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Historical Note

 


IN THE YEAR 1286, King Alexander III of
Scotland was an aging man, whose two sons from a previous marriage
had already died. His daughter, who had been married to King Erik
of Norway, had also died two years prior, leaving behind an infant
daughter named Margaret. The succession of his line was in peril
and he vowed to waste no time producing another heir. And so on a
storm-battered night, he left royal Edinburgh Castle, took the
ferry across the Forth, and rode against caution from Inverkeithing
toward Kinghorn, stirred by the need to cool his lust on his new
French bride, Yolande. Forging anxiously ahead, blinded by a
driving rain, Alexander became parted from his companions somewhere along the coastal road. His
horse, startled by lightning, lost its footing. The next morning,
the king’s broken body was recovered at the foot of the ragged sea
cliffs. Scotland mourned, not only for the loss of its king, keeper
of peace and progenitor of prosperity, but for troubles yet to
come.

Little Margaret, the Maid of Norway, was
Alexander’s only direct descendent. Her dowry would one day be the
whole of Scotland. South of the border, King Edward of England,
also known as Longshanks, whose firstborn son was but two at the
time of Alexander’s death, sniffed an opportunity. It was agreed
between the Guardians of Scotland and Longshanks that Margaret of
Norway should be put aboard a ship and brought forthwith to her ancestor’s homeland. By grace
of a papal dispensation, she would
marry, in due time, Longshanks’ oldest son, thus ensuring peace
between Scotland and England. Cognizant of the advantages of such a
union and yet prudently wary of its implications, the Guardians
were, however, shrewd enough to force Longshanks to swear in
writing that the two countries would remain separate.

But the little girl, on whose slight
shoulders so much depended, had
not yet reached its shores when she fell gravely ill. The Scottish
escort that awaited her in Orkney to take her to Scone to be
crowned was never able to complete its mission. On the
26th of September, 1290, she died.

Dozens put forth their
claims to the crown. In the end, two powerful Scottish families
possessed the strongest ties to royal blood: the Bruces and the
Balliols. The late King Alexander had favored Robert Bruce, fourth
of that name, also known as Robert the Competitor. But not everyone
was convinced a Bruce should become King of Scots, including
Longshanks.

If a Bruce wished to call himself ‘king’, he
would have to fight for the right to do so.

 


*****

 


 



Prologue

 


Robert the Bruce – Atholl,
1306

 


EACH NIGHT WHEN I lie down, bathed in the
rank sweat of a day’s pressed march, I am so weary I neither stir
nor dream in my sleep. For weeks, I have felt neither the cushion
of a pillow beneath my cheek, nor the caress of a blanket upon my
shoulders. Sometimes my bed is a pile of bracken. Sometimes a slab
of stone. Come morning, I am soaked with dew. I feel the barely
warm light of the sun upon my soiled face. Hear the familiar
murmurs of wretchedness. Smell the ungodly stench of bodies and I
am awake.

Now five hundred, we live off the land,
taking only what we need. We stay far from the towns and main
roads, keeping to the highland heather and dark forests. I had
often looked upon the hungering poor as I passed through the
cramped, stinking streets of London, but with nothing more than a
fleeting twinge of pity and a wave of disgust. Now, I think, I am
living a worse life than they, for I envy of them whatever little
they possess: a place to sleep, a roof to shed the rain, a stolen
loaf of bread. Arrows and spears be damned, I would sell my armor
for a stew of peas and carrots or a handful of radishes and some
salt.

This is the army of Scotland and
I . . . am their king, Robert the Bruce, sixth by
that name and grandson of Robert the Competitor.

Once, I was Longshanks’ sworn man. Now I am
his mortal enemy. Beaten to the hills, hiding in the forests of
Atholl, clinging to existence.

What irony that in these months since I have
been king, not for a day have I lived like one. A crude living it
is, especially when we have no plan or provisions to begin with.
The heather is a beautiful place, but when you are cold at night
and hungry all day, beauty becomes nothing.

