What was being driven away was his; and his heart burned within him.


He cast his eyes across the rising land ahead, and the rough rounded hills beyond, made hazy as the sun warmed the moist air. Normally he took delight in them in such a fresh spring dawning, the warm hues of brown and yellow bracken heath and rich green forest burgeoning after the long barren winter, glistening as if new-painted after a night’s light rain. He loved the land that would be his; he knew no other, and he felt its quickening in his own blood. But now he marked only the signs of passage, the crushed grass and bracken, the hoof-scattered dung, the horseprints that wove around the central trail with a drover’s hasty care; and he felt for the haft of the heavy crossbow at his saddle.


‘The spur’s fresh!’ snapped Wat, swinging low in his stirrups. ‘They drive afoot still, the callow bastards! We’ll be on them aye moment!’


‘Aye,’ growled Geordie through his beard, and gestured at the thickening wall of trees, oak and birch and alder, lining the shallow vale ahead. ‘Yon’s Allan Water, and a ford! Best we rein in, Colt, and steal up on ’em!’


‘Be damned to that!’ snapped the Colt, and cursed inwardly at the squeak in his voice. The men exchanged meaningful glances; the lord would have their hides if anything happened to the young man. The Colt snatched up the bow and cocked it in one motion, as Wat had long ago taught him; a churl’s weapon, but even the sons of knights were best to have the use of it in these troubled times. ‘We’ll—’


What he intended he forgot, in the wake of what hit him. The flash sprang out of the forest shadow. The concussion made the very air a solid thing that struck him with jarring force. The trees shook and wavered, and a tide of birds billowed skyward, screaming. The horse shrilled and reared beneath him, and for a moment all sense was lost in the effort of staying in his stirrups and quelling it. Wat and the groom were no better set, wheeling and cursing their own mounts even as their ears sang with the sound. And no sooner had they got their beasts steadied than a new fright came bursting out of the trees towards them, the stolen cattle in a buffeting knot, wild-eyed, froth-nosed, lowing and bellowing, stampeding back uphill along their own tracks with no drover behind them but terror. A riderless horse, stirrups swinging, charged after them, screaming wildly, with dark streaks down its crupper, and after it, from a spot further along, another, and another, this one painfully lame yet bolting like the rest. A thin swirl of smoke twisted around the treetops.


The century was the thirteenth after Christ, the year its thirtieth. The Mongols had not yet brought the Chinese powder westward to scorch the gates of Samarkand. Neither the Colt nor his men had ever heard any such sound as this, save in the descent of lightning; and the sun stood near noon above them in a clear sky.


The Colt hesitated a second, seeing his own pallor on the walnut faces of his men. He had played at such things often enough as a child, his fancies fired by minstrel’s song and nurse’s story, had thought himself a brave knight stalking sword in hand into a dragon’s den or outlaw’s covert, unafraid and valiant. But now the very trees seemed to bristle with cold menace, and what lay behind them less known and predictable even than a dragon. Then, because he was the Colt, and was too afraid to be seen afraid, he spurred his balky mount downhill past the scattering cattle. Wat yelped and pulled at his arm, but he shook the old farmer off with an impatient snarl and grabbed a bolt from the sheaf tied at his belt. The horse shied again as the acrid, devilish smell stung its nostrils, and so did the Colt, inwardly, but he pressed on down the dung-strewn trail to the ford. Wat and Geordie, wild-eyed as the cattle, urged their panting horses after him, crossing themselves repeatedly. As he reached the margin of the trees, bow at the ready, they caught up with him, and unslung their own short longbows; but all three reined in and stopped, staring.


Allan Water ran brown but clear before them in the green-gold glade light over a bank of silted gravel that made the ford, unhurried between deep pools. The cattle had evidently crossed it; so had their thieves. They were still here. One lay at the water’s edge on the far bank, face-down; he was blackened, ragged and smoking, and very still. Another stumbled about on the gravel like a blind man, clutching his face. A third was loping back across the river in great heedless splashes, oblivious to the watchers he should have feared like the hand of divine wrath. He ran straight at them, yelling wordless as a beast, and off past them into the thick wood by no path. Yet all there was to run from on the far bank was a trio of strangers, and two of them utterly unfearsome.


