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This book, like every other I have written,
 is dedicated to my wife Beverley
 for who and what she is.




Author’s Note


On a beautiful autumn morning in the early stages of writing this book, I found myself sitting in the sunshine gazing at a portrait of the middle-aged Robert the Bruce, King of Scots, and remembering two grand old men I had known as a child. They were brothers, Edward and Michael O’Connell, and their youngest sister was my maternal grandmother. They were both fierce-looking, hawk-like men in their fifties, tall and gaunt and broad and stern, with big ears, prominent beaky noses and a proud, independent air about them. The portrait of Bruce reminded me forcibly of both of them, not merely the physical elements of their heads and faces but their unyielding expressions of determination and uncompromising strength of what used to be known as character.


Those two upright old men shaped me when I was a boy too young to be aware of it, and one of them, the one I came to know best, became the model on whom I built one of my earliest protagonists, Caius Cornelius Britannicus in my Arthurian series.


On that particular day in 2010, though, it was the elder brother, Edward, whom I could see in the face of Bruce, and as I sat there wondering why, and why the thought should have occurred to me, I experienced one of those quasi-mystical flashes of understanding and enlightenment that is known as an epiphany.


I had been wrestling for weeks with an anomaly that, though seemingly trivial at first notice, had nevertheless perplexed me to the point at which it had become intolerable and was seriously affecting my approach to my story. It had occurred when I realised, almost incidentally, that in reading everything I could find on the Bruce I had become aware that academic historians (not speculative fiction writers like myself) were virtually unanimous in admitting, to varying degrees, that they were at a loss to explain why Robert the Bruce, at several crucial and seminal times in his life, behaved as he had, apparently in defiance of all logic. In each of those instances (and all the historians agree on what they were), his decisions and subsequent actions appeared to lack an identifiable purpose or an attributable motivation.


And then I saw those grand old men and saw that Bruce, too, had his exemplar.


Bruce was the seventh of his name, the seventh consecutive Lord Robert Bruce. The fifth of those was Robert Bruce of Annandale in southern Scotland, known as Bruce the Competitor, because in the aftermath of the death of King Alexander III and then of his heir, the seven-year-old princess known as the Maid of Norway, Bruce of Annandale had one of the two strongest claims to the throne of Scotland and came within a coin’s toss of being crowned King of Scots. But the astonishing thing was that, in an age when most men were dead by the age of forty, the old Competitor was seventy at the time of the competition. He was one of the greatest and most admired nobles of his time, not only in Scotland but throughout Christendom – for Europe, as we know it today, lay years in the future. He bore the royal blood of several countries, including England and France, and lived a life of unimpeachable honour and integrity. He must have been formidable, but he has been entirely eclipsed by the fame and the glory of his grandson, Robert the Bruce, King of Scots, and history has largely forgotten Bruce the Competitor. His grandson Robert, though, could never have forgotten him, reared as he was at the fierce old warrior’s knee and eager to learn everything the old man had to teach him. Therein lay my epiphany that morning. Considering those two, pupil and teacher, and knowing the tenacity, nobility, integrity and strength of purpose of the elder, how could anyone doubt or question the decisions the grandson made at any stage of his brilliant career, when they were underpinned and reinforced by the lessons learned at the old man’s knee?


And so I started again, at a new beginning, and went looking for the story of the boy who would be king.


Jack Whyte


Kelowna, British Columbia


July 2012




Prologue


Thursday, May 16, 1297


Robert Bruce awoke in a foul humour on the day that was to change his life. He had no inkling that it was to be a day of days, but he was acutely aware from the moment he opened his eyes that he would be glad when it was over, for he had no illusions about the unpleasantness of what lay ahead for him that day, and the hissing drumbeat of heavy rain on the roof of his tent in the pre-dawn darkness seemed to set the tone for what was to come.


‘Fires are a’ oot an’ everythin’s arse deep in mud, so there nae hot toddy for ye this mornin’.’ Thomas Beg’s rumbling voice came from the darkness beyond the foot of the narrow cot and was followed by a muffled clank of metal from the firebox. ‘Shite! It’s nearly out. Haud still now and let me get a light.’


Bruce lay unmoving in the darkness and thought about rolling out of bed, then relaxed and forced himself to ignore the noise of the rain, listening instead to the underlying sounds of his manservant tinkering with the firebox, and picturing the huge man blowing on the embers as he fed them gently with wisps of dried peat moss, coaxing them into flame.


‘There! That’s got the bugger.’


A tiny halo of light sprang up in the pitch-blackness and grew steadily stronger. The metal door of the firebox clanked softly as Thomas Beg set the device carefully on the ground by his knees, grunting in concentration as he worked. Bruce waited, visualizing the care with which the big man would be extending a candle towards the tiny flame inside the box, then seeing the result immediately as the wick caught fire and sprang into life.


‘God-cursed, pishin’ rain.’ The big man rose quietly to his feet, one hand holding the candle while the other cupped the flame protectively, then moved cautiously to where a second candle stood on the small table beside Bruce’s bed. Moments later the light from both wicks flooded the small tent, and Bruce pushed himself up on one elbow.


‘Early,’ he mumbled, scrubbing at his eyes with his free hand.


‘Early’s what ye wanted, was it no’?’ Thomas Beg was looming above him, looking down with a frown.


‘Aye, it was, and I thank you. How long have you been up?’


‘Long enough to see it’s been a whore o’ a night and it’s gaun to be a whore o’ a day, forbye. There’s no’ a fire left burnin’ in the whole camp. If I hadna thought to bank the fire in the box afore I went to bed, we’d be stumblin’ aboot like blind men. And rain? I’ve never heard the like o’ it. Woke me up, it was comin’ doon that hard. An’ ye know I dinna wake up easy or often. But ye’d best be up yersel’, gin ye want to be ready afore that whore o’ an Englishman comes out o’ his tent. Mind yer feet, noo.’


‘Hmm. I’m up.’ Bruce threw back his blanket and swung his legs over the edge of the cot, then flinched and hissed, lifting his feet hurriedly at the shock of the chill groundwater that instantly soaked into his thick stockings.


‘I warned ye.’ Thomas Beg shook his head and handed him his heavy boots, then stood watching as his earl struggled into them, forcing his wet stockings into place and then lacing the boots up tightly before he lurched to his feet, shivering as he tugged at the long, quilted undercoat and drawers he had worn to bed.


‘I need the latrine,’ Bruce murmured.


‘Wait till ye go ootside, then, and wear your cloak,’ his companion said as the earl went to the tent flaps and held them open for a moment before shrugging into a foul-weather wool cloak that hung from a peg there.


Thomas Beg watched as Bruce stepped outside, and listened to the soggy sounds of the earl’s boots in the grass until they faded into the rain-soaked night. He quickly set about folding and rolling Bruce’s bedding. It was a task he could do in his sleep and he did it mindlessly, rolling and tucking and strapping until he had made a tightly compact bundle, then folding the trestle legs of the light, sturdy campaign cot and setting it on its side for collection by the camp crew. He poured water from the jug into the washbowl and laid a rough towel ready on the bedside table. Then stepped to the T-shaped wooden frame that held Bruce’s armour and took down a belted pair of mailed leggings.


He was holding the leggings spread and ready when the earl stepped back inside, his head bent as he fumbled with the lacings at his crotch before he raised his arms to allow Thomas to feed the belt of the leggings around his waist. The earl buckled and cinched it tight and turned his back to allow his man to fasten the straps that held the leggings tightly in place from mid-thigh to ankles, then wriggled until he felt the heavy garment settle comfortably. When he was satisfied with the feel of it, he bent over the bowl on the table and rinsed his face and eyes, scooping water over his short-cropped hair and rubbing it into his scalp and the back of his neck before reaching for the towel. He wiped his eyes first and then held both ends as he scrubbed the nape of his neck from side to side vigorously with the rough cloth before dragging it down over his wet crown and drying his face and hands.


‘There,’ he said. ‘Better. Never fails. No matter how cold and miserable you are, a cold douse and a rough towel on the back of your neck will warm you up.’


‘Aye, so I’ve heard ye say … Every mornin’.’


Bruce managed his first smile of the day as he turned to face his man, who was now holding out the chain-mail hauberk he would wear over the thick under-tunic he had slept in.


‘Let’s get ye into this and then we’ll eat,’ the big man growled.


‘Eat? Eat what, in this weather? Wet grass?’


‘Sheep like it. Come awa now.’


They worked together in silence, both of them frowning in concentration as Bruce shrugged awkwardly into the bulky, confining garment, thrusting his head through the neck opening, then struggling to insert his arms before pulling and hauling until the iron-heavy body and mailed skirts fell into place. A man could dress himself in a mailed hauberk unaided, but it was a sullen, thankless task, and most preferred to work at it in pairs, sharing the difficulty. Thomas Beg, over years of working with Bruce, had developed a knack of settling the job quickly, and Bruce was grateful for his skill. Thomas himself preferred to have his huge arms free of encumbrance when he swung the heavy axe that was his primary weapon, and wore only a short-sleeved mail shirt beneath his leather jerkin. His only concession to armouring himself below the waist was a thick set of bull-hide thigh coverings, strapped to cover front and rear and reinforced with riveted, overlapping strips of steel. The boots he wore were similar to Bruce’s own, made by the same boot maker but reinforced, like his thigh greaves, with more of the steel strips that were strong enough to repel a swung blade.


Bruce waited patiently while Thomas deftly snugged the straps that held the hauberk fastened at his back – the most difficult of all to fasten alone. The long, chain-link coat, reeking with the familiar mixed odours of human and equine sweat, raw metal, and the thin coating of oil that kept the links from rusting, was split to the waist at front and rear, permitting its wearer to sit astride a horse, and Thomas Beg stepped back, examining the hang of it critically. He nodded, satisfied, and turned away to bend over the metal firebox that still sat in a corner of the tent, where he picked up a cloth-wrapped bundle that had lain there on top of it, unseen by Bruce. He unfolded the cloth to reveal a steaming treasure that made Bruce grin with pleasure: a juice-rich slice of meat compressed between two inch-thick slabs of bread and cut into twin portions.


‘Glory be to God,’ Bruce said reverently, feeling the saliva squirt beneath his tongue. ‘Where did you get that?’


Thomas Beg sniffed. ‘Where d’ye think? I saw ye arguin’ wi’ that damned Englishman last night, afore ye walked awa wi’oot eatin’ a thing, an’ I knew ye’d be sorry. So I wrapped up some o’ what was left an’ took it wi’ me. But I never saw ye after that. Ye must hae came straight to bed.’


‘Aye, I did. Damn the man, he drove the thought of eating out of my mind. Sweet Jesus, the fellow is insufferable. I had to walk away or I’d have felled him. Upstart bastard. Aye, well, anyway, I’m obliged to you, Tam … Again.’


Neither man spoke after that until they had finished their food, and then, still in silence, they completed the task of armouring the earl, seating the tight-fitting, leather-lined coif of mail comfortably on his head with its skirts covering his neck and shoulders, and lacing it beneath the chin before adding the heavy casing of steel that protected Bruce’s back and chest.


Thomas Beg was hauling at the last of the buckled straps at Bruce’s waist when the roaring drum rattle overhead abruptly died away, leaving only the sluicing sound of running water being shed from the sloping roof.


‘Well,’ Thomas growled, ‘thank the Christ for that. We’ll still be arse deep in mud out there but at least we winna get soaked on top. Unless it starts up again.’ He stepped away and opened the tent flaps, and stood peering out for a while and listening to the splashing sounds of unseen people moving around in the darkness. A loud clatter of falling pikes and a bark of profanity announced that someone had blundered into a pile of stacked weapons in the dark, and he turned back to Bruce. ‘Darker than it should be,’ he said, ‘but there’s no use in carryin’ a torch, even if we had one. The clouds must be awfu’ thick. Are ye set?’


