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Glossary



Author’s Note


In my recent travels, meeting and greeting my readers, and even in my daily interactions with people who are not my readers but who know, from various sources, that I write historical novels, one question recurs with frequency: ‘What is historical fiction?’


I’ve heard this question ever since I first became a published author, but in the past few years the number of people asking it has multiplied so noticeably that I now feel obliged to try to answer it. So let me see if I can.


On the most visible level it’s a genre, of course, a recognisable story form that’s easy to hang a label upon. (Allow me to digress. Although this genre is growing increasingly popular everywhere in the English-speaking world, it is one of the strangest anomalies of the bookselling trade in North America that the major bookstore chains refuse to recognise it. Readers everywhere are clamouring for it more and more loudly each year, but bookstores appear deaf. There are no Historical Fiction departments in our North American bookstores, and that gives rise to strange bedfellows. This book you are holding now – very clearly a historical novel – is probably shelved in the Fantasy and Science Fiction section. That is because my first series of books, called A Dream of Eagles in Canada and the Camulod Chronicles in the U.S.A., offered a speculative but feasible perspective on the probable beginnings of the Arthurian legend, set in fifth-century post-Roman Britain. It was historical, but it was also speculative fiction. Most telling of all, though, it mentioned King Arthur, and so it was designated fantasy and shelved accordingly. But because of that, my last two historical trilogies, dealing respectively with the rise and fall of the medieval Knights Templar and the fourteenth-century Scottish Wars of Independence, have also been consigned to the Fantasy and Sci-Fi shelves, in utter disregard of the minor consideration that they contain no slightest hint of either fantasy or science fiction.)


So what is historical fiction? I believe the best of it amounts to a transcription of thoroughly researched records of genuine historical events embellished, emphasised, and made more appreciable to modern readers with one single element of historical commentary that is taboo among academic and classical historians. That element is speculation. Historians know, for example, that King Edward I of England spent an entire night in May of the year 1290 cloistered with Antony Bek, the Prince Bishop of Durham, in a guarded room in Norham Castle on the Scots border, and that Bek left for Scotland the following morning, there to announce himself as King Edward’s deputy in arranging the union of the Crowns of England and Scotland through a marriage between Princess Margaret of Norway, the child heir to the vacant Scottish throne, and King Edward’s firstborn son, the boy Edward, Prince of Wales. They know that, but the all-night meeting was behind closed doors with nothing written down for posterity, so they know nothing of what was actually said between the two men that night, and as academic historians they are forbidden to speculate.


That speculation falls within the purview of the writer of historical fiction, who is completely at liberty to put words into the mouths of the participants, with the sole proviso that he or she can say nothing that contradicts the known historical record. And so the historical novelist possesses a power that is almost magical compared with the straightforward recitation of known facts inhibiting the academics: the novelist can breathe life into the otherwise lifeless and unappreciated protagonists and participants in great historical events, and the really gifted storytellers can transform ancient worlds into reality, enabling their readers to appreciate and understand that their ancestors, the people who inhabited those times and places and lived through great and remarkable events centuries or millennia ago, were people like themselves, facing exactly the same fundamental problems that beset us today, with all our supposed advantages. For then, as now, the problems facing an ordinary, undistinguished man were straightforward and unavoidable – to feed his family and dependents and to keep them safe, with the best and strongest roof over their heads that he could provide – and the role of a responsible woman, in any society, has been unchanged since Eve first smiled at Adam. It is the skill of historical novelists in making those things clear while cleaving as closely as possible to historical accuracy that has led to the recent enormous upsurge in demand for the wondrous stories that are found in historical novels, the genre that the booksellers will tell you doesn’t exist.


What most people don’t know about, though, is the genuinely massive difficulty in dealing with language accurately, and that, too, increases the demand for accuracy in reporting by the historical novelist. Standard English, as we know it today, became standardised only during the reign of Queen Victoria. Before that there was no such thing as orthography, no formal rules of spelling or syntax. Everyone who was literate was free to spell anything the way he or she thought fit. And even more confusing, less than two hundred years ago people from different regions of the same country – of any country – couldn’t speak to or understand one another. Every little town and village had its own dialect and its own idioms. In Scotland, for example, the port town of Aberdeen had its own language, spoken only by Aberdonians. Two hundred years ago in Britain, which is where I grew up, Londoners couldn’t speak with people from Devon or Cornwall or from Yorkshire or Lancashire or Dorset, and God knows they couldn’t converse with Gaelic-speaking Scots or Irishmen or Welshmen. But they all understood their neighbours perfectly, and they conversed fluently in whatever dialect was common to them; and when they needed to, as people always have, they invented bastard languages to permit them to trade with one another. The only means the historical novelist has of dealing with such delicate intricacies is his or her own skill in the manipulation of language and suggestion.


And so I invite my readers, once again, to share my perception, my interpretation, of the world in which my heroes lived in fourteenth-century Scotland. Seven hundred years have elapsed since William Wallace, Andrew Murray, and Robert Bruce fought their campaigns in the name of freedom, but their struggle against tyranny and usurpation is still going on today, around our modern world.


Jack Whyte


Kelowna, British Columbia


August 31, 2014




To my granddaughter Jessica and her husband, Jake Strashok, who is what I have always secretly wanted to be: a metalsmith. And to my dear wife, Beverley, for being herself.




Chapter One


Father James Wallace, 1343


I discovered many years ago that Sir Lionel Redvers was the first English knight ever to die at the hands of my cousin William Wallace of Elderslie, and while the discovery pained me at the time, it also gave me a moment of vengeful satisfaction. I have confessed that sin on many occasions but it remains within me unforgiven, for I have never really regretted the satisfaction I derived from it.


Redvers was an undistinguished knight from the county of Suffolk. I only ever met him once, and briefly, and had immediately dismissed him as a nonentity. But within minutes of our encounter he proved how strange are the ways of God, for even a nonentity may be a catalyst. That headstrong, zealous fool changed every life in Scotland and plunged the whole of Britain into chaos because he brought about the deaths of a woman, her small son, and her unborn second child. The woman was in my care at the time and her name was Mirren Wallace. She was William Wallace’s wife and therefore cousin to me by marriage.


My name is Wallace, too, and I am a priest. A very old priest. I was born in 1272, which makes me seventy-one years old. Sir William Wallace, Guardian of Scotland, was my first cousin and my dearest boyhood friend. Thirty-eight years ago, on the day he died, he asked me, as his confessor, to bear witness to the manner of his dying and to attest to it should men seek to malign him in times ahead. I swore I would, and that is why I am writing this today, so long afterwards.


For nigh on thirty years I had no reason to recall that promise to Will. From being greatly out of favour with his fellow Scots before his death, he was reborn as a hero during King Robert’s struggle to unite Scotland, when the Bruce himself chose to adopt the tactics Will had used against the English, turning the land itself, as well as its folk, to the task of defeating England’s plans to usurp our realm. And from the King’s open admiration of my cousin’s single-minded struggle, a new recognition of Will’s worth and integrity grew up in Scotland. I was content.


I have no idea when the substance of his recognition began to change or who set that in motion, and neither have I any doubt that the change continues. It first came to my attention through a chance conversation with an old friend, another priest, whom I had not seen for years. His name was Declan, and we had served together as chaplains to Will’s outlawed band in Selkirk Forest many years before, when we were both young. Mere chance threw us together again one night about ten years ago, in the abbey at Dunfermline in Fife, where we arrived separately one autumn afternoon on church business. After dinner that night, reminiscing by the dying fire, my old friend unwittingly destroyed my peace of mind.


We were speaking, as always, in Latin. This is not unusual among priests, since we learn it as soon as we begin to train for the priesthood, and we often find it useful to adopt the language of the Church when conversing privately, particularly if there are others nearby with whom we do not wish to share our thoughts. With Father Declan, though, there was another reason. Declan spoke poorly, even haltingly, in our native tongue, as though he had difficulty finding his words in the common language of everyday life. When he spoke Latin, though, he became another person altogether, his conversation fluid and sparkling with wit and ease. I always took pleasure in that difference.


‘This is where I last saw your cousin Will,’ he said that night.


‘In this abbey?’ I said, surprised. ‘I didn’t know he’d ever come to Dunfermline. When was that?’


‘It was soon after the defeat at Falkirk,’ Declan said, ‘but I couldn’t tell you exactly when. He was a different Will Wallace from the man I’d known in Selkirk Forest, though. That I can swear to. He looked decades older – haggard and … haunted is what I remember thinking at the time. He spoke to me civilly enough, but I never saw him smile in all the time I was there – he who had always had a smile for everyone and loved to laugh. And then within the month I heard that he had laid down the guardianship.’


‘Aye,’ I said, ‘haunted is a good word for how he looked then. He was a man transformed and disfigured by what occurred at Falkirk. He blamed himself for the debacle and would not be consoled, no matter how passionately we condemned the magnates who quit the field with their cavalry and left him and his men alone on foot to face the English bowmen. He carried all the guilt himself for the hundreds killed in the skirmishes, for he had never trusted the loyalty of the magnates and he believed he should have known they would desert him. He never recovered from the shame of it, though God knows there was no shame in it for him. But it sapped his spirit, and he lost the will to fight.’


Declan looked at me with one eyebrow raised. ‘You seem very sure of that. Did you confess him at that time?’


‘No. I offered, but he would have none of it. It was plain to see he had lost all faith in God, in the realm, and even in the King’s cause that had sustained him. He had been King John’s most stalwart supporter since the outset, even in the face of everything that happened, and he saw Scotland’s abandonment of Balliol as a form of suicide – the self-willed death of the realm. He was a man in despair, and I could do nothing to comfort him. All I could do was commend him to his friend Bishop Lamberton, perhaps the single man in all of Scotland he still trusted. Eventually he left on the embassy to France – that was at Lamberton’s instigation – and thence to Rome to parley with the Pope and the cardinals on Scotland’s behalf, and I did not see him again for four years. Not until the night I visited him and heard his last confession in Smithfield prison.’


‘But he had regained his faith by then?’


‘Aye, he had, and I have thanked God for that. He made a good confession and died in a state of grace, his mind at rest – as far as it could be, knowing what faced him that day. When I left him before dawn that morning, he was the same old Will I had always known and loved.’


Declan smiled. ‘The Will we both knew and loved in Selkirk Forest. But that’s not the William Wallace men talk about today.’


I shrugged. ‘That’s as it should be. They see him now, too late, as the man he truly was.’


Declan looked at me strangely. ‘No,’ he said, ‘that’s not what I meant, Jamie. The man he truly was? What they’re saying today has nothing to do with the man Will Wallace truly was. How can you even pretend to be amused by such a thing? Men speak of him now as if he were a demigod of the ancients, another Finn MacCool, bigger than any living man, greater even than King Robert.’