One was squat, with a great broad face and narrowed squinting eyes, almost a dwarf save for the heavy shoulders on him; the other was his opposite, a spindly gawk whose very eyelids seemed to droop with the effort of staying open. Both men were swarthy, not like windburned Wat or red-faced Geordie, but with the sallow yellowish colour of a hotter sun, darker men than the Colt had ever seen; and they wore livery coats brighter than bird-plumage in fantastical squares of yellow and blue. They were mounted, or perched, atop two sturdy mules, expensive beasts at the head of a small baggage train; they rode like baggage themselves. The third man, though, was more impressive. He was tall, he wore heavy robes of dark red, and he sat erect on a massive black horse of a breed the Colt didn’t recognize but instantly admired. His skin was lighter, but still unusually brown, and the air of command in his bearing was unmistakable. Yet even this man looked old – ancient to the Colt’s eyes, perhaps fifty, his long dark hair and short pointed beard an oddly streaked blend of white and black. The man gestured to his dwarfish servant, who sprang from his saddle, caught the stumbling man in a grip his struggles seemed hardly to disturb and, forcing him to his knees, ducked his head in the river. The reiver struggled wildly, then suddenly subsided, sobbing, as if it had brought him some relief.


The Colt, frozen by the tableau, snatched together his wits and looked around after the other. He could still hear him crashing and thrashing away through brambly undergrowth.


‘You might as well leave him be!’ called a very clear voice, in amiable tones. The red-robed man jerked his head slightly. ‘Better to be content with rounding up your cattle, eh?’


The young man bridled. ‘Who in Hell are you to be giving me orders? And what’s been doing here? What have you done to these men, and by what right?’ He flushed. He had been addressed in Norman French and instinctively spoken it back, instantly marking what class of person he was. That could be an unsafe thing.


‘Right?’ The stranger shrugged. ‘The common right and duty to help in the trod. To help the rightful owner. And you would be the Colt of Branxholme, would you not? Not the lord yet, I think; not at … seventeen?’


‘I’m Walter Scot, and my age is my own concern! I’m old enough to be sure I never saw you in my life before. So how’d you know so much of me? And I demand again, what do you here?’ He hefted his bow meaningfully. ‘This all stinks too much of magic to me, and we want no more of that in the Marches! We’ve a hot fire for any sorcerers turning this way, a stake and a tar-barrel too – or a griddle, if you’d prefer! So speak!’


The stranger threw back his head in a silent laugh. ‘Sorcery, Colt! Why, what sorcery would I need simply to recognize you as your father’s son? You have the self-same friendly way with you. And you had to be less than eighteen, because it is thus long since I was last in these parts, and Branxholme was not long wedded – a lovely girl! – and had no son. I have a right in these woods and on this road because they lead me to my home; and I thought to do the lord of them a favour by waylaying what were clearly thieves – Armstrong men out of Liddesdale, if I’m a fair judge. They threatened me, and that’s something I do not appreciate. As for how I did it—’ He gave that silent laugh again. ‘No sorcery in that, young Master Scot! Merely some strong substances commonly used in alchemical investigations – and lest you balk at that, they’re no secret to the better class of armourer, even. Only making them work together thus fiercely, that’s a little trick they use in the far Orient – but it’s one you could wield yourself if I showed you, without need of spells or incantations. And that I could prove before any judge in the land, if need be.’


Walter was silent a moment, watching the patterns of sun through the leaves, the water chattering by the stones. Against his will, he was impressed. His father, utterly uneducated himself, had taken unusual pains to give the Colt the best education these parts had to offer, at the great Grammar School of Roxburgh, and it had bred in him a strong reverence for men of learning, and admiration for men who had seen the world – though to that he had found exception, these last two years. This man seemed to be both.


‘Bedamned, he’s the right o’ it!’ exclaimed Wat hoarsely at his side.


‘What? Of what?’ demanded the Colt.


‘Him!’ hissed the old man, jabbing a thumb down at the half-blinded thief, now kneeling miserably by the bank with the short man’s heavy hand on his shoulder. ‘Him there, that’s Wullie Armstrong, Blood-Wullie’s son!’


Geordie scratched his head. ‘By’re Lady, and is it! Blood-Wullie that burned Hoddie Netherhope in’s hoose! There’s an ill name for a Liddesdale bandit! And yon that ran by us, sure ‘twas Andy Armstrong o’ the Rig, that lifted above fifty head from the Kers themselves twa months gone!’


‘Andy it was, right enough,’ nodded Wat. ‘I kennt his mither when she was but a wean. He had her look.’


Walter glanced at the woebegone thief; with some of the scorching washed from his face he did have the look of an Armstrong man, right enough. ‘And a hard man to meet on the trod,’ he said thoughtfully. The thief wore an armour cotte of studded leather, with a sword and a sheaf of crossbow bolts at his waist. The dead man had the same, and a helm, for all the good it had done him. Two heavy pikes lay in the shallows at the far side of the ford. ‘We could have dealt with them, though.’


‘Oh, aye,’ said Wat, a trace too hastily.