‘As close as I’ll ever be,’ Bruce answered, tugging at his sheathed sword until it hung comfortably. ‘Let’s see if we can find that clerkly, whining bastard Benstead, then, and make a start to this auspicious day.’


Thomas Beg looked askance at him, ignoring the heavy irony in Bruce’s emphasis. ‘Benstead?’ he asked instead. ‘I thought ye put him in his place yesterday, for good. Why would ye seek him now?’


Bruce grunted, the sound heavy with distaste. ‘Because of what his true place is. He’s Edward’s official representative. I can’t change that, nor can I ignore it, much as I’d like to. So we’ll go and find him before we set anything in motion, see if he has anything to say. I doubt I’m going to like whatever comes out of his mouth, for the man’s a venomous reptile. But this is a matter of duty, and I owe it not to him but to his master. Come on, now, lead the way.’




Book One


Encounters


1284




Chapter One


The Countess


‘Ow! Ye wee brute!’ Marjorie Bruce, Countess of Carrick, arched her back and pulled away from the infant suckling at her breast, but her youngest was teething and was not at all inclined to relinquish his hold on the nipple. The baby’s nursemaid sprang forward, her face twisting in sympathy as she took the baby out of its mother’s hands.


‘Take him away, the wee cannibal,’ the countess said, adjusting her bodice to cover her breast. ‘He’s finished, anyway, so he’ll sleep all afternoon, and I have to start getting ready. Mother of God, what a morning. Make sure you break his wind, or he’ll howl like a wolf. And send Allie in when ye leave. I’ll need her to help me, for Earl Robert should have been here by now and I hae no wish to greet him looking as though I’ve spent the night in the byre wi’ the kine. The King himself will be here come tomorrow and our Nicol should be bringing young Robert and Angus Mohr this afternoon, and God knows there’s much to be done ere any of them arrives, so hurry you up, and be sure the rest o’ the bairns are fed and clean.’


The nursemaid bobbed her head and hurried away, clutching the baby tenderly in her arms, and her mistress stood up with both hands on her hips and flexed her spine, back and forth. She was pregnant again, and though it had not yet begun to show, she was starting to feel it, aware of the familiar changes in her body. This child would be her eighth, God willing, and there were times when she was tempted to wonder, slightly ruefully, if there had ever been a time in her adult life when she had not been heavy with child. She would never complain about that, though, for Marjorie of Carrick believed, with all her being, that she had been put on God’s earth to mother a large and happy brood in a time when many women despaired of ever birthing and rearing a single child successfully. In that, she believed herself blessed. She had spent too long a time, earlier in her life, fearing that she might never mother a child. Now, thinking about that, she lowered herself into a firmly upholstered chair by the big stone fireplace and looked around the comfortably furnished family room on the second floor of the castle keep, making a mental list of all that needed to be done to make the place clean, presentable, and welcoming for her husband’s return. A discarded garment caught her eye, and she bent and scooped it up, a tiny knitted woollen cap, still retaining a trace of warmth from the baby’s head. She sat staring down at it, kneading it with her fingers and smiling to herself, wondering about the ways of God and the futility of trying to discover what He had in store.


As the sole heir to Carrick, her widowed father’s only child, Marjorie had been married, at the age of eleven, to a man fifteen years her senior, and had then been abandoned before she reached the age of puberty, when her headstrong husband rode off with Prince Edward of England to join the Christian armies bound for the Holy Land in the ill-fated Ninth Crusade. He had died at a place called Acre, killed in some pointless skirmish against the Mameluke Sultan Baibars – a name still incomprehensible to Marjorie – leaving her both virgin and widow at the age of fourteen.


Devastated by the news of her husband’s death, she had come close to despair over her situation, isolated and alone as she was, miles from anywhere in her father’s remote seaside fastness of Turnberry with little prospect of ever meeting anyone else who might take her to wife. Her father the earl was a fine man, but he seldom ventured far from home, and Turnberry, with its ancient and massive sod-built walls and austere, almost inaccessible location, received few visitors of any kind, and almost none were marriageable, eligible males.


Marjorie’s very real fear of a manless, childless future began to seem justified over the three years that followed, for her mother’s only remaining sister, a thin-lipped and humourless man-hater called Matilda, had been a nun since girlhood, and she took it upon herself to ensure that the young widow would find solace in becoming a bride of Christ.


Thanks be to God, Earl Niall disagreed with his good sister. He had no sons, but he took great pride in his boisterous, hard-working, and irrepressible daughter, who was, he liked to claim, his natural heir and the equal of any man around her, blessed with strength of mind and body and the determination that was needed to look after her lands and her people and to make her way in the world. And all of that, he would add fondly, in spite of the undeserved misfortune thrust upon her by the tragic loss of her husband while she was yet scarcely old enough to understand what had befallen her.


Earl Niall died soon after Marjorie’s sixteenth birthday, of a lingering putrefaction from the tusk of a wild boar that had savaged him in a hunting accident, but thanks to his friendship with King Alexander, he had made sure, long before his death, that the succession passed to his beloved daughter in her own right as Countess of Carrick, with the blessing and support of the King himself. Marjorie was as nobly born as the man she soon married, the sixth Robert Bruce, and perhaps even more so, for her nobility stemmed from the royal blood of the ancient Gaelic kings, while his was entrenched in the Norman French heritage that gave him his mother tongue.


The door opened at Marjorie’s back and Allie, her housekeeper, bustled in, muttering to herself as she always did and carrying the big wooden-handled woven bag that went everywhere with her. She and her husband, Murdo MacMurdo of Stranraer, who acted as factor, were the joint force that kept the entire world of Turnberry Castle functioning smoothly. The pair had done the same for the countess’s father, supervising the myriad details of the earl’s household affairs and the castle estate.


‘Earl Robert’s late,’ Allie announced, before her mistress could turn around. ‘But the way things are goin’ this day, that’s a blessin’. Kirsty was right – that young sheep boy Hector broke his leg fallin’ off that cart when the axle went frae underneath it, but the break wis clean and Brother Callum put splints on it, so the boy will no’ be runnin’ much for the nex—’ Her eyes widened at the sight of her mistress’s face. ‘What’s the matter wi’ you? Is somethin’ wrong, lassie?’


Marjorie blinked in surprise, for she had not been aware of anything being wrong. ‘There’s nothing the matter,’ she responded with what she imagined to be an impatient frown. ‘I was just thinking about all that’s to be done before the earl comes home and I drifted into a bit o’ a daydream. I didna hear ye come in and ye startled me, that’s all.’


Allie sniffed loudly and her expression softened. ‘Aye, well you’re right enough about a’ that’s to be done. The last thing we needed here this mornin’ was a bad accident. But the boy’s well enough, as I said, and we hae an extra lamb that we hadna counted on to feed the visitors tomorrow. The daft beast fell out o’ the cart when it tipped, an’ then juked back under the wheel just far enough to get itsel’ killed when the whole thing smashed down. Broke its neck and Cook has it now, cleaning it for the spit. Forbye that, Murdo’s had three men workin’ all mornin’, choppin’ logs and cartin’ dried peat, so there’s nae shortage o’ fuel, an’ the larder’s well stocked wi’ meat, baith beef and deer, forbye fowl and game, grouse an’ ducks an’ geese and hare. There’s a crew o’ men out fishin’ in the bay and anither nettin’ trout in the river. The bakery ovens are a’ well fired and we’ll hae enough bread to feed the multitude. Murdo’s ale kegs are full an’ ready to be tapped, but we hinna seen hide nor hair o’ that useless gowk o’ a wine merchant frae Ayr. He was supposed to be here last week and he’ll probably come by next month, but in the meantime, gin the King o’ Scots wants wine when he’s here, he’ll either hae to bring his own or whistle for it and mak do wi’ Brewster’s ale like the rest o’ us. Jessie said ye wanted me, to help ye. Wi’ what?’


‘Wi’ the whole campaign, Allie, for a campaign it is. We’re to entertain MacDonald o’ Islay and the King himsel’ at the same time, and Earl Robert’s no’ here yet, so come wi’ me an’ help me get changed, and then we’ll set about seein’ how things are workin’. It sounds like Murdo’s well aware o’ what needs to be done on his side, so that will make it easier for us to see to what’s to do on ours. Here, help me fold these covers.’


Between them they gathered up the brightly coloured woollen blankets that were scattered over the chairs and couches – the nights were cold inside the stone-walled castle tower, even in the height of summer – and set about folding them and setting them on top of the long table against one wall.


‘How many o’ them will there be, d’ye ken?’ the housekeeper asked.


Marjorie shrugged as she set the last of the folded blankets down. ‘As many as come,’ she said. ‘Nicol will bring Angus Mohr, and Angus will no doubt have a flock o’ his peacock chieftains in tow, anxious to set eyes on the King o’ Scots, though they’d never let on. An’ the King, of course, will bring who he brings, though I’m no’ expectin’ that many. A few o’ the elder earls, I’m thinkin’, probably MacDuff and Lennox an’ Mar. They seem to be his closest cronies, and there might be a bishop or two, since he’ll need witnesses for whatever he means to propose to Angus Mohr. And of course they’ll a’ hae others in their trains. We might hae as many as thirty.’


‘Mother o’ God! I thought a score at the outside, but thirty?’


‘Aye, and mayhap more. I’ve no way o’ tellin’ until they arrive. There could be another half score, for all I know.’


‘But where will we put them a’?’


‘Come, and I’ll tell you.’


The countess led the way through a heavy doorway that was padded with felt to keep out draughts, into her private dressing chamber, which had no ceiling and so was open to the daylight that streamed in through the high, narrow windows overhead on the east and west walls of the castle tower.


‘Now, let’s see,’ she said and quickly began sorting through the hanging garments in the heavily carved wooden wardrobe that dominated the room. There was hardly a profusion of clothes there, and most of them were gowns of vibrant colours, but a highly unusual collection of accessories was tucked into boxed shelving beside the wardrobe: silken scarves and woollen wraps and leather belts and jewelled accoutrements of all colours, shapes, and sizes, for Marjorie of Carrick intuitively understood the feminine art of making less appear like more through the simple means of ornamenting her basic clothing.


‘What were we talking about? Oh aye, where to put the camp followers, as Earl Robert calls them. We’ll put them where they’ve always been put.’ Her eyes narrowed as she scanned the hanging gowns and assessed the options available to her. ‘This isna the first time Carrick has played host to the King o’ Scots, and we’ve never had any trouble in the past, so there’s nae use in frettin’ about it.’ She picked out a few choices and passed them to Allie before starting to remove the gown she was wearing.


‘The King’s chamber is ready for him, I’ve seen to that already, and Angus Mohr will have the other big guest room. Apart from that, I couldna care less.’ She picked out a long, narrow ribbon of pale yellow with a pendant attached and held it against one of the two gowns she had chosen. Satisfied that her eye had been true, she handed it, too, to Allie and turned back to her undressing. ‘The earls and bishops will sleep in the great hall, where there’s room to spare for them a’, and the rest, the followers and the hangers-on, can sleep outside on the grass. They’re used to that, and it’s high summer.


‘I remember the time my cousin Janet was married here – I was just a bairn. We had so many people here we couldna keep them a’ inside the gates and they ended up building what seemed to be a whole new town o’ tents along the riverbank. An’ they were a’ here for a week and more. So folk can go, and will go, where they need to go. It’s no’ my job to be hostess to all o’ them, especially when I invited none o’ them. This is a house. It’s a big house, I’ll grant ye, but it’s no’ a hostelry.’ She undid the last of the buttons holding her gown and let the garment fall around her ankles. She stepped out of it, wearing only a simple, knee-length shift, and turned to face the wall beside the wardrobe, where she had had Murdo hang a long, framed and polished mirror made from a single flawlessly smooth sheet of brass that Earl Robert had bought for her years earlier, in York, on one of his visits to England. It was her pride and joy and the single concession in all of her household to her womanly vanity.


