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Ah God! how often Merlin said the truth


In his prophecies, if you read them!


Now are the two waters united in one


Which have been separated by great mountains;


And one realm made of two different kingdoms


Which used to be governed by two kings.


Now are the islanders all joined together


And Albany reunited to the regalities


Of which king Edward is proclaimed lord.


Cornwall and Wales are in his power


And Ireland the great at his will.


There is neither king nor prince of all the countries


Except king Edward, who has thus united them . . .


 


Peter Langtoft (English chronicler d. c.1307)




Prologue


 


1262 AD


King Arthur himself was mortally wounded; and being carried thence to the isle of Avallon to be cured of his wounds, he gave up the crown of Britain to his kinsman Constantine, the son of Cador, duke of Cornwall, in the five hundred and forty-second year of our Lord’s incarnation.


 


The History of the Kings of Britain, Geoffrey of Monmouth




Gascony, France


 


1262 AD


 


 


 


 


The horses were screaming. Blades carved the air, chopping down into shields, battering helms. Men spat threats and panted curses through visors, their arms and shoulders singing with the raw pain of every swing and strike. Dust from the dry soil had been kicked into clouds by their press, turning the air above the vineyard yellow. The smell of grapes, swollen in the heat, was sour in their parched throats and sweat dripped its salt sting into their eyes, blinding them.


In the thick of battle a man in a red and gold surcoat raised his shield to block another blow. His horse wheeled beneath him. Bringing the beast back round with a prick of his spur, he lunged in retaliation, ramming his sword into his enemy’s side, piercing linen and padding to crunch into the mail shirt beneath. Alongside him a huge man, clad in a blue and white striped cloak, swung his weapon viciously into a knight’s back, snarling spit into his ventail with the effort. The man it struck fell forward, losing grip on his sword. As his horse stumbled, the knight was bucked from the saddle. He hit the ground, black with the juice of burst grapes, and rolled, trying to avoid the hooves of the destriers, punching down around him. One caught him on the side of the head, crushing his helm and leaving his body to be trampled as the men battled on above.


The man in red and gold thrust his sword into the air with a fierce cry, swiftly taken up by others.


‘Arthur!’ they yelled. ‘Arthur!’


New strength surged in limbs and new breath in lungs. They fought on, ruthless now, giving no quarter. As more opponents were knocked or pulled from horses a banner was hoisted above the mêlée, rippling in the searing wind. It was blood scarlet with a dragon rearing, fire-wreathed, in its centre.


‘Arthur! Arthur!’


The man in the blue and white striped cloak had lost his blade, but he battled on in the crush using his shield as a weapon. Bringing the top edge cracking up under one man’s jaw, he turned to slam it into the visor of another. Frustrated by one knight, who refused to yield, he grabbed the man around the neck and dragged him from the saddle. As his opponent slid down between the horses, flailing for purchase and roaring in fury, there came three long blasts on a horn.


Those still mounted lowered their swords, one by one, at the sound. Fighting for breath, they struggled to rein in their agitated chargers. Those on the ground were stumbling to their feet, trying to push their way through the mob. They were surrounded by waiting foot soldiers, who wielded falchions. One man, scrabbling free through the vines, was hauled back and kicked into submission. Squires began to round up the stray horses that had scattered during the fight.


The man in red and gold tugged off his helm, surmounted by silver dragon wings, to reveal a young, sharp-boned face set with intense grey eyes, one of which drooped a little at the lid, giving him a rather sly expression. Sucking in lungfuls of gritty air, Edward surveyed the defeated men, the last of whom were having their weapons taken. Several had been wounded in the battle, two seriously. One swayed in the grip of his comrades, groaning through gums, his front teeth shattered. Triumph beat a song inside Edward, in the hot pulse of blood in his veins.


‘Another victory, nephew.’


The gruff statement came from the man in the blue and white striped cloak, embroidered here and there with tiny red birds.  William de Valence had taken off his helm and released his mail ventail from his jaw, which hung down over the iron collar that kept the helm in place. His broad face was running with sweat.


Before Edward could respond, one of the squires called out.


‘There’s one dead here, my lord.’


Edward turned to see the squire bent over a body. The dead man’s surcoat was covered with dust and there was a dent in the side of his helm. Blood had burst up out of one of the eye holes. Other men were looking over, their gazes on the corpse as they wiped the sweat from their faces.


‘Take his armour and sword,’ Edward told the squire, after a pause.


‘Lord Edward!’ protested one of the men, who had been rounded up and disarmed. He stepped forward, but was blocked from going any further by the surrounding foot soldiers. ‘I demand the rights to my comrade’s body!’


‘You will have the body for burial after your ransoms have been agreed and paid, I give you my word. But his gear is mine.’  With that, Edward passed his dragon-winged helm and shield to a squire and, taking up the reins, urged his horse away between the vines.


‘Bring the prisoners,’  William de Valence ordered the foot soldiers.


The rest of Edward’s men fell in behind, the dragon banner raised like a red fist over their heads, dark against the encroaching dusk. Leaving squires to gather broken weapons and injured horses, the company moved out, ignoring the workers who came running, shouting at the sight of the destroyed vineyard. The tournament ground, established last night, had been set between two towns as usual, but the inclusion of crop fields, grazing lands, even villages, was inevitable.


As he rode his horse at a walk across the fields, Edward pulled off his gauntlets. The skin on the ridges of his palms was blistered, despite the leather padding. Behind him he could hear murmurs coming from some of his men. He guessed they were speaking of the death and his harsh reaction to it – this was, after all, just a game and their opponents mock enemies. But tournaments wouldn’t last for ever. Soon, the battleground and the foes upon it would be real enough. He needed them to be ready.


Flexing his aching hands, Edward glanced at Valence, riding beside him. The man was sitting at ease, his massive frame resting against the high back of the saddle, the interlinked rings of his hauberk clinking against the wood. Unlike the younger knights, he showed no regret for the accident at all, running a scrap of cloth down the length of his sword, which was notched with use. The blade appeared much keener than the dulled weapons Edward and the rest of the men had used.


Catching Edward’s look,  Valence gave a knowing smile. ‘Needs must when the devil drives, nephew. Needs must.’


Edward said nothing, but he nodded as he turned back to the road. He wasn’t going to argue about tournament rules, not when his half-uncle had helped him win most of the tourneys his company had entered this season. This had brought him enough horses, weapons and armour to equip an army, not to mention the scores of young bachelors who had been drawn by his growing reputation. At a victory feast, several months earlier, one of them had called him a new Arthur and the name had stuck, more and more flocking to join the company under the dragon banner.  Valence might be a truculent man, whose reputation for viciousness had travelled far beyond the borders of the French town of his birth, but his brutal skill on the tournament field, along with the fact that he was one of the few members of Edward’s family who hadn’t deserted him, made him invaluable, and so Edward gave his uncle free rein, ignoring his violent outbursts and many indiscretions.


As a couple of the older knights struck up a ribald victory song that the others soon joined in with, Edward looked behind him to see rows of grinning, sweat-streaked faces. Most were in their early twenties like him, many of them younger sons of French nobility, drawn by the promise of plunder and glory. After months on the tournament circuit, Edward knew them well. All of them would fight for him now, without question. Just a few more weeks of training and they would be ready. Then, he would return to England at the head of the company, to regain his honour and his lands.


It was nine months since his father, the king, had sent him into exile. Even his mother had been silent at the judgement: the revoking of his lands in Wales and England that he had been given, aged fifteen, as part of his marriage agreement. King Henry had been grim and silent as his son had ridden out from  Westminster Palace, bound for Portsmouth and the ship that would carry him to the only lands left to him in Gascony. Edward recalled looking back, just once, to see that his father had already turned away and was heading through the palace gates. His jaw tightening, he forced out the memory and concentrated on the sight of the elated knights following him on their weary mounts, all chanting the name of Arthur. His father would be forced to apologise when he saw the warrior his son had become, named by his men after the greatest king who ever lived.


The blush of evening was fading, the first stars pricking the sky as the company rode into the courtyard of the timber-beamed hunting lodge, surrounded by outbuildings and shrouded by trees. Edward dismounted. Handing his horse to a groom and telling William de Valence to hold the prisoners when they arrived, he headed for the main house, wanting to wash the dust from his face and quench his thirst before the other commanders appeared and the ransoms could be agreed. Forced to duck his long body under the lintel, he entered the lodge and made his way past servants to the upper rooms and his private chamber.


He stepped inside the room, his mail coat and spurs jingling as he moved across the wooden floor. Unfastening his belt, from which his broadsword hung, he tossed the weapon on the bed, feeling the pressure around his waist drop away. The room was in shadow, apart from the shimmer of a single candle on a table by the window. Behind was a looking-glass. As he came closer, entering the pool of candlelight, Edward saw himself appear in the depths. There was a jug of water, basin and cloth set out for him. Pushing away the stool in front of the table, he poured water into the basin and leaned over, cupping his hands. It was like ice against his hot face. He cupped more, felt it running freezing lines down his skin, washing away dirt and blood. When he was done, he reached for the cloth and wiped the water from his eyes. As he lowered it, Edward saw his wife standing before him. Her thick hair fell in waves, flowing over the contours of her shoulders to her waist. So often it was piled up and hidden beneath veils and headdresses. He loved to see it loose, the only man who was allowed.


Eleanor of Castile’s almond eyes narrowed as she smiled. ‘You won.’


‘How do you know?’ he asked, drawing her to him.


‘I heard your men singing a mile distant. But even if I hadn’t, I would see it in your face.’ She stroked his stubble-rough cheek.


Edward reached out, taking her face in his hands and bringing her to kiss him. He smelled honey and herbs from the soap she used, brought from the Holy Land.


Eleanor pulled back, laughing. ‘You’re wet!’


Edward grinned and kissed his young wife again, pulling her to him despite her protests, covering her spotless shift in filth from his surcoat and mail. Finally, he let her go, looking around for wine. On tiptoes to grasp his shoulders, Eleanor pushed him down to the stool by the table, bidding him to sit.


Sitting, rigid in his armour, but too weary to go about the business of removing it, Edward watched Eleanor in the looking-glass, pouring wine from a glazed jug, decorated with peacock feathers. As she set down the jug, running a finger quickly under the rim to catch a stray drop that she licked away, he felt a stab of affection. It was the kind of sharp love that comes with the realisation of the potential for loss. Other than his uncle, she was the only one who had followed him into exile. She could have stayed in London, in the comfort and safety of  Windsor or  Westminster, for the judgement didn’t extend to her. But not once had she suggested it.


When he had boarded the ship at Portsmouth, Edward had sat alone in the hold. There, his head in his hands, he had wept, the first time he’d done so since he was a boy, watching his father sail out from those same docks, bound for France without him. As he swiped at the tears of humiliation and, he admitted it, fear, for he had lost almost everything, Eleanor had come to him. Kneeling before him, taking his hands, she told him they didn’t need the king or the queen, didn’t need his conniving godfather, Simon de Montfort: the cause of his banishment. They needed no one. She had been fierce, her voice stronger, more determined than he’d heard before. Later, they made love in the sour-smelling hold below deck. Married for seven years, their unions until that moment had been mostly gentle, almost polite. Now they were hungry and tearing, pouring their rage and fear into one another until both were consumed, as the timbers creaked around them and the sea carried them from England’s shores.