Our sick and wounded we are bringing with us.
Although they slow us, to leave them behind is to offer them up as
quarry. The days are long, the miles endless, our feet and backs
weary and aching. It is the pinnacle of summer and hot as a
blacksmith’s forge. The rain so usual of Scotland is not to be
seen. Every night when we halt, the foot soldiers pull off their
shoes and nurse their raw, oozing blisters with poultices. The air
reeks with the stink of moss and herbs boiled and mashed into a
paste, or ointments made from whatever animal fat they can
scavenge.

Often, I wonder if I will ever be able to
shape this brawling, fractured group into one united army. My own
men, those on foot from Carrick, limp from wounds not yet fully
healed. I hear some of them say that maybe it was not so bad living
alongside Englishmen and paying them taxes to keep the peace. The
Highlanders, who would never entertain such a notion, squawk at the
hobbling stragglers. Our noblemen complain of the company,
including each other. Along the way we abandon
many a lame horse, so that fewer and fewer of us have one. Most of
the time, we allow our womenfolk to ride, but even they take to
foot eventually, giving their mounts to those too battered or ill
to keep pace.

I have kept my own horse, the sturdy, gentle
gray I claimed at Methven, so I can ride the length of the column
several times a day to encourage my men on. For reprieve, I often
settle in beside Elizabeth and the other women in the middle of the
column. Of them, only sweet Marjorie whimpers, sometimes, about the
grinding in her empty belly. To placate my daughter, I send good
James Douglas to her and he lets her ride in the saddle with him as
he teaches her French to pass the time. Although
only ten years of age, she is an apt pupil, enamored of his
gentle manners, and in a matter of days she has learned enough to
converse with him in French. I cannot hear most of their
conversations, but whatever he says to her makes her laugh and for
the kindness I am grateful to him. James is protective of her, like
an older brother always watching over her—holding her hand when
they cross a stream on foot, brushing the dirt and grass from her
clothes when she falls, bringing her wild strawberries to eat,
forget-me-nots to entwine in her hair, or brooms of bell heather to
shoo away the flies. With a young girl’s bright curiosity for
adventure and pleasure in a newly found
friendship, only Marjorie appears to flourish on this weary and
dreadful Exodus. The rest of the women ride or walk in silence,
eyes ever watchful, their shoulders forced downward by the constant
strain of weariness, yet never complaining.

I have never seen the shadows so deep beneath
Elizabeth’s eyes. I talk to her of how we will go south to Kintyre
and rest there a bit before going on to Ulster where we will be
safe and wait out the winter, but it is as though she is a hundred
miles from me. She gazes into the mirroring depths of the lochs we
pass by—Errochty, Tummel and Tay—as if some other
voice from there speaks to her more plainly than mine. At
night I hold my wife—her small, fragile form aligned perfectly to
my own. She is restless, starting at every tiny sound, irritable
come morning. I cannot reach or comfort her. I cannot set free the
troubles of her soul, for I know that because of my ambitions I
have caused them. In making her my queen, I have delivered to her
naught but a shattered kingdom caught up in despair. No more is she
the Elizabeth I once knew—and it is my doing.

The morning mist lies heavy as a blanket of
January snow across the valley below our camp. We all stir lazily
and might have slept longer but for the midges diving at our ears
and agitating the horses, which stomp and swish their tails. Fog
chokes the road ahead and so we break fast and wait for it to
lift.

Alone, Elizabeth claims a flat rock as her
seat to avoid the damp ground. Around her, the junipers glisten
with droplets of dew on a hundred spider webs. Hunched over her
bowl of thin porridge, she sips slowly, perhaps trying to convince
herself it is a meal worth having. Knowing her as I do, cold swill
and stale bannocks are hardly a temptation to her, no matter how
famished she is.

Silent as a stalking cat, James Douglas moves
to stand some ten feet from her, his arms straight at his sides.
Impatient for her attention, he drums his fingers on his legs until
she lifts her eyes and nods at him. He sinks to his knees. I am
tending to some of the horses, close enough to see them through the
drifting mist, yet far enough away that I cannot hear them speak.
Men cross in front of me and I drop the reins of the horse whose
foreleg I have been inspecting.