She stood silently for a few moments, looking at her reflection, still amazed, after all those years, at the fidelity of the mirror, and gazing critically at the changes that those years – and seven healthy, breastfed children – had wrought on her body. She was still well shaped, she knew, and still attractive to the man she loved. Her waist, despite a decade of bearing children, was still remarkable, and she worked every day to keep her belly taut between pregnancies, short though those intervals had been. There were stretch marks, inevitably, on her abdomen beneath the shift, but they were few, considering the realities of life, and the paunch her pregnancies had caused was smaller than it might have been, barely noticeable beneath her clothing. Her thighs, legs, and buttocks were strong and well formed and, like her arms, devoid of fat or sagging flesh, because she walked for miles almost every day, visiting her tenants, and worked as hard as any of her people in the upkeep of the castle estates. Since girlhood, she had never shied away from physical labour, be it bringing in the harvest from the fields outside the castle walls or turning her hand to cleaning out the stables and the byres.


She raised one hand and poked her fingers into her hair, testing it for cleanliness and deciding she would have to find time to wash it before the men arrived. Marjorie of Carrick was proud of her hair and of the fact that it had been the subject of more than a few songs and tributes from visiting bards over the years. Her eyes were startling, too, a gift from her mother’s side, wide and arresting beneath arching brows, and more green than blue, with lustrous whites that often appeared to be a pale, pale shade of blue against the natural darkness of her skin. Sighing, she gathered up one of the gowns she had selected, shrugging into it quickly and shimmying as she pulled it into place.


‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘I intend to look my best if we’re to entertain both King and lord. In that, at least, I hae some control.’


Allie busied herself picking up and folding the discarded gown before turning back to her mistress, ready to help her dress again, but Marjorie’s dismissal of her concerns had not put her mind at rest. ‘My God, though, the expense o’ it,’ she breathed, almost silently, as she pulled the back of Marjorie’s gown into place. ‘What was Earl Robert thinkin’, to invite the King to come here to do somethin’ that ought to be done by rights in Dunfermline?’


‘The expense o’ it?’ Marjorie twisted to face her, smiling and frowning at the same time as she tugged at the waist of her gown. ‘Here, see if ye can pull out those creases, smooth them down. I’m getting big again and I’ll soon no’ be able to squeeze into this thing at all, for a while, at least.’


Allie eyed her mistress’s waistline and pursed her lips. ‘Ye dae no’ bad. Good enough to keep yer man nudgin’ at ye.’


‘Aye. That’s why I’m expectin’ again. But the expense o’ it, ye were sayin’, havin’ the King come here instead o’ bidin’ where he belongs?’ She smiled. ‘It’s no’ that great an expense, Allie, when ye consider what Earl Robert will gain by it. The cost wouldna beggar the House o’ Carrick, and ye can be sure it winna make a dint in the coffers o’ the House o’ Bruce. Besides, the cost is no’ important. It’s the King’s dignity that’s at hazard here. Angus Mohr would never set foot in Dunfermline town, it being Alexander’s seat. It’s a matter o’ pride, as such foolish things always are wi’ men. Angus calls himsel’ the Lord o’ Islay, but in his own mind I hae no doubt that when he says “Lord” he thinks “King”. And so for him to go to Dunfermline, he would be lowering himself to meet the King o’ Scots, at least in his own eyes. Alexander understands that full well, I’m sure, but for whatever reason, he has made up his mind that he must meet face to face wi’ Angus Mohr, and must therefore meet him elsewhere than in Dunfermline. Earl Robert knows that, too, and he knows that Turnberry is the perfect place to ease the minds o’ both men. Neither one o’ them can doubt his welcome here, and each o’ them trusts Robert or myself – I should say and myself – Earl Robert because he has proved himself time and again to the King, and me because I’ve known both men, lord and King, since I was a bairn.’ She stopped to cock her head, listening, and held up her hand. ‘Who’s there?’


The door opened a crack and one of the women from the nearby castle town of Turnberry stuck her head timidly into the room, managing, for all her timidity, to scan her eyes from side to side, seeing and noting everything there was to be seen in the countess’s brightly lit dressing chamber. Every woman in the castle town, and most of their men as well, had been conscripted into service for the coming royal visit, and the main building, which was normally tended by a small crew of caretakers, was overrun by more temporary servitors than Marjorie could ever remember seeing at one time.


‘Well?’ she asked the woman. ‘It’s Bella, isn’t it? What do you need me for?’


The woman bobbed her head. ‘Forgi’e me, mileddy, but one o’ Earl Robert’s men just arrived in the kitchens wi’ word for ye.’


‘D’ye ken the man?’


‘Aye, lady, it’s the big laddie who aey rides wi’ the earl, him wi’ the missin’ ear.’


Marjorie had an instant vision of the youth they called Wee Thomas because of his great size. He was not the cleverest of her husband’s followers, but he numbered high among the most loyal – and fearless. A giant at fourteen, to be sure, but still a mere child in years, he had earned the earl’s undying esteem and gratitude by the selfless ferocity with which he had attacked three men who had sprung from hiding and attacked Earl Robert, having evidently been dispatched to kill him, though by whom no one knew to this day. Armed with only a rusty old dirk, the boy had cut down one of them and wounded another before any of them knew he was among them, and his attack had given Earl Robert the brief time he needed to gather his wits, unsheathe his own weapon, and deal with the remaining attacker. By that time, though, the boy would have been dead had the hard-swung sword stroke that glanced off his skull and severed most of his left ear hit its target, the crown of his head.


She became aware that the woman was still poised in the doorway. ‘My thanks, Bella. Is he still at the kitchens?’ The woman nodded. ‘Good. Tell him to stay where he is and eat something. I’ll be there directly, as soon as I’m done here.’


Not long after, Thomas Beg lurched to his feet, flushing, as he always did, when his employer, whom he believed to be the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, entered the kitchen and came gliding towards him at the plain wooden table where he sat. He had been ravenous, devouring a meal of savoury game stew piled atop a thick slab of fresh-baked bread and loving every bite of it, but the moment he saw the countess he lost all awareness of what he had been doing a moment earlier.


‘Thomas,’ she said, smiling in recognition and ignoring his reddening face as she approached him. ‘I’m told ye have word for me from Earl Robert.’


The boy dipped his head, speechless.


‘Speak up, then. What d’ye have to tell me? Or is it somethin’ ye canna say here?’


The giant boy flushed even deeper and stammered out, ‘The Earl winna be comin’ this day. But he’ll be here soon, wi’ the King. He wanted ye to ken, so he sent me on ahead, wi’ a letter for ye.’


‘A letter? Ye have a letter for me?’


Thomas reached deep into his shirt and pulled out a leather wallet. Marjorie took it from him and flipped it open, seeing the parchment folded inside, but then she closed it again, resisting the urge to snatch the letter out and read it right there in front of everyone. Instead, she merely inclined her head to the boy. ‘My thanks for this,’ she said. ‘Am I to answer it, do ye know?’ Thomas shook his head and half shrugged, and she bit down on the urge to snap at him, knowing that being impatient with him would only make matters worse. ‘What are you to do now, Thomas?’ she asked then, keeping her voice gentle. ‘Are ye to stay here, or does Earl Robert expect ye back? Where was he when you left him?’


Thomas Beg shook his head, his eyes wide with something approaching panic, a condition that Marjorie had remarked upon whenever she had spoken to him directly, but he managed to answer her question. ‘He’s in Dunfermline, mileddy, wi’ the King, but he sent me on in front o’ him, to bring you that.’


Marjorie sucked in her breath. ‘Aye, I see. Well, let me read it. Sit ye down and eat.’


She walked away and seated herself on a sturdy chair at a smaller table that held a thick, burning candle, and opened the letter, schooling her face to betray nothing as she read, aware that she was being watched. The letter was written in Latin, and not in her husband’s bold, spiky hand, so she knew it had been written by a monk or a priest at the abbey in Dunfermline. Its brevity, though, marked it clearly as having been dictated by Robert himself, and she read it slowly and carefully, one hand over her mouth to mask it from curious eyes as she formed the Latin words.


My love, this in haste, knowing you need to be aware of how matters have changed – not in substance but in scope. England is here in Dunfermline – Edward himself, accompanied by Queen Eleanor and their train. His friend Richard of Ulster accompanies him with his wife Margaret, who is big with child and close to her term. The occasion is a Royal progress to mark the end of Edward’s Welsh war with a visit to his cousin Scotland, before he undertakes a new campaign in Gascony.


Upon hearing that we are bound for Turnberry to meet with Angus Mohr MacDonald, he decided to accompany our King, to Witness the business being done and to do Honour to our house, citing that he has not set eyes upon you in person since our attendance at his Coronation in London six years ago. So he will accompany Alexander, bringing de Burgh of Ulster with him. Queen Eleanor and her ladies will stay here in Dunfermline with Queen Margaret, the Countess of Ulster being in no condition to travel at this time, within a month of birthing as she is. Even with both Kings present, the royal party will be small enough, but significant none the less, with de Burgh and a few others attending the monarchs, plus a royal English escort of ten men-at-arms. Closer to three score I fear than to the score and a half we had thought.


Knowing you will be aware that I have no choice in this matter, I can but send you advance warning in the knowledge that you will take the steps required to prepare yourself for our advent, my Love, accomplished worker of miracles that you are. I will delay our arrival for as long as may be by arranging a hunting party to divert our guests on the way, and to provide much-needed venison for our larders. B.


Worker of miracles, indeed. Marjorie scanned the letter again, noting the different flourish of the final ‘B’ that proclaimed Bruce himself had signed the missive, and grudgingly admiring, not for the first time, the way in which her scholarly husband could capture words to explain himself clearly and briefly. Her thoughts quickly returned, though, to the hard kernel of the message. Sixty people, descending on her within the day. She folded the letter back into its original creases, giving herself time to think and to clear her face of all expression before looking at anyone else. Young Thomas had sat down again, but he was still staring at her, cow-eyed, and the other four people in the kitchen were pretending not to be watching her.


‘So, Thomas, when did you leave Dunfermline?’


‘Yesterday morn—’ The lad cleared his throat noisily before continuing. ‘Lord Robert telt me to ride like the wind and no’ to stop atween there an’ here.’


‘And how far behind you will the others be?’


‘They wis to leave this mornin’, and to stop this night in Stirlin’. Then Lord Robert said they wad stop again, the next night, at Kilmarnock, and come on down here the day after that.’


‘You’re sure o’ that? They’ll no’ be here tomorrow?’


‘No, no’ tomorrow. Earl Robert said it wad tak them three days … I think the Kings want to hunt deer on the way.’


‘Thanks be to God for that, then. We’ll need every minute o’ time between now and then.’ She moved quickly to the door, then turned at the threshold. ‘My thanks, Thomas,’ she said. ‘Earl Robert will be pleased wi’ how ye’ve done. Run now and find Murdo for me and send him to me directly. Directly, mind – I need him this minute. I’ll be upstairs, tell him. Away wi’ ye now.’ She went out, her head filled with arrangements that would have to be seen to at once, and made her way straight to the family quarters.


The first problem was one of protocol, and Marjorie of Carrick was realistic enough, and feminine enough, to see the inherent irony, but she was far from amused by it. Edward of England’s unexpected advent meant that she would have four proud and powerful men beneath her roof for several nights, but only two suitable bedchambers in which to accommodate them. Two of the four, Alexander and Edward, would naturally claim precedence based upon their regal titles, but what, she wondered, was she to do with the other two? De Burgh, the Earl of Ulster, was the most powerful man in Ireland, and they would all be worse than foolish if they expected Angus Mohr MacDonald of Islay to be abashed by that distinction. Within his own domain of the western mainland and the hundreds of islands that made up the Isles, Angus Mohr was every inch the monarch, as powerful in his own territories as the other three were in theirs, and no one there doubted – or flouted – his authority. Moreover, Angus was the one whom King Alexander had specifically invited to attend this gathering, so he was, in fact, the guest of honour and entitled to the finest accommodations available. Marjorie had no idea how she would work out that problem, but she refused to be overwhelmed by it.