‘Finn MacCool would be flattered,’ I said, smiling at the foolishness of what he had said. ‘Fond memories play tricks on everyone – especially on those who were not there to share what happened. But I’m surprised to hear the “greater than King Robert” slur. That’s inane. And dangerous. In their cups, I suppose.’


‘I’ve heard it said, nonetheless, Jamie. On many occasions and by people who were not drunk.’


‘Drunk or not, they must have been mad to malign King Robert openly.’


My friend turned to look at me squarely, and again I saw that expression of perplexity on his face.


‘What?’ I said. ‘You disagree with me?’


A deep cleft appeared between his brows and he stared at me for several moments. ‘Forgive me, Jamie,’ he said and sat back in his seat. ‘I thought you must be aware of what I mean – even though I can’t imagine how you can truly not know.’ He drew a breath. ‘They’re changing him, Jamie. Changing everything about him. Will has been dead, what? Twenty-eight years? Most of the folk who knew him are dead themselves. Those who talk about him now are young – not old priests like you and me but plain, very young Scots folk everywhere. They never knew him, never saw him, and they believe what they are being told.’


I could feel myself glowering. ‘Speak plain, man. What are they being told? And who is telling them?’


I suddenly saw my friend, whom I had known for so long and who had not aged in my mind, as what he really had become, a careworn, middle-aged priest perplexed by the strange inconsistencies of mankind.


‘I don’t know, Jamie. I don’t know who is behind such talk, or even when or how or where it began. But folk are saying nowadays that Sir William Wallace was a giant. Not merely in his body, which God knows was big enough, but in everything else, too. In his passions and his convictions, his patriotism and his prowess, in the things he did and the things he believed and the things he achieved. They’re saying that he was a giant in his virtues, too, a towering, saintly figure, divinely inspired, without flaw and lacking any human faults. They’re speaking of him as they would a saint, saying that he had the privy ear of God Himself, and that in the Deity’s name he named and publicly condemned this country’s treasonous enemies, the Comyns and their like, who abandoned Scotland’s cause at Falkirk fight.’


I sat open-mouthed, appalled by what I was hearing, yet knowing that Declan would not lie about such things, and as I closed my mouth, swallowing the sourness on my tongue, he spoke on.


‘I knew Will Wallace, Jamie,’ he said in a voice that sounded as shaken as I felt. ‘Not as well as you did, I know, but that last part frightens me near to death when I think of it, for I know how wrong it is. Will Wallace was no saint.’


I have never felt anything quite like the helplessness that filled me then as I sat there, wordless, beside the smoking embers of the fire. It shook me to the bottom of my being, because the truth that rang in Declan’s voice was unmistakable and it convinced me that I had been derelict in my duty to protect my cousin’s name. I had to swallow hard to moisten my mouth before I could respond.


‘I’ve heard none of this, Declan,’ I said eventually. ‘Tell me more, all of it.’


And he did, in great detail.


Wallace was being reborn, he insisted, this time stripped of all human frailties and fallibilities and held up to the adoring crowds as a conquering champion who had been sent by Heaven to rally Scotland against its ancient enemies, and who had been betrayed and undone by traitors. Even as I listened, believing what he said, I had to fight the temptation to shout him down and try to make a liar out of him. The clear suggestion underlying everything he told me was that those ancient enemies were the English, and that was monstrously untrue. They had been our enemies for a time, yes, and we had fought a war with them that lasted, off and on, for eighteen years until we bested them at Bannockburn in the seventh year of King Robert’s reign. But the people of England had not been our enemies until their ageing King, Edward Plantagenet, sensing a weakness in us that did not exist, decided to lay claim to our realm and add it to his own, exactly as he had done earlier with Wales. His barons, hungry for Scots land and wealth, had flocked to support him, but the common English folk had never been our enemies before Edward himself provoked us into war with them.


What was being said now, flagrantly untrue, was obviously aimed at people too young to have known what really happened back in the days when Wallace’s rebellion broke out. Older people might have laughed at what they were being told, but most of those older people had died between then and now, and the plain truth known to my generation – that Edward of England alone was responsible for Scotland’s troubles in those days – was nearly forgotten.


Declan asked me, yet again, how I could have been unaware of such goings-on. All I could do was shake my head. I knew, though, that I had simply not been listening. I had assumed that my cousin had been redeemed by King Robert’s high regard for him, and that therefore I had no further need to worry about him. He had been dead for almost three decades, and the King’s esteem had cleared his name of any hint of shame or dishonour. I had believed I could leave him and his memory in God’s hands.


I had been wrong.


That evening with Declan was the goad that drove me to begin my history of my cousin as I knew him, and the task of doing precisely that – of bearing witness in Will’s memory – has consumed me for more than ten years now. I am realistic enough to know that my puny, unsupported voice can do nothing to influence or interfere with the political ambitions of those powerful but unknown people who are trying to use Will for their own ends. I am also cynical enough to acknowledge that, despite knowing nothing of their identities, their motivation, or their objectives, I could probably point my finger accurately at some who would turn out to be ringleaders. But even were I to do that, who would listen to an old, obscure priest, even though he be cousin to the great Wallace?


By writing instead of speaking out, though, I see a possibility that what I have to say will be read and understood in years to come by others who might heed my words and use them. I have a duty to keep the promise I made to Will, there in the pre-dawn darkness of his prison cell.


The King of England had him hanged in London town in the year 1305, but bade the royal executioners to cut him down before he could die. They brought him back from the edge of death, and then they eviscerated him and forced him to watch his own intestines being burned in a metal dish. And finally they beheaded and dismembered him and sent his body parts to be displayed in various cities as a reminder of the penalty for defying England’s most Christian king.


I last set down my pen more than a year ago, unable to continue writing after I had described the inhumanity surrounding the deaths of Will’s wife, Mirren, and her unborn child, and the murder of his infant son, another William Wallace. Having written of it, reliving the horror as though it had happened mere days before instead of decades, I simply stopped and walked away, refusing to return to my chronicle. I had no will to pursue the painful memories further. It took me until yesterday to recapture the peace of mind I needed to resume my task, though I doubt even now if peace of mind is the correct term for what I had been lacking. Determination, now that I see it written here, is a more accurate word.


Whatever the right term may be, though, I was spurred to begin again by an unprompted memory of an Englishman, a common garrison soldier called Harald Gaptooth, whom I came to know in a Lanark monastery soon after my encounter with Redvers decades earlier. He was a boorish oaf, completely uncouth, utterly lacking in grace or manners, and coarsely English, but I had paid attention to his tale on the two occasions when I heard it, and I recalled it easily last night and decided, then and there, that I might never find a better point at which to resume my tale.




Chapter Two


The Drunkard’s Tale


Harald Gaptooth would eventually be grateful for having known nothing of what was to happen that night in Lanark town, but even as he began to recover from his injuries he was aware that his own laziness and ignorance had saved his life. He knew, too, that had his friend Bernard of Boothby not been sergeant of the guard that night, he would have been flogged for reporting drunk for duty and being openly mutinous. But he had had no slightest idea, before the world went mad, that anything significant was about to occur; no suspicion that the scene he was witnessing would be seared into his eyes so that he would see it over and over again in the years to come whenever someone mentioned certain things or named certain names. Gaptooth knew none of that. Looking back on the events afterwards, all he would recall was his anger that night, unusual this time because it had a focus, as opposed to the dull, constantly burning anger that consumed him at other times.


He had been angry about being stuck on guard duty when he ought to have been out carousing somewhere on a well-earned leave, safe by a tavern fire on a night that was cold enough for the dead of winter when it ought to have been bright and balmy with the breath of spring. No one had expected snow so late in May. And no one was ready for it, after two months of sunshine and soft weather. Daffodils and crocuses had been blooming for weeks, many of them withered and gone already, and new leaves were bursting their buds on trees everywhere.


And then God, with a malice that denied all logic, had decreed not only that it should snow but that the temperature should plunge within hours and the snow should be blown everywhere by shrieking winds that cut a man to the bone, chilling the marrow at the centre of him.


His commander, the sheriff Hazelrig, a strutting, pride-filled cockerel, had gone off somewhere four days earlier and had not returned by the time the start of Gaptooth’s promised furlough came around two days later. That meant that Gaptooth’s release had been delayed – that was how Bernard of Boothby, the sergeant, had put it – until the sheriff’s reappearance, because the hot-headed fool had taken almost the entire garrison with him and Lanark town was now seriously undermanned at a time when reports of local rebellions and unrest were coming in daily. Two more days had passed since then with no word from Hazelrig, and the sheriff’s acting lieutenant, Sir Roger de Vries, was visibly worried.


Then, the night before, a fitful wind had sprung up, blowing out of the northwest, and by dawn a heavy, blustering snowstorm had changed the world. By sunrise, visibility had shrunk to less than a longbow shot, and the sight of snow-shrouded, impenetrable masses of trees looming just beyond the town walls was giving rise to thoughts of being attacked while most of the garrison was absent. De Vries had issued orders that all watches were to be double-manned and changed to a four-hours-on, four-off frequency, replacing the standard six-and-six format. No one was permitted to go outside the gates for any reason, and all leave was cancelled until such time as the sheriff returned and garrison life was restored to normal.


Even before word of these new restrictions was passed, Gaptooth’s anger had begun to bubble sufficiently to send him to the nearest alehouse. He set about drinking determinedly as soon as he got there, before noon, and by the time his shift came around, four hours later, he was thoroughly soused, barely able to walk back to his barracks. His friend Bernard, the sergeant of the guard that afternoon, snatched him by the arm as soon as he set eyes on him and dragged him quickly into the lee of a storehouse and out of sight. There he threatened him with hellfire and damnation for being drunk on duty and reminded him of the penalty for being found unfit for guard duty in times of emergency. He sent Harald off with a flea in his ear and a dire warning to wash himself and be sober by the time he showed his face on the parapet walk, lest he find himself arrested and thrown into the cells, where he would, beyond a doubt, be hanged once things returned to normal. De Vries was rattled, Bernard said, probably afraid and certainly unsure of himself, and he would not think twice about reinforcing his authority at the expense of anyone who crossed him.


And so Harald Gaptooth washed his face and head in icy water from a barrel outside the latrines, cursing the weather all the time and shivering like a man with ague as he scrubbed at his cropped, wet hair with a rough towel. Then, wrapped in a heavy sheepskin coat, and with a long muffler made of joined strips of the same fleece wrapped several times around his neck and lower face, he presented himself for guard duty on the tower walk above the castle’s main gate.