Their child, the first to come to term, perhaps the product of that savage lovemaking, was swelling in her stomach, distended in the mirror, beneath the voluminous shift.


Eleanor moved in behind him, passing the cup into his hand. Edward took a draught, the wine stinging his dry throat. As he put down the cup, his eyes alighted on a book placed on the edge of the table, just outside the sphere of candlelight, where he had left it that morning.


‘I’ll have the servants bring you some food.’


At her murmur and the squeeze of her hand on his shoulder, Edward caught sight of his face in the mirror, all at once furrowed and pensive. He touched her fingers, grateful she knew him well enough to understand he wanted to be left alone. As she turned away, draping a mantle around her, Edward watched her recede in the mirror, her black hair fading into shadows. When the door closed, he looked at the book, drawing it to him across the pitted wood. It was old now, for he’d had it since boyhood, the boards coming apart, the pages stained. The words on the cover, scored into the leather, were mostly worn away, but he could still see their outline.


 


The Prophecies of Merlin


By Geoffrey of Monmouth


 


It was one of the few personal possessions he had brought with him from England. He had read it many times over the years, along with Monmouth’s other works: The Life of Merlin and The History of the Kings of Britain, of which it was rumoured there were now more copies than of the Bible. Edward knew by heart the deeds of Brutus, the warrior from Troy, who after the Trojan War had sailed north and founded Britain, knew the story of King Lear and the coming of Caesar. But it was the tales of King Arthur that had appealed to him most, from the first prophecy Merlin told to Utherpendragon that he would be king and that his son, in turn, would rule all of Britain, to Arthur’s terrible defeat at Camblam, whereupon he had passed his crown to his cousin, Constantine, before sailing to Avalon to be healed.  When Edward watched his first tournament at Smithfield in London, he had been in awe of the knights dressed as men from Arthur’s court, with one of them the legendary king himself.


As Edward picked up the book, its ancient pages flapped open at a page where a piece of parchment had been inserted. He stared at the scribe’s writing, hearing in his mind the words being dictated in the king’s pompous tones. He had read this letter many times since he received it, the first contact he’d had with his father since leaving London. The anger he had felt initially was gone. What remained was burning anticipation.


The letter spoke of castles razed and towns looted, crops and pastures laid waste, the earth left scorched, corpses littering streets and fields, the stink clouding the air. Men under the command of the warlord, Llywelyn ap Gruffudd, had raided down from their mountain strongholds in the ancient Welsh kingdom of Gwynedd. On his marriage to Eleanor, Edward had been given a great deal of land by his father, including a swathe of territory along the north coast of  Wales, from the border at Chester to the shores of the River Conwy. It was these lands that were now burning, according to the letter. But it wasn’t the first time.


Six years ago, when Edward was seventeen, Llywelyn led the men of Gwynedd in an uprising against English occupation of this territory. The raid proved brutally effective and within days the region was in Llywelyn’s control, English castles left burning, garrisons forced to flee. Edward, short of funds, had gone to his father as soon as the first reports had filtered through. The king denied him aid, saying this was his chance to prove himself as a warrior and a commander of men. The reality, Edward knew, was that Henry was too preoccupied trying to get his youngest son, Edmund, crowned King of Sicily, to spare the funds or support. In the end, obtaining a loan from one of his uncles, he had gone alone with his men to save his lands in Wales. Llywelyn had annihilated him. Forced to retreat after just one battle, his army and his reputation in tatters, Edward still remembered the taunting songs he had heard sung of him, the jubilant Welshmen revelling in his defeat.


Henry, meanwhile, had made himself increasingly unpopular in court with the absurd Sicilian endeavour and by his favouritism towards his half-brothers, the notorious  Valences, who had recently arrived in England. The leader of the protests against the king was Edward’s godfather, Simon de Montfort, Earl of Leicester. Montfort had drawn many supporters to his challenge of Henry, which culminated in a parliament at Oxford, at which the king lost most of his authority to the barons. Angered by Henry’s foolish actions and by his own defeat at the hands of Llywelyn, Edward had taken the side of his godfather, who persuaded him to enter into a pact against his father. The king, upon learning of the treachery, had revoked his inheritance and sent him into exile.


Edward read the letter once last time, lingering over the final passages.  What made this uprising different was that Llywelyn ap Gruffudd had done the unthinkable and united all of  Wales beneath him. Until now, north and south had been divided by more than just the mountain barrier of Snowdonia. For centuries the warlord rulers of the three ancient kingdoms of  Wales had vied for supremacy, constantly fighting with one another and with the English lords who bordered them to the south and east. It was ever a country in turmoil. Now, Llywelyn had drawn these dissident, warring people together and, turning their spears and bows from one another, had fixed them east towards England. Henry had written that Llywelyn had donned a golden crown and was styling himself Prince of  Wales. The crown wasn’t just any crown. It was the Crown of Arthur.


Edward stared at the parchment for a moment longer, then held it over the candle. The skin smouldered, the flame flickering madly around his father’s promise that if he returned and defeated Llywelyn all his lands would be restored to him. He was ready. Ready to go home with the men who had flocked to his banner, take his place in England again and accept his parents’ apology, ready to deal with Llywelyn. The Welsh might stand united for the first time, but therein lay their vulnerability, exposed to Edward in the lines of that letter. He had seen first-hand the power in taking on the mantle of a legend. Llywelyn clearly understood that himself, for he could not have chosen a more effective symbol with which to unify the people of  Wales. Arthur was more than just a champion to them, he was the last great British king, before the Saxons, before the Normans. But if something so potent could unite a people in common identity, did it not follow that it could also destroy them?


As the parchment shrivelled into black cinders there came a rap at the door. It opened to reveal the hulking form of  William de Valence.


‘The commanders have arrived to discuss the ransom of their men.’


Edward rose, leaving the remains of the letter to turn to ash on the table. He left the book lying open, the words on the pages dark in the shifting candle flame.




PART 1


 


1286 AD


It was night and the horns of the bright moon were shining . . . From the top of a lofty mountain the prophet was regarding the courses of the stars, speaking to himself out in the open air. ‘What does this ray of Mars mean? Does its fresh redness mean that one king is dead and that there shall be another?’


 


The Life of Merlin, Geoffrey of Monmouth




1


It was the voice of God. And God was furious.        


The king’s butler, weaving between the trestles and benches, winced as the sky cracked open in another ugly roar that bellowed into the distance. Across the crowded hall one of the younger servants bowed his head in what the old butler took to be prayer. The storm was on top of them, bearing down on the towers and battlements, smothering the bruised afternoon light and plunging the castle into early midnight. The sense of dread, stirred several months earlier with the rumours, had now reached such a height that even Guthred – having scoffed at all the talk – couldn’t fail to feel it.


At the next lightning strike he glanced up into the riddle of beams far above the feverish torchlight, wondering what would happen if it struck the roof. He saw a biblical scene: white fire raining down, charred bodies strewn across the floor, knives and goblets still gripped in their fists. Would they rise the way they fell? He looked at the jug in his liver-spotted hands. Would he? Half closing his eyes, Guthred formed the beginnings of a supplication, then stopped short. It was nonsense. It was these terrible March storms that had caused the old wives to fret and the clerics to proclaim. But, as he continued his journey between the tables, it was hard to ignore the voice that murmured a reminder that the rumours had begun long before the north had opened its maw and howled down snow and gale and thunder upon Scotland.


Gripping the jug firmly lest he spill a drop of the precious liquid inside, the butler climbed the wooden stairs of the dais that straddled one end of the great hall. With each step he rose above the heads of the lords, royal officials, servants, dogs and hangers-on that jostled for space and attention below. Guthred had already seen the ushers, on the steward’s command, remove several youths who had managed to steal uninvited into the hall. Feast days were always chaotic: the stables became overcrowded, a lord’s lodgings weren’t readied, messages went awry, servants became clumsy in their haste and their masters hot-tempered. Still, despite these difficulties and the afternoon’s turbulent weather, the king seemed in good humour. He was laughing at something the Bishop of Glasgow had just said as Guthred approached. The king’s face was flushed with drink and the fierce heat that buffeted from the hall’s hearths, and he had spilled something on his robe. Around the table that spanned the dais, the straw, fresh that morning, was sticky underfoot with crumbs of honey cake, drops of wine and globs of bloody gravy. Guthred eyed the panoply of silver platters and vessels, able to tell, with a discreet incline of his head, whose goblet needed filling. The voices of the eight men who sat to either side of the king were loud, in competition with the storm and each other, and the old butler had to lean in close to make himself heard.


‘More wine, my lord?’


Without interrupting his conversation, King Alexander offered up his goblet, larger than the others and encrusted with gems. ‘I thought we had laid this matter to rest already,’ he said, addressing the man to his left. After the butler finished pouring the crimson wine, the king took a draught.


‘Forgive me, my lord,’ replied the man, placing a hand over his own goblet when the butler went to fill it, ‘but the request for—’


‘Thank you, Guthred,’ said the king, as the butler moved on to the Bishop of Glasgow, who had his cup out ready.


The man’s jaw tightened. ‘My lord, the request for the release of the prisoner comes directly from my brother-in-law and as both his kinsman and Justiciar of Galloway it would be remiss of me not to afford his plea the attention it deserves.’


King Alexander frowned as John Comyn’s dark eyes continued to scrutinise him. The Lord of Badenoch’s long face was waxy in the torchlight, his expression as sober as his clothes: a black woollen cloak, trimmed all around the shoulders with the grizzled pelt of a wolf that matched his hair so exactly it was hard to tell where he ended and wolf began. The device on the surcoat he wore beneath was just visible: a red shield embroidered with three white sheaves of wheat. The king was struck by how like his father the Red Comyn was – the same cold demeanour and joyless expression. Were all Comyn men like this? Was it something in their blood? Alexander’s gaze roved along the table to the Earl of Buchan, head of the Black Comyns, named, as the Red Comyn was, by the colour of his arms: a black shield decorated with the three wheat sheaves. Alexander was rewarded with long, pinched features and a guarded stare. If they weren’t such able officials, he might have excluded all of them from his court years ago. Truth be told, the Comyns made him uneasy. ‘As I said, I will think on it. Thomas of Galloway was imprisoned over fifty years ago. No doubt he will be able to bear another few weeks in his cell.’


‘Even a day must seem an eternity to an innocent man.’ John Comyn spoke lightly, but the challenge was unmistakable.


‘Innocent?’ Alexander’s blue eyes narrowed. He set down his goblet, his humour spent. ‘The man rebelled against my father.’


‘The man was but a boy, my lord. It was the people of Galloway who chose him as their leader.’


‘And my father saw that they paid for it in blood.’ Alexander’s tone was vehement, the drink running hot in him, mottling his face. ‘Thomas of Galloway was a bastard. He had no right to be lord and the people knew it.’


‘They were faced with an unpalatable choice – to be ruled by a bastard, or else see their land divided between three daughters. Surely you can understand their plight, Lord King?’


Alexander caught something sly in Comyn’s tone. Was the Lord of Badenoch trying to insinuate that his own situation was in any way comparable to what had happened in Galloway over half a century ago? Before he could decide, a cool voice sounded from further along the table.


‘You are keeping our gracious host from his meal with your talk, Sir John. The council is over.’