‘That’s for sikker,’ agreed Geordie, also hastily. ‘Mind, it wouldna’ been so easy …’


Walter drew breath. He had known these men since they’d dandled him on their knees as a baby. They held no secrets from him. They had told him what he had guessed; that they were too old and him, though he was trained in arms, too young and untried to safely meet three hardened and heavily armed Armstrongs in their prime. These would have been hard and ruthless fighters, more than a match for him and his men, maybe, even without any darker help that Liddesdale’s lord might give them. Which meant this well-spoken stranger had done him a real service.


Old Wat was plucking at his sleeve. ‘This yin here and his men, though, what’s he? I’ve never clappt eyes on the like. Should we no’ tak haud o’ him?’


Walter would have liked to. There was too much mystery here to be let wander around unchallenged. Mystery was a danger to him and his. Yet he could not simply seize hold of the man. That would be dishonourable and inhospitable, and, besides, whatever it was had bested three Armstrongs could no doubt do as much for him. He didn’t want to appear indecisive; better to sound unconvinced and stern. What would his father say? He gave a curt nod. ‘Well, we can see about that. We’ll have to round up the kine soon enough. But first we’ll string that callant there up on a branch as a warning to his thieving kin.’


That sounded about right, and he heard Geordie grunt appreciatively; it only occurred to him a moment later that he wasn’t at all eager to see a man die thus. The Colt was not especially violent, save when angry, and had little cruelty in his nature. He didn’t even know how the thing was done, exactly, knots and so forth; the old fellows would, though.


The dark stranger raised an eyebrow. ‘Have him, and welcome – but save him for ransom, lad, surely. The one that’s dead you may gibbet if you must. It cannot hurt him further.’


Walter seized at the suggestion gratefully. ‘That’s so—’ Then he realized he’d been called lad, and bridled. But the stranger was already speaking on.


‘Tell me, though, first, Colt Walter – this sorcery you spoke of, and so hotly, as if eager to find it out … Since when was there much of that in these parts?’


Wat and Geordie snorted. Walter frowned. ‘Since the Lord of Soulis came home from a long pilgrimage, some three years gone,’ he said, still more curtly. ‘Though where it took him, and to what shrine, I’d sooner not think.’


‘Nor what he brought back with him,’ murmured Geordie into his beard; but the dark man seemed to hear it, and raised his eyebrows.


‘We’ve had enough of travelled men in these parts,’ persisted Walter. ‘You, gudeman, you’d do well to betake yourself and these your servants off to your own land by some other road. If you’re an honest soul, these parts are dangerous. And if you’re not, they’re more dangerous still, for honest men hereabouts have had their bellyful of black doings and thieves in the night!’


The older man laughed again, still silently, but a little sadly now, with a rueful look in his eyes. ‘I don’t doubt it, young sir. But that cannot be. This is my own land, and my home lies only a little way east, in straight sight of the Eildon Hills, as is yours. For you and I, lad, we are kin.’


Walter stared wildly, and the dark man’s amusement faded into cool dignity. ‘So it is. You, Walter Scot, heir of Branxholme and I, Michael Scot, lord of the honour of Oakwood and lands in Fife, formerly scholar of the universities of Oxford, Paris, Toledo, Salamanca and Bologna, besides many other noble institutions. Late physician and counsellor to the great Frederick, second of his name, King of the Sicilies, Jerusalem and Germany, Emperor of the Romans at his court in Palermo, and come straight from the See of Rome itself to sojourn in my own old home. Surely you would not deny passage to a fellow lord of your own name and blood?’


As the stately chain of titles and names rolled out like a solemn procession of the highest and greatest his world held, Walter could only gape. The man who called himself Lord of Oakwood made no apparent movement, but suddenly his horse moved forward and splashed into the stream. A huge black warhorse of a beast, keen-eyed, sleek and fast-looking with fine fringed bridle and saddle of figured leather, it moved with a high-stepping, almost ceremonial gait that spoke to Walter of courts and chivalries, quests and romances he had only dreamed of from reading the few books and hearing the scanty lays of such minstrels as reached these parts. He felt suddenly rustic, unformed, much as the farm-boys appeared to him; and with a deep burning desire he coveted that horse, too fine to be wasted on a sedate elderly scholar like this. He imagined himself riding it down into the drear mouth of Liddesdale and beating on the high gate of Hermitage, calling out its lord to single combat on the sward …


And being chopped into collops by de Soulis’ own guard, or simply slung from a convenient tree. He stifled a brief shudder. It had happened, and to better men than him, full-grown and war-hardened. De Soulis rarely bothered to bloody a blade; he had nothing to prove.


The man splashed across the ford and reined in facing them. Geordie stared at him, and whispered, ‘Look at the face on him! Yon’s a Scot, true enow, though his chops were left ower lang i’ the griddle!’