Murdo arrived within moments, and she immediately waved him to a seat at the large table where she and Earl Robert both worked in the administration of their daily affairs. With no more reaction than a mildly raised eyebrow, the factor lowered himself into the chair and waited. He had known his mistress since she was a child learning to walk and speak, and had witnessed every form of tantrum, mood change, and caprice and every fit of pique she had added to her woman’s arsenal along the way, so that now, as Countess of Carrick, she had long since lost any capability of surprising him.


Marjorie launched directly into bringing him up to date on all that had changed since they had last spoken, early that morning. Murdo listened solemnly, making no attempt to interrupt her until she eventually fell silent. Then, when he was sure she had no more to say, he nodded judiciously and cleared his throat.


‘Aye,’ he growled. ‘The Blessed Mother o’ God had the same problem – three kings chappin’ at her door and a’ she had was a bed o’ straw in a stable. But that bed was for her and the Bairn, and naebody kens to this day where the wise men slept while they wis there.’


Marjorie opened her mouth to snap at him, thinking he was being flippant, but she stopped short as he held up an open hand. ‘I’m no’ bein’ foolish, lassie. I’m just tellin’ ye what came into my head as ye were talkin’.’ He lapsed into silence, staring down at the tabletop, and now it was Marjorie who sat waiting for him. Murdo was the only man she knew who would dream of calling her ‘lassie’, as though she were still a child. But in his eyes, Marjorie knew, she was but a child, countess or no, and she knew he meant no disrespect. The old man never spoke to her that way in front of anyone else.


‘It’s remindin’ me o’ the time Earl Niall had the fower bishops here,’ he continued. ‘The same kind o’ thing, that was. Fower bishops to your fower kings. Fower lords o’ the Church then, fower lords o’ Creation now. D’ye recall what he did?’


‘Murdo, I don’t know what ye’re talkin’ about.’


His eyebrows rose. ‘I’m talkin’ about the time the earl—’ He stopped, and his eyes narrowed. ‘Aye,’ he murmured. ‘Aye, mayhap ye werena born yet, now I think o’ it. It was a while ago an’ I was young then, mysel’ … What happened was that fower bishops cam to Turnberry. Fower important bishops, a’ at the same time. There was Richard Inverkeithing o’ Dunkeld, Clement o’ Dunblane, Bondington o’ Glasgow, an’ auld Gamelin o’ St Andrews … God, they’ve a’ been dead these twenty year an’ more. But that’s neither here nor there. What I’m sayin’ is, the fower o’ them turned up here, uninvited, all o’ them on their separate ways to a gatherin’ in the north o’ England and each one o’ them expecting to be treated according to his rank. Truth was, though, that they were a’ equal, even though each o’ them thought he was more important than the other three. Fower bishops…’


‘And? In God’s name, Murdo, what does this hae to do wi’ anything?’


‘Rein in your horse, lassie, an’ listen. Each o’ these men sent a priest wi’ a message, to tell Earl Niall he would be comin’ within the week, and as it turned out, the fower messengers a’ turned up here on the same day, hours apart. So the earl knew he couldna board the fower o’ them – he had no more room than ye hae now, an’ yet he would hae to treat them a’ the same. For a day or two after that, frettin’ about what to do, he wasna fit to live wi’, until your mother, God rest her soul, came up wi’ the solution.’


‘My mother?’


The old man nodded. ‘She told him the story o’ the three wise men. They were kings in their own lands, to be sure, but they were men first and foremost, and they were wise – wise enough to ken that lookin’ after them wasna somethin’ that the Mother o’ God should have to fret about. Forbye, they had come a long way, to see the Christ Child, so they had brought their own tents. An’ if the wise men set an example, your mother said, and found their own lodgin’s, how could these bishops complain about havin’ to do the same thing? An’ she was right, of course, but what she said reminded Earl Niall o’ somethin’, and he saw what to do.


‘His father had been a great sailor when he was young, wi’ two fine galleys o’ his own. But when his father died and Nicol became Earl o’ Carrick himsel’, he quit the sea. He traded the biggest galley for a prime herd o’ sheep and then years later, when he was an old man, he lost the other one, destroyed at anchor right here, in a great winter storm. What Earl Niall recalled was that his father, who was a frugal man, had set his sailmaker to turning the big galley sails – there were six o’ them, huge – into fower great tents – pavilions, they called them – to sell to knights bound for a crusade. That crusade never happened, and the tents wis still in Turnberry, safe stored in the big stone bothy down by the pier.’


‘You mean the oar bothy?’


‘Aye. And so Earl Niall had them set up, on the lea outside the walls. One for each bishop. And nary a one complained.’


‘Hmm. But how does that help me?’


Murdo grinned. ‘Same as it helped your da. They’re still there. I looked at them the month afore last, to see if they were worth keeping or if I should burn them. They were in fine shape, better than I had expected, poles and ropes and a’. And they’re big. I doubt even Edward o’ England will hae any bigger.’


Marjorie stared at him. ‘And we could use them for this?’


‘Aye, ye can, lassie – one for each o’ them. We’ll set them up on the lea, same as before, as the corners o’ a square, a hundred paces apart. That way, they’ll all be equal and they’ll a’ hae plenty o’ room to stretch their legs.’


‘My God, Murdo MacMurdo, ye’ve saved my life. How long would it take to set them up?’


The old man shrugged. ‘If I set the men to work on it this afternoon, the tents should be up by this time tomorrow.’


‘Pavilions, Murdo. We’ll ca’ them pavilions. I like that word. It’s French and it sounds grander than tents.’


‘Aye, if ye like. The bishops can hae the two extra rooms and the earls and high-ups can a’ stay close to their various kings. And we’ll set up space for the sodgers and men-at-arms down by the river. Can I go now an’ get started?’


‘You can, and God bless you. You’re an angel sent from Heaven.’


‘No, lassie, I’m a factor who’s good at his job, that’s a’.’ He stood up. ‘Right, then, I’ll be away.’


His mistress was suddenly radiant. ‘Young Rob will be thrilled. He’ll no’ soon forget the day he turned ten, surrounded by kings and barons and earls. Run, then, and do what ye must, for God knows I’ve a wheen o’ things to do myself.’




Chapter Two


The Boy


Less than fifteen miles southeast of Turnberry, just as the Countess of Carrick dismissed her factor, a horse and its rider stopped on a steep path up the side of a hill. The rider’s eyes followed the deep marks where another horse’s hooves had dug into the hillside as it fought its way up the high, sloping bank. He hesitated only slightly, then yanked hard at the reins, pulling his mount towards the close to sheer incline. The animal’s ears flicked at the insistence of the reins, then it turned obediently and launched itself at the steep slope, hooves digging firmly into the crumbling earth of the shale bank as it fought its way towards the crest. Its rider bent forward and murmured encouragement, his feet firmly braced in the stirrups, enjoying the thrust of the beast’s powerful haunches as it bounded upward, four and then five mighty surges before it gained the top of the incline and stamped its feet triumphantly on the heather-clad summit.


‘Good beast!’ the boy on its back cried in Gaelic, clapping his hand on its neck appreciatively. The animal arched its neck and snorted, stamping its feet again as its rider turned to grin at the man who had been waiting for him on the hilltop.


The man dipped his head slightly in acknowledgement. ‘It took you long enough. I thought for a minute there I was going to have to come looking for you.’ The liquid, rippling Gaelic rolled off his tongue, its lilt perfectly capturing the raillery implied in the comment.


‘I’m here, am I not?’


‘Aye, you are. And you did well, that last wee bit. You could have taken the easy way.’


‘Why would I do that? You didn’t,’ the boy answered. ‘I saw where you came up.’


‘Aye…’ His companion’s voice faded away, and he sat straight-backed, his narrowed eyes moving constantly as he scanned the bleak landscape of the moor that stretched around them on all sides. ‘But then I’m a man grown. You’re just a wee boy.’


‘I am not.’ There was just the slightest tinge of protest in the boy’s voice. ‘I’ll be ten tomorrow. That’s more than halfway to being a man grown.’


The beginnings of a smile flickered at the edges of the other’s mouth. ‘Right enough, I suppose. But you still have a way to go along that path. Still, you show promise. Faint, mind you, faint, but there none the less.’


‘Where are we going, anyway, Uncle Nicol?’


The man turned in his saddle, his smile widening until it made his eyes crinkle. ‘Well now, I was hoping you could tell me that, seeing that you’re nearly a man and all. Where do you think we’re going?’


The boy sat straighter, his face turning thoughtful. He twisted to one side and then the other, looking back the way he had come and then gazing at the hills of the western horizon. ‘To the coast, I know,’ he said, almost to himself. Then, in a louder, more confident tone, ‘We left Dalmellington at daybreak and we’ve been riding ever since. That’s more than four hours, so we’ve come nigh on twenty miles, heading west the whole way. Maybole’s to the north, so we must have passed that already and…’ He hesitated. ‘And we’re heading southwest now, so we can’t be going to Turnberry. We’re going to Girvan.’


‘There,’ his uncle grunted. ‘I knew you would tell me. And you’re nearly right. We’re going close to Girvan, to the north of it, to a place I know.’


‘What for?’ No answer was forthcoming, so the boy persisted. ‘Uncle Nicol? Why are we going to this place that you know?’


‘To meet a man, a friend of mine, though in truth he was a friend of my brother, your grandfather, God rest his soul.’ Nicol’s grin had vanished, his face now wearing his normal expression of calm thoughtfulness, and even the tone of his voice changed, as the tenor of his Gaelic words became more reverent. ‘His name is MacDonald, Angus Mohr MacDonald, and he calls himself the Lord of Islay.’


‘Is he old, then?’


‘Old enough, I suppose, but don’t ever let him think you think that. He’s far from being a doddering old fool. His lineage stretches back forever and he wields great power in the west, especially since Haakon, the King o’ Norway, quit the Western Isles after the sea fight at Largs thirty years ago and withdrew to Orkney. There have been great changes in the Isles ever since then, with the Scots from the mainland takin’ over more and more from the few Norsemen still there. Old Somerled, who ruled Skye a hundred and more years ago, was Norse, and one of his line married John, chief of Clan Donald, who called himself the first Lord of Islay and was Angus Mohr’s father. And now Angus rules there.’ Nicol smiled, his voice changing again. ‘And as far as I know, he has never met a Bruce in all his life. Nor any other Englishman, for that matter. It will be interesting to see how he reacts to you.’


The boy’s eyes went wide with outrage. ‘I am no Englishman! I’m a Scot, born and bred right here in Carrick.’


‘Aye, but Angus is a Gael, and his folk have been here since before the Romans came. And mayhap you are a Scot, as you claim, but there’s more accident than intent in that. Your mother has the blood, God knows, but your father and all his folk are English by descent, though they will argue that their ancestors were Norman and French, with not a Saxon Englishman among them. To Gaels like myself and Angus Mohr, though, they are all alike. Ill-bred foreigners to a man, stumbling and mumbling in their awkward, ill-sounding tongues. And those of them who do have the grace to speak the Gaelic have been fortunate to be born here and thereby be gifted with the Tongue.’ He scanned the horizon again. ‘Anyway, as I said, it will be interesting to see how Angus reacts to meeting you. I will introduce you as my kin, of course – my great-nephew, son of my brother Niall’s daughter – but he will see you immediately for what you are. I might name you, for the folly of it, plain Rob MacDuncan, but Angus Mohr will not heed that for a moment when it’s clear to his eyes that you are an incomer, young Robert Bruce of the House of de Brus.’


He cocked his head, waiting for a response, but when it came, it was not what he had expected.


‘I know who Angus Mohr is, and you make him sound like an ogre,’ the boy said. ‘But he can’t be that bad, because my mam likes him.’