John Comyn’s eyes flicked to the speaker. As he met the calm gaze of James Stewart, the high steward, his poised veneer slipped momentarily, unmasking a glint of hostility, but before he could respond, the forceful voice of Robert Wishart, the Bishop of Glasgow, rang out.


‘Well spoken, Sir James. Our mouths now are for the eating and for praising the Good Lord for His bounteous gifts.’ Wishart raised his goblet. ‘This wine is remarkable, my lord. From Gascony, is it?’


The king’s response was lost in an almighty clap of thunder that set the dogs off and caused the Bishop of St Andrews to spill his drink.


Wishart grinned fiercely. ‘If this is indeed the Day of Judgement then we shall arise with our bellies full!’ He took a deep drink that stained the corners of his mouth. The Bishop of St Andrews, as thin and grave as Wishart was stout and animated, began to protest at these words, but Wishart spoke over him. ‘You know as well as I, your grace, if every day proclaimed to be the Day of Judgement had been we would have risen a dozen times over by now!’


The king went to speak, but stopped, seeing a familiar face moving through the crowd below. It was one of the squires from the queen’s household, a capable Frenchman named Adam. His travelling cloak glistened in the torchlight and his hair was plastered dark against his head with rain. As Adam passed one of the hearths, the king could see the cold curling off him as mist. The squire hastened up the dais steps.


‘My lord.’ Adam paused before the king to bow and catch his breath. ‘I bring a message from Kinghorn.’


‘In this tempest?’ questioned Wishart, as the squire leaned in and began to speak quietly to the king.


As Adam finished, a smile played at the corners of Alexander’s mouth and the flush of wine on his cheeks spread down his throat. ‘Adam, go and fetch Tom from his lodgings. Tell him to bring my cloak and have my horse saddled. We leave for Kinghorn at once.’


‘As you wish, my lord.’


‘Has something happened?’ enquired the Bishop of St Andrews, as the squire hastened across the dais. ‘The queen, she is  . . .?’


‘The queen is well,’ said Alexander, smiling fully now. ‘She requests my company.’ He got to his feet. There was a loud scraping of benches and shuffling of feet as all the occupants of the hall rose with him, some nudging drink-addled neighbours to follow suit. The king raised his hands and voice to address them. ‘Please, be seated. I must take my leave. But stay, all of you, enjoy the festivities.’ He gestured to his harper, who at once began to play, the metallic notes climbing over the roar of the wind.


As the king stepped from the table, James Stewart moved in front of him. ‘My lord, wait until morning,’ he murmured. ‘It is a foul day for travel, especially on that road.’


The king paused at the concern in the steward’s face. Glancing back, he saw the same worry in the eyes of the other men at his table, with the exception of John Comyn who had leaned over to talk quietly with his kinsman, the Earl of Buchan. For a moment the king hesitated, on the brink of returning to his seat and calling Guthred back with more wine. But something stronger compelled him. That last thing Comyn had said remained with him like a bitter aftertaste. Surely you can understand their plight? Alexander could, all too well, for the matter of succession had plagued him for two long years, ever since the day when the heir in whom all his hopes had been placed had followed his wife, his daughter and his youngest son to the grave with devastating finality. With the death of his eldest boy, Alexander’s line had been cut short, like a song halted before the chorus. It continued now only as a faint echo across the North Sea, in the form of his three-year-old granddaughter, Margaret, child of his dead daughter and the King of Norway. Yes, Alexander understood very clearly the unpalatable choice that had faced the people of Galloway fifty years ago, when their lord had died without male issue.


‘I must go, James.’ The king’s voice was quiet, but firm. ‘It is almost six months since my wedding night and still Yolande is without child, not for want of trying. If she takes my seed tonight, God willing, I could have an heir by this time next year. I can chance a storm for that.’ Removing the gold circlet he had been wearing through the council and the feast, Alexander handed it to the steward. He pushed a hand through his hair, flattened where the band had lain. ‘I will return soon.’ He paused, his eyes on John Comyn. ‘In the meantime, you can tell the Lord of Badenoch I will grant his brother-in-law’s request.’ Alexander’s eyes glinted. ‘But wait until tomorrow.’


James’s mouth twitched in the beginnings of a smile. ‘My lord.’


Alexander strode across the dais, following in the squire’s muddy footsteps, the gold on his scarlet robe glittering. As the doorward bowed and pushed open the hall’s double doors, the king swept through, the notes of the harp fading behind him.


Once outside, the force of the storm struck the king like a fist. Icy rain stung his face, half blinding him as he made his way down the steps to the courtyard. He flinched as lightning ripped through the sullen sky. The clouds were so low they seemed to skim the rooftops of the buildings that stretched before him to the inner walls, below which the ground fell sharply away to the outer defences. From his high vantage point, the king could look right over the line of the outer walls to the royal town of Edinburgh that tumbled eastwards down the spine of the great rock on which the castle perched.


In the distance, at the foot of the hill, he made out the pale silhouette of Holyrood Abbey, behind which black slabs of rock reared into windswept cliffs that disappeared in cloud. To the north, the land levelled out into grazing pastures and crop fields, then marshes that slipped into the vast expanse of the Firth of Forth, which the English called the Scottish Sea. Over that stretch of water, illuminated by muted after-flickers of lightning, were the wooded hills of Fife and the track he must take. Kinghorn, twenty miles away, seemed further than it ever had before. Thinking of the Bishop of St Andrews doom-laden words that when the Day of Judgement came this would certainly be its temperament, Alexander faltered on the bottom step, the rain pelting him. But, then, seeing Adam sprinting towards him, he forced his feet down into the mud, holding in his mind a vision of his young bride waiting for him in a warm bed. There would be spiced wine and firelight.


‘My lord, Tom has taken ill,’ called Adam, raising his voice above the gale. He was carrying the king’s travelling cloak.


‘Ill?’ Alexander’s brow furrowed as the squire draped the fur-lined garment around his shoulders. Tom, who had served him for over thirty years, always travelled with him. Adam might be capable, but he was the queen’s favourite, having come to Scotland in her retinue last autumn. ‘Tom was well this afternoon. Has the physician seen him?’


‘He says there is no need,’ answered Adam, guiding the king across the waterlogged ground. ‘Watch your step here, Sire.’


There were lanterns burning ahead, the flames inside like caged birds, fluttering and beating at the glass. The whinnies of horses and the calls of men hung on the wind.


‘Who will escort me?’


‘Tom sent Master Brice in his place.’


Alexander’s frown deepened as Adam led the way into the stables. The pungent odour of straw and dung clogged his nostrils.


‘My lord king,’ greeted the stable-master. He was leading a handsome grey courser. ‘I saddled Winter for you myself, although I could hardly believe it when Master Brice told me you were leaving in this weather.’


Alexander’s gaze moved to Brice, a taciturn, rather slow-witted man who had been in his service for less than a month, hired to help out Tom who had been stretched looking after the king with a new bride. Alexander had been meaning to ask the steward to find him someone better, but what with the preparations for today’s council he hadn’t found the time. Brice bowed, but said nothing. Grunting his displeasure and feeling suddenly all too sober, Alexander pulled on the riding gloves the stable-master handed to him. As he climbed on to the block and swung into the saddle, his robe hitched up around his hose, already hemmed black with mud. He would have changed had he not been worried about losing what was left of the day. While the stable-master tightened the girth with a firm tug that caused Winter to stamp impatiently, the two squires mounted the horses that had been led out of the stalls for them. Both were palfreys, smaller and lighter than the king’s beast. Adam was on a fresh horse, his own having been spent on the ride to Edinburgh.


The stable-master’s voice followed them out into the rain. ‘God speed, my lord.’


Adam led the way through the castle courtyard, the horses sure on the well-worn ground. It was not yet evening, but already there were torches burning in the windows of the gatehouse, the rough dark pushing against the light. The guards hauled open the gates and the three men made their way down the steep track beyond. The gatehouse was soon looming sheer above them on the black rocks, the torchlight turning the windows into amber eyes. As they passed through a second gate in the lower walls, the guards greeted the king with surprise.


The main street that led through the town was running with rainwater, but empty of people or carts and the king and his squires quickened their pace. The wild wind tore at their cloaks and hair, and by the time they reached the town limits they were soaked and frozen. From here they sped out across the miles of open country towards the Firth of Forth, leaving Edinburgh far behind them.


At Dalmeny, buffeted by the gusts coming off the estuary, they dismounted outside the ferry-master’s lodgings. It was fully dark now. While Adam banged on the door, the king stared out across the two-mile stretch of swollen, inky water. Lightning pulsed above the distant hills and thunder came rolling like a wave towards him. The storm was moving north over Fife.


The ferry-master opened the door, holding a lantern. ‘Yes?’ he said in gruff Scots. ‘Ah, it’s you again.’ Peering past Adam, the ferry-master looked taken aback when he saw the king’s face in the glow from his light. ‘My lord!’ He pulled the door wider. ‘I beg your pardon. Please, come in from the rain.’


‘I’m headed for Kinghorn,’ said Alexander, switching briskly from the French he had been speaking all day in council into the blunt Scots-English dialect.


‘In this gale?’ The ferry-master looked worriedly down the slip of sand beyond his house to where the broad shadow of the ferry rocked in the black. ‘I wouldn’t say that would be wise.’


‘Your king has given you a command,’ responded Adam sharply. ‘He doesn’t need to know what you think of it.’


Pulling up his hood against the rain, the ferry-master moved past Adam to the king. ‘My lord, I implore you, wait until morning. I can provide lodgings here for you and your men. It won’t be well fit, but it will be dry.’


‘You were happy enough to row my man across earlier.’


‘That was long before this storm blew in proper. Now – well, my lord, it is simply too perilous.’


Alexander’s impatience erupted. At every step he seemed to be thwarted in his attempts to reach his wife. ‘If you are afraid then I will have my squires take the oars. But either way, I will cross tonight!’


The ferry-master bowed his head in consternation. ‘Yes, my lord.’ He went to head into his lodgings, then turned back. ‘Our Lord God knows I could not die better than in the company of your father’s son.’


Alexander clenched his jaw as the ferry-master disappeared inside.


He returned shortly with six men, all of them monks from Dunfermline Abbey that had owned the right to run the ferry from the distant days of St Margaret. Their woollen habits and sandals must have afforded little protection from the biting wind, but they didn’t complain as they guided the king down to the water’s edge. Behind came Brice and Adam, who had looped the iron stirrups of the horses through the leather straps to keep them from swinging against the animals on the voyage.


The crossing was long and uncomfortable, the men bowed beneath the ceaseless pounding of the rain on their hoods, the horses disturbed by the vessel’s erratic motion. Spray skimmed off the choppy surface and coated their lips with salt as the ferry rose and fell. Alexander sat hunched at the stern, wrapped in a sodden fur which the ferry-master had offered to keep him warm. The thunder had faded to distant growls, but the wind showed no sign of decreasing and the monks’ mournful song as they rowed through the darkness was barely audible above its moans. Despite the ferry-master’s concern, however, the vessel made safe landfall at the royal burgh of Inverkeithing.


‘We’ll take the path along the shore,’ said Alexander, as Adam led Winter off the ferry and up the wet sand. There was firelight in some of the houses beyond the beach, winking invitingly. ‘It will be more sheltered.’