‘The Laird o’ Oakwood Tower!’ muttered Wat, the elder. ‘D’you not mind him, Geordie? These twenty years gone? The scholard, the man o’ cunning?’


‘Mind him? Oh aye, though I never saw the man! But I heard worse names than those …’


That, too, the man seemed to hear. Those features, darkened by a sun Walter imagined like a lamp of hot gold in a brassy sky, twitched again in a calm grin. ‘I may go on my way, then?’


Walter, unable to think of anything sensible to say, nodded like his father in a bad mood. ‘I’ll have that man first,’ he barked.


‘Assuredly. Gilbyn! Gilberto!’ The man who called himself Lord of Oakwood gave a quick toss of his head, and his dwarfish servitor splashed across the stream, towing the reiver, and flung him headlong at Walter’s feet. Geordie sprang down with a spare rein, bound the Armstrong’s hands and ankles and heaved him over his saddlebow.


The dark man smiled amiably. ‘There, then. My thanks, and my respects to Sir Robert from a kinsman – and now, if you, young Colt, would take some well-meaning advice from one, it’s high time you rounded up those cattle before they spread themselves all over the Marches. Fare you well, young sir.’


Geordie swore. Walter bristled, but the man was right. ‘Come on!’ he called impatiently to his followers, wheeled his horse around – how awkward and weak it felt beneath him now, though it was as fine a cob as any in the Marches – and clattered up the uneven path out of the trees. Wat and Geordie followed close, as if glad to be out of that strangely oppressive sunlit glade, and the Colt found himself drinking in the clean damp air in great gulps, to be rid of that acrid smoky odour. And by all Hell, there was laughter behind them! Walter looked back with baffled fury – and then his blood ran chill again. There had been three men in that party, and no other to be seen; but in that nasty merriment there were quite unmistakably four, and one of them a deep hollow bass.


He grabbed Geordie’s captive by the greasy hair. ‘You! As you value your neck, how many in that party you met?’


The prisoner too was staring back, his burnt brows climbing. ‘But three! I swear’t! Or we’d never have challenged! And then – he threw – and it … it-t …’ The hardened Armstrong dissolved in a sudden flood of wailing tears.


Geordie slapped him. ‘Haud yer noise, man! Leave be, Colt, for the lord to weigh. The cattle are our concern now!’


Walter nodded and spurred his horse away, loosing the bowstring and reaching for the rope at his saddlebow. But, like some impending prophecy, the laughter followed at his heels.




2


Ill Hand, Worse Will


The gathering of the cattle was long, but less labour than it might have been, for a few more of the Branxholme men had been summoned and sent riding hard at heel, fearful lest the Colt might come to harm in his rashness. Fearful not only for the father’s wrath but for Walter’s own sake; for in truth the son was more beloved of his people, and, though he did not know it, thought the better man by far. They passed the beasts by, fearing some catastrophe, but when they found him unscathed they set at once to herding and roping. They were full of praise for the young lord’s daring, till they saw how it angered Walter; the feeling of bafflement and helplessness burned in him still. He would have loved to ask some of the older men if they knew anything more of this Michael, but he feared it would lower him in their eyes. When the tally of beasts was complete they watered them at the Dodburn and set off on the homeward path, with Walter riding behind rather than before, lost in dark thoughts. They left him to it.


That was how, an hour or more homeward, he was the last to notice the smoke plume over the hillcrests, till their excited shouts called it to his mind. He saw the size of it, and swore. ‘More deviltry!’ he snarled, swinging his horse to the head of the little column.


‘Aye, so I fear,’ said Wat, shading his eyes against the falling sun. ‘Southeast by the Slitrig water, it’d be – and was’na it yonder the Laird was called yestre’en?’


Walter ran his fingers through his brown hair. ‘Aye, he was! And will you look at the height of it? That’s more than some cottar’s roof caught light –’


They heard the horn, then. Not ringing, not thrilling, a thin exhausted wail that barely carried on the breeze, and was hardly stronger; but it was repeated and repeated, and from the same direction as the smoke. ‘That’s it!’ said Walter grimly, and turned his weary horse’s head. ‘Follow, all of you!’


‘But the beasts!’ groaned one of the drovers.


‘Drive them along, man!’ snapped Walter. ‘It’s not so far, and we’ll not leave them a prize for any more reivers!’


Long before they reached the last hilltop they saw the man who blew, and he them. He stared at first, unsure whether to run towards them or away, but when he saw Walter spurring ahead of the cattle he set up a great wailing outcry, and came staggering and stumbling down the sparse-grown slope with his arms flailing. When he reached Walter he was too exhausted to do more than hang at his stirrup and gasp, a lank old peasant clad in stinking sheepskins.


‘Speak, man!’ shouted Walter furiously. ‘What’s afoot?’