Sergeant Bernard eyed him with surly hostility but made no reference to what his friend was wearing. He himself wore a heavy, ankle-length cloak of wax-smeared wool that was completely waterproof. Gaptooth had once owned its twin, but he had long since sold it for money with which to drink, whore, and gamble.


‘Well,’ the sergeant snarled, ‘I don’t know how you did it, you ugly turd, but you look sober enough to pass muster. I’ve given you the bridgewalk post, all to yourself – it’ll keep you awake and it’ll keep you apart. But if de Vries or any of his people come anywhere near you, say nothing to any of them and for the love of Christ don’t let them smell your breath. Otherwise, just stay awake and stay on your feet. Keep that up for four hours and you might escape the hanging you deserve, you sorry whoreson. Carry on.’


Gaptooth cursed his friend, because the bridgewalk was the most public guard post in the garrison, exposed at all times to watching eyes, so the sentries up there never had the slightest chance of slacking off for a few quiet minutes. They were on parade constantly, even in the dead of night, trudging incessantly between the man-thick end posts of the great gallows that towered above them, their every move illuminated by the beacons that blazed on either end of the bridge over the town gates that gave the post its name. That night, Gaptooth knew he would be glad of the beacons’ heat once they were lit, but two hours of daylight yet remained. All he could do in the meantime was brace himself and keep moving, hoping that the constant pacing back and forth would keep the blood flowing through his veins and stave off frostbite.


There were no bodies hanging from the gallows that day, and Gaptooth was grateful, for even though the chill of the snowy air would have killed any smell of death, Harald, like all his garrison mates, had deep-dyed memories of pacing  the bridgewalk beneath a frieze of ripe and rotting corpses  in the heat of summer days, and he felt his belly tightening even at the passing thought of it. He had cared nothing, ever, for the people hanged there. They were all Scotch, and merited being hanged for that alone, but he bitterly resented the summer-rotted stench of them, and resented, too, that he and his companions were forced to do duty directly beneath their decaying hulks, breathing in the filth of their stink and walking through the swarms of flies they attracted. Yet where better to place a gallows than directly above the town’s main gates, where everyone coming and going would see the dangling bodies and reflect upon the folly of incurring the wrath of English justice? It made perfect sense. Still, every garrison trooper who had ever spent a summer guard watch parading beneath the stinking carrion detested the bridgewalk and the duty of manning it.


The wind grew stronger towards the end of his watch, shrieking with malice and increasing the noise of the two great beacon fires to a deafening roar. He tightened his fleece coat about him and rewrapped his thick muffler more snugly around his neck before marching over to the right side of his post, to stand as close as he could get to the fire in the great brazier, bracing his back against the pillar of the gallows, his spear cradled in the crook of his elbow as he clapped his hands and stamped his near-frozen feet. When he looked up again, his vision distorted by the dazzling firelight, he saw the shapes of Bernard and someone else coming towards him from the far end of the bridge, moving eerily through the whirling snow until they walked into the light from the hissing brazier on that side. They had already seen him marching, knew he was awake and alert at his post, and he felt a surge of gratitude that the wind had roused him when it had, for the man walking alongside Bernard of Boothby was Sir Roger de Vries himself. Harald drew himself fully upright, taking a firm grip on his spear shaft and squaring his shoulders, stooping forward slightly to increase  the few inches of distance between his shoulder blades and the pillar at his back. He didn’t think de Vries would accuse him of lounging, but he had long since stopped being surprised by the behaviour of any knight.


But the newcomers did manage to surprise him, albeit without intending to. Just as he raised a hand to address the guardsman, Bernard of Boothby leapt silently into the air and spun away to Harald’s left, a short, twisting convulsion that sent him over the edge of the parapet and down to the cobbles beneath. A moment later something blasted the spear out of Harald’s hand and hurled him backwards into darkness.


When he opened his eyes again Sir Roger de Vries was kneeling on the causeway in front of him, looking up at him from no more than ten paces away, and Harald felt a panic-stricken urge to laugh and look away from the sight of a knight kneeling to him. Then sanity returned and his stomach heaved, for he had no wish to see what he was seeing. Although everything in front of him was blurred by swirling snow and flickering firelight from the braziers, and his eyes felt strange, he had no doubt that de Vries was dying there, on his knees on the bridge, gaping up at Harald with his mouth dripping blood down over his curled beard and onto the rich fabric of his winter cloak, reflecting red and black flickers from the brazier flames. And then as Harald watched, appalled, the knight pitched slowly forward to reveal two long, lethal arrows in his back – unmistakably yard-long broadheads from an English longbow – and Harald felt fear claw suddenly at his bowels. The word treason stamped itself into his mind and he turned to spring away to safety and raise the alarm. Except that he did neither, for he could not move.


Fear flared up in him like the beacon at his back. Gasping in panic, he felt his gorge rise in a surge of nausea. He fought it down and forced himself to remain still, keeping his eyes closed and breathing as deeply as he could. He counted to ten, willing his breath to slow towards normal, then did it again, and felt calmer. By the end of his fourth count of ten, he permitted himself to open his eyes.


The knight de Vries lay face down on the bridge in front of him, clearly dead and already dusted with a coating of snow that appeared black around the base of the two arrows. Apart from the swirling snow, nothing else moved anywhere within sight – and it was then that Gaptooth realised his sight was limited. Something was hampering him, stopping him from moving; now he felt pain and an intense pressure beneath his chin. Fighting off another flare of terror, he willed himself to stay calm, and then he peered downward.


It took him several moments to understand what he was looking at, but then he recognised the finger-thick shaft of another English broadhead. It was lodged hard beneath his chin, tilting his head up and backwards and pressing his skull hard against the curving surface of the gallows frame at his back. He could see along the entire length of the angled shaft to the fletching and the deep bowstring notch at the end. He tried turning his head to the right, to pull his chin clear of the arrow’s shaft, and an explosion of agony seared the entire left side of his head. He remembered the massive blow that had thrown him back. It had hit his spear! The damn thing must have glanced off and angled upwards to pierce his throat, and  he marvelled that he was still alive. A moment later, though, he knew he must be wrong. He could not have lived had the arrow really pierced his throat. Gaptooth was familiar with broadhead war arrows and their wide, triple-barbed, razor-sharp edges, and so he knew that if the warhead had struck him, he would not be capable of moving at all. He would already have bled to death. The lethal arrowhead had missed his throat, and he realised that it had penetrated the thick strips of fleece wound about his neck, piercing them firmly enough to nail him to the gallows post at his back. The pain told him an edge of the broadhead had cut him, somewhere along the jawline, but he felt no strength draining from him and so a clear-thinking part of him recognised that the wound must be a minor one.


And then he heard sounds close by him and he froze just as two men ran by, stooping low and ignoring him completely as they went to examine the snow-covered body of de Vries. One of them pulled the two arrows from the dead man’s back, using the full thrust of his thighs to rip them free, then gripped the corpse by the shoulder and heaved it over onto its back. Then he turned and looked over his shoulder. The fellow’s eyes swept Gaptooth up and down before he turned back to his companion.


‘Get Will.’


As soon as the man spoke, Gaptooth became aware of the clamour of voices from the street below the gateway tower, voices he had not noticed until that moment. He narrowed his eyes slowly until they were mere slits and watched as the second man went obediently to the side of the ramp and raised his voice in a shout.


‘Will! Up here on top o’ the gate,’ he shouted with a sweep of his arm. ‘It’s me, Scrymgeour. There’s a dead knight up here might be the one you’re lookin’ for.’ As he moved back to where his companion still knelt over the body of Sir Roger de Vries, he jerked his thumb towards Gaptooth. ‘Was it you shot that one?’ he asked.


The other man glanced over at Harald and shrugged. ‘Nah. But whoever it was, he was bigger than me, to nail the whoreson to the post like that wi’ one arrow, right through the neck, and all. He’s a big bugger, but that shot picked him up and threw him like a bag o’ beets. Look at the way his feet are crossed. Ah, here’s Will.’


Harald Gaptooth found himself marvelling at the ways of God. The trick now, he knew, was to keep these men thinking he was dead, and that meant making no movement that might be seen by anyone. Luckily, he knew now how to achieve that, for the Scot had told him how he looked: pinned at the neck to the gallows post by a single hard-shot arrow that was supporting his entire weight, his head and body twisted sideways in different directions and one leg thrown over the other. He inhaled slowly, with great care, and willed himself to remain motionless, his unfocused eyes gazing into the blowing snow beyond the stone parapet.


The Will fellow, clearly their leader, was now standing between his two men, all three of them gazing down at the corpse at their feet. Seeing that they were ignoring him, Harald dared to open his eyes completely and take careful note of the newcomer. The fellow wore a rough tunic, belted at the waist and covered with a thick woollen shawl that was pinned at his shoulder, and his long, sturdy-looking legs were encased in trews of heavy cloth, their lower ends wrapped in the leather cross-bindings of heavy, thick-soled boots with iron-studded soles that left clear imprints in the snow. He was tall and bearded, with an enormous breadth of shoulder and depth of chest coupled with long, heavily muscled arms that would have marked him unmistakably as an archer, had he been English. But he was not English, and clearly he was no archer, for he was carrying a huge sword, the longest sword that Harald Gaptooth had ever seen. He had been holding it reversed at his side as he approached, the elongated hilt pointing downward, the tapered blade stretching upwards over his right breast, but now he leaned on it as he looked down at the dead man, his elbow hooked over the weapon’s wide, down-curving cross-guard.


‘Ye’re sure he’s a knight?’ The question was an idle one, Gaptooth knew, for the tone of the man’s voice indicated that his thoughts were elsewhere.


‘Shite, aye, look at him,’ the one called Scrymgeour growled. ‘That fancy sword, an’ thae spurs. He’s a knight, right enough.’


‘Aye, I suppose. His name’ll be de Vries, then. Sir Roger de Vries, Hazelrig’s deputy.’


The leader turned his back on the dead knight and looked around him, and Gaptooth quickly closed his eyes, not daring to breathe, but the other had no interest in him, for a moment later he spoke again, his voice coming this time from the far end of the bridgewalk parapet. Harald opened one eye with great care and saw the fellow standing there looking down, then turning back to gaze up at the crossbeam of the great gallows overhead. He stood there for a moment and then bent over the bridge, looking down into the street below.


‘Shoomy!’


‘Aye, Will.’ The response from below was immediate.


‘How many bodies have you down there? English.’


A pause, then, ‘Seven.’


‘Any alive?’


‘No.’


‘Have some of your men cart them up here. And see if you can find some rope. We’ll need lots of rope.’


‘There’s loads o’ rope in the wee turret room, there, Will,’ one of the two men flanking him said. ‘Coils o’ the stuff. They must keep it here for the gallows.’