‘Not tonight, my lord,’ warned the ferry-master, taking the wet fur the king handed to him. ‘The spring tides are washing the water right to the cliffs in places. You could find yourself cut off.’


‘We’ll take the high track, Sire,’ called Adam, tugging down the king’s stirrups. ‘It will be quicker.’


Their course set, the king and his squires rode their horses along the track that led up the wooded slopes beyond Inverkeithing to the cliff path. The going was slow in the rushing blackness beneath the canopy of trees, but at least the branches afforded some shelter. Once out of the woods, they were again at the mercy of the gale, which battled constantly against them as they followed the path’s winding ascent through the cliffs, which continued above and below them. The ground was boggy, the horses’ hooves sinking deep into the mud, forcing them to a torturous walk. Adam went in front, bidding Brice to ride behind him and shout warnings of the more treacherous places to the king. Alexander was an extremely experienced rider, but his horse, several hands larger than the squires’ palfreys, found the climb through the sticky mud increasingly difficult and, soon, the king was left behind. He could hear the calls of his men on the wind, but couldn’t see them in the howling dark. Gritting his teeth and berating himself for not heeding the advice of the steward, he forced Winter on, kicking him harder and harder, now swearing, now cursing, until the horse was snorting in agitation. In his mind, the king still cradled the image of his young bride in their warm bed, but now the vision had a sense of salvation about it.


Alexander struggled with his horse on the incline, the beast thrashing its head against his fierce twists on the reins. This was madness. He should have listened to James, waited until morning. He went to call to his squires, thinking to turn back. They could seek shelter in Inverkeithing until the storm had passed. Then, as lightning seared the night, the king saw the cliffs ahead rising sharply above the path. Beyond that swoop of headland lay Kinghorn. It wasn’t far, only a mile or so. Bearing forward in the saddle, the king struck at Winter’s sides, urging the exhausted animal on. The way became even steeper and Alexander caught the cries of gulls, wheeling in the teeth of the storm. He could no longer hear his men. The path narrowed, bare rocks to his left and a precipitous drop to the right, the yawning black of which opened sickeningly beside him. He knew it wasn’t much more than a hundred feet down to the shore, but it might as well have stretched into hell for all he could see. As his horse slipped, he pulled it up sharply. His hands ached with the effort. ‘On!’ he roared, as the courser slipped again, neighed in fear and tried to turn. ‘On!’


A black shape loomed before him. ‘Sire!’


Relief flooded Alexander. ‘Take my reins,’ he shouted to Adam, over the gale. ‘I’m going to have to dismount. Winter cannot carry me up here.’


‘Wait, my lord, and I’ll come alongside you. The ground is firmer further on. I can lead you.’


‘Careful, I’m at the edge here,’ warned the king, feeling the rain trickling inside his cloak, threading an icy line down his back. ‘Where’s Brice?’


‘I sent him on ahead.’ Adam manoeuvred his palfrey between the king and the rocks that rose beside the path. A snap of lightning lit his face, revealing an intent expression as he reached across and grasped hold of the king’s reins, steadying his own horse with his knees.


‘Right, man,’ said Alexander, readying himself. ‘One last push.’


‘One last push, my lord,’ echoed Adam, thrusting towards him.


The first thing Alexander felt was a jolt as his horse lurched. He guessed in an instant that the beast had been lamed and its sharp cry confirmed it. His own shout vanished in a winded grunt as he fell forward, his stomach striking the wooden pommel. He grabbed at the beast’s neck for purchase and felt another pain, this time in his leg as something crashed into him from the side. He had time to realise that it was Adam’s horse and time to realise that the squire had let go of his reins. Then, he and Winter were falling into darkness.


Adam strove to get his panicked horse under control as the king’s cry vanished. After a moment, he managed to calm it enough to dismount. Holding the reins in one hand, he bent to clean the blood from the dagger he gripped in the other, wiping it in the wet grass that sprouted from the path. When he was done, he lifted his short hose and pushed the blade inside the leather sheath strapped around his calf. Moving cautiously to the cliff edge, he waited, sniffing rainwater from the end of his nose. After several minutes lightning struck again. Adam’s sharp eyes picked out a large, grey shape on the shore below. He waited. There was supposed to have been a moon tonight, but the storm had obscured it. Still, the wind and rain would have masked the king’s scream from Brice’s ears, although the fool should have been far enough ahead not to have heard it. The lightning came again in three flashes. The horse remained where it had fallen and this time Adam caught sight of a smaller shape lying close by. The king’s scarlet robe was as bright as a flag. Satisfied, the squire dug his foot into his stirrup and swung into the saddle. Even if the king had survived the fall, he would die from the cold before anyone found him, for Adam would make sure to send the search party in the wrong direction. Digging in his spurs, he continued up the cliff path towards Kinghorn, rehearsing the lies he planned to tell the young queen.


 


Down on the shore, the dying horse turned its head. Blood pumped from the deep cut in its foreleg, which had severed the tendons and taken its balance, indistinguishable now from the injuries caused by the fall. A few feet away lay its royal charge, arms splayed, neck twisted at an impossible angle. The ragged wind coming off the Forth lifted a corner of the king’s cloak, making it flap against the sand, but other than that there was no movement.


The dead would not be rising today.




2


The boy’s breaths came hard and fast as the beast thundered across the beach, kicking up sand in wet clods and taking him further from the shouts that echoed behind him. One hand gripping the reins, the boy leaned far back in the saddle, almost standing in the stirrups, striving to bring the horse to a stop, until his muscles were throbbing with the effort. The raw wind whipped his hair into his eyes, blinding him, and the lance, couched in his right hand, bounced wildly. Without warning, the horse jerked forward, pulling the reins painfully fast through the boy’s clenched fist. As the animal veered towards the crashing surf in a furious gallop, the boy lost his hold on the lance, which thumped to the sand to be splintered beneath one of the beast’s hooves. Faint in the distance, he heard his name being yelled.


‘Robert!’


Snatching up the reins with both hands now, the boy fought against the animal, shouting in frustration and fear as it continued its crazed path towards the seething water. The sea, dazzling white in the sunlight, was coming up fast, filling his world with its rush and tumble. The roar of it was in his ears. All at once, he felt a violent jolt beneath him. The sky rolled over in his vision and, for a second, he saw clouds and a gull wheeling. Then he was hurtling headlong into the waves.


The cold slammed him, making him gulp a lungful of salt water as he disappeared beneath the churning surf. He was tossed over, then sucked under, any sense of up or down driven from him by the icy shock and his rising panic. His chest was constricting, closing in on itself. He couldn’t breathe. Suddenly, his foot struck the bottom. He pushed himself up, breaking the surface with a shuddering gasp. The next wave struck him in the back, but although he was brought to his knees and propelled along by it, he managed to keep his head above the water. Eyes fixed on the shore, he struggled out of the breakers, his tunic clinging to him. As he waded on to the sand, coughing up seawater, he realised his shoes had been torn off by the force of the waves. The grit of broken shells on the shoreline stung his bare feet as he bent over, letting water trickle from his nose and ears.


‘Robert!’


The boy straightened at the shout to see a figure striding down the beach towards him. His heart sank as he saw the broken lance, a smaller version of the great lances of men, in his instructor’s hand.


‘Why didn’t you shorten your reins?’ The man came to a halt before the soaking boy, brandishing the splintered lance. ‘Ruined! All because you couldn’t follow a basic instruction!’


Robert, shivering in the wind, met his instructor’s livid gaze. The squat bull of a man was red in the face and sweating from the race to catch him up. That, at least, gave him some measure of satisfaction. ‘I tried, Master Yothre,’ he said tightly, glancing up the beach to where the beast had come to a halt, reins dangling free. It tossed its head and snorted as if laughing. Anger rose in Robert as he recalled being led to the stables four weeks ago, his excitement at his new phase of instruction draining when he saw the only animal saddled in his father’s stables was the massive warhorse. He had learned to ride on a sweet-natured hobby and, more recently, had mastered a spirited young palfrey. The black beast was nothing like either of them. It was like riding the devil. Robert’s gaze switched back to Yothre. ‘My father has more than thirty horses in his stables. Why did you choose Ironfoot? Even the grooms won’t go near him. He’s too strong.’


‘It isn’t your lack of strength that’s the trouble,’ grunted Yothre, ‘it’s your lack of skill. The horse will respond if you follow my instructions. Anyway,’ he added, his tone losing a little of its acidity, ‘I didn’t choose him for you. Your father did.’


Robert fell silent. The sunlight glistened on his wet cheeks as he looked out to sea. His face, pale under his fringe of dark hair, was taut. Beyond the crashing breakers, the waters were a deep, lucid green. Further out, by the hump of Ailsa Craig, the Fairy Rock, they darkened to slate grey and, further still, towards the distant Isle of Arran, they turned black. Here on the Carrick coast it was a bright, windy spring day, but over the Arran hills a bank of clouds had built up through the morning trailing veils of rain, a remnant of the violent storms that had ravaged Scotland since the start of the year. Robert’s eyes picked out the smudge on the southern horizon that marked the northern tip of Ireland. Catching sight of that faint line, so often shrouded in mist or haze, he felt a pang of loss.


His brother was still somewhere on that strip of land in the care of the Irish lord, a vassal of their father’s, to whom they had both been fostered. No doubt Edward would have already finished his training and schooling for the day. He would probably be racing the small wooden boats they had carved down the river outside the manor house in Antrim with their foster-brothers, laughing and chasing through the shallows. Tonight they would eat salmon and, by firelight, drink sweet beer in the lord’s hall and listen to his tales of Irish heroes, thundering battles and quests for treasure. The twelve months Robert had spent in Antrim had been some of the best of his life, his foster-father teaching him all he should know as the eldest son of one of the most powerful families in Scotland. Robert had thought he would return home to take his proper place at his father’s side, no longer a boy, but a youth on the path to knighthood. The reality had been a crushing disappointment.


‘Come, we will start again,’ Yothre was saying, gesturing for Robert to follow as he headed up the beach towards Ironfoot. ‘And this time, if you do as I say, we can avoid any further—’ His words were cut off by a high-pitched shout.


A small boy was racing across the dunes towards them. Behind him Turnberry Castle perched on its promontory of rock over the surging sea, its battlements crowned by the circling silhouettes of cormorants and gulls.


Robert smiled as the boy ran faster, his short legs puffing sand into a cloud around him. ‘Niall!’


His youngest brother came to a breathless halt before him, blithely ignoring Yothre who looked infuriated.


‘Men have come, and’ – Niall sucked in a breath – ‘and Grandfather!’


Robert’s face broke into a wide grin of surprise. At once, he set off across the sand with Niall, his tunic flapping wetly around his legs.


‘Master Robert,’ barked Yothre behind him, ‘your lesson isn’t over.’ As the boys turned, the man thrust the broken lance towards Ironfoot. ‘You’ll ride him again before we’re finished.’


‘I’ll ride him tomorrow.’


‘Your father will be told of your disobedience.’


Robert’s storm-blue eyes narrowed. ‘Tell him then,’ he said, sprinting after his brother.


Once over the dunes, the two boys passed the little cluster of houses, fishermen’s boats and farmsteads that made up Turnberry village and raced on to the sandy track that led to the castle. Here, Robert picked up speed, his long legs punching into the ground as he left Niall far behind him. The earth beneath his feet was pocked with the fresh prints of many horses. His lungs burned, the exertion driving out the ice in his limbs, driving out too Yothre’s threat.