‘Acreknowe – fired!’ the man wheezed. ‘Reiver bastards – the Laird’s there – sieged in—’


Walter flung him sprawling from his stirrup and waved the others forward. He could guess it now, a fool could. A double thrust – the Lord decoyed from home with the bulk of his men and pinned down by a waiting force, while a few reivers struck deep into the heart of his country, stealing beasts from farms in the very shadow of Branxholme’s wall, loosing more than they could steal. A move at chess, most likely; not so much for the gaining of wealth, as to show that Branxholme’s shadow was no longer the sure shield it had been. A move to lessen the Lord’s power and prestige. A chill thought grew on him then – a move, too, to draw out his rash heir in trod? Might there not have been another ambush waiting, some way ahead?


He flushed out the fear with deliberate anger, and spurred to the hilltop. The encounter at the ford had shaken him, moved him to reflect. He had been raised to fight, like his father before him; but he had also been schooled to think. It was upon him to show more than rashness, now. He swung from his saddle below the summit, and falling to his belly crawled forward to stare down into the vale below. Wat and Geordie, with hunters’ instinct, wormed up through the dripping bracken to his side. The sight below them was grim.


The round dished vale was pleasant in the long-shadowed sunlight, a green and brown draughtboard on a dark cloth of forest, for its pieces the strips of ploughland and the round drystone beastfolds dotted here and there. At its centre, less than half a mile below, ran a strip of dark water, and along it the fermtoun, the little gaggle of steadings and shielings where the cottars lived. Walter caught the smell of the red earth freshly turned, and felt something like love for it. This was rich land, if only the little men were left in peace to till it; it was his hope when he inherited to maintain that peace, and he often imagined himself sitting sternly in judgement as his father did, or riding out to harry thieves and midnight reivers in defence of his people. Now, though, he caught another taint on the wind, and it carried the bitterness of reality.


It was from the heart of the little village that the column of brownish smoke arose, sparking and flaring at its centre. The cottars’ rooftops would be all peat, few if any rich enough to afford dry thatch, still less the tiles of slate and stone that castles could command. They would burn slow, and the heavy smoke would roll among the streets and cause choking mayhem to their defenders. Clearly that was the plan of those he saw wheeling and circling around the outer walls, whooping and yelling.


Geordie unleashed a soft oath. ‘All alowe! And yon’s a sight more men than the Laird had word of!’


‘More than he had with him!’ agreed Walter softly. ‘And they’re stopping the ways out between the houses.’


‘Like to smoking a warren!’ mouthed Wat angrily.


The image made Walter wince. Sooner or later, like those rabbits, the defenders would have to break for their lives into the open, right under the hooves and blades of their foes. What plan had he?


One of the young housecarls thumped the ground. ‘For why’re we jist daunderin’ around up here, then, Colt? Could we no’—’


‘Not what?’ growled Walter. ‘Take them aback? All ten of us? Use your eyes, loon, there’s near a hundred horse down there!’ He struggled to think of the first Latin text he’d been taught from, Caesar’s Commentaries. What would that cold clear Roman mind have done with the little he had at his disposal?


‘But we canna jist—’


‘Did I say we’d do naught? Back ahorse, the whole pack of you! And unrope the cattle!’


‘Ye mean tether—’ began Wat.


‘I said no such thing! Unrope them all!’


The men stared. ‘Unrope –?’


‘Are ye for making Black Soulis a present, Colt?’ grumbled the young servant.


‘Aye!’ said Walter furiously. ‘A grand generous one! Drive them before us! Drive them fast!’


Intent upon the siege, the circling reivers swayed this way and that, massing wherever a breakout seemed likeliest, cutting down any who strayed beyond the sheltering walls, but wary of coming too close within the reach of pike or sword. The noise was tremendous; small wonder that they did not hear the drumming from the hillside above till it was too late. Into the dale poured some twenty-five head of weary, whip-maddened cattle, choking into the narrow level strip by the water, lowing in mindless panic as the bank-edge yawned beyond them and slipped away under their hooves. Wild-eyed, nostrils flaring and smoking in the moist air, they barged their neighbours or half-climbed each other’s haunches in a parody of mating. For the second time that day they bolted, the only way they could, with tossing horn and trampling hooves into the outer flanks of the besiegers.