‘He is an ogre, boy, and don’t you ever think otherwise. No man comes to be as powerful as Angus Mohr is by being kind and gentle. Besides, your mother can find a good word for anyone. That is why she’s my favourite kinswoman.’


‘Not everyone, not by a mile. My father has friends she won’t let in the house, so she’s not that tolerant.’


‘Friends? Or do you mean people who work for him? I’ve seen some of them myself and I wouldn’t let them into my house, either.’


‘Aye, but she has always liked Angus Mohr, ever since she was a babby. So he can’t be as black as you would stain him.’


Nicol turned his head away to hide a smile and spoke towards the distant western hills. ‘Perhaps she may be right. We’ll see. But one way or the other, once we have the great man safely in hand, along with whoever might find honour in being with him, we will make our way up to Turnberry, where you will be a Bruce again – for a while at least, until they pass you back to me. It’s just a few miles north of where we are headed, and your mother will be waiting for you. Tomorrow is your tenth birthday after all, as you said, and ten years is a whole decade – worthy of celebration – so we’re taking you home to be with your family. You will remember the day you turned ten, though. You will recall it forever after as the day you met the King.’


‘The King? King Alexander?’


‘Aye. Is there another that you know of? Alexander the Third, of the House of Canmore, King of Scots. You will not have met him before, I suspect, eh?’


‘No.’ The boy was wide-eyed with wonder. ‘And he’s coming to Turnberry?’


‘Aye, he is. And he’ll be there for your birthday.’ His grin grew wider and then he shrugged. ‘Mind you, he’s coming to meet with Angus Mohr as well. The two of them have matters to discuss. But he will know your face, from tomorrow on.’


Rob was stunned, for he had never met anyone his own age who had met the King. Alexander had been King of Scots for more than twenty years, he knew, but few of his common subjects were ever fortunate enough to meet him, especially here in the wild southwest. And now King Alexander himself would be in Turnberry, there for his birthday …


Rob had known he would be returning home for his birthday, because he did so every year. This year, though, he had not been altogether sure he wanted to go back, and he had been feeling guilty about that, uncomfortable with what he suspected were stirrings of disloyalty. Now, though, he felt a great wave of relief sweep over him, banishing his earlier feelings and filling him instead with eager anticipation. Notwithstanding the King’s visit and the excitement it would engender, he found himself thrilling to the thought of seeing his mother again, and even his father, Earl Robert, though the man seldom recognised Rob’s existence other than to growl a warning at him from time to time when his patience grew thin. And it would be good to see his brothers and sisters again, though most of them were too young to be of any real interest. His elder sister, Christina, he knew, would be happy to see him, and so would his closest younger sibling, Isabel. Even Nigel, the sturdy, smiling, sunny-natured child whose name was really Niall, after their maternal grandsire, would make him welcome. Isabel was eight now, and Nigel must be six and a half, but below them in line, spaced roughly a year apart, came three more boys, Edward, Thomas, and the recently born Alexander. All three of those, in young Robert’s eyes, were little more than sources of never-ending noise, ranging from screams of rage to whines and bleats of complaint, separated by unintelligible outbursts of squabbling.


No wonder, he thought for the first time, that his father was so impatient and short-tempered all the time. Robert Bruce of Carrick was a conscientious, studious man who took his duties as the earl seriously and was consequently seldom at home. Whenever he did come home, though, the constant noise of brawling, squabbling children must have driven him mad. Realizing that he shared that much in common at least with his father, Rob decided, then and there, that meet the King or no, he would far rather spend more time with his uncle Nicol, in his home at Dalmellington, than among his own clamouring brood in Turnberry Castle, and he was surprised, for a moment, by how happy the decision made him feel. He turned his eyes slightly to glance at his uncle and was relieved to find that Nicol was deep in his own thoughts, his narrowed eyes gazing off towards the west as though they could pierce the hills and show him the distant sea.


Rob Bruce could not remember when he had decided that his uncle Nicol was his favourite person in the world, but for as far back as he could recall, no one else had come close to claiming his esteem in the way Nicol MacDuncan had. He had done it effortlessly, too, simply by being the only adult male in the boy’s life who treated him as a person, rather than as a simpering, unformed, half-witted child. Nicol had never spoken down to his nephew and never belittled him. He had always treated him as a real person – not as an equal, certainly, for Rob knew he was no such thing, too young even to lay claim to such consideration. Yet none the less Nicol had always treated him as a thinking being, someone whom he expected to have an opinion on any subject, no matter how ill informed that opinion might be. And not only did he assume that Rob had opinions, he insisted upon hearing them and discussing them. He never scoffed at what he heard, never sneered, never belittled anything his young charge said. Instead, he would fill in the gaps in the boy’s knowledge, enlarge upon the pros and contras of each element of Rob’s opinion and frequently end up leaving several more options in his nephew’s mind for further consideration. Looking at him now, Rob felt a flush of warmth and affection for the man.


Nicol was really his mother’s uncle, her father’s youngest brother by almost twenty years, which meant, in truth, that he could never have really known his eldest brother, Niall, the former Earl of Carrick, at all, and he had never known the father, Nicol MacDuncan, whose name he bore. That Nicol had been the son of Duncan, the first Earl of Carrick, and had not lived long enough to see the boy child of his old age birthed. In fact, Nicol was no more than a year or two older than his favourite niece, Marjorie, Earl Niall’s formidable daughter, and he had taken an active, avuncular interest in the welfare of her eldest son since the first day he saw the boy, when young Robert was only four weeks old and Nicol decided the child looked like the son he had always wanted. Nicol had married young, to a woman who died childless a few years later, and then he had wed a widow with three daughters, but he and she had never had any children of their own, and since the widow had clearly demonstrated her own fertility beforehand, it soon became clear that Nicol, and not his wife, must be at fault. No one thought any the less of him for that; it was simply accepted and ignored.


Nicol’s initial interest in his niece’s firstborn son had never abated, and for the past three years it had resulted in the boy’s being given over into his young great-uncle’s care for several months, from early spring until midsummer, before being returned to the family fold in time for his birthday on the eleventh of July. Those months, from the beginning of March all the way through until mid-July, had become Robert’s favourite and most jealously guarded time of the year, when he would learn more about everything around him than the rest of his brothers and sisters combined would absorb in an entire twelvemonth. He grunted quietly, deep down in his chest, then kneed his horse forward gently until he sat beside Nicol, staring out with him over the wild landscape below.


To say that the lands of the earldom of Carrick were hilly would be a deceptive description; rocky and bleak and inhospitable were far more accurate words. The name Carrick sprang from carraig, the Gaelic word for a rock or a rocky place. The Carrick lands were almost completely lacking in arable areas that might offer sustenance for farmers, but they offered fine grazing for the hardy local sheep, and because of that the people of the Carrick region were mainly wool producers – just like everyone else the length and breadth of Scotland. Young Rob, the seventh consecutive Robert Bruce of his line, had been born here, in his mother’s ancestral home of Turnberry Castle, overlooking the Firth of Clyde and the Isle of Arran and the distant Mull of Kintyre. To the north lay the town of Ayr, and to the east, the earldom’s main town of Maybole. Rob loved Carrick, and he was always excited to be reminded from time to time that it would one day be his. These were his own lands, his inheritance, and the knowledge of that never failed to thrill him. For the time being, though, the lands were his mother’s. Rob’s father, though he held the title Earl of Carrick, held it solely by virtue of his marriage to the countess.


‘Are you ready, then?’


Rob glanced at his uncle and nodded, then kicked his mount forward to follow Nicol down from the summit and into the trackless reaches of the moors. There were no roads across the moorlands. In truth there were few real roads in all of Scotland. The boy thought about that as he allowed his horse to make its own way at the heels of Nicol’s mount, for the matter of roads – or rather the lack of them – had been brought to his attention only a few weeks earlier – by his uncle, of course. Roads were something he had never had cause to think about. His people went everywhere on foot, and could travel five miles in a single hour over trackless land. When greater distances had to be travelled, those who had horses used them, but even so they were all inured to dismounting and leading their animals slowly through the treacherous, boggy, and wildly uneven terrain of the moors, where a single misplaced hoof could result in a broken leg and a lost mount.


That conversation, which had lasted throughout an entire afternoon, had resulted, as such talks with his uncle Nicol nearly always did, in a far broader understanding of things in the boy’s mind, prodding him to think about matters he had never considered before. The Romans in ancient times had built wide, straight roads throughout England, as they had throughout the entire world, for the sole purpose of moving their armies quickly and efficiently, and those roads had made it possible for men to build towns everywhere along their lengths. Scotland had few such roads, because the Romans had never made a determined attempt to conquer the remote and inhospitable territory they called Caledonia. As a result, Nicol had pointed out, Scotland had far fewer towns than England and only a few port cities. The revelation had fascinated the boy.


In and around the villages and hamlets of the Carrick region there were beaten paths, created by the coming and going of the local folk. But there were no large settlements worthy of being called towns in Carrick, other than, perhaps, Maybole, the administrative centre, and there were no roads. England lay mere miles to the south of where Rob and his uncle rode now, but on the entire western seaboard there was only one real route between the two countries, and that was little more than a winding track, unusable at the border crossing much of the time because it was under water. Travellers coming north from England did so along the single narrow road that ran north from Carlisle to the border, but then they had to wait for low tide before crossing the wide, sandy estuary of the Solway Firth that separated the two countries.


It was a tedious and inconvenient route for travelling merchants, but at least they could use it. Armies, on the other hand, could not, so the Solway crossing was never considered seriously as an invasion route. The firth was as safe as a wall in shutting out large armies, because the shifting tides and treacherous sands made crossings impossible for large numbers of soldiers and supplies, and the lie of the land on the north side of the firth made it possible for small numbers of defenders to destroy any advance guard that might have crossed from the south before the next low tide allowed the invaders to be reinforced. Rob knew that was true because his uncle Nicol had taken him all the way down there the day after their talk, and they had spent the night on a low hill overlooking the wide, wet sands of the firth so that Rob could see for himself how straitened and dangerous the crossing was, even at low tide. He had asked his uncle when an army had last tried to cross there from England.


‘Eighty-five years, I’ve heard. That seems a long time even to me. But it’s not that long at all. There has been peace between Scotland and England for all that time, and life has been good in these parts. But in truth that could all change tomorrow, for any one of a hundred reasons. All it would take is for some idiot on either side – and not even a king, just some powerful baron or earl – to offend, or threaten, or cross some other fool on the opposite side, and we could have English armies trotting towards us across those sands within a month. So look well at what I’m showing you and remember it. This route will lead any enemy who crosses here directly into Carrick, into your lands and towards your folk. Take heed, then, and don’t ever lose sight of the dangers of having an open door at your back.’


Rob, for all his youth, felt certain he would never have to worry about such a thing.


Lost in his thoughts and the places they led him, the boy fell into a daydream, content to allow his horse to follow Nicol’s, his body adjusting mechanically to the lurching of the beast’s back as it picked its way across the tortuous landscape and began the long climb up the last sloping hillside between them and the sea. He came back to attention, though, as they crested the hilltop and he heard his uncle speak.


‘They’re here already. But we haven’t kept them waiting.’


A hundred feet below them, on a shallow, sandy beach, a long, sleek, wide-bellied galley was drawn up onto the strand, its sail already furled and secured to the enormous spar that braced it, and a number of men were busy around it in the shallows, some of them up to their waist in water as they laboured at transferring horses from the vessel to the shore. Two beasts had already been unloaded and were being tended on the pebbled shore above the wrack by a boy whom Rob gauged to be about his own age. A third horse was about to be swung over as he looked, hoisted in a wide cloth cradle slung beneath its belly, and a fourth stamped nervously on the small cargo deck that seemed barely large enough to have held four animals. Nicol kicked his horse forward, leading the way down the grassy hillside as Rob shortened his reins and followed.