As he approached the gates, which had been thrown wide open, one of the guards called to him.


‘Master Robert!’ The guard grinned. ‘What did that devil do to you today?’


Ignoring him, Robert slowed as he entered the castle courtyard. There were many men and horses here being directed by the stable-master. In between the slow-moving animals, Robert caught sight of his family, all of whom had come out to greet the unexpected arrivals. He glanced impatiently over his two brothers, his mother and three sisters, one of whom was bawling in the arms of her wet nurse. His eyes lingered for a moment on his father, the Earl of Carrick, dressed in a crimson cloak trimmed with gold braid, then moved to take in the newcomers. He recognised, with some surprise, James Stewart. The High Steward of Scotland, one of the chief officials in the kingdom whose powerful family had held the stewardship for generations, was standing with a great earl from the east. There were others too, but all of them faded away as Robert’s gaze came to rest on the leonine man in their centre, with that great mane of silver hair and that hard, ancient face. Robert Bruce, Lord of Annandale. The man whose name both he and his father shared.


Hearing Niall come gasping up behind him, Robert moved towards his grandfather, who was clad in a dust-stained surcoat and mantle, emblazoned with the arms of Annandale. His smile froze on his lips as he saw the old man’s grave expression. It was reflected, he realised, in the faces of the other adults. His mother looked shocked, his father was shaking his head. Then, Robert heard the words. They sounded impossible, but the look of the adults proved their truth. He spoke loudly, without thinking, repeating those words in a question. ‘The king is dead?’


They turned to look at him, standing there sopping wet, seaweed in his hair and a graze of sand on his cheek. He saw his mother’s concern and his father’s disapproval, before his grandfather’s voice filled the silence.


‘Come here and let me see you, boy.’


And those eyes, dark and fierce as a hawk’s, were on him.
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With the unforeseen arrival of the great lords, the castle’s servants were kept busy late into the day, lighting fires in empty chambers, finding fresh linen for beds and clearing space in the stables. Nowhere was more frenetic than the kitchen, the cooks faced with turning a meal for the earl’s already sizeable household into a grand feast for seven noblemen and their army of retainers. This number swelled, late in the afternoon, when another six men rode in through the castle gates. To Robert, watching from the window of the room he shared with his brothers, the day had the feeling of something portentous about it; something hushed and expectant that went beyond the news of the king’s death. He wondered what this meant and what would now happen as down in the courtyard the guards pulled the gates shut behind the six riders. Somewhere in the castle a bell clanged. The last of the light was fading in the west, where lightning danced silently over the hills of Arran.


As the men entered the castle’s hall, servants slipped in among them, pouring ruby-red wine into rows of pewter goblets. Outside, the sea’s muffled boom was ever present, the salty tang mingling with the smells of food and wood-smoke. Three extra trestles and boards had been put out to seat everyone and the hall was crowded, the air stuffy with the heat from the fire in the cavernous hearth. On the wall behind the head table hung the earl’s banner, emblazoned with the arms of Carrick: a red chevron on white. On another was strung a grand tapestry capturing, in twists of vivid silk, the moment Malcolm Canmore killed his hated rival, Macbeth, in battle and took the throne, beginning the illustrious dynasty of which the Bruce family were distant descendants. Robert had always thought the figure of the victorious king looked remarkably like his father.


He shifted impatiently outside the hall’s doors as the guests filed through, the magnates settling into their places at the head table, their knights and retainers filling the benches around the other trestles. With Robert were his younger brothers, Alexander, Thomas and Niall, and his older sister, Isabel. When the last of the men, a youth with startlingly blue eyes, one of which winked at the waiting children, entered, Robert went to step through, determined to find a seat as close to his grandfather as possible. He was brought up short by his mother’s voice.


‘You’ll be eating in your room this evening.’


Robert turned, thunderstruck by the announcement. The formidably tall figure of his mother, the Countess of Carrick, through whom his father had become earl of the wild county on their marriage, moved out of the shadows of the passage. Her abundant black hair was coiled on her head in a complex arrangement of braids, held in place by silver wire. Her white linen gown stretched smoothly over her stomach, swollen with her tenth child.


Her gaze fixed on Robert as she came towards him, holding the hand of a toddling girl. ‘Do you hear me?’


‘Mother . . .’ began Isabel.


‘Bid your father and grandfather good night, then upstairs with you.’ This she said in Gaelic, which the children knew meant the conversation was over. She only spoke Gaelic when she was angry or addressing the servants. ‘Go on now,’ she said, switching back into French, her husband’s preferred tongue.


Entering the hall, which was full of the low murmur of conversation, Robert approached his father, seated at the head table. He tried to catch his gaze, searching for signs of the anger he knew must come had his father been told he had shunned his day’s training. The earl was deep in conversation with a bear of a man, draped in black furs. Robert recognised him as one of the men who had arrived late in the day. ‘Good night, Father,’ he murmured.


The earl glanced at him, but continued his intent conversation. Wondering, with a burgeoning sense of relief, if the day’s extraordinary events meant Yothre hadn’t told his father after all, Robert moved swiftly towards his grandfather, seated at the table’s other end. The Lord of Annandale had picked up his little sister Christian, who had toddled in with their mother.


‘What have you been feeding her, Lady Marjorie?’ the old Bruce was saying as he set the child down with a grunt.


The countess smiled warmly at the old man. ‘Come on now,’ she chided, ushering her dallying children towards the door, where their nurse was waiting to lead them upstairs.


As Robert loitered hopefully, his father’s harsh tones struck out.


‘You heard your mother. Out!’


The Lord of Annandale glanced over at Robert, then focused on the earl. ‘After you, son, the boy is head of this household. He should stay for this.’ The old man nodded to Marjorie. ‘With your permission, my lady.’


Before the countess could answer, Robert’s father spoke again. ‘Head of the household?’ His voice was a whip. ‘At eleven and unable to stay in the saddle with a lance? I wonder why I sent him to Antrim at all if that is the fruit of my labour.’


Heat prickled in Robert’s cheeks and he lowered his head, thinking all the men in the hall could see his shame.


In truth, none of them was looking at him; their attention was divided between the two men at either end of the head table, whose eyes were locked in a silent war, one set black and fierce, filled with steel and arrogance, the other glacial blue, narrowed in contempt.


‘I do not mind if Robert stays.’ The countess moved to her husband and placed two calm hands on his shoulders.


The earl muttered something as his wife eased herself on to the cushioned chair set out for her, but Robert wasn’t listening. He bit his lip to hide his grin as his grandfather gestured to the bench closest to him. The three men seated upon it, one of whom was the high steward himself, moved along to make room. Robert caught a jealous look from his brother, Alexander, which made the victory even sweeter, and then the rest of the children were led away. Glancing round as he sat, Robert realised he was next to the blue-eyed youth who had winked at him. He inclined his head somewhere between a nod and a bow, unsure whether the young man deserved simple politeness or deep respect. The youth smiled in return.


‘Lord Steward,’ began Robert’s grandfather, his voice curt with authority, silencing the men around him, ‘would you open our council by sharing with my son and the Lord of Islay the news from the royal court that we now know.’ He nodded to the bear-like man in the furs, who had been in conversation with the earl. ‘My summons informed you, Angus, of the black tidings that are the cause of our gathering this evening, but there are other details I could not risk revealing in a message and—’


‘I believe, Father,’ the earl cut across him, ‘that some introductions are in order before we begin. Our comrades here may know one another by name, but not all by sight.’ He didn’t wait for an answer, but rose, his crimson robe settling around him as he extended a hand to a broad-shouldered man with black, oily hair, seated along the head table. ‘Sir Patrick, Earl of Dunbar.’


Robert tore his gaze from his grandfather’s rigid expression as his father continued.


‘Sir Walter Stewart, Earl of Menteith, and his sons, Alexander and John.’ The earl moved his hand to three men who shared the same red hair and ruddy, freckled skin. He then gestured to the aged Lord of Islay seated to his right, wrapped in the furs. ‘Sir Angus Mór MacDonald.’ He nodded down the table to a stocky man with a frank expression and the blue-eyed youth beside Robert. ‘His sons Alexander and Angus Og.’ At last, the earl motioned to the steward. ‘And, of course, Sir James Stewart and his brother, John.’ He seated himself beside the countess, his arms spread expansively. ‘The Lady Marjorie and I are honoured to welcome you to our hall, despite the circumstances.’ He inclined his head to James as the servants entered, bearing tureens of steaming venison stew, laced with fragrant thyme. ‘Now, Lord Steward, do begin. I am anxious to hear your tidings in full.’


Robert stared around the table, putting names and histories to the faces before him. He knew he was in the company of some of the most powerful men in the kingdom, which was thrilling enough to take the sting out of the fact that his father had ignored him in the introductions.


The steward rose. ‘You all now know the devastating truth that our noble king and lord, Alexander, died last month while riding to visit his queen at Kinghorn. He was separated from his escort in a storm. It appears his horse lost its footing and took him over the cliff. His neck was broken by the fall.’


Only the scrape of ladles against the tureens accompanied the steward’s grave words, the servants waiting on the head table first. Robert’s nose filled with the smell of meat as a servant spooned the thick stew on to the trencher in front of him. The slab of bread had a hollow in the centre to catch the juices. Glancing at his father, Robert saw he was sitting forward, listening intently. As he felt for a spoon, he realised he hadn’t been given one. The servant had passed on down the line of men and Robert didn’t dare call out. He hadn’t eaten since that morning and his stomach wrenched.


‘No sooner was his body discovered than the Comyns sought to take control.’ A note of anger entered the steward’s poised tone. ‘Fortunately, many of the king’s officials had been in Edinburgh for a council and we were able to halt their ambitions.’ He nodded to the Earl of Dunbar. ‘Sir Patrick and I, with the support of the Bishop of Glasgow, forced the election of a council of six guardians. They will rule until the throne is filled.’


‘Who are the six?’ asked the Lord of Islay, his rumbling voice filling the chamber. His French was blunt and awkward, Gaelic his native tongue.


‘Myself,’ answered the steward, ‘the bishops of Glasgow and St Andrews, the Earl of Fife, and the heads of the Red and the Black Comyns.’


‘A balance of power,’ muttered the Earl of Carrick, digging his spoon into the stew. ‘It is a pity you could not swing the scales more firmly in your favour, Lord Steward.’


‘The Comyns hold some of the most powerful offices in our kingdom. They could not well be kept out.’


Robert was studying his dinner, wondering if he could eat with his hands, when a spoon slid into view from his right. Angus Og MacDonald took a small knife from a sheath on his belt, sliced a wedge out of his trencher and stuffed it in his mouth, his blue eyes glittering in the torchlight. Robert nodded his thanks to the Lord of Islay’s son then thrust the spoon into the stew.


‘We are all well aware of the Comyns’ endeavours to control the throne,’ continued James. ‘They have always done so, even by force, as some of us well remember.’ The steward’s eyes moved to the Lord of Annandale, who nodded but said nothing. ‘But there is something more worrying than their rush to power.’ He returned to addressing the rest of the men. ‘At court, I have learned that it pays to watch those closest to the king. For a time now, my men have kept an eye on dealings in the royal household. In the wake of the king’s death, one of my spies overheard Sir John Comyn directing one of his knights to take a message to Galloway. Comyn spoke of Alexander’s death and that the king had granted the release of a prisoner, petitioned for during the council. But there was one thing in particular that caught my man’s attention. Comyn said, tell my brother-in-law that I will meet him soon, for the time is at hand when the white lion will blush.’