A man yelled; a horse was rolled over and vanished beneath the wave of glistening flanks. Another tried to leap aside, whinnied in dismay, skittered sideways, slipped and toppled into the river with a mighty splash, pinning its rider on the rocks beneath. Reivers afoot vaulted over a low stone wall as the crush came upon them, only to have it bulge and topple on their heads. A reiver yanked back his reins, his mount panicked and reared, kicking, to come down on the points of those wicked horns. Horse and rider fell, screaming together, and were gone. A man on a tall roan rose in his stirrups, warning the other riders back out of the stampede’s path, then jerked and doubled over with Wat’s arrow in his side. Walter fired a second later as he came within crossbow range, into a knot of startled riders; he hit no man, but the sing of the bolt before their faces set a mighty scare in them. One fell, foot still tangled in the stirrup; the others hesitated that fatal instant, colliding as they wheeled into each other. The stampede, spreading out now, ran into them and they bolted in all directions. Walter’s next shot plucked one from the saddle as he went. Their companion’s horse burst rearing and plunging out of the crush, saddle askew, a broken stirrup-leather flapping at its side. The stampede, maddened still further by the choking smoke and stinging sparks, plunged around the edge of the buildings and into the rest of the besiegers.


The new arrivals sent a hail of bolts and arrows after it, firing as fast as they could and whooping and bellowing to create an illusion of numbers. With such a crush there was scant need to aim, and many of their darts found a mark in man or mount. The reivers drew back in growing panic, milling uncertainly, and then had to wheel again hastily as the defenders, seeing the sudden break in their tormentors’ ranks, came surging out from between the burning buildings with a triumphant skirling yell.


Walter, reining in to reload, looked on them with mingled relief and dismay. Sir Robert Scot had set out with some forty well-armed mounted troopers. Now there looked to be scarce thirty, and some afoot; but with them were the cottars and gudemen, driven by rage and desperation to arm themselves. Some had rusty old blades of long-forgotten style, but the rest bore rakes and scythes and dungforks – God help any who took a wound from those filthy tines! At last Walter saw with relief the familiar, not to say unmistakable, figure of his father atop the monstrous English carthorse of a beast that alone could bear his armoured weight, riding with his round legs stuck out from its flanks like a pair of fat hams with boots on the end. He was roaring at the least forward churls, and leaning precariously from his saddle to drive them along with slaps of his battleaxe and robust kicks. Evidently they hardly needed his encouragement; they crashed into the now broken flank of their besiegers with bloodthirsty enthusiasm and laid about them with a will.


That was enough for the reivers’ captain, himself now driven back against the burning buildings and blinded by the reeks he had created. He had no way to marshal a force sundered and panicked by this sudden irruption of cattle, frenzied and witless, and with God knew how many new defenders in their wake. A horn belled, loud and urgent, and before Walter and his men came within reach all the reivers who could broke off the fight and wheeled like ducks rising off a mere. Those who were cut off they made no cast to free, did not wait for stragglers but spurred their weary horses towards the village bridge and ford and the slope opposite, dropping most of the booty they’d snatched up. Walter caught up with a knot of stragglers as they crossed, felled one raw-boned blond fellow with a fine shot, slung bow to pommel and swept out his sword to meet another. But even as their blades met something hissed past, very close, and the reiver coughed horribly, rolled up his eyes and fell. Geordie, immediately behind Walter, brandished his bow with the enthusiastic air of a dog who had just defended his master.


‘Damnation, man!’ cried Walter, furious and humiliated at being shielded once again. He grabbed at his bow, but the reivers were already making speed up the slope. Around him the farmers and housetroops were mopping up the remnants with vicious enthusiasm. He spied his father, shaking the blood off his great Danish battleaxe, and rode joyously up to him.


‘Did you see it, Father?’ he yelled. ‘Did you see us skelp ’em?’


Sir Robert Scot’s face, shaven to the ears and above in the old Norman fashion, was even redder and more inflated than usual, suffused with furious blood as he spied his only child. He spurred towards him, puffing and blowing, and swung his stubby hand in a ringing cuff at his son’s ear.


‘Where in all the bowels of hell have you been?’ bellowed the Lord of Branxholme. ‘Did my word not say to come at once, hard riding? Eh? And with all you could muster from hereabouts? What’s this ragtag of carls and cottars you bring me, and hours too late? Eh? Did you hope all would be done by then and me dead, is that it? Eh? Eh?’ He aimed another cuff; the young man, rubbing his reddening ear, evaded it this time with the skill of years of practice.


‘But Father, hear me!’ he protested. ‘What word? I’ve had no message of yours! How could I? I’ve not been at home since the early hours, if it’s there you sent!’


‘From home – what’s this? After the by’relady farmgirls again, is it? No matter!’ he snapped before Walter could protest, and bellowed to his men. ‘Up, Branxholmes! Up, and on their sleuth! The fewer Liddesdale sees home, the lighter we can sleep o’ nights!’