‘Aye,’ the leader growled, then raised his voice again. ‘Forget the rope, Shoomy. We hae plenty. Just bring up the bodies.’ He turned back to look up at the gallows again, then spoke to the man Scrymgeour. ‘Hang this one up there, right in the middle. Take his sword, and ye can keep his spurs, but lash his shield across him so folk can see who he was. Hang the other seven up there, too, on each side o’ him. We’ll let folk see that Lanark town is no’ a welcoming place for Englishmen.’


‘What about him on the pole? Do we hang him, too?’


Gaptooth’s breath stopped in his throat as the big leader glanced at him. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I like him just the way he is. Died at his post, that one, failing to guard the dead men over his head. Let him hang where he is. People will notice him, probably more than the rest.’


They all turned away and Gaptooth snatched a cautious breath that was suddenly full of the odour of smoke. The man Scrymgeour cocked his head.


‘Are we burnin’ the toun?’


The leader, Will, raised his head and sniffed, then stepped quickly back to the edge of the walkway and bellowed, ‘Shoomy? I said nothing about burning the toun. What’s going on?’


‘I dinna ken, Will, but I’ll find out. If it’s organised, d’ye want it stopped?’


‘If it’s organised? Christ Jesus, Shoomy, this is a Scots toun, full o’ Scots folk – of course I want it stopped. An’ if it’s organised I want the organiser right here, to look me in the face an’ tell me when God put him in charge. Gather up the English that are left alive, but put a stop to any wildfire burnin’. And gin anybody winna pay heed, tie him up and hold him for me.’


There followed a brief period wherein the wind sprang up with renewed ferocity, forcing Harald to concentrate hard on not shivering and betraying himself. Scrymgeour and his companion worked hard in the meantime, finding and raising a long ladder to rest against the gallows crossbar and separating heavy coils of rope while their leader stood silent, lost in his own thoughts and seemingly oblivious to the wind. Then a small knot of well-dressed, unarmed men appeared from Harald’s right, eyeing him nervously as they shuffled by him. The man called Will saw them but made no move to acknowledge them until one of them raised a hand timorously to attract his attention.


‘Maister Wallace,’ he stammered. ‘Yer pardon, but are you William Wallace?’


The leader drew himself to his full height and frowned as he closed his fingers tightly on the cross-hilt of his sword so that his knuckles showed white against the darkness of his skin. He looked the speaker up and down, then scanned the small group with him before glancing at Scrymgeour and his companion, who had stopped working and now stood watching. He glared at them until they registered his look and turned away to busy themselves again.


‘Who are you?’


‘Simpson, Your Highness. Maister Tod Simpson, provost o’ Lanark toun. Your men are burnin’ our toun, sir. Can ye no’ stop them?’


The man Wallace – Gaptooth remembered the name now as belonging to the outlaw Hazelrig had been hunting – sighed and flexed his fingers and his frown deepened to a scowl. ‘Provost,’ he said civilly. ‘Look about you. What can you see? Look up, above your head. That’s a gallows, built for hanging ordinary folk like you and me – Scots folk. In a wee while it will bear new fruit – Englishmen. So, as I said, look around you. My men are burning out a nest of Englishmen. That you and yours will suffer by that, I hae no doubt. But you wouldna be having this much grief gin ye’d been a bit less welcoming to your guests. Surely you see that?’ He paused, his face solemn, his scowl less evident. ‘I’m no’ saying ye harboured the enemy gladly, mind you. But harbour them ye did, and ye stood by wi’out complaint while they loaded these same gallows, time and time again, wi’ your friends an’ neebours. You bought your ain comfort by no’ complainin’ too loudly about the death o’ others, but it was a chancy purchase and now the times hae changed. And so ye maun pay now for that comfort ye enjoyed while other folk, aiblins better folk sometimes, suffered and died at the hands o’ your guests, and if that means some of your houses might burn down, then so be it. Some would ca’ that justice, Provost, so console yersel’ wi’ bein’ yet alive and able to rebuild your toun later on.’


He spun on his heel and stalked away, leaving the delegation of townsfolk to make their own way back whence they had come, and Scrymgeour and the other man were soon joined by a large group carrying the bodies of the seven dead Englishmen from below. By the time the beacons were replenished by the raiders, sometime close to midnight, eight corpses swung from the bar above the gates in the freezing wind, and Harald Gaptooth, ignored and untouched, had come to believe that he would, in fact, die there, nailed to the gallows post. But though he was stiff and sore and bruised and chilled to the bone, he was close enough to the beacon brazier for its heat to keep him alive.


By dawn the storm had passed. The snow had stopped, the screams of maimed and wounded men had been silenced, and as far as Gaptooth could tell from where he was, the flames of the burning houses were dying down. Drifting in and out of awareness as he was, though, he could not have said afterwards when it was that he became aware that the Scots raiders had moved on. There came a time when he noticed that he appeared to be alone on the bridgewalk. The creak of ropes above his head told him the English bodies hung up there still, twisting in the little wind that remained, but he could see or hear nothing to indicate that any other living being shared the walk with him, and as the sun began to crest above the trees in the distance beyond the gates he finally dared to rouse himself.


He straightened his legs and pushed the small of his back against the gallows post, and then, braced for the first time in hours, he raised his right hand and grasped the arrow that had saved his life and pushed it sharply up and away from him. The shaft snapped, his bracing leg gave way, and as he fell, the fleece wrappings slid free, spilling him to the ground with fresh, warm blood gushing down from his neck and into his clothing. He landed hard and heard himself cry out at the agony that seared his left side from neck to ankle, and he knew that something in him was broken. But he was alive, and for a while he writhed on the snow-covered bridgewalk, trying without success to move his left arm and shoulder. Then, weary and chilled and sweating with pain despite the cold, he managed to crawl, on his right side, as far as the centre of the bridgewalk before he lost consciousness.


He was found there by the first searchers from the town, and for the rest of his life he would tell anyone who would listen how he witnessed the fury of the outlawed felon William Wallace on the night the Scotch Ogre had first raised his head to ravage Lanark town after killing its sheriff and slaughtering its garrison.




Chapter Three


Awakening


When Harald Gaptooth’s rescuers discovered that he was still alive they hurried him into shelter, and because he was the sole survivor of the English garrison of Lanark – the few other wounded had died quickly, after lying in the snowstorm all night – they went to great lengths to keep him alive. His wounds were far more serious than he himself had suspected, and the local medicus – the title was ironic and the man himself little more than a cattle handler – was afraid that the Englishman would die while in his care, a notion for which he had little stomach. Accordingly, within hours of being found on the bridgewalk, Gaptooth was carried to the newly rebuilt Cistercian priory close by the town, where he was placed in the care of the brethren. It was probably the sole place in that entire region where the Englishman might have found sufficient care and attention to enable him to survive.


I know that, because I was there in the priory with him, recovering from wounds of my own, wounds that I had suffered in an unforeseen encounter with a band of hostile Englishmen while escorting my cousin Will’s wife and family to visit her widowed mother the previous month.


Mirren’s father, a prosperous wool merchant named Hugh Braidfoot, had protested against the rapacious taxation policies of Hugh de Cressingham, whom Edward had appointed treasurer for Scotland after the Dunbar battle the year before. Outraged at how Cressingham’s crushing greed was destroying the entire country’s ability to support the wool trade, the driving force behind Scotland’s prosperity, Braidfoot had set out in person in late January that year to bring his concerns for the country’s economic welfare, and for the short-sightedness being shown by the English tax collectors, to the attention of Cressingham in Berwick, where the treasurer was stationed. Whether he had met with Cressingham remained a mystery, for by late February it had been established that Hugh Braidfoot had vanished on that journey, never to be seen or heard from again.


His wife, Miriam, whose health had been failing for some years, collapsed and had been confined to bed ever since, and Will had promised Mirren that he would take her home to Lamington to visit the old lady. But at the last possible moment he had been unable to make the journey, and he had asked me to accompany Mirren and young Willy in his stead, along with a small escort of trusted retainers. Expecting no trouble at all, we had ridden into disaster, unaware that Miriam Braidfoot had been revealed to the sheriff of Lanark as the woman whose daughter was the wife of the outlaw William Wallace.


No one was ever blamed for the betrayal, if betrayal it was. People were inclined to blame it on misfortune rather than on anything else, the odds favouring a casual discussion overheard by unfriendly ears in some tavern. A group of locals had been talking about the disappearance of the wool merchant Braidfoot and someone else asked if he was the same Braidfoot whose daughter was wed to the outlaw Wallace. The question had been reported to Sir William Hazelrig, the new English sheriff of Lanark who had been charged with apprehending the Selkirk Forest outlaws. Instead of setting up surveillance on the widow Braidfoot’s home, where they might easily have captured Wallace or his wife, Hazelrig had sent one of his knights, Sir Lionel Redvers, to arrest the old lady and bring her from Lamington to Lanark for questioning.


We had met the Redvers party on the road, and Mirren had recognised her mother and run to her as she passed by, carried in a litter. The English had reacted predictably, as had Will’s men, and in the fight that followed, Mirren and her young son, Willy, were taken and subsequently killed, as was Mirren’s unborn child, and the widow Braidfoot died on the road. I myself was unarmed, but in running to help Mirren I was knocked down and savagely beaten, then left for dead, with several badly broken bones, my teeth kicked out, and my jaw shattered so that I could neither eat nor drink.


I ought to have died there, by the side of that woodland track, and for a long time, ridden by guilt and feelings of failure, I wished that I had. But my companions managed to keep me alive for long enough to carry me to a monastery outside Lanark town, where I found the care and attention I needed. It was there that I met Harald Gaptooth.


He and I must have arrived within days of each other, but I was unconscious when they brought him in and I remained that way for many more days, so I have no memory of meeting him. He was simply there, in place, when I awoke and began to take notice of my surroundings. At first, he told me, I was no more than a sleeping hulk occupying the cot next to his and he ignored me completely other than to complain at first to the brothers about my incessant snoring. They explained to him that my snoring was a result of my injuries, and indeed he acknowledged later that I grew quieter from day to day as my throat and neck began to heal. As my condition improved, he began to talk to me, as I was the only living being in the place with whom he could communicate. The Cistercian brothers of the priory seldom spoke, even to one another.


The truth was that I spoke even less than the monks who tended us, for my jaw was wired tightly shut. My hearing, though, unfortunately for me at the time, was unimpaired.


I have only distant, pain-hazed impressions of what happened in the first two weeks of our shared confinement, but I believe that Gaptooth took quick advantage of my inability to talk back to him, no matter how foolish or offensive I found his opinions to be. Because I could neither shut out his words nor walk away in protest, he accepted that God had given him a captive audience, undoubtedly for the first and probably the last time in his life. I tried hard, in those first few weeks, to accept his never-ending ramblings dutifully as a penance, but Harald Gaptooth’s mind was an empty vessel – a dark, featureless, echoing place wherein ideas were smothered before birth and words were rendered meaningless – and his constant, droning monotone brought me close to despair many times.