Several of the men spoke up at once.


The Earl of Carrick stared at the steward, his brow furrowing. ‘Balliol?’ he said sharply.


‘We believe,’ said James, nodding at the earl’s expression, ‘that the Red Comyn intends to put the Lord of Galloway on the throne.’


Robert’s spoon halted mid-way to his mouth. He looked around the table at the men’s grim faces, but none of them revealed how this startling conclusion had been reached. He put down his spoon as the men began to talk over one another. All at once, he got the connection. The lion on the banner of Galloway was white. The lion on the royal banner of Scotland was red. When the white lion will blush.


The Lord of Islay’s deep voice sounded over the others. ‘That is a grave charge to lay upon men who have taken the oath of fealty.’ Angus Mór MacDonald leaned forward, his furs shifting on his huge frame. ‘It is only two years since the lords of Scotland swore to recognise Alexander’s granddaughter as his heir. Margaret now holds the right to the throne. All of us made that pledge. I have no love for the Comyn men, but to accuse them and John Balliol of Galloway of breaking that oath . . .?’


‘Who among us imagined we would have to fulfil it, especially after the king’s marriage to Yolande?’ countered Patrick of Dunbar, running a hand through his oily hair. ‘The recognition of the king’s granddaughter in Norway as his heir was a sensible precaution, not a reality any of us wanted to face. The fealty we swore on that day sits heavily upon all of our shoulders. How many will now sit back, content to be governed from afar by an infant queen in a foreign court?’ He nodded to the steward. ‘I have no doubt that Balliol, led by the ambitions of the Comyns, aims for the throne.’


‘We must move swiftly,’ said the Earl of Carrick. ‘We cannot let the Comyns put their kinsman on the Stone of Destiny.’ He banged his fist on the table, rattling dishes and goblets. ‘We cannot let them take what is ours!’ He stopped, glancing at the Lord of Annandale. ‘What is yours, Father,’ he corrected. ‘If any man in this kingdom should take the throne it is you. Your claim is greater than Balliol’s.’


‘Not by primogeniture,’ said the Earl of Menteith quietly, his eyes on the lord of Annandale, who had remained silent. ‘By the law of first blood, Balliol’s claim wins.’


‘It isn’t simply through blood that my father can claim the throne. He was designated heir presumptive by the father of the king!’


As the men began speaking at once, Robert stared at his grandfather. The old lord had spoken to him of this once, several years ago. Robert remembered well the look of pride in his grandfather’s face as he had recalled in vivid detail the day King Alexander II had named him as his successor. They had been on a hunt and the king had fallen from his horse. He wasn’t badly hurt, but the event clearly touched a concern, for he made all the lords with him get down on their knees in the dust of that forest track. There, he bade them recognise Sir Robert Bruce, whose veins ran with royal blood, as his heir should he die without issue. His grandfather had been eighteen at the time. Two years later, the king had a son and the royal line was secured, but the promise made remained embedded in the Bruce through all the years after. It had seemed, to Robert, just an incredible story in the telling; true, but relevant only to the distant past, like the stories of the Irish hero Fionn mac Cumhaill his foster-father had told him in Antrim. Now, sitting here in his father’s hall with these great men, the story took on a reality that sent shivers through him.


His grandfather could be king.


As the conversation among the men grew louder, threatening to swell into argument, the Lord of Annandale rose, the firelight casting a red glow across his craggy face. ‘Enough.’ His voice cut through their words, silencing them to a man. ‘I loved Alexander not only as a subject loves his king, but as a father loves a son.’


Robert saw a flush rise in his own father’s cheeks at this.


‘I promised to serve him with my last breath,’ continued the lord, staring at each of them in turn. ‘And that means fulfilling the oath that I, that all of us swore – to recognise his granddaughter as our queen. We must keep John Balliol from the throne. We must protect it. But for her. A man who breaks his oath isn’t worth his breath,’ he finished harshly, sitting back down.


‘I agree,’ said James Stewart in the quiet that followed. ‘But how do we protect the throne? If the Comyns intend for Balliol to become king they will not listen to anyone’s protests. I fear they wield enough power in the realm to make it come to pass, with or without the support of the guardians.’


‘Councils and guardians are not the answer,’ replied the Lord of Annandale. ‘I thought about this long on our journey here. There is only one thing Comyn men understand and that is force.’ He looked at the others. ‘We must put a ring of steel around Galloway. With a series of attacks we will seize key strongholds held by the justiciar, John Comyn, and by the Balliols. With one stroke we can nullify Comyn presence in Galloway and discredit Balliol as a weak man who cannot even defend his own borders, let alone be king.’


Robert knew his grandfather’s hatred of the Comyn men, who controlled vast areas of Scotland and had been influential in royal circles for generations. When the first Comyns crossed the English Sea with William the Conqueror they had done so not as lords of rich estates in Normandy, as Robert’s ancestors had been, but as humble clerks. It was in this role that they thrived in England under the succession of kings that followed the Conquest, later coming north to Scotland. Through patronage and cunning their fortunes reached such magnitude that it was a Comyn, not a Bruce, who became the first Norman earl in Scotland and even secured a minor claim to the throne through marriage. The sons of clerks had no place in the nobility, Robert’s grandfather had always maintained. Yet, still, the old man’s hatred had always seemed to run far deeper than mere disdain. Robert had never fully understood it and, until now, had never thought to ask.


‘We should contact Richard de Burgh,’ said Robert’s father. ‘The Earl of Ulster will be only too willing to provide arms and soldiers. The men of Galloway have long been a thorn in his side with their attacks on Ireland. Also, we should inform King Edward. As Alexander’s brother-in-law he will want to be involved in the succession as soon as he learns of his death.’


‘The King of England was the first to be informed outside Scotland,’ responded the steward. ‘The Bishop of St Andrews sent a message to Edward in France the day Alexander’s body was discovered.’


‘All the more reason we should contact him ourselves,’ said the earl, fixing on his father. ‘If Margaret is brought here to rule she will need a regent to govern in her stead until she comes of age and an heir presumptive will have to be chosen. By seizing Comyn strongholds we prove our worthiness to be named in such a capacity. We also prove our strength. And strength,’ he added firmly, ‘is something King Edward appreciates.’


‘We will petition Sir Richard de Burgh should the need arise,’ agreed the Lord of Annandale. ‘But there is no need to involve the king in our affairs.’


‘I disagree,’ countered the earl. ‘With Edward’s support we will be best placed to establish ourselves at the head of the new government.’


‘King Edward is a good friend and ally, and our family owes much of our fortune to him, but he is his own man and will do what is in the best interests of his kingdom, and none other.’ The old man’s tone was implacable.


The earl continued to stare at his father for a moment longer, then nodded. ‘I will raise the men of Carrick.’


‘I too can spare some men,’ said the Lord of Islay.


‘We cannot all support you openly,’ said James Stewart, ‘not with arms. This kingdom has been divided enough over the years. I cannot let a blood feud become a civil war.’ He paused. ‘But I agree. The throne must go to Margaret.’


The Lord of Annandale sat back and took up his goblet. ‘Then God grant us strength.’
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Robert sank to his knees in the grass, gasping for air. Sweat trickled down his cheeks as he hung there, the blood thumping in his head. As the black spots in his vision cleared, he collapsed on to his back. He could hear breathless voices getting closer, muffled footsteps pounding the earth. Propping himself up on his elbows, he squinted into the sunlight and watched his three brothers come panting up the hill towards him.


Thomas came first, head down, concentrating on making the ascent. Niall was behind, scrabbling hand over foot, desperate to beat Thomas, despite being two years younger. Alexander was last by some distance, making his way up deliberately slow. Thomas won, slumping on the warm grass beside Robert, drawing breaths through his teeth. His tunic was drenched.


Some moments later, Niall joined them. ‘How are you so fast?’


Robert grinned at his youngest brother and lay back, letting the pain fade from his muscles.


It was several minutes before Alexander reached them. His shadow fell across Robert. ‘We would have been quicker taking the track home,’ he said, clearly trying to stifle his breaths.


‘We haven’t been this way in years. Besides’ – Robert’s grin widened – ‘I wanted to see if I could still do it.’


‘You’ll always beat us. You’re the oldest,’ murmured Thomas, sitting up. His hair, wet with sweat, had flopped into his eyes. It was curly and blond like their little sister Christian’s. The rest of the children were dark like their mother, except for their fair half-sister, Margaret, married now and gone.


‘Alexander’s older than you and Niall,’ replied Robert, ‘and you both beat him.’


‘I didn’t try,’ responded Alexander tautly. ‘Now that you’ve won, let’s go back.’


Robert sat up with a sigh. He was restless after weeks without training or schooling. The castle had been frantic with preparations for the attack, the adults tense and preoccupied. Each day, more knights arrived from towns and manors across Carrick, all vassals of their father. Robert knew most of them, for all, at one time, had paid homage to the earl, kneeling before him to take the sacred vow, their hands in his as they swore their undying loyalty in return for a grant of land. Just as their father held his lands by right of the king and was expected to serve in war, pay rents and perform duties such as the guarding of castles, the men of Carrick, by their act of homage, were required to fight for the earl. They brought with them their own squires and foot soldiers, each man armed, ready for the assault on Galloway.


The chaotic coming and going had put their father in a foul temper and earlier, Robert and his brothers had slipped out of the gates, alone. The freedom away from the oppressive atmosphere and the earl’s harsh tones was a relief and the golden late afternoon was one of the most glorious since Robert had returned from Ireland. He wasn’t inclined to waste it. ‘Let’s stay a while longer.’


‘Someone will miss us. We’ve been gone almost an hour.’


‘Who will notice? Everyone is busy.’


‘Are you saying you won’t come?’


Robert stared at his brother, standing above him, hands tight at his sides. Alexander had always been serious, even as a boy of Niall’s age, but lately he had become as sombre as a monk. He wondered at the change, so noticeable since his return from Antrim. He’d thought it might have something to do with their father; perhaps the earl had been hard on his brother in his absence? But their father still seemed to be most pleased with Alexander and Thomas, respectively the most obedient and quiet of the five brothers. An answer struck him. With him and Edward in fosterage in Ireland, Alexander had effectively become the oldest son in the household. Now he was back, perhaps his brother felt robbed of that place? Robert couldn’t feel sorry for him. Alexander had no idea how fortunate he was not to be the one on whom all the future hopes of their family were pinned. Especially, Robert mused darkly, when their father seemed determined to make it impossible for him to prove himself worthy of that great responsibility. ‘Go if you want,’ he said, lying back and closing his eyes. ‘I’m staying.’


‘You should both come,’ said Alexander, addressing Thomas and Niall. ‘Unless you want to feel Father’s belt.’