Those who had horses or could seize them came milling towards the Lord as he spurred his heavy-footed mount across the little plank bridge and up the slope to the crest, slipping in the trampled mire the reivers had left. The dip in the hillside beyond was shallow and leaner than the valley, thin-soiled sheep country, a scoured vale whose rocky ribs showed through the skin. A little burn wound between the rocks, with patches of brown marshy grass among the spiky gorse. The reivers were only just crossing it. They rode fast, their leaders racing the swift cloudshadows to the further slope, but not as men do with death at their heels; they seemed in no great fear of pursuit now.


‘I’ll school ’em!’ bellowed Robert, and setting his shield before his great-bellied armour he snatched his long ash-lance from its saddlerest and sent the monstrous horse galloping and skidding down the slope at an unstoppable pace. His troopers bayed like hounds and went crashing along in his wake. Walter and his faithful shadows, more lightly armed and mounted, had to zigzag their way down through the tangled tussocks and thickets of scratching broom. Below him he saw the reivers turn in alarm at the steel-clad mountainslide bearing down on them, and spur their horses to scatter. But even as Robert Scot reached the valley floor a cold damp gust ruffled Walter’s hair, and on its wings a deeper shadow than before came sweeping across the slope. A distant crack and rumble chilled him, and suddenly the first leaden drops of a shower. A cloudburst swept across the little vale like a drawn curtain and enveloped Branxholme and his troopers in icy, blinding water.


Walter’s mount balked as thunder thudded in the clouds, but the rain was already upon them, heavy stinging drops that slapped the skin and numbed it. As through a grey veil he saw the scene of confusion below. The boggy little burn was barely a stride for a small horse to cross. Now, after the reivers had pounded through, it was a mass of puddled mire, and the rain was swelling it even as the pursuers came crashing down off the hill, collapsing crumbled banks into bubbling pools that swallowed and sucked at hooves. Horses, beyond stopping, stumbled, whinnying, and collided; men, half-blinded, toppled from their saddles into the muck and skidded there, unable to get up and in peril from the stamping, churning hooves around them. Even Walter reined in barely in time, and was almost shot from his saddle as Geordie’s big mare breasted him. ‘Haud hard, ye limb o’ Satan!’ roared the farmer over the din of the rain. ‘Haud, ye corbie’s bait! Haud, mear, or I’ll bile ye!’ Shielding his eyes, he saw Walter struggling to keep his seat, and bellowed ‘I’m sair sorry, Colt! Naught tae be done wi’ the beasts, they’re gone gyte!’


Walter ducked down against his tired horse’s neck, doing his best to soothe it as it tossed and stamped under the water’s whiplash roar; it was like being under a waterfall now, and vision was cut off; even breathing seemed difficult. His ears burned and froze all at once. Then, in that grey curtain, he made out something that moved. Shielding his eyes, he struggled to see it. The hair bristled on his neck; his heart thudded. They were all around him, gliding shadows in the greyness, half-formed and terrible. They were shapes of men, or might have been; for above their bare shoulders were not the heads of men but those of beasts, with horn and tooth and antler. Perhaps they wore skins, but it was hard to be sure. They moved like hunters, cat-sleek and swift, with spears held high and bowstrings taut; the inhuman heads cast this way and that. Even as he saw them they seemed to spy him; the nearest, stag-crowned, whirled and pounced, half-crouching, jerking his spear back for a cast. The point quivered an instant before Walter’s horrified eyes, long enough to see the facets of it, the glassy jagged blackness of the flint. And just as suddenly it was gone, and the cataract was fading to ordinary windblown rain, then into irregular rippling drapes of drizzle. It unveiled a scene of miserable disorder. The charge of the Scots had foundered in the mire; and save for themselves the little valley was empty.


Above them the sky was blue again, the only clouds the white fleecy ones that had been there before, their whiteness reddening now with the evening sun, but with hardly a touch of grey. Of rainclouds there was no trace; yet the valley basin was a glittering sheet of marsh, dotted with muck-clad scarecrows picking themselves painfully out of the mire, grovelling for lost weapons or limping after skittish horses. At the head of it all stood the Lord of Branxholme, dismounted, with a great splash of mire up one side of his armour, staring up at the empty valley side. ‘Dick! You there, Gawn! Help me ahorse! We can still pink their tails for them—’


But the demoralized troopers, even those still mounted, made little move to obey. ‘There’s scarce a spear in haund between us, Laird!’ grunted Gavin of Todshaw, their sergeant. ‘Our swords’re sunk, our bowstrings clagged up! Let yon bastards go, lest aught else befall!’


‘Else?’ The Lord glared. ‘What’re you rabbiting about, man?’


It was Wat who said what they were all thinking. ‘A worse sending, Laird!’


‘Sending?’ roared Robert Scot, his eyes starting.