One evening, he was whining about how he had almost been killed on some bridgewalk and how unfortunate he was that all the world seemed set against him despite his desire to be left alone. I had been trying to ignore his self-pitying monotone when my cousin Will’s name snapped me from boredom to eager attentiveness and left me frustrated that I had not been listening more closely, but I could do nothing to interrupt Gaptooth’s drone or induce him to begin all over again.


Having heard his story once, though, and despite being unable to remember most of it at the time, I knew that God had sent me to this place for a purpose: to hear and heed Harald Gaptooth’s tale of woe. And so I waited, with all the patience I could muster, until the wires were removed from my jaw and I could speak clearly enough to ask him to tell me again the story of his last night in Lanark. He was more than happy to repeat his tale, this time with more frowning thought and effort and far more detail, while I asked questions and soaked it all in like a sponge, knowing that one day soon I would write it down.


I erred greatly in my estimation of when I would write it, however, because forty-six years were to elapse before I did.


After hearing his story for the second time, I experienced mounting feelings of anger and frustration over my own inability to do anything useful. That recollection will be familiar to anyone who has ever undergone a prolonged period of convalescence, when one’s mind and spirit are improving measurably from day to day but the physical capacity to express oneself adequately lags far behind. On one such day, when I was feeling at my lowest, the prior himself, Richard of Helensburgh, came to visit me, carrying a sheaf of paper much like the paper on my table today, along with some slender, sharpened sticks of charcoal. The mere sight of him – his friendly smile and the way he raised what he was carrying, brandishing it for my approval – did more for my well-being than anything that had happened since first I woke up and recognised where I was. That had been weeks before, but it felt like years, and now the sight of his gift, which I understood at once would give me back the power of communication, brought tears to my eyes. He noticed them and nodded, as though in commiseration, then laid the paper and charcoal gently on my cot and went to pull the small room’s only chair to where he could sit on it beside me.


Most of my pain had finally died away during the previous few days, save for the unrelenting ache and tightness of my face. The padded wooden braces that framed my head had only recently been removed, finally permitting me to move it from side to side, and only a few hours earlier a pair of monks had raised me up to a half-sitting position for the first time – no simple feat, since my entire torso was heavily braced with splints that were tightly bound in place – and I had at last been able to look cautiously about me.


Gaptooth, whom I saw clearly then for the first time, appeared shocked to see me gazing at him, for he himself was not yet fit to do anything but lie on his back and talk. Clearly jealous of my increased mobility but also gratified that I was yet unable to speak, he had been ranting on ever since in his incessant, grating whine. The unheralded appearance of Prior Richard, though, had stricken him mute, and I felt a smile at his discomfiture, despite my inability to move my mouth. The prior, having placed his chair beside my cot, nodded courteously to my companion and then turned to me before Gaptooth could say a word.


‘They told me you were better, Father James,’ he said to me in Latin, ‘but I am deeply pleased to see you looking so well. You had us sorely worried for a time. Thanks be to God, we have a veteran Knight Hospitaller in our fraternity, a man who learned the art of healing broken bodies in the Holy Wars against the followers of Muhammad. His name is Dominic of Ormiston, and though he remains a Knight Hospitaller he is now our hospitaller, being too old to remain with his companions in the order. Now he tends to our few needs and to those of the local populace. He it was who examined your wounds and reset and wired your jaw until the bones could heal.’


That was a revelation, for I had believed that my jaw had been irreparably shattered and was therefore locked and useless. I was convinced that the tightness and pain I felt – along with the necessity of being fed with a tube of sheep intestine through the gap where teeth had been knocked from my mouth during the beating – would be a lifelong burden that I must endure as a penance for my sins. Now I blinked in disbelief and raised my hand slowly to my face, fully expecting to feel the knotted ends of wires protruding through my skin. I felt a heavy beard instead, and blinked again in surprise, for I had never been a hairy creature, and the sparse covering I had grown on my cheeks had always been light and carefully trimmed, a minor vanity that had never concerned me greatly.


‘The beard surprised you,’ Prior Richard said through his smile. ‘Well, it is small wonder, if you but think on it. You have been here now for a month, motionless, your body encased in splints, your arms restrained for your own protection and your head locked in a vice throughout that time. You may not have been aware of the passage of time, for you have slept long and deeply most of the month, thanks to the infusions Brother Dominic fed to you in your broth and milk. Are you comfortable now, this minute?’


I made a humming sound and raised one thumb.


‘Excellent. That is a blessing.’ Prior Richard inhaled sharply before continuing to speak. ‘Word came to me mere hours ago that you were better and your arm and head restraints had been removed, and I came as soon as I could. I also thought to bring you some gifts.’ He waved a hand towards the paper and charcoal. ‘These will permit you something of a voice again.’


I reached towards them, but they were too far away to grasp, and seeing my clutching fingers, Prior Richard quickly bent forward and handed them to me. I propped the pile of papers against one raised thigh while I selected a charcoal stick and examined it carefully, unaccustomed to the flimsy weight of such a thing and knowing, from experience, how fragile charcoal could be. This batch, however, was of superior quality, dense, smooth, and hard. I cautiously set the point against the whiteness of the paper.


Wonderful charcoal, I wrote in Latin.


Prior Richard smiled. ‘Better than ink for much of what we do,’ he said. ‘We have a gifted charcoal burner nearby, a true craftsman, and he uses only the finest wood for this particular purpose because he knows we use it for writing – not for anything permanent, of course, but it serves wondrously well for drafting copies and it saves much precious ink.’


I wrote again, my hand trembling slightly from lack of custom with the charcoal. May I have ink later, as I grow better?


‘Of course. But parchment might be difficult.’


No need of it, but why difficult?


That prompted a wry twist of his mouth. ‘Because we have no ready source. We are a small priory in Lanark, not a cathedral in Glasgow.’


I was growing more confident by the moment. How will they unwire me, when the time comes?


Another smile. ‘By precisely reversing the manner in which your jaw was shut.’


Will your Hospitaller do it? Is he here?


‘He will, but he is not here today. He has been gone for several days on his regular visits to the people in the surrounding countryside. He has told me, though, that it would take six weeks or so for your jaw to mend, given no further complications.’


So two weeks remain?


The prior nodded.


Then he will undo the wires?


‘He will. He says the removal will be straightforward. He will simply snip the wires and pull them out. The holes will heal quickly and should not even bleed when we remove the wires. Silver wire, by the way, in case you are thinking of rusty iron.’


Will I be able to speak afterwards?


‘We believe so. Your jawbone was cleanly aligned and set and you have been healing well. So yes, you should be able to speak as well as you did before.’


I hesitated, thinking of when I had first met Prior Richard. He had been travelling through Selkirk Forest with visiting religious dignitaries on their way from England, prime among those John le Romayne, Archbishop of the Holy See of York, when they’d been ambushed by Will and his forest outlaws. I had been there with my cousin that day, having delivered instructions to Will from Bishop Wishart of Glasgow to intercept the English party on the road. His Grace of Glasgow had been forewarned by another bishop in England that the English archbishop was abusing his episcopal immunity and flouting the laws of God and Scotland’s realm by smuggling coinage north from England under the spurious auspices of the Church to pay the English garrisons in Scotland. Will, acting in the sovereign name of King John Balliol, had found and confiscated the hoard the archbishop had been transporting.


‘This man, John le Romayne, Archbishop of York,’ Will, prompted by me, said in front of scores of witnesses, ‘has betrayed his conscience, his brethren, and his vocation, abandoning his vows to the King of Kings in Heaven to win favour of a king on earth, Edward Plantagenet.’ He waved towards the pile of money chests in the bed of the wagon. ‘All men, from this day forth, will know that priests are as open to corruption as any other man, their holy orders notwithstanding. No priest has ever been molested in this land while on his churchly business. No priest has ever had his good faith or his goodwill questioned. But no priest will ever again enjoy the privileges this man here has abused. The impiety and treachery of John le Romayne, Archbishop of York, will be commemorated forever by that irreversible loss of an ancient religious privilege.’


I saw that Prior Richard was looking at me expectantly, waiting for my next question, and so, without another pause, I asked it, my handwriting strong and confident. What can you tell me about my cousin Will?


He read my question and frowned slightly. But instead of answering, he turned to Harald Gaptooth, who lay watching us. ‘Are you comfortable, Master Gaptooth? Is there anything you require?’


Only when I saw the look of bafflement on Gaptooth’s face did I realise that the question had been in Latin and that the other man had likely understood no word of it beyond his own name.


‘Wha—? What’s that ye say?’


‘Your pardon,’ the prior said, switching to English. ‘I merely asked if you are comfortable.’


‘Aye, like enough,’ Gaptooth answered, his voice as truculent as ever. ‘I’m fine, save for listening to the two of you jabbering like heathens.’


‘I am glad to hear that, though I am the sole speaker and hardly heathenish. Forgive me for speaking Latin in your presence but, as you no doubt know, that is the way of priests.’ He smiled apologetically. ‘We find it so much easier and more precise to speak the Church’s language in dealing with one another, but I will soon be leaving and will bother you no longer.’


He turned back to me and smoothly reverted to Latin. ‘I had to be sure our friend here understood nothing of what we were saying before I answered your question. I fear, though, that I have little good to tell you – and even less of substance, since we hear little of the world outside our walls.’ He inhaled softly, his eyes gazing into nothingness as he thought about what to say next. ‘That said, though, I will tell you what little I know.’ A deep frown marred his wide brow. ‘You are aware, I hope, that your cousin lost his wife and children?’


I wrote quickly, anxious to relieve him of his doubts. I was there, at the start of it when they were taken. That is when I received these injuries. Later, before they brought me here, one of Will’s men told me they were all dead – and how they had died.


‘And you have heard nothing since then, obviously.’ The frown on his face had not abated, and his eyes flickered around the tiny room. ‘We hear rumours here, largely unconfirmed. Some things, however, appear to be true, at least in part … Much has changed here in southern Scotland since that time. An English knight was killed within days of the murders, and I have been given to believe he was in command of the people responsible for the outrage of those tragic deaths. The word was that your cousin himself had slain the man in retribution for the deaths of his family. The English sheriff of Lanark was struck down, too, at about the same time. His name was Hazelrig and he had led a small army – almost the entire garrison of Lanark town – into Selkirk Forest to stamp out Wallace and his outlaws. But he died there instead, with all his men, overcome in their camp in the dead of night.’