The boy on the beach with the horses was the first to notice them, and he shouted something to the others, so that within moments everyone was looking up the hill to where Nicol and his young companion were wending their way down. Rob saw row upon row of upturned faces staring at them from the rowing benches on both sides of the galley’s central aisle, but though he was close enough to see the colour of their hair and beards he was still too far away to see any faces clearly. Above the oarsmen, on a platform in the prow, a dozen more men were working around the hoist being used to transfer the animals from the ship to the shore, and six more, besides the boy and his horses, were on the beach, four of them unloading the beasts from the galley, standing up to mid-thigh in the water but soaked to the waist as they waited for the suspended horse to be lowered to them. Their interest in the two newcomers had been brief, little more than a quick glance in response to the boy’s shout, and quickly abandoned in the need to maintain a secure footing among the waves that broke over the submerged stones of the shelving shoreline.


The remaining two men on the shore stood on the pebbled beach above the waterline and were clearly, even at the distance from which Rob first saw them, of a different rank to the others. As he and his uncle drew closer to the water’s edge, and details began to grow clearer, Rob saw what it was that set these two apart from their companions. Their clothing seemed little different from that worn by the rest of their party, but it was brighter, the colours bolder, more vivid, and the decorations adorning their garments – feathered crests and jewelled brooches – were larger, richer, and more elaborate, so that the pair stood out from their fellows like two of Earl Robert’s beloved cock pheasants among a brood of dowdy hens.


‘Which one’s Angus Mohr?’ Rob whispered to his uncle.


‘Which do you think? The older one. The other’s his good-son, a MacRory lordling, married to his daughter Morag. I only met him once and I can’t recall his name but it will come to me…’ Nicol spoke from the side of his mouth without turning his head away from the bustle below. He was smiling, though, and Rob knew the smile was for the people watching them.


‘Why would they land here, when Turnberry’s only four miles up the coast?’


‘I can make a guess. Angus Mohr trusts no one – and believe me, he has learnt that to his cost. He has known your mother all her life and would probably trust her, but he does not know your father, other than as an English-born incomer, and therefore I would guess he is loath to sail blithely into Turnberry harbour without a guarantee of being able to sail back out again. Now say no more about it.’


The hillside beneath them began to level out, and as they neared the shore Rob kept his eyes on the fierce-looking older man of the pair awaiting them. The man called Angus Mohr was imposing, so much so, in fact, that the man beside him, his son-in-law, faded into insignificance, appearing slight and nondescript. The Lord of Islay was every inch what his title proclaimed him, tall and broad in the shoulders, but where both height and width should have demanded depth and weight, the man was slim and agile looking. He was stern looking, too, Rob thought, the space between his brows showing a single crease that, while not quite a frown, looked as though it might easily become one. His hair was thick and black, with a single blaze of white above his left eye, and it hung in ringlets to his shoulders. There was no trace of a curl in his short, neatly trimmed beard, though, and his sun-darkened skin emphasised deep-set eyes that were startlingly, brilliantly, blue. His thin-ridged nose was more like a beak than any Rob had ever seen. A brimless black cap with a silver ring brooch that secured a hackle badge of distinctive blackcock tail feathers hung from his left hand.


Rob felt the change in his horse’s gait as it stepped onto the yielding surface of the pebbled beach, and he tightened his reins, remaining slightly behind Nicol until his uncle reined in and slid from his mount’s back, stepping forward with hands outstretched to welcome his guests, the elder of whom was now smiling broadly. By the time the boy dismounted and followed him, their greetings had been made and Nicol was waiting for him, half turned to him with a beckoning arm. The tall man stood glowering down at him.


‘Angus, may I present my great-nephew Robert de Brus. He is firstborn son to my niece Marjorie, whom you know well, and he has been spending time with me these past few months. Robert, this is Angus Mohr MacDonald, Lord of Islay, and beside him is Lachlan MacRuaridh of Garmoran, goodman to Lord Angus’s daughter Morag.’


Both men nodded soberly at the boy, and Lord Angus’s eyebrow twitched. ‘You would be what,’ he drawled, ‘the seventh Robert de Brus?’


Rob nodded, too young to be surprised by such knowledge in a foreign potentate. ‘Aye, sir,’ he said. ‘My father is the sixth of our name.’


‘As his father is the fifth. Aye, I know the man. Your grandsire, I mean. But you are born here in Scotland, are you not?’


‘Aye, sir. In Turnberry.’


‘Aye, indeed. And not in England. Your father was born in England, if I remember rightly. In Writtle, is that not so?’


Rob had no idea if that were so or no, but he knew that his grandfather held lands at Writtle in Essex, and so he merely nodded, non-committally. The Highland chief, watching the boy keenly, almost smiled, then shifted his gaze to Nicol, who had been watching the interplay.


‘So, Nicol MacDuncan, are we to stay here all day or are you to take us to Turnberry to meet this King of Scots?’


‘We are for Turnberry. We can leave as soon as you are ready.’


The third horse scrambled ashore at that moment and was led to join the others while the last one aboard was moved into place to be fitted with the sling, and the three men began discussing other things that were of no interest to Rob. Knowing they had lost awareness of him, he looked about him curiously, and his eyes were drawn back to the boy holding the horses nearby. He was unsurprised to find the other gazing back at him levelly, his face expressionless. Rob glanced at his uncle, then, leading his mount, walked over to where the stranger stood clutching the reins of the newly landed horses.


‘Hello,’ he said when he was close enough to be heard.


The other boy simply stared at Rob, his eyes empty of all emotion, then turned and led the horses away. He did not go far, though, barely more than a score of paces, before he stopped again and stood staring down at the pebbles at his feet. Rob watched him, unsure whether to ignore his bad manners and follow him or to take offence, turn his own back and walk away, too, leaving the lout to curdle in his own ungraciousness. He decided to follow and see what happened, telling himself he had nothing better to do. He drew level with the other boy again and found himself greeted with that same empty look, but this time the other’s eyes slid away over Rob’s shoulder towards the men talking behind them, and he spoke without moving his lips or looking again at Rob.


‘I’m no’ supposed to talk to ye,’ he said in Scots. ‘I havena been permitted.’


Rob felt his eyebrows rise. ‘Permitted?’ he said. ‘Ye mean ye’re no’ allowed to talk?’


The other boy continued to avoid his eyes, watching the distant trio of men. ‘No, I’m supposed to be workin’. And until they tell me to stop I canna do anything but work.’


‘Are ye some kind o’ slave, then? A bonded servant?’


A smile, remote and bitter, flickered over the other boy’s face. ‘No, but I might be better off as either one. I’m but my father’s son. And my task is to see to his wishes at all times, until he gies me leave to stop.’


‘And who is your father, some kind of king? A tyrant?’


The half smile flickered again. ‘Sometimes he is. But at other times he’s well enough. That’s him, talking to the man you came wi’.’


‘Angus Mohr? That’s your father?’


‘Aye. Angus the Old since I was born. I’m called Angus Og – Angus the Young. Who are you?’


‘Rob Bruce.’


The other boy turned to look at Rob, his eyes suddenly full of curiosity, and he spoke unthinkingly in Gaelic. ‘Bruce? You mean like the Englishman who married into Carrick?’


‘The Earl of Carrick, you mean,’ Rob responded in the same tongue. ‘Aye. He’s my father. The countess is my mother, and that’s where we’re going. To Turnberry Castle. That’s where I live.’


Angus Og was wide-eyed. ‘You speak the Gaelic?’


Rob grinned. ‘I should. I was born here. Will you be coming to Turnberry with us?’


Angus Og’s glance flitted from Rob to his father, whose back was to them. ‘I … I don’t think so. I’ll have to stay here with the boat.’


‘Why?’


‘Why? Because I have no choice. I’m in training.’


‘For what?’


The look that drew was almost pitying. ‘For life…’


‘We’re all at that. Would you like to come? To Turnberry? D’you want to?’


‘Aye, of course I’d like to come, but I know better than to ask.’


‘Then don’t. I’ll ask for you, and I’ll ask my uncle Nicol, not your father. You’re about the same age as me and there’s nobody else around who’s my age, and besides, tomorrow’s my birthday. Nicol will say yes, I know, and your father will be hard put to say no after that.’


‘No,’ the other said quickly. ‘Don’t ask my da. He’d never let me. Tell your uncle to ask Ewan, the captain, over there by the water’s edge – the big fellow in the red jerkin. I’m ship’s boy in his crew, but he’ll let me go with you.’


‘Good, then I’ll go and ask.’ He hesitated. ‘Ship’s boy, you say. Can you ride?’


‘Aye, but only a pony, smaller than these.’ He indicated the horses he was holding. ‘Nothing near as big as that thing of yours.’


Rob grinned and patted his own horse’s neck. It was a strong and well-built gelded bay, a biscuit-coloured crossbreed almost as large again as the stocky garron that had foaled it. ‘This fellow’s not so big,’ he said. ‘You should see the horses the English knights use. Now those are big. Destriers, they call them. Giant warhorses, twice as big as this and more than three times the weight.’


‘Get away!’ the young Islesman said.


‘No, I swear by the Holy Virgin, it’s the truth.’


His listener was unconvinced. ‘No horse could be that big. Have you seen one? It could be an English lie, to keep us all in awe.’


‘They’re real – I’ve seen some. Two years ago, when we visited Lord Bruce in Lochmaben. Four English knights rode in while we were there, and they were mounted on destriers.’


Now Angus Og frowned in puzzlement. ‘Lord Bruce? You call your da Lord Bruce?’


‘No, I told you, my father is the Earl of Carrick. Lord Bruce is his father, my grandsire.’ Only then did it occur to him that he never thought of his grandfather by any other name than Lord Bruce, but he saw nothing strange in that. ‘He lives in Lochmaben,’ he went on. ‘D’you know it? It’s a fortress near the border with England.’


Angus squinted into the sun, tilting his head. ‘What age will you be tomorrow?’


‘Ten.’


‘I’m eleven, nearly twelve. Your uncle would let me come, think you?’


Rob smiled. ‘Aye, he would, and will. But will your Captain Ewan? Wait here.’


Less than half an hour later the two boys, double-mounted on Rob’s big bay, sat off to one side as the rest of their party left the beach and struck out along the coast for Turnberry Castle. They would be there by mid-afternoon, and the talking among adults would begin almost as soon as they arrived, depending on who was there to meet them. Rob knew his mother’s time would be completely consumed by her duties as hostess and castellan, so she would have no time for him, but she would be happy to see him home and he knew she would make his new friend feel welcome. What excited him most, though, was that the affairs of the adults would leave him with plenty of time to show Angus everything he wanted him to see in and around the castle.


They waited for the mounted members of the party to pass by, Angus Mohr and his good-son MacRuaridh of Garmoran riding with Nicol, and two other men whom Angus Og named to Rob as MacDonald chieftains following close behind, and then Rob kicked his stocky bay forward to ride behind them and ahead of the score of heavily armed clansmen who formed Angus Mohr’s guard. Turnberry lay less than five miles to the north, and the summer afternoon was perfect.




Chapter Three


The Kings


From where she stood on the roof of the castle keep, Marjorie of Carrick could clearly see the royal party approaching from the northeast, the late-afternoon sunlight glinting off metal and reflecting back at her in shimmering waves of colour and movement. They were still too far away for her to make out individuals, but she had no doubt that her husband was among them, riding at the head with the two kings.


‘They’ll be here within the hour,’ she said quietly.


Beside her, Murdo cleared his throat. ‘There’s more o’ them than we thought.’


‘Aye, it looks that way, though ye’ve better eyes than me if ye can count them frae here. Still, we’ll be able to take all of them. Ye’ve done well, Murdo.’