James crouches before her, his dark hair
glinting with the morning damp. He slides a letter from his shirt,
then tucks it hastily back beneath. She shrugs, looks down and
away. He creeps closer and says something more. An easy grin
flickers across her lips. He reaches out to her. She extends her
hand. Slowly, he leans forward to gaze at her with those haunting,
pale eyes, smiling faintly. Then his lips brush her delicate
fingers. He bends his neck, so his forehead rests on her
knuckles.

The longer the touch between them lingers,
the more my neck burns. At Kildrummy, I had seen Elizabeth glance
down the table toward him, but never thought anything of it then.
He is young. Closer in age to her than me. Soft-spoken and gentle
in manner.

“Sire,” Boyd says, startling me, “the Abbot
of Inchafray’s come. With sacks stuffed full of bread. Can’t you
smell it? Fresh bread, I tell you. Not a spot of mold.”

I beckon to an idle soldier and hand him the
reins of the horse. “Give the abbot my thanks, Boyd. Pass the food
out to the wounded first, then the women—they’ll need their
strength for the hills.”

“He says we’re close to Tyndrum. There by
noon if we leave now. Says he can lead us there and on through the
Pass of Dalry. Should I tell them all to make ready?”

As I look again toward James and Elizabeth,
they are speaking in whispers, strangely intimate. Are they so
enthralled with one another they cannot notice the rest of the
world?

Boyd turns to see what has my attention so
fully. He scratches his belly and grunts.

“I’ll tell them to wait.” He ambles off,
thumbs hoisting his sagging belt.

I bound over a pile of rocks and send a stone
scuttling to nick James in the knee. He leaps up and jerks in a
bow, his cheeks flushed.

“James, go tell Boyd and the Abbot of
Inchafray we’ll move out within the hour, so long as the fog lifts.
I’ll not take any chances, having the womenfolk with us.”

He leaves without protest, his hand pressed
over the lump beneath his shirt.

Slowly, I turn toward Elizabeth. “The
letter.”

But she is still watching James, unaware of
my words. “He’ll make you a fine knight one day. His heart is
true.”

“Dare I ask what you mean by that? Or do I
want to know?”

“What? Robert . . .” Her eyebrows weave
together in perplexity.

A curse on my heart for being so near my
tongue. I wanted the words back before they reached my own ears. I
want to believe in their innocence, but . . .

“The letter, Elizabeth. What was in the
letter?”

“Nothing that regarded you. This is not the
time for petty jealousies, Robert.”

“Then dispel them. Tell me—what was in
it?”

She rises to her feet. The hem of her gown is
tattered—torn away strip by strip for bandages to just above her
calf. Her feet are bare and calloused, but she has taken care to
wash away yesterday’s road dust. The small oval of her chin works
back and forth. “I haven’t the will right now to argue with you
over this. But since you must pry—it was from his brother
Archibald. When James came to Lochmaben to find you, he asked me to
deliver a letter to his brother. The reply eventually came to
Kildrummy, where I was. It was one of the few things I brought with
me when you sent for us to join you, because I knew he would be
wherever you were. Just now he was thanking me. That’s all, Robert.
Don’t make more of it.” She crosses her arms over her breast and
turns her back to me. “If you doubt me, ask him yourself.”

Struck dumb, I shuffle my feet. “Elizabeth,
I’m sorry. I . . . I didn’t
mean . . .”

Softly, she sighs. Her shoulders slump
forward. “Perhaps I should not have come.”

I reach out to trace the twining ridge of her
braid where it lies against her neck and loops over her sunburned
shoulder. Then I take her by the arms and turn her toward me, even
though she resists. In those ever-changing eyes of pale greenish
gray, I see the worries she yearns to share daily, but keeps to
herself. I let go of her and gaze down at my empty hands.
“In those weeks after I left you at Kildrummy in
Nigel’s care, I had no idea where you were . . . if
they had taken you, if you had fled to safety or boarded
ship. Thirty days may as well have been thirty years.
Elizabeth, I should have told you . . . before I
went to Scone, how hard this was all going to be. I knew, but I
could never say, because . . . Ah,
Christ . . . hard, aye, but God knows I never
thought we would be running like this, not knowing where to go, who
to trust, when to fight or hide . . . never thought
I would talk of leaving Scotland altogether. What an awful mess I
have stirred up in trying to put things aright.” I meet her eyes
again, and for the first time in months, see her tender and caring
heart there just as I once had at every casual glance. “Before I
can fight for what is ours—yours and mine, Scotland’s—first, I must
know you’re safe.”