And then? The raid on Lanark?


His eyebrows rose. ‘How did you—? Ah!’ He glanced again at Gaptooth, who lay glaring at us as he fought uselessly to understand what we were saying. ‘Our uncouth companion told you, did he?’


I nodded.


‘And did he tell you that he is the sole survivor of the English garrison?’ He watched my reaction and dipped his head, satisfied that I had not known that. ‘Unsurprising. I’m sure he himself is unaware of it…’


I waited, but the prior’s thoughts were far away, and I reached again to write. Will?


He inhaled sharply. ‘The last I heard was that he had gone south after taking Lanark, leaving it undefended in order to march into Douglasdale, where Sir William Douglas was leading a full-scale attack on the English in his territory.’ He did not need to tell me of his dislike for Douglas, whose reputation for violence, lawlessness, and turbulence was notorious. ‘But that is all I know and it is no more than rumour.’


‘Hmm.’ That sound, at least, I could pronounce.


‘I think it best we get you up and well and back to Glasgow as soon as possible.’ Prior Richard hesitated. ‘You yet remain on Bishop Wishart’s staff, do you not?’


I dipped my head gently, not entirely certain that was still the case, but he nodded, too, looking slightly relieved. ‘I had hoped so. I wrote to the bishop with word of your arrival here and the condition in which you had been brought to us, but I have heard nothing in return. Does that surprise you?’


I smiled and shook my head cautiously.


‘Why not? I confess it has surprised me.’


Busy man. More to fret over than me.


He sniffed, unimpressed, and I added, He will be glad to know I am safe – and grateful. And yes, I must return to Glasgow.


‘I agree. I will send Brother Dominic to you as soon as he returns. It might be a week from now, or within the hour, or any time in between.’ He grinned, ruefully, I thought. ‘Brother Dominic obeys no orders but his own and God’s, the only man in this entire place whose duties I cannot dictate. He comes and goes as he pleases, driven only by his own perceptions of his obligations to the sick and ailing. And yet I thank God daily that he is one of us, for his very presence here is a benediction. But I will insist that he examine you as soon as he returns and that those wires be taken out as soon as may be safe.’ Prior Richard surged to his feet. ‘And now I must leave you, for despite what you may think of our small place, there is always much to be done here.’ He raised his hand and blessed me with the sign of the cross, then turned and blessed Gaptooth before leaving.


‘You look better,’ Brother Dominic said by way of introduction four days later, his voice low and deep and unmistakably Scots. Then he looked towards my roommate. ‘And you do not.’


Gaptooth merely gaped at him, and Brother Dominic ignored him from then on, coming to stand at the foot of my cot, where he scanned my face and then my tightly wrapped torso. From the way Prior Richard had spoken of the man, I had known he would be old, and he clearly was, but I had also expected to see in him all the accompanying signs of advanced age: the cadaverous face and stooped shoulders and the ragged, food-stained cassock of an elderly cloistered monk who cared nothing for worldly values or standards of dress.


I could not have been farther off the mark. The man glaring at me now showed none of those attributes. He looked younger and stronger than his years should have dictated; he was burly and deeply tanned, his tonsured scalp fringed with thick, white, clean, and carefully tended hair. His thick black woollen cassock was spotless, as though it had been cleaned and brushed mere moments earlier. A girdle of whitened rope circled his waist, and above it, made of wood and painted starkly white, the distinctive wedge-armed cross of the Order of the Knights Hospitaller hung from a white string looped about his neck.


He stepped around the foot of the bed and came closer, stretching out his hand. I felt him take hold of my face, spreading his thumb and fingers over my jaw, and then his grip tightened, moving my head this way and that as though it were a clay pot that he was contemplating buying. His fingers gripped me harder and I stiffened, waiting for the pain to come, but he ignored my reaction, simply tilting my head to one side, pushing, it seemed to me, against my jaw.


‘That hurt?’ His voice was a low growl.


I tried to shake my head, indicating that it did not, but he plainly had no interest in my answer. Instead he forced my head around to the other side with one hand while the fingers of the other dug deep into my neck from the back, as though trying to push my jaw forward, and all the while he was frowning fiercely in concentration.


‘That?’


I made no move to respond this time, and he released me, stepping slightly back to look down at my chest.


‘Cough.’


I hesitated, remembering the last time I had coughed. It was not an experience I wished to repeat.


‘Cough, damn it.’


I coughed, tentatively, and felt nothing.


‘Again! Harder this time. Cough hard.’


He looked into my eyes for the first time and watched me closely as I obeyed, reluctantly at first and then with more confidence as I began to believe the agonising pain from my broken ribs had vanished. Four more times he made me cough, each time harder than before. Then he grunted and stepped away to the foot of the bed again, his arms folded over his broad chest, obscuring his white cross.


‘I came back this morning and Prior Richard sent for me as soon as he heard. He wants you out o’ here an’ back to Glasgow as quick as may be. To be truthfu’, when I first heard that, I thought he was mad, thought it was too soon. But ye’re young an’ strong and healthy, for a priest, an’ ye’ve healed well and arena’ showin’ any pain, so it may be I was wrong. It wouldna be the first time, God knows. We’ll get ye out o’ that shell about your ribs this afternoon, see how ye fare wi’ that. We can aey strap ye up again gin we need to. But gin they’re sound, an’ gin I’m satisfied they’re sound, then fine, the jawbone might be mended, too, and we’ll think about the wires. But I’ll tak nae chances, for once thae wires are out, there’ll be nae puttin’ them back. An’ if they come out too soon, the jaw could break apart again, an’ then ye’d really be in trouble. D’ye understand?’


I nodded, trying to conceal the excitement that was leaping in me. I would be out of the rib splints today and I wanted to crow with joy, but I was strangely anxious not to annoy the man in front of me. And he looked capable of being annoyed quickly and effortlessly.


‘Fine, then,’ he growled. ‘But hear me clearly now, for this is important. Even gin we remove everythin’ and all the bones prove sound, don’t be thinkin’ ye can go runnin’ to Glasgow right away. Ye canna. It’ll tak at least a week, and like as no’ twice that, before ye’re ready to leave here.’ He saw my eyes widen and raised a hand. ‘Listen to me now. Listen. For one thing, even though ye disagree, ye’re too weak to go anywhere. Ye’ve been flat on your back for more than a month, so your whole body’s useless and ye’re goin’ to hae to learn to walk again. Ye’ve had enough nourishment to keep ye alive, but nowhere near enough to keep up your strength, let alone to build strength. That’s goin’ to tak time and hard work, just  to get back the strength ye had before. An’ forbye that, ye’ll have to learn to talk again, because your mouth’s different now from the way it was before it was kicked in. We’ll no’ ken how well the jaw’s shaped until ye try it – it might hae knitted differently frae what it was. Even if it’s perfect, though, ye’ll find it different beyond belief at first. Ye’ve nae teeth left in front, for one thing, so ye’re goin’ to feel stupit when ye try to say some o’ the things ye’ve been sayin’ all your life. Ye’ll no’ be able to say ess ever again. It’ll be eth for you from here on. Can ye whistle?’


I nodded.


‘No’ now, ye canna. Ye need teeth to whistle. And ye’ll hae to cut up your food into bits afore ye try to eat it, for ye canna bite now an’ ye canna chew – no’ in the front o’ your mouth, anyway. Forbye, it’ll tak days for ye to learn to stomach food o’ any kind, for there’s been nothin’ solid in your belly since ye took that beatin’.’ His eyes narrowed again. ‘Are ye startin’ to understand what I’m saying?’


I nodded again, trying to disguise the pain of what I was hearing. My mood had changed, in mere moments, from raging elation to profound dismay as I listened to his litany of all the things I could no longer do.


‘I’ll come back after nones,’ he grunted, then swung away and left without another word, leaving me to rail at him in silence for his ill-tempered words and his brusque unfriendliness.




Chapter Four


The Road to Ayr


It was to be almost six full weeks more before I left the priory and set out for Glasgow, and they were among the most difficult weeks of my life. Everything that Brother Dominic had warned me about proved true. On that first day, and for a week after my restraints were removed, Prior Richard, may God rest his soul, assigned Harald Gaptooth to another room, affording me the dignity of being able to recover in privacy.


My face felt strangely different, because my remaining teeth had been realigned by the resetting of my jawbone. I was appalled by the enormous size of the emptiness where my front teeth had been – the bare gums there felt grotesque. It was I who would be known as Gaptooth from then on, I believed in those early days. At first, no words would come to my lips at all, and later, when they did, I mangled them so badly that I could not bear to listen to my efforts. To call my new impediment a lisp was ludicrous, for the sounds I mouthed were unintelligible.


Of course I soon overcame my difficulties, and my confidence increased rapidly once I realised that people could understand what I was saying. For a long time, though, racking, shame-laden dreams would startle me awake, humiliating nightmares in which folk howled with disbelieving laughter each time I opened my mouth.


The first time I tried to swing my legs off the bed, I discovered that I could not make them move. I had to fight down a flood of despair. I was twenty-four years old, and until my present misfortune I had been in fine condition, strong as a beast of burden despite, or perhaps because of, my priestly calling, for my extra-clerical duties had kept me moving constantly, travelling the length and breadth of southern Scotland in all weathers, and mainly afoot. I knew I could regain my earlier strength, although I did not deceive myself that it would take time.


It wasn’t long before I could stand up from my bed without swaying and falling, and I remember well the excitement that filled me as I took my first unsteady steps. Within the week I was outside, walking for almost a full hour one day in the cloisters that enclosed the small priory. The day after that, I went out into the world beyond the gates again for the first time. I walked very slowly at first, no more than a few hundred steps, and I tired quickly, but I was filled with restless joy. A few days later I walked again, counting my footsteps carefully until I reached five hundred paces, then retracing my steps to where I had begun, exulting in the knowledge that I had walked a full Roman mile.


I walked faster and farther every day thereafter, and one day I felt the urge to run, whereupon I quickly discovered the shortcomings of priestly robes. Feeling quite rebellious, I bought a warm woollen tunic and thick leggings from one of the local weavers, to replace my constrictive cassock, and I moved unencumbered from then on. I cut myself a thick, straight, heavy sapling, too, to use as both a walking stick and a makeshift quarterstaff. On one of my walks I had a recollection from boyhood, of emerging from a swimming hole with my cousin Will and seeing for the first time the clean-cut muscles that were starting to fill out his body after months of training with our boy-sized quarterstaves. I found myself smiling at the recollection of how mercilessly our tutor, Ewan Scrymgeour, had driven us in those early days, and I saw no reason why those selfsame exercises could not benefit me now. It had been several years since last I swung a quarterstaff, but I knew I could quickly recapture the skill. Now, swinging my stick with more and more confidence as my arm, chest, and back muscles remembered the once-familiar disciplines, I belaboured trees and standing posts wherever I found them in my travels, enjoying the increasing control of those fighting techniques that came back to me quickly as I practised. A full five weeks of such activity reshaped me and gave me back my strength and stamina, but I felt no urgency now to return to Glasgow, being content for the moment to remain in Lanark, in what had become my sanctuary.