Robert opened one eye a crack as Thomas pushed himself to his feet. He felt a knot of anger tighten in him as the two boys walked away down the hillside together. There was a time when Thomas, like Niall, would have done anything he said. He put his head back on the grass, listening to the thrum of bees in the heather and wishing Edward was here. But his brother, who was a year younger than him, had six months of his own fosterage left. Edward was a dervish with a practice sword, could climb trees higher than anyone, knew how to lie effectively and would dare any challenge. Things were dull without him.


Niall scrabbled over. ‘What shall we do?’


After a pause, Robert jumped up, determined not to let Alexander ruin his afternoon. ‘I’ll teach you how to fight.’ Sprinting to a clump of wind-blown trees, he snatched at a thin branch and pulled hard until it snapped. Breaking it in two, Robert stripped the leaves and handed the longer stick to his eager-eyed brother. ‘We’ll practise over here.’ He motioned to a flat expanse of grass. In the distance, the tall hills of Carrick marched east. The lower slopes were clad with trees, but the crowns were bare. Robert used to think of them as bald old men, standing in a guarding ring around Turnberry. ‘Like this,’ he said, planting his legs apart and grasping the stick two-handed.


Niall, his face serious, imitated his brother. The knees of his hose were grass-stained.


Robert swung the stick slowly through the air, curving down towards the boy’s neck. ‘Now you block my blade.’


Niall swiped at Robert’s stick.


‘Too quick. You have to start slow. Like this.’ Robert brandished the stick again, keeping it central to his body, then swept it round in a slow motion, first one side, then the other, now up and over his head. ‘Then faster,’ he said, the stick picking up speed in his hands, whistling as it carved the air. ‘Pretend you’re fighting someone,’ he shouted over his shoulder.


‘Who?’ Niall called, running after him.


‘An enemy. A Comyn man!’


Niall whipped his stick at the grass. ‘Look, Robert! I got two!’


‘Two?’ Robert pointed his stick down the hillside. ‘There’s a whole army down there!’ He let out a yell and charged down the steep slope, the stick high above his head. ‘Death to all Comyns!’


Niall came behind him, his shouts exploding into laughter as Robert tripped and went sprawling. Robert grunted as his brother landed on top of him with a cry of victory. Together, the two of them rolled down the hillside, their makeshift weapons abandoned in the grass behind them. They came to a winded stop near the bottom, oblivious to the figure standing there watching them.


‘What are you doing?’


At the unfamiliar voice, Robert’s eyes opened. He realised he was staring at a girl, upside down. Pushing his brother off him, he faced her. The girl was whip-thin, with long black hair that twisted lankly around her bony shoulders like rat’s tails. She wore a threadbare dress that had perhaps once been white, but was now grey with dirt and in her grubby hand she clutched a small sack. A heady smell of earth and flowers clung to her, but Robert was drawn mostly to her eyes, for they seemed the largest thing about her, overwhelming in her lean face. ‘What business is it of yours?’ he answered in Gaelic, her intense stare making him uncomfortable.


The girl cocked her head to one side. ‘Who are you?’


‘He’s the heir of the Earl of Carrick, lord of these lands.’


Robert shot Niall a look to silence him, but the girl didn’t seem to notice. Her probing gaze moved from his sweat-soaked tunic to his dirty face. Her lips twitched as her eyes came to rest on his hair. Raising his hand unconsciously, Robert found a sprig of heather lodged in his fringe. It crumbled in his fingers as the girl shrugged her shoulders.


‘You do not look like an earl,’ she said, turning and walking away across the grass.


Robert, watching her go, realised she wasn’t wearing any shoes, not even the wooden clogs that the peasants who worked the fields wore. He knew the faces of everyone in Turnberry and many thereabouts: the retainers and vassals of his father, farmers and fishermen, and their wives and children, even merchants and officials from Ayr and other nearby towns. So why didn’t he know this brazen girl, out walking in the wild on her own?


‘How dare she talk like that,’ muttered Niall.


Robert wasn’t listening. ‘Come on,’ he murmured, moving through the grass towards the trees that clad the lower slopes of the hill.


‘We’re going the wrong way,’ said Niall, glancing down the valley towards the sea, visible as a flat sheet of blue in the distance. He ran to keep up with his brother’s long-legged stride. ‘Robert!’


‘Quiet,’ said Robert sharply, as they entered the tree line. The girl was strolling unhurriedly along a stony track that followed the curves of a shallow river. Faint on the warm wind, above the burbling water he could hear her singing. At a crossing of stones, she lifted the skirts of her grey dress and skipped across, then threaded her way up the bracken-covered hill on the other side. Robert studied the ground, thinking of a hunt his grandfather had taken him on in the woods of Annandale. The old man had drilled him on the importance of adequate cover to conceal the hunter from his quarry. There was a copse of rowan trees, a small hillock and several boulders between him and the water’s edge.


‘We should go home, Robert,’ whispered Niall, at his side. ‘Alexander’s right. Someone will miss us.’


Robert paused, his eyes on the girl. His mind conjured Alexander’s prim expression and he felt a stab of irritation, imagining himself and Niall trailing obediently in through the castle gates. ‘Do as I do,’ he instructed, setting off at a run towards the trees, as the girl continued her ascent.


It was a game, but as serious as any hunt, the two boys darting from tree to hillock, from rock to bush, as they pursued the girl across the river, over the spine of the hill and down into the next valley, more densely wooded than the first. Now and then the girl would pause and look round, and the boys would throw themselves into the tangled undergrowth. She seemed to be leading them a winding course, over streams and under the curved arches of fallen trees. After a while, she climbed another steep bank.


As she disappeared over the ridge, Robert set after her. He looked back when Niall didn’t follow. ‘Come on!’


‘I know where we are,’ whispered Niall. His face, half shadowed by the swaying branches, was troubled.


Robert nodded impatiently. ‘We’re not far from Turnberry, I know. We’ll see where she’s going, then we’ll go home.’


‘Robert, wait!’


Not heeding his brother, Robert clambered up the bank. At the top, he caught a glimpse of grey in the woods below and slithered down, grasping at snaking roots for purchase. As he reached the bottom, he caught the tang of wood-smoke. He wondered if it was coming from the village, but Turnberry was two miles to the west. Ahead, the trees thinned out. Robert halted. The girl was heading into a green valley, overshadowed by a hulk of a hill that reared up, dotted with rocks and brown gorse. The crown was flushed pink in the sunset, but in the valley all was in shadow. Crouched at the foot of the hill was a small house of mud and timber. Smoke twisted from an opening in the roof. Beside the house, in a pen of bound stakes, two ponderous pigs rooted in the dirt. Robert looked round as his brother moved up behind him. ‘It’s her house,’ he murmured, glancing back at the squat dwelling.


‘That’s what I was saying,’ whispered Niall, looking at once vindicated and fearful.


The girl was almost at the door, passing under the shadow of a large oak. Through the thicket of leaves, Robert glimpsed several webbed shapes hanging from the branches. He had been in this valley a few times before and had seen that tree, but even Edward had never dared get close enough to find out what those strange webs were.


‘Let’s go,’ pleaded Niall, taking hold of his arm.


Robert hesitated, his eyes on the house. The old woman who lived there was well known, for she was a witch. She had two dogs that Edward called Wolves of Hell. Alexander had once been chased and bitten by one. Robert had watched from the door to his parents’ bedchamber as the physician had stitched the gash. He expected to witness his father’s furious retribution – men sent to the old woman’s house to kill the savage beast, but his father had merely gripped Alexander’s shoulders until the boy winced. Never go near her house again, the earl had murmured fiercely. Never.


Robert was halfway to letting Niall pull him away when the girl stopped at the door. Turning, she raised her hand in their direction and waved. Robert’s eyes widened. As she pushed open the door and disappeared inside, he heard the bark of a dog, then silence. Shrugging from Niall’s grip, he made his way purposefully down the hillside. He was the heir of an earl, second only to a king in the ranks of the nobility. He would one day inherit land in Ireland and England, the rich domains of Annandale and the ancient county of Carrick, and the men who now came at his father’s summons would one day kneel before him. He would go wherever he damn well pleased.


There was a loud splintering sound as he stepped on a rotten branch. Robert looked back, hoping Niall hadn’t seen him start. He grinned boldly, then whipped round hearing a mad barking. From around the side of the house streaked two huge shadows. Robert caught yellow teeth and matted black hair, and then he was sprinting for the trees, Niall ahead of him, crying out in terror.
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A grey dawn was breaking over the hills of Galloway. Mist gathered in the fields and cattle made strange shapes within the white. It would be a hot day, but without sun, the sky in the east promising only humid blankness. Gulls made slow circles over the brown waters of the River Urr as they searched the mud-banks. The water was low, sinking with the tide on the Solway Firth.


On the west bank, rising from a wide mound of earth, was a castle, protected by the river on one side and on the landward by a deep fosse. The bottom of the trench was layered with sticky, red clay and the only way across was by drawbridge, raised for the night. A double line of timber piers rose from the depths like a row of pallbearers at a funeral waiting to take their burden. At the foot of the piers, shrouded in gloom, invisible to the castle guards that walked the battlements far above, were seven men. The clay caked their hands and the arms and chests of their padded gambesons. It smudged their faces, shadowed by woollen hoods, and daubed their hose and boots. For over an hour they had been there, up to their knees in the sludge, their feet turning to stone with the cold. None spoke. Only the listless cries of the gulls and the muted conversation of the guards drifted down to them. Occasionally they caught one another’s eyes; pools of shifting brightness, but they would look away soon enough, each cocooned in his own silent world, waiting for the morning bell, wondering if it would come before the mist concealing them lifted, or the sky lightened to a whiter shade of ash.


The minutes crawled by until, from the belly of the castle, a clanging arose. The men in the fosse stiffened at the noise. A few cautiously flexed their hands and shifted their weight in the oozing mud. The guards’ murmurs became brusque shouts as they embarked on the daily task of lowering the drawbridge. It shuddered down on thick twists of rope and the men in the trench raised their heads to watch as the darkness bore down on them, the mists disturbed by its approach. The bridge landed on the tops of the piers with a thud. It was followed by the sound of bolts on the castle gates being drawn back and the footfalls of guards on the boards above.


One of the guards strolled to the edge of the drawbridge. Yawning loudly, he parted the front of his gambeson and opened up his drawers.


‘Use the piss chute, Boli.’


The guard looked over his shoulder. ‘His lordship’s gone. No one’s here to see.’


‘Except us,’ said another. ‘And even your wife doesn’t want to see your shrivelled cock.’


Boli grunted something obscene at his sniggering comrades and continued to piss into the fosse.


The yellow stream trickled down one of the piers, pooled briefly in the notched surface of the wood, then continued into the trench to run hotly over the hands of one of the men pressed against the timber. He turned his head.


As Boli was stuffing himself back into his drawers, there came a faint rumbling. Turning in the direction of the dirt track that led off from the drawbridge into woods, the guard saw two figures coming out of the mist. His comrades had seen them too. All had quietened and had their hands near their swords. Boli squinted into the murk as the rumbling grew louder. After a moment, he realised it was two men rolling a barrel. ‘Halt,’ he called, straightening his gambeson and going to meet them. He nodded to the barrel. ‘What are you peddling?’


‘The finest mead this side of the Solway,’ replied one of the men, coming to a stop at the edge of the drawbridge. ‘Our master has come for the market in Buittle, but he sent us with this gift for Lord John Balliol. Perhaps, if his lordship finds it to his liking, our master can provide more, at a reasonable price.’