‘I hope so. It’s lucky we were to have thae big tents – we’d hae been hard put to find room for them a’. An’ thanks be to God the big fellow down there’s the only one likely to need furnishings for his place. I think we can be sure the other three have their own comforts wi’ them.’ He nodded to where a number of men were carrying basic furnishings from the castle into the pavilion that would house Angus Mohr of Islay for the next few days, and his mistress turned with him to look down at the four massive tents that now dominated the broad, grassy plain in front of the castle gates.


Angus Mohr’s personal standard had been anchored firmly in front of his temporary abode where no one could fail to see it: a white banner showing a black galley under sail, suspended from a cross-brace and mounted upon a high pole. The Islesman had chosen the pavilion himself on his arrival, indicating bluntly, after a quick glance around him, that this one would be his, and it seemed to the countess that there was more than a little subtlety involved in the choice. With no advantage to be gained from choosing first among four seemingly equal pavilions, Angus faced no possibility of being asked to move later, in order to give precedence to someone else. But two of the pavilions were, of necessity, closer to the castle and its gates. In choosing the pavilion farthest from the entrance, Angus Mohr had made sure that the two kings would take the rear two, leaving Richard de Burgh in the one to Angus’s left as they walked from the castle to the pavilions. And rank, as Angus Mohr well knew, declined from right to left in matters of protocol.


Marjorie smiled as she saw Angus Mohr himself walking with her uncle Nicol, both of them strolling head down, their hands clasped behind them, and she wondered what they were discussing; wondered, too, if she were giving the Lord of Islay too much credit for his suspected subtlety.


There was no sign of the two boys, she noted, for young Robert had taken his new friend to explore the seaside caves in the high cliffs a mile to the north. Her eyes moved onward, scanning the space beyond the men and taking in the arrangements that had been made there, where a formally outlined military encampment, complete with horse lines, cooking pits, and piles of fuel, now stretched along the gently sloping meadow that led down to the river about a quarter of a mile away from where she stood, just before the riverbed began its final curl westward towards the sea.


Murdo and his crew of workmen had achieved a miracle within the day and a half that had elapsed since he’d told her of finding her father’s forgotten trove in the oar bothy. The enormous tents had been carried outside and spread out over the stout, wide frames on the beaches where the fishermen dried and repaired their nets, then left to air in the July sun while the men set about making sense of the mountainous coils of rope – more than fifty of them in varying lengths and thicknesses – and the bound stacks of sturdy poles that had been stored with them, some of them more like tree trunks than poles, six paces long and a foot thick at the base. It was a daunting task, and the men might never have succeeded in making sense of the profusion at all had Murdo not had the presence of mind to invite the oldest man in the Turnberry community to come and offer his guidance. Thorgard One-Arm, as he was called, had come to Arran from Norway seven decades earlier as a babe in arms, and in his youth had worked in Turnberry as a sailmaker for Earl Niall. He had also been the man responsible for turning the massive, carefully stored sails into tents almost forty years earlier. Too old now to share in the work himself, Thorgard was puffed up with renewed pride to find his skills and knowledge in demand again. Under his supervision the masses of poles and supports were quickly sorted into the correct order, and soon the first postholes were being dug.


Watching the pavilions being hauled laboriously into place by teams of sweating, cursing men, old Thorgard had sniffed disapprovingly at their stained condition and suggested that they should be treated with a coat of weatherproofing. And though far from happy with the delay, Murdo, a pragmatist above all else, had set his people to yet another task to which they were unaccustomed: preparing a mixture of diluted glue and whitewash as dictated by the old sailmaker, and brushing it over the coarse woollen fabric of the tents. It had been almost dark by the time the last of the peaked and now sodden pavilion roofs was hauled into place atop its poles, but when the morning sun rose the following day, its beams reflected warmly from the four magnificent pavilions in the meadow beyond the castle gates.


‘Right,’ Marjorie murmured, more to herself than to her factor, ‘there doesna seem much else we could do. The pavilions are ready and everything that’s to go in them will come wi’ our visitors. The kitchens are stocked, the cooks are set to go, and the hall’s set, wi’ the tables in place and the floor freshly rushed. From now on, whatever happens will be out o’ our hands. Our lives are going to be dictated for the next while by kings and bishops.’


She met Murdo’s eye when he turned to look at her curiously. Murdo, she knew, had no interest in the protocols governing visiting dignitaries. To him, kings were merely men of a different rank, and left to his own devices, he would, in his dour Scots manner, treat them as almost equals. That thought brought a tic of a smile to her lips as she envisioned Edward Plantagenet’s reaction to being spoken to bluntly by her factor. Alexander, a Scot himself, might deal easily enough with it, accustomed as he was to the Scots lack of deference, but Edward’s majesty would be severely challenged were he addressed truculently by a menial.


‘Ye’d better go down and assemble the folk, Murdo. Make sure they’re clean and presentable to welcome our guests, then line them up in front o’ the gates. I’ll go and tidy mysel’ up while ye’re at that, and then I’ll come down and wait wi’ ye.’


‘Aye…’ Murdo’s hesitation was almost unnoticeable. ‘Angus Mohr has two pipers wi’ him. D’ye think it might be fitting to hae them playin’ as the King arrives?’


Marjorie of Carrick grinned mischievously. ‘A Gaelic welcome for the King of Scots? And why no’? It was Alexander’s idea to invite Angus Mohr to the mainland, and I know he likes the sound o’ the pipes, for I’ve heard them played in his own great hall in Dunfermline. So be it the pipers are willing, then let them blow away. But be sure ye ask them properly. We canna let them think we expect it o’ them. It must be their choice.’


As soon as Murdo had hurried away she turned back towards the approaching cavalcade and narrowed her eyes. The party was close enough by then that she could see the flashing colours carried by the standard-bearers, and the distant sound of a trumpet indicated that the approaching party considered themselves close enough to Turnberry to be heard. She became aware of the size of the group and noted its composition, with kings and armoured courtiers in the forefront, bishops and priests in upholstered carriages behind them, and the mounted men-at-arms of the King’s Guard preceding the motley array of baggage carts and wagons and extra horses that brought up the rear.


She drew in a sharp breath. Time was flying past her. She turned away and hurried down the narrow spiral staircase to her own quarters in the corner tower. Quickly as she moved, though, she was unable to stop her mind from pursuing a perplexing train of thought.


Edward Plantagenet had introduced an entirely new element into the situation she had been thinking about for weeks. The two original principals, King Alexander and Angus Mohr, might have been governable enough, sufficiently intent upon their own interests to overcome any strangeness between them. But the unforeseen addition of the English King had added a very different element. Edward spoke no Gaelic. Angus Mohr spoke neither English nor French. Every word that passed between them, then, would have to be translated by an interpreter. Her own husband spoke but little Gaelic, having come to learn the language as an adult and finding that it was not an easy tongue to master. Thus Robert might speak to either King easily, and with difficulty to Angus Mohr. Angus Mohr, in his turn, would speak easily with Alexander, and Alexander effortlessly to his brother-in-law Edward. But the gulf between the Gaelic Lord of Islay and the King of England might be unbridgeable, since neither one knew the other at all, engendering a fundamental lack of trust aggravated by Angus Mohr’s well-known disdain for all things English. She wondered if the Ulster earl spoke Gaelic – it seemed likely that he might, and if he did, she thought, he might serve as a translator between the two.


Her thoughts were cut short when she reached her chambers and found her three women waiting for her, anxious to begin transforming her into a regal hostess. She looked wryly at them. ‘We have little time to transform me,’ she said, ‘so I expect miracles from you. Let’s be about it.’


Less than an hour later, looking radiantly confident and not at all matronly, Marjorie of Carrick took advantage of a momentary lull in the buzz of conversation to cast her eyes over the brilliant assembly in the main hall of Castle Turnberry. Everyone present was engaged with someone else, and the hum of conversation was sustained and pleasant. Even the taciturn Angus Mohr was deep in conversation with Robert Wishart, who had been Bishop of Glasgow for the past twelve years. Marjorie allowed herself a tiny sigh of relief, at ease, though still apprehensive, for the first time since the English King’s party had arrived at her gates.


They had approached the castle in formal order, a walking thunder of heavy hooves amplified by jingling, clinking metal and creaking saddlery and augmented by the rumble and squeaks of heavy baggage wagons, and no one had said a word until the sparkling, brightly coloured but dusty and weather-worn front ranks had reached where she stood waiting for them. As he drew near, her husband patently ignored the new pavilions on his threshold, failing to acknowledge them with as much as a glance, as though such princely accommodations were commonplace at Turnberry. His countess had watched as the earl dismounted along with the two Kings and stepped forward, smiling, his hand outstretched to bring her forward and reacquaint her with the monarchs, both of whom she knew from former occasions, and with Richard de Burgh the Earl of Ulster, whom she had never met. She had known King Alexander all her life, but she had also accompanied him to London, years before, with Earl Robert and a hundred other Scots lords, to attend the English King’s coronation in Westminster.


As the royal guests and the senior members of their entourage greeted their hostess, all smiles and cordiality, the churchmen behind them climbed down from their carriages and came forward in their turn to do the same. Someone at the rear then shouted orders to the baggage train and escorts to break formation and disperse, and Murdo and his team of ushers moved among them to guide the various contingents towards the areas set up for them.


Angus Mohr MacDonald had stood slightly behind and to the left of Marjorie throughout these proceedings, side by side with her uncle Nicol, and though the Islesman had nodded graciously and acknowledged the newcomers wordlessly one by one as they were presented to him, his obvious lack of warmth and his inscrutable expression had been enough to unsettle her. And so as soon as she had finished her formal welcoming greetings and before any awkwardness had a chance to develop, the countess had invited all the principals into the great hall, where food and drink awaited them.


Now the food had been satisfyingly depleted and most of the men had consumed at least one drink from the supplies of home-brewed ale, honeyed mead from England, and wines imported from France, and Marjorie found it easy to smile at Earl Robert as he detached himself from the group surrounding the two Kings and made his way towards her.


‘Ye’ve done well, lass,’ he said, slipping an arm about her shoulders. ‘Later on ye can tell me where you found those damned tents.’


‘You left me little choice but to improvise, Husband. Do you approve?’ Her speech had changed from the broad, localised Scots she used in speaking to the local folk of Carrick to the more formal, smooth-flowing, English-enriched variant that she used with her husband. Earl Robert, aristocratic and English-born, and raised in Scotland’s far southeast, spoke Gaelic reluctantly and with great difficulty, and Marjorie had always deferred to his preference for the anglicised Lowland tongue.


‘Approve? I was thunderstruck, but I could hardly show my surprise in front of everyone. They are wondrous, my love. And four of them!’


‘I thought them big enough to serve as venues for your talks. Supposing, that is, that they all came here to talk…’


‘Oh, they’ll talk, my love, you may depend on that. Kings and bishops do little else.’


‘Is it cold in here? Should I light the fires?’


‘God no, lass. It’s high summer out there. Tonight will be time enough, when the sun goes down.’


She nodded towards a small group of men in the corner beyond the Kings. ‘I’ve never seen so many bishops in one place at the same time. I know Bishop Wishart, but who are the others? Oh, I know, I met them when they arrived – but I met too many people at once, so their names are all gone and I can’t recall which is which.’


The earl grinned. ‘The skinny one in the red cap is Fraser of St Andrews. He’s younger than he looks and I don’t know him well but the King thinks highly of him. The tall man talking to him is not a bishop at all, but he is one of the most powerful churchmen in the realm. That is Master Nicholas Balmyle and he’s the Official – that’s his title – of the Archdeaconry of Lothian, the Sub-Diocese of St Andrews. That makes him nominally subordinate to Bishop Fraser, but from what I’ve heard, I would not wager on his subservience – to Fraser or to any other prelate. He’s not what I expected. Far more friendly and approachable than I would have thought.’


‘Hmm. He doesn’t look awe-inspiring. What’s so special about him?’


‘His mind, my love. They say he’s more mind than man. I wouldn’t know, but the man is impressive enough for me. The other two with them are abbots – Arbroath on the right and Dunfermline in the brown and blue robes.’