Then, on a bright, warm morning at the beginning of June, a visitor arrived at our priory doors, and his tidings left me in no doubt of where my duties lay. I was invited to join Prior Richard in his quarters to meet with his guest, and I recognised the newcomer immediately. Father William Lamberton was the youngest canon of Glasgow Cathedral, appointed to the post soon after his return to Scotland three years earlier by Bishop Wishart himself, in recognition of the young priest’s brilliant academic prowess in Paris, where he had attended university for several years. We knew each other, having met several times when he and Bishop Wishart had come to Selkirk Forest to visit Will in his outlaw days there, but I was flattered nonetheless when he greeted me with evident pleasure. He had come expressly to see me, he told me, to ascertain the state of my health and, provided I was able, to summon me back to work. Bishop Wishart, he said, had need of me.


I assured him I was well enough and improving daily, and he cocked an eyebrow.


‘What about talking, though? Is it very difficult?’ He raised an open palm as though in apology. ‘I know it must be greatly different, of course, but that’s not what I mean. I am speaking of forming actual words, given that you have lost all your teeth.’


I pursed my lips as I thought of how no one else had dared – or thought – to ask me such a question. I had always liked Father Lamberton, and I liked him yet, particularly now that his direct question had disarmed me.


‘I didn’t lothe them all,’ I said. ‘I thtill have a few on each thide. It’th only in the front tha’ I have trouble.’


He smiled. ‘And not too much of that. You sound much as you did before – though a bit more oothy than toothy.’


I asked him at once for news of Will, and he told me the same news that Prior Richard had related earlier – that after his daring raid on Lanark, Will had marched south to join forces with Sir William Douglas, who was out again in open defiance of Edward and had reportedly threatened to drive the English out of Scotland. I could see from the set of his face as he spoke, though, that there was more to the story, and so I probed gently, and he told me that Will and Lord Douglas had left Douglasdale some time before and marched northwest, leading a large number of men towards Ayr and Irvine, where they had been joined by Bishop Wishart and James Stewart, the hereditary Steward of Scotland, one of the most powerful magnates of the realm. That surprised me greatly, because the Stewart, as he was known, was a very significant personage, and I could not easily see him choosing to align himself publicly with such an ill-regarded ruffian as William Douglas, whose knightly ranking was, if anything, an affront to the order of chivalry. There in Ayr, Lamberton said, in the Stewart’s home territories, everyone was awaiting the advent of Edward’s new enforcers for Scotland. I asked him why he had used that word enforcers, and he eyed me sombrely. ‘Because that’s what they are,’ he said, his voice low and level. ‘Enforcers. Edward is furious and not merely angry and enraged, but vengeful. And, by his own reasoning, not without cause. He has declared Scotland to be in a state of revolt – against himself, its overlord and lawful liege.’


I looked at Prior Richard in disbelief, expecting him to refute what Lamberton had said, but he merely stared back at me from beneath raised eyebrows, and I understood that such matters were beyond his humble purview. I turned back to Lamberton.


‘But that is ridiculous! Its lawful liege? Scotland’s lawful liege, the King of England? That is utter nonsense. How can he even—?’


Prior Richard quickly raised a hand, and both of us turned to look at him. We had matters to discuss, he said, that held no allure for him, and he would feel far better returning to his duties and leaving us alone to pursue ours. Neither of us objected, and the moment the prior had closed the door behind him, I turned back to Lamberton.


‘Revolt? Rebellion? That really is—’


He swept up a hand to cut me short. ‘Ridiculous. Aye, you said. But you speak as a Scots priest, Father James, sitting here in Scotland in all humility. Edward, on the other hand, speaks as the Plantagenet, the King of England – and he speaks from England, where his word is law. And there, at least, none dare to disagree with him. But why would they even wish to do such a thing? What he is saying is what his barons want to hear, and he needs them to hear it.’


‘But why stoop to such infamy, in God’s holy name? How can Scotland rebel against England? Why would Edward say or even suggest such a thing? We are a sovereign kingdom, unbeholden to him or to England. Has he no shame? No fear for his immortal soul?’


Lamberton chewed at his lips pensively and then sat down slowly, motioning me towards the small room’s only other chair, close by the work table.


‘He is a king, Father, driven by a king’s needs, and as he sees it, his immortal soul must wait upon his mortal obligations. You, as an honest priest, may perceive no difference between a king’s needs and those of an upright, God-fearing man, but some men believe those differences exist – particularly men like Edward of England. His barons are in a state of near mutiny against his demands in raising an army to fight in France, and he is close to losing control of them. Thus one of his kingly needs is for a rebellion in Scotland. That gives him the means to bring the barons back to heel, by catering to their greed and their lust for conquest close to home. So what does it really matter if the morality of that rebellion is indefensible? Scotland has provided him with the excuse he needed.’


‘But it’s not rebellion. You know that. Will’s uprising is in defence of Scotland.’


‘I know that, Jamie, as does every Scot in this land today. But try telling it to England. All they’ll hear down there is “uprising”, and that’s all they’ll need to hear. The sole purpose of your cousin’s uprising is to sweep the English out of Scotland in the name of our King, King John Balliol, and in our eyes that might be noble, even patriotic. But in Edward of England’s eyes, and in the eyes of his people, it is rebellion, plain and simple. As Lord Paramount of Scotland – and that is his indisputable title, awarded to him by the people of Scotland – Edward, in his own mind at least, already outranks a mere Scottish king. He has demonstrated that, by arraigning and dispossessing Balliol as a disloyal vassal, stripping him of his kingship. Thus any rising in Balliol’s name can only be perceived by Edward as rebellion against his overlordship.’


‘But that is—’


‘Specious logic. Of course it is – to us. To Edward it is but common sense and straightforward kingcraft. And thus he is greatly angered, publicly so, and determined to stamp out these rebels and their leaders. Hence his decision to dispatch enforcers to do his royal bidding.’


‘Stamp out their leaders. Do you mean Will and William Douglas?’


‘No, not at all. Your cousin and the Lord of Douglas are but two of dozens. The entire country is up in arms, with Lothian alone remaining relatively peaceful. The leaders Edward is referring to are the nobility of Scotland.’


I sat mulling that. Lothian, in which I had been raised, was the eastern portion of the country, stretching north from the English border to Edinburgh and the Firth of Forth, and it was the largest English-speaking area in Scotland. It had been taken and settled by the Norman French more than two hundred years earlier as part of William’s conquest, and it lay on the principal invasion route from England, which made its folk more vulnerable and, in a minor way, slightly more amenable to English ways and customs. Elsewhere in the country, the dominant language was Gaelic and the predominant view of England and things English was one of distrust if not detestation.


‘So he intends to invade again?’ I asked.


‘No. Not this time. He has too many other things to fret over. He needs to get to France with an army, to finish the war there and put Philip Capet firmly in his place. That’s far more important to him than the nuisance of what he perceives as a few rebellious Scots. He sees us as little more than vermin, incapable of offering serious threat to his plans. He defeated us in battle last year at Dunbar, and he has the greater part of the Scots nobility in his prisons, so he considers the problem of Scotland, such as it is, to be largely solved, save for a few local outbreaks of resentment. Edward won an engagement and earned himself a temporary respite, but I suspect he will not recognise that he failed to cut the heart out of Scotland’s proud people. Nonetheless, he has made arrangements to clean the place up. Have you heard of Sir Henry Percy, or young Robert Clifford?’


‘I know of Percy – at least, the name is familiar. Isn’t he the fellow Edward knighted in front of his whole army at Berwick, before he began the attack there? He’s a minor baron, is he not?’


‘Hardly minor, but yes, that’s the man. Henry, Baron Percy of Alnwick in Northumberland. He is grandson to John de Warrenne, the Earl of Surrey and a close crony of the Plantagenet, and that has done the young man no great harm. He made a name for himself as a fire-eater, a bit of a hothead, during the war in Wales, distinguished himself several times – sufficiently to bring himself to Edward’s favourable notice.’


‘And this other one, Clifford?’


‘Clifford is of the same ilk, cut from the same cloth – eager and ambitious, brash and hungry for glory. Edward has named them joint commanders in Scotland, charged with the responsibility to defeat and imprison all Scots rebels. The latest word we heard is that Edward has enjoined the northern sheriffs of Lancaster, Cumberland, and Westmoreland to raise levies from their territories with all dispatch and send them into Scotland to aid in the suppression.’


‘Damn! That is invasion, whether Edward be there or no. So what will Wishart and the Stewart do now? Will they continue to support Will?’


‘Aye, and Douglas. Don’t lose sight of Sir William. He is a knight, of noble birth, so he carries more weight than your cousin Will, in name at least. For Douglas, a nobleman, to raise his voice and his hand against his peers is a grave matter, never taken lightly by those peers. This is a man of rank and substance, defying his own kind, and he cannot be hanged like a common felon. Will is a different matter altogether. He could be hanged out of hand as an outlaw, though that’s unlikely now, I think. His Grace of Glasgow and the Stewart will stand by both of them, and their combined support could achieve miracles. I imagine they will send your cousin and his followers north before the Englishmen arrive, though that is pure conjecture on my part. I have not spoken with His Grace for nigh on a month.’


‘You said they’ll send Will north. North to where?’


‘To Moray, to lend support to the uprising there.’


‘What uprising?’


He blinked at me. ‘Did you not know? The whole northeast is up in arms, under your old friend Andrew Murray of Petty.’


It was my turn to blink. ‘Andrew Murray? The one who escaped from Chester? He came to us for help on his way home, months ago.’


‘That’s the man. His father, may God watch over him, remains in London, in the Tower.’


I had known the elder Murray was still held prisoner, but this news of his son’s uprising was unexpected. I had an instant recollection of myself as a boy, with Will and this same Andrew Murray, sitting, naked and shivering, around a smoky fire on a chilly spring day in the woods surrounding Paisley Abbey while we waited for our sodden clothes to dry after a frightening misadventure.


‘I have to get back,’ I said. ‘Will you come with me?’


Lamberton shook his head. ‘No, I’m sorry, I can’t. I’m bound east myself, to Fife and St Andrews, where I must represent my lord bishop at a gathering. I stopped by here on the way solely because His Grace wrote to me in Glasgow asking me to come here and send you to him, were you well enough. And you are, so you should leave immediately. Have you a horse?’