‘Sir John isn’t here.’ Boli walked around the barrel, inspecting it.


‘What is it?’ called one of the other guards, heading down the drawbridge, his hand around the pommel of his sword.


‘Mead for Sir John.’


‘None for us then?’


Boli grinned at the merchants. ‘Well, I’ll have a taste, just to see if it’s worthy.’ He unhooked a stained clay cup from his belt, where it sat beside a sheathed broadsword. ‘And make it a lord’s measure.’


The merchant took the cup while the other upended the barrel. Bending down, the man fiddled with the stopper. Out along the drawbridge, a red-daubed hand curled over the edge of the boards. All at once, the merchant straightened. With one brutal movement, he thrust his fist, with the cup still in it, into the guard’s face.


The vessel smashed against Boli’s jaw, shattering on impact and driving a shard of clay into his cheek. He was knocked to one side, blood flying from his shredded cheek and lips. As the other guard shouted and broke into a run, the second merchant raised his foot, revealing the glint of mail beneath his tunic. He kicked hard at the barrel. The wood split under his boot and he plunged his hands into the splintered opening, revealing cloud-like tufts of lamb’s wool from which he yanked two short swords. He tossed one to his companion, just as Boli was recovering and drawing his own blade with a howl of anguished rage. As the men went at one another, more shouts sounded. The rest of the guards had seen the figures hauling themselves over the sides of the drawbridge.


The first man over had a knife clenched between his teeth. As a guard came at him, he hit the boards and rolled, grabbing the knife. The guard stabbed down. Throwing himself sideways, the man lunged up to shove the blade into the back of the guard’s leg, between the straps of his greaves. As the guard collapsed with a cry, his attacker withdrew the knife and rammed it into his eye. The guard crumpled, his body convulsing. The attacker looked past the others, heaving themselves on to the bridge, to where the two with the barrel were still battling. He didn’t have time to go for the weapons as another guard was charging at him. He ducked the first swing of the guard’s sword, but the second caught him in the stomach. The padding in his gambeson absorbed some of the thrust, but it drove him backwards, hard. His foot came down into nothing and he plummeted into the trench.


Boli, blood pumping from his cheek where the shard of clay was still embedded, rammed his sword at the man who had wounded him, snarling in pain and fury. The attacker blocked the blow, then slammed his hand into Boli’s cheek, pushing the shard in further. Boli yelled and tried to pull back, but his attacker rocked forward, using his weight against him. Shoving him in the chest with his free hand, the attacker toppled the bleeding guard into the fosse.


While his comrade battled on, the man dropped down beside the broken barrel and pulled more short swords from the lamb’s wool inside. He sprinted along the drawbridge towards the others, unarmed except for their knives, which offered scant defence against the guards’ broadswords. Two had already been killed. But now, as the remaining attackers fell back to take the weapons from him, the odds evened.


As the attackers regrouped and stepped up their assault, a bell began to sound. The commotion had roused the rest of the castle guards. Arrows stabbed down from the battlements. One punched into the ground behind the man who had delivered the weapons to his comrades and was now running fast along the drawbridge. Vaulting a dead guard, he reached the gates, just as a defender raced out to meet him. The guard’s momentum drove him on to the point of the attacker’s sword. The blade pierced cloth and padding to puncture him in the soft flesh of his stomach. The attacker wedged his weight into the blade, driving it further in, then withdrew it with a rough twist. Leaving the guard to sink to his knees, clutching at the wound that blossomed red on his surcoat, upon which was stitched a white lion, the attacker ducked past him to the drawbridge winch inside the gates. He hacked at the rope, fronds of it unravelling beneath his blows. As it snapped and slackened, the man pulled a horn from inside his tunic. Setting it to his lips, he blew one single, solid sound.


The noise that followed the call of the horn began as a muffled pounding from within the woods bordering the castle. It increased to a drumming din as, from out of the fringes of the trees, came sixty or so men, twenty on horseback, the rest on foot, running hard along the track in the wake of the riders. As they neared the drawbridge, one rider broke from the pack and hurtled across, the iron-shod hooves of his white mare crashing against the wood. He had a broadsword in one hand and a shield strapped to his other arm, which bore a red chevron on white. Under his white cloak, emblazoned with the same device, he wore a mail coat and hose which tapered to points at his feet, and a great helm covered his face. The rider spurred his horse towards the gates. Scattering the remaining guards, who had been struggling to close them, he plunged into the courtyard.


Ignoring the fleeing guards, the rider pulled his mare to a stop outside a large hall. Hearing shouts and cries erupt behind him as more mounted men galloped in, he thrust his free hand against the doors and pushed. They creaked open enough for him to manoeuvre his horse inside, ducking his head under the lintel. Only a few torches were burning in the hall beyond, but there was enough light for him to see that the place was deserted. By the bowls scattered on a table, an overturned basket of laundry on the floor and the lighter patch on one wall where a tapestry had clearly hung, the place looked as though it had been abandoned in haste. The rider compelled the horse further in, her hooves on the flagstones echoing, hollow. Behind a table on a dais, an enormous blue banner decorated with a rearing white lion hung on the wall. Its one visible eye glared. Sheathing his sword, the rider pulled off his helm to reveal a hard-boned face and steel-blue eyes. Robert Bruce, Earl of Carrick, met the lion’s gaze. ‘Balliol,’ he murmured.


The earl could hear fighting outside, but the castle was only defended by a small garrison. It was clear its chief occupant was no longer here, despite rumours to the contrary. Leaning over, he placed his helm on one of the trestles and boards, and removed his shield from his arm. His mare was champing at the bit, her mouth frothy. Kicking his feet from the stirrups, Bruce dismounted, his mail settling with a shiver of metal. Moving to one of the low-burning torches, he swiped it from its bracket and strode to the dais. Jaw set, he climbed the steps, the flames excited by the air. He paused, his eyes on the white lion, then thrust the torch to the bottom of the banner. The frail silk caught instantly and the earl stepped back, a small smile, malicious and childlike, playing about his mouth.


He was standing there, watching the flames spread greedily across the banner, when he felt something punch into his back. The earl jolted, dropping the torch, which went rolling across the dais, the flames gusting. He staggered round to see a man, eyes wide, holding a kitchen knife. Realising his armour had done its job and turned the blade, Bruce moved in with a snarl, swinging a mailed fist into the man’s face. The man reeled back off the dais and crashed into a table, which shattered beneath him, sending silver bowls ringing across the floor. The earl stamped down the dais steps, drawing his broadsword. Kicking aside a stool, he loomed over the man, who lay on his back among the wreckage of wood.


‘Please!’ groaned the man, holding up his hands. ‘Please, I—’


The earl stabbed down, forcing the tip of his broadsword into the man’s throat. The man uttered a strangled gurgling sound that ended in a dark eruption of blood. It spewed from his stretched mouth and the wound as the earl ground the blade in until it struck stone and would go no further. The man’s body thrashed for a few moments, then shuddered to still. As the earl bent to wipe his blade on the man’s tunic, the doors opened and a company of men entered.


At the head was Bruce’s father. The old Lord of Annandale had his helm clasped under one arm, his silver hair almost translucent in the light seeping through the doors. His surcoat bore a blue lion, the ancient arms of the Bruce family from the time of King David I, who granted them the lordship of Annandale. Pinned over his heart was a dried brown leaf: a piece of palm frond from the Holy Land, a pious reminder of their time on crusade. For the earl it sparked a memory of an ochre vista stretching beyond the walls of the crusaders’ capital at Acre beneath a vermilion sky, calls to prayer echoing from minarets to be drowned by church bells. They had fought against the Saracens under Lord Edward’s banner and he had rewarded them for their loyal service, elevating their already considerable status in England. The earl felt suddenly determined that those glorious days would not be confined to a dried and brittle keepsake, pinned to his father’s chest.


The lord took in Balliol’s banner, curling into flames behind his bloodstained son. ‘The garrison has surrendered. Buittle is ours.’


A sharp cry rose over his words. It came from a young man, one of several being held by the knights with the lord. He wrenched from his captors, taking them by surprise, and ran to the man sprawled in the ruins of the table. Dropping down, he thrust the cracked boards aside and cradled the man’s head in his hands. The pool of blood seeped into his clothes. His eyes moved to Bruce, whose sword still had a wide smear of red on it. ‘Bastard,’ he breathed, rising. ‘Bastard!’


The earl’s eyes narrowed. ‘Kill this whelp,’ he said, gesturing to two of his vassals, both knights from Carrick.


The knights started forward, but the Lord of Annandale’s voice cut across them. ‘I said it is over. The garrison are free to leave.’


The knights looked from the earl to the lord, their weapons lowering.


‘You can go,’ said the Lord of Annandale to the youth, oblivious to the fury in his son’s face. ‘No harm will come to you.’


‘Not without my father,’ said the young man, forcing the words through his teeth. ‘He was Sir John Balliol’s steward. He deserves proper burial.’


After a pause, the lord nodded to two of his men. ‘Help him.’


Bearing his father’s bloody body, aided by two knights from Annandale, the young man passed the Earl of Carrick. ‘The curse of St Malachy for ever upon you!’ he hissed.


Bruce gave a bark of scornful laughter. ‘Malachy? Save your threats for someone who believes in such things,’ he rasped, stepping forward.


The lord stopped him. ‘Leave him.’ It was spoken forcefully.


But as he watched the young man carry the corpse into the ashen morning, the Lord of Annandale’s face was full of fear.
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Please, his lordship is in prayer. If you will wait in the parlour I can—’


Ignoring the monk’s protestations, John Comyn pushed open the doors of the Church of St Mary. The nave stretched before him into dusky shadows perfumed with incense. Letting his eyes become accustomed to the gloom, he noticed a figure halfway down, kneeling in front of an altar alight with candles. As Comyn started forward, the monk moved in front of him.


‘Sir, I beg you. He asked not to be disturbed.’


‘He’ll make an exception,’ said Comyn, heading purposefully towards the kneeling figure.


The figure raised his head abruptly as Comyn approached. The anger in his face vanished, replaced by relief. ‘Brother,’ he called, rising and holding out his hands in greeting. ‘Thank the Lord, you received my message.’ He waved away the monk who was lingering uncertainly, then turned his gaze back to Comyn, appraising the bulk of armour beneath the man’s cloak, which was emblazoned with the arms of the Red Comyns: three white sheaves of wheat on red. ‘You are a tonic for a troubled mind.’


As he met John Balliol’s eager eyes, Comyn felt a stab of resentment. It was hard to suppress, even as he accepted his brother-in-law’s embrace. Comyn’s attention moved over Balliol’s shoulder, caught by the altar. Surrounded by a ring of candlelight, beneath a slender statue of the Virgin, was an ivory casket. As Comyn saw it his resentment flared into anger. Galloway – which Balliol would assume full lordship over when his mother died – was being invaded by enemies and here the man was on his knees in this isolated monastery, praying before his dead father’s heart. If Comyn set his finger upon his own family’s pedigree and followed the creeping lines of Latin back, he too could claim descent from the royal house of Canmore, just not as directly as Balliol could. How slippery a thing blood was; how arbitrarily it chose who would rise to power. He quashed the thought. The Red Comyns had always done well behind the throne. The king was but an instrument, as his father used to say. They were the musicians.
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