‘Jesu!’ Marjorie hissed, astonishing her husband by tugging sharply at his sleeve. ‘Come with me, quick!’


She had watched Bishop Wishart nod, smile, and back away respectfully from Angus Mohr before turning to join Fraser of St Andrews and the other clerics in the corner, but then she had seen Edward of England watching Wishart, too, and as the bishop crossed the room, the English King left the group around him and King Alexander to cross to where Angus Mohr was talking quietly with Marjorie’s uncle Nicol. Marjorie reached them, her bemused husband in tow, just as the two men came face to face and Edward, smiling slightly, said, ‘Angus Mohr MacDonald, let us talk, you and I.’


Angus Mohr had drawn himself up to his full height as he saw the Englishman approach, and he answered in Gaelic. ‘I am Angus Mohr, and you are Edward, King of England … I can see why they call you the Longshanks.’


Edward blinked, clearly not having expected the rolling Gaelic response, but before he could open his mouth Marjorie laid a hand gently on his forearm. ‘My lord Edward,’ she said pleasantly, ‘I doubt you speak the Gaelic tongue – would be surprised indeed if you did – and I know for a fact that my lord of Islay here has not a word of English or French, so may I offer my services as interpreter between you?’


The slight smile on Edward’s face widened. ‘You may do that, Countess, and I will be even more in your debt than I am already,’ he said. He glanced at her husband and winked conspiratorially as he continued. ‘Few things are more frustrating than for two men to be unable to converse easily together. What did my lord of Islay say?’


Still smiling but filled with stirrings of apprehension, Marjorie glanced from one man to the other. ‘Angus Mohr acknowledged your recognition of him.’


‘Aye, and what else did he say? I’ll warrant there was more.’ The King’s smile was one of genuine amusement.


Marjorie felt a tinge of colour rising to her cheeks. ‘He said he can see why they call you Longshanks.’


Edward laughed and turned his smile on Angus Mohr. ‘Tell him I can make no secret of it and that he himself is no dwarf. There are few men at whom I can look levelly, eye to eye. And express my pleasure at meeting him, if you will, for I have heard much about him these past few days.’


Marjorie translated, then listened to the flood of Gaelic that poured out of Angus Mohr in response before she turned back to Edward. ‘That was well said, and the two of you well met, he says. He, too, has heard much of you and your exploits, in the Holy Land in your youth and in Wales these past few years. The name of Edward Plantagenet is well respected everywhere, he says. Perhaps not always loved, if one thinks of Wales, but respected even there.’


‘Hah!’ Marjorie stiffened as the English King punched a clenched fist gently into Angus Mohr’s shoulder, but his eyes were alight with good humour. ‘Good man!’ he said. ‘I admire a man who speaks his mind – always have.’ He turned again to Marjorie. ‘Tell him, if you will, that I suspect we could be friends, we two, upon sufficient acquaintance and were we able to converse, and though his time will be much taken up by my royal brother Alexander tomorrow, I hope I might have the pleasure of talking to him at more length in the days ahead.’ Without waiting for Marjorie to translate his words, he inclined his head graciously to the Islesman and returned to join King Alexander.


Angus Mohr’s face had remained expressionless as Edward administered the gentle punch, but Marjorie was acutely aware of Edward’s unwitting breach of protocol. No one, ever, was permitted to lay hands upon the Lord of Islay. The Islesman, however, had plainly chosen to accept the gaffe, clearly aware that the Plantagenet had committed his sin unknowingly. Now he looked at her, one eyebrow slightly elevated, awaiting her translation. When he had heard it he gazed speculatively at Edward, who now stood with his back to them, conversing with his brother-in-law.


‘I think I might enjoy talking to the man,’ he admitted, ‘though until this moment I would never have believed it. So be it we can find a man we can both trust to translate for us. My thanks to you, Countess, for interceding here, and for your timing. Earl Robert, I am told you are learning our tongue.’


‘Poorly, I fear, Lord Angus,’ the earl said haltingly in Gaelic. ‘I came too late to the study of it. But I work at it, since it is my lady wife’s tongue, and my children speak it fluently, being born into it here in the west, but I fear I will never be aught else than a plodding stammerer.’


Angus Mohr smiled lopsidedly. ‘You do passing well, for an Englishman. Better than your English King.’


Once again Marjorie felt herself go tense in the face of Angus Mohr’s disconcerting bluntness, and awaited her husband’s response.


‘My King is Alexander Canmore, my lord, the man you have come here to meet. Edward of England may claim to be my feudal liege, in that my family holds great estates in England by his pleasure, but not to be my royal one. I am a Scot by birth, as is my father, and Alexander is the King of Scots.’


The earl spoke evenly, evincing no displeasure, but Robert Bruce was not noted for either his patience or his tolerance, and his wife knew how angrily he would normally have reacted to such provocation, mild though it was. But Angus Mohr was not yet finished speaking his mind, and she saw his eyebrow quirk up before he mused, ‘By your own admission, though, you hold two loyalties, and one of them is to your family and its estates in England. We can but hope that nothing untoward should ever force you to choose between the two. Someone once said – and I can’t remember who it was – that no man can serve two masters.’ He held up a hand before Bruce could respond. ‘I am not criticizing you, Lord Bruce. We all have tasks to perform and expectations we must meet in the eyes of others.’


The earl’s response was as temperate as before. ‘And what might change, to affect those loyalties, my lord? The two Kings could not be closer in friendship, allied as they are by love and marriage and mutual esteem. Nothing is like to change that.’


‘Agreed,’ said Angus Mohr, nodding slowly and scratching his chin with one fingertip. ‘Nothing is likely to change that. And yet things change and are altered constantly. That is the way of life, the bishops like to tell us. Let us both hope, then, that you are never forced to consider otherwise.’


‘Lord Robert! A word with you, if you please.’ The voice was Alexander’s, calling from across the room.


‘You’ll pardon me, my lord, but I am summoned.’ The earl dipped his head to Marjorie. ‘My dear, permit me.’


On the point of turning back to Angus Mohr, she saw Murdo standing by the doorway, trying to catch her eye. She hesitated, but Angus Mohr had followed her glance and seen Murdo, too.


‘That’s your factor, is it not?’


‘It is. Murdo. I expect he’ll be wanting to talk to me about supper.’


‘Then go you and talk to him, Countess, and have no concerns about me. I will not cause you grief, here in your own house. Nicol here will share another cup of mead with me and we’ll be fine, the two of us. Away you go.’


She threaded her way among the groups of guests to where Murdo stood waiting. She was scanning the factor’s eyes and stance as she drew near him, looking for signs that he was troubled, and she felt her heart lighten when he caught sight of her and smiled.


‘Is all well, Murdo?’


‘Aye, Countess, it is. The boys came home more than an hour ago and I sent them to eat in the kitchens, for I jaloused ye wouldna want them in here wi’ a’ the grand folk. They were tired out and wearin’ half the dust an’ dirt o’ Carrick on them. Allie will see them to their beds. But she sent me to ask what time ye’ll be wantin’ to sit down to sup, for she wouldna want the food to be less than perfectly hot. D’ye know?’


‘No, I don’t. What hour is it now? I confess I’ve lost track o’ the time.’


‘Late afternoon … about fower, I’d guess. I hinna checked. But on any ordinary day we’d serve supper about two hours frae now.’


‘Aye, that sounds right.’ Marjorie checked over her shoulder, and her guests seemed content to be as they were for a while. ‘We’ll gie it another hour or so here, to let the serving folk get the rest o’ the tents ready for the lords, and then we’ll send them to their tents for an hour longer while the hall is made ready for supper. Two hours will be about right, then, so ye can tell Allie to be ready when she would on any other day. Away ye go now, and thank ye for seein’ to the boys.’


Every table was filled at dinner in the hall that night, and the food was tasty and plentiful, and welcomed by everyone. The only unexpected event of the evening came at the end of the meal, when the platters had been pushed away and the assembly had settled down to drink at length and to enjoy the remaining entertainment. A sudden stir at the entrance marked the arrival of the sergeant of the guard, followed by a pair of guards shepherding a dishevelled, travel-stained, and tired-looking courier between them. They marched directly to the head table, where the sergeant announced to King Alexander that the man between them had ridden up to the gates a short time earlier carrying dispatches that he had refused to surrender for proper delivery. He had dispatches for King Edward, he said, and his duty would not be complete until he had placed them directly into the hands of the King himself.


King Alexander nodded to the English King, and Edward returned the gesture and extended his hand to the courier, beckoning him to come forward and deliver his packet. The man shrugged free of the guards’ hands and stepped towards the table, opening the thick bag slung across his shoulders and pulling out a bulky, wax-coated packet, which he placed on Edward’s outstretched hand. It was sealed with a wax stamp and marked in its lower left corner with a large red dot. Edward hefted it gently.


‘I thank you,’ he said. ‘How long have you been on the road?’


The courier straightened his shoulders and thumped his right fist against his breast in a salute. ‘Eight days, Majesty.’


The King raised an eyebrow, aware of the attentive silence in the hall. Even the ancient bard from Arran had fallen silent in the middle of his singing, his fingers stilled upon the strings of his harp. ‘Eight days?’ he asked. ‘And why so long?’


‘I missed your royal presence by ten hours in Dunfermline, where I went first, thinking you to be in residence. It was late, growing dark, and I was persuaded by your commander there to spend the night and set out again come morning. Since then, I have ridden two more days to find you here.’


‘Good man, then, and again, my thanks.’ He raised the packet he still held. ‘Does his lordship of Bath and Wells require a response to this?’


‘I know not, Majesty.’


‘Hmm. Well, you had best bide a while, until I discover that for myself.’ He looked then at the sergeant of the guard. ‘See that this man is treated well, Sergeant. He has earned his bread and board.’ The sergeant, stiff as a spear shaft, saluted, and Edward spoke again to the courier. ‘The sergeant will find you food and a place to sleep. Present yourself to his lordship the Earl of Norfolk on the morrow and inform him that I have awarded you two silver shillings for your services. He will pay you, and then I would have you await my further orders.’


He nodded in dismissal, and the man rejoined the guards, who saluted the royal party and then wheeled and marched away, the courier between them, and every eye in the hall followed them as they went. King Alexander clapped his hands in the silence and told everyone to continue as before.


As the bard began to sing and play again and the buzz of voices resumed, Edward sat musing, hefting the packet in one hand again as he stared at it. It was apparently dense with contents, wrapped in a thickly woven envelope of coarse wool that had been dipped several times into melted wax for waterproofing and security and then sealed with the insignia of the sender. Edward had barely glanced at the seal, for the wide, red dot beneath the final coat of wax told him from whom it came. He was more interested in guessing how much of the weight in his hand was coarse woollen wrappings and wax, and how much was written content.


‘Affairs of state?’ The question came quietly from Alexander, expressing what Edward knew everyone was wondering.


‘Aye, brother.’ His response was equally quiet. ‘I fear so. And weighty, it seems.’ He tossed the packet to the Scots King. ‘From Burnell. The red dot is a sign that the matters contained are urgent. We have a pact between us, Robert and I, that he will never waste my time with anything less.’ Alexander tossed the packet back, and Edward turned it so that the people sitting closest on his left, his host and hostess, could see the dot. He had no need to say more, for everyone listening was already nodding sagely. Robert Burnell, the Bishop of Bath and Wells, was Edward’s Lord Chancellor of England and one of his closest friends and advisers.


Alexander shrugged. ‘So be it then, brother. Best make your farewells.’


Edward grunted, trying to imbue the sound with regret, for he had long since grown bored with the unintelligible Gaelic moanings of the old bard, and turned to his host and hostess. Before he could speak, though, Marjorie of Carrick smiled. ‘Clearly you must go, Your Grace. Such a shame, since I know full well how you must have been enjoying old Seumas’s saga.’
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