‘No, but I’m growing stronger every day. I’ll walk. It will take but two good days from here.’


‘No,’ he said emphatically. ‘The bishop is supposed to be at Ayr with the Stewart, and that’s half again as far from here as Glasgow is, but by this time he might just as easily be at the Stewart castle in Ardrossan on the Isle of Bute. Either way, there’s no high road westward from here, so you’ll be following the lie of the land for most of the time. You’ll need three days, perhaps even four, and it’s June, so you might be ploutering through wind and rain and mud and mire the whole way.’


I grimaced, for I had indeed lost sight of the fact that Wishart was not in Glasgow, but then, spurred by Lamberton’s evident urgency, and anxious anyway to take possession of my life again, I immediately set about planning in my mind my journey to the coast. Lamberton was right; June could be the foulest, wettest month of the year in Scotland, and if the previous month’s weather gave anything by which to judge such matters, this year showed no signs of being different.


I knew I would need heavy, well-made foul-weather gear to keep me warm and dry, as well as a sturdy tent and bedding, basic cooking utensils and rations, a strong pack, and a pair of heavy boots if I were to walk for fifty miles across trackless moorland in a matter of days. Yet I had no such equipment. My entire store of clothing had been lost with everything else I owned the day we fell afoul of the English knight Redvers and his men-at-arms. I looked at Lamberton.


‘Can you give me some money?’ I asked. I explained my situation to him and told him that I had purchased the leggings and tunic I wore with the only money I had.


He produced a small purse from inside his robes before I had finished talking, but paused in the act of passing it to me and withdrew it. He reached instead into the scrip at his waist and pulled out another, slightly larger one, which he tossed to me. ‘That will be more useful than the other. The coins in it are common, silver and copper. I nearly gave you gold.’ He smiled. ‘Too rich for your purposes in dealing with Lanark tradesmen.’


‘My thanks,’ I said, pocketing the purse. ‘I’ll see to it you’re reimbursed in Glasgow.’


He waved my thanks away. ‘God’s work, God’s purposes.’


I went into Lanark that same afternoon and made my purchases. Everything I found was of the highest quality, including a pair of boots that fitted me perfectly, though they had been made for a man who had died before he could collect them from the bootmaker. I saw no irony in the fact that this unknown benefactor had died the night my cousin Will had raided Lanark.


I took the road to the west early the following morning, while Canon Lamberton struck off towards the east road to Fife, and the rain started almost before I had passed beyond sight of Prior Richard’s small community. It began as a steady drizzle, but as the day advanced the clouds overhead thickened and drew lower, and the rain grew ever more sullen and heavy until everything blended into a grey blur within which distances were unfathomable. I slept that night in an ancient stone shelter built by some long-dead shepherd in a hillside gully, and primitive though it was, it kept me dry and warm enough to sleep well.


The morning that followed was no better, revealing a sodden panorama of drenched grasses and waterlogged meadows. I dismantled my small camp quickly, then headed steadily westward while I broke my fast on some of the food supplied by the priory kitchens, a dried mixture of grains, chopped nuts, and finely diced dried fruit that was both delicious and highly nourishing. I walked all day, eating another handful of the ration mixture around noon, and as the sun began sinking towards evening I met a farmer who directed me to a small monastery less than a mile from where we met.


I was made welcome by the tiny community of Franciscan brothers there, the first members of that order I had ever encountered – they were foreigners and new to Scotland in those days – and I was more than simply glad of the opportunity to strip off my sodden outer garments and dry myself thoroughly by a fine, generous fire of well-dried peat. After a night of warmth and comfort in a padded straw bed that left me feeling mildly guilty over what felt like shameful self-indulgence, I stepped out again into the unchanged world of sullen, unrelenting rain and resumed my journey, concentrating grimly on my daily prayers as I trudged, ankle-deep and far from anything resembling a road, through the mire that served as my cross-country path.




Chapter Five


St Dominic’s Irishman


I reached Ayr just before noon on the fourth day. I had somehow managed to travel all around the town for years without ever actually setting foot in it, and when I finally did arrive there, I went directly to the parish church in the faint hope of finding Bishop Wishart. Faint hope, indeed; I could tell by the overall stillness and lack of traffic that the town held no great men that day.


The church itself, as I had known from hearsay, was finer and more substantial than many another in similarly sized towns the length and breadth of Scotland, because it was the family church of the man all Scotland knew as the Steward or the Stewart. The Stewart family had been the hereditary High Stewards of the realm for a hundred and thirty years, since the days of King David I, and Sir James, the current chief whom my employer had come here to meet, was the fifth of his august line. His status as one of the realm’s greatest magnates was reflected in everything that represented his authority, including the great new cathedral that had been under construction for years by then in Glasgow, which lay within his territories, and this lesser, more mundane parish church of Ayr, which housed the remains of many of his ancestors.


Unsurprised at finding the place deserted, I hitched up my travelling bag and made my way around to the presbytery behind the church, where I knew I would find someone in residence, even if it were no more than a caretaker. I stopped short of the house, though, and stood in the rain when I found myself being scrutinised by a tall, black-clad priest in the presbytery doorway who appeared to be leaning sideways, holding the wide single door open with his body as he watched me approach. I gazed back at him, seeing what I took to be suspicion and a hint of open contempt in his expression. I was more amused than offended by that, for I knew that had I been he, watching me approach the sanctum that was his charge, my own lip would have curled as his had.


Even through the solid downpour, from more than twenty paces, I could see he was a Dominican, though whether monk or priest I could not discern. The order, sometimes called the Preachers, contained both and was characterised by its mendicant status, its brethren travelling the land in poverty, preaching in the local tongues and living on the goodwill and charity of the inhabitants. Ordinary folk everywhere spoke of them as the Black Friars, the name derived from the black cloak that they wore over their white habits, and the triple-knotted white rope girdling this one’s habit provided the final confirmation. I knew that nominally, at least, he would have recognised me as a cleric of some kind, from the muddy skirts of the ankle-length cassock beneath my heavy travelling cloak, but apart from that I could have been anyone, even an outlaw who had killed a priest for his cassock and was bent on further plunder.


Beneficent theory and the platitudes of sanctimony both dictate that priests should treat all men as children of God, deserving of love, respect, and compassion. Pragmatic reality in sudden encounters with strangers, though, has a far more human focus. Four days of trudging over the hills in the worst weather Scotland could produce had done nothing to enhance my appearance, and I was well aware of how I must look to his eyes. Drenched and bedraggled, gaunt, wildly bearded and covered in mud from booted feet to waist, I stood and waited for him to acknowledge me, and he did not keep me waiting.


‘If you turn and look up at the sky over your left shoulder, you’ll see a wondrous sight.’


The words were unexpected, yet spoken in Scots, and his tone was friendly, so I turned to look back as he suggested. And there, several miles away, beyond the grey rain that continued to fall all around me, was a rent in the clouds from which shafts of golden light spilled straight down. I watched it in silence for a few moments, then turned back to him.


‘Wondrous is right,’ I said. ‘Strange how the most common things can appear miraculous, depending upon circumstance.’


‘Do you have a name, friend?’ His voice, even across the distance separating us, was pleasantly modulated but definitely not Scots. I guessed him this time as being Irish, and the intonation of his next words proved me right. ‘For if you do, and if I recognise it, I might let you come in out of the rain.’


‘Wallace,’ I said. ‘Father James Wallace, secretary and amanuensis to Bishop Wishart.’


‘Aha! Then you’re the very fellow I’m waiting for. His Grace bade me wait for you here and bring you to him. Come away in.’


He stepped back, holding the door open for me as I crossed the threshold, where I propped my staff in a corner and set my heavy pack down beside it, then stood dripping in the entranceway.


‘Wet out there,’ he murmured, and he reached for my cloak. ‘Give me that,’ he said.


I gladly shrugged out of it, and he reopened the door and, grunting with the effort, shook the garment hard, scattering a storm of water drops from the waxed wool. ‘There,’ he said eventually, and kicked the door shut again. ‘We can hang that to dry for a while. How long have ye been walking?’


‘Four days.’


‘And rained on all the way? That might make some men doubt their own sanity, wondering why they did not stay at home in the first place.’


I wondered if he was twitting me, but he was smiling gently, his face empty of guile. ‘It might,’ I agreed, and then added on the spur of the moment, ‘Or even lead them to doubt the goodwill of the superiors who set them to the task.’


It was a risky, even a dangerous thing to say to an unknown priest. He might use it against me afterwards, in pursuit of his own ambitions, or he might simply pass it on unthinkingly, unwittingly condemning me as deficient in my regard for authority. And yet some reckless urging had prompted me to test the man. His response, though, could not have been better designed to put my mind at rest about his motives.


‘Superiors who must have known long in advance how foul the weather was to be,’ he agreed, straight-faced and soberly judicious.


‘Absolutely,’ I concurred, grinning. ‘I’ll make sure to take my lord bishop to task on that when I catch up with him. Where is he, by the way? You do know, I presume?’


‘Of course I know. At least I hope I do. I’ve been waiting here to take you to him, so would I not look the fine fool did I turn out not to know where he is? But come and warm yourself,’ he said. ‘There’s a grand fire in the hearth, in here.’


He led me into a large, open room off the entranceway and waved me towards the leaping flames. I made directly for them, stretching my hands gratefully towards the heat. Then, simply because the words came into mind, I said, ‘I doubt I’ve ever met an Irish Dominican.’


‘I’m sure of it. There’s only me, I think, because I entered the order in France and I met none of my ilk even there.’


‘France, eh? And how came you to France, from Ireland?’


‘I was sent, right enough. God be praised.’ He blessed himself with the sign of the cross. ‘My tutors saw something in me when I was a lad that they said must have been planted there by God Himself, since none of my clan at home, fine men though they be, were capable of breeding it into me. They told my lord about it, and he singled me out for special teaching, which took me to France eventually.’


‘Whereabouts? I hear France is a wonderful place.’


He grinned. ‘It is. I was in Paris. Where else? They sent me to study at the university there, and there I stayed, lodged with the Brethren of St Dominic, at the Priory St Jacques.’


I made a phew-ing sound with my lips. ‘Had I a tooth in my mouth to make it possible, I’d whistle at that, for I’m much impressed. Who was your lord in Ireland?’


‘He is my lord still, and the greatest in all Ireland. Sir Richard de Burgh, the Earl of Ulster.’


‘Ah, now that’s a name worth naming. And what about you, my learned friend, do you have a name a man might call you? And are you priest or simple monk?’


He grinned again, displaying a fine, surprisingly white set of sound-looking teeth. ‘I am both. Martin is the name my mother called me, and by it I have been christened, confirmed, and ordained.’
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