Wat, old enough not to be daunted, glared back. ‘Aye, a sending! Did ye see it comin’, yon cloud? And where’s it gaun tae the now? Nae common drookin’, that, frae a clear sky and upon us alane! To say nae worse,’ he added quietly.


‘Worse!’ muttered Sir Robert with apparent scorn; yet something about him gave Walter a sinister thrill of realization. His father had seen something too. And the troopers were all glancing sidelong at one another, uncertain – so had they! Only nobody wanted to be the first to admit it, and risk being tagged for a coward – least of all him.


‘No, Laird.’ Wat shook his head. ‘There was an ill haund in this, and a worse will. Am I no’ richt, Gawn? It was his doing: Black Soulis. And what mair could he no’ do, the nearer Liddesdale we come?’


The Lord stood a moment. But the defeat in him was obvious. Walter felt it too, the miserable helplessness redoubled with awe and horror at the thought of a man who held the very clouds at his bidding – and worse. Thus it had been ever since young King Alexander had named the Lord Nicholas de Soulis the Keeper of Liddesdale, and hence controller of all the mischief that spilled out of it. At first there had been merely more raids, and dark rumour of what went on behind the bleak walls of the castle of Hermitage; that was bad enough. De Soulis made bitter enemies in those first years, and for all the King’s favour they were gathering. He had found it convenient then to depart on his pilgrimage. The Border lords had breathed easier awhile, and set themselves to the sore task of regaining some of their own from the hard men of Liddesdale, that bleak valley with few trees and never a single church. Then de Soulis had returned, and all was worse than before, as he reached out greedy hands first this way, then that, across lands that took his fancy. For wherever his covetous glance lit there came a spate of strange and dark happenings, now no longer confined within the stronghold of Hermitage but falling across the country like a volley of venomed darts, to spread fear and terror and smooth the path of his raiding parties. Some said that his embrace was growing wide enough to encompass the whole Middle March at last, and bend the neck of knight and cottar alike beneath his cruel yoke. Till now it had been smaller men, lesser landholders in the Debatable Land, men of Eskdale and English of the Bewcastle Wastes, foresters of Kielder, who had suffered most at his hands; now, it seemed, his glance had turned northward to the more powerful lords of Teviotdale, and at their head the Scots.


Thus it had been; and with an appalling blasphemy Robert Scot hurled his lance point-down into the mud and stamped. Casting around, he saw Walter, and summoned him with a furious gesture.


Walter swung himself out of the saddle, and approached carefully. He did not greatly mind his father’s blows – he knew the weight behind them was fondness far more than cruelty – but there was no sense courting them, either. Robert Scot stood waiting with his short round legs akimbo, wheezing softly with his wrath. ‘You see? You see? An hour earlier, even – ten minutes, but, and we’d have lain hand o’ them! Weighed down the trees from here to Hawick with ’em! If you hadn’t been out on your damned night-flitting after some fat-arsed haywench, instead of paying the proper court to—’


‘There was another raid!’ snapped Walter, seeing his father raise a ham hand again, and a subject he didn’t like. ‘Liddesdale men, Armstrongs or their kin – they loosed cattle from a dozen steadings, ran off but twenty-five head, mostly Wat’s. I rode out on hot trod with Wat and Geordie.’


The older Scot’s bulk seemed to swell, but he held his hand. ‘On the trod? And who said you should take such a thing upon yourself, you callow wee braggart? Eh? You damned young ninny! Armstrong reivers – what’d you think to do, then, if you caught them up? Play them at battledore? Suchlike men, they’d have slit your belly on the spot! Aye, or run off with you to sauce the bargain! A fine expense I’d have had ransoming you! It’d have been the ruin of the family! We’d have been a sight more than twenty-five kine the poorer, by’re Lady, and you with worse than a skelp i’ the lugs! Cheaper to wed again and raise another—’


‘But we’re not the poorer!’


‘What?’


Walter grinned; he enjoyed pleasing his father. ‘I got the cattle back. And I drove them down here to scatter the reivers.’


Robert Scot’s eyebrows climbed. ‘You— And the Armstrongs?’


‘One dead, one fled, one captive, if he hasn’t slipped his bonds in all this. Blood-Wullie’s son, says Wat.’


‘He’s no gaun’ far,’ said Wat. ‘Geordie drapped him i’ the gorse yonder.’


‘Wullie Armstrong’s s—oho, ho!’ Sir Robert Scot’s mood changed, as usual, on the instant. He rubbed his hands and chortled, and shouted to all and sundry. ‘Come you here, all of you, and hear this! The Colt’s laid a pack of Armstrongs by the heels—’


Walter, who’d known well enough how his father would react, stopped him. ‘It’s not like that, Father. It may be worse. You’d better hear it out. We caught up with them at the ford below Skelfhill – only there was this noise—’
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