She presses her small palm flat against the
middle of my chest. “Do you say that for my ears,
Robert . . . or your own?”

“I have thought of nothing but your safety
since I left you at Kildrummy.”

She shakes her head. “When you think of me,
perhaps. What you think most of, though . . . what
matters most to you . . . it isn’t me.”

Aye, one thing matters to me, above all
else, and for so long a time I have fought it and pushed it
away . . . and then it found me even while I denied
it.

“And this about me,” I say, “it frightens
you, does it?”

“No, I’m not frightened of you, Robert. I’m
frightened of what will happen to us.”

I pull her to me, wanting to reassure her,
tell her somehow, that all will be right in the end. She lays her
head on my chest. Her ear is at the perfect height to hear my heart
beating.

“Elizabeth, whatever you think, I’ll not risk
losing you. I swear it to both you and Our Lord. But I’m not ready
to fight again. Not after Methven. Not yet. It’s too soon. We’ve
lost too many men and have neither the weapons nor the strength to
defend ourselves.”

“But you will fight. You’ll have to.
You . . . we . . . we can’t keep
running forever.”

She draws back, gazes at me softly as her
lips part, then quickly buries her head against my chest again.

“What, my love? Something else?” I say.

“’Tis a small thing,” she murmurs. “It
can wait.”

“You’ll tell me tonight then?”

“Aye, tonight,” she whispers. “When we have
more time.”

I tuck my whiskered cheek against the gentle
slope of her shoulder. I don’t want to think about it—only about
her and this moment, wishing it would go on forever.

“My lord?” James trots toward us. “The abbot
says we should move out soon. Our scouts have word that the English
passed close by not two days ago.”

“Thank you, James. I’ll join him shortly and
we’ll be on our way. But first . . . first ask the
abbot to take us by St. Fillan’s shrine, so I may ask God’s
forgiveness. In the meanwhile, I shall beg for my wife’s, if she
will give it?”

Elizabeth’s arms tighten around me and in
that rare moment, I know I have never loved anyone or anything
more.

Perhaps, though, that isn’t true. For if I
loved her more . . . I would not be who I am. I
would not be king.

And we would not be here, in the wilds,
running for our lives, hurting and hungry.

Make her believe it is so, Robert. Make her
believe she is your world and reason for being. Ah, but she knows,
she knows better. She knows you and you cannot fool her into
believing otherwise.

I hold her, not wanting to let go. As I lay a
kiss on the crown of her head, I hear my grandfather’s voice, as
clear and strong as if he were standing here beside me:

“Reach out your hand, Robert. Touch the
horizon.”

Aye, Grandfather, I know. I barely heard you
then, but now your voice echoes like the thunder over the moors.
‘Tis a grievous burden you have left to me. Many are the days when
I wish that I could hand it back and follow you instead.

“Up with you,” Boyd says to a pair of
soldiers, who were lazing beneath the low-hanging boughs of a pine.
He is used to bellowing, but under orders to keep his voice low, he
resorts to prodding and kicking to get them on their feet. “On our
way now. If you can’t walk, crawl. Unless, that is, you want to
stay and let those bastard English bleed the misery out of
you.”

Groans and grunts, then weary silence. They
stagger to their feet and melt into the bedraggled column as it
forms along the trail. The creak of leather as riders shift in
their saddles. The weary plod of horses’ hooves. Marjorie leads a
black pony. She strokes its muzzle and speaks gentle words of
reassurance. My sisters Mary and Christina lean upon each other,
their eyes roving broadly, like a pair of hens who’ve caught wind
of the fox.

The sun, already, is high and hot. We’ve as
many miles yet to go as we’ve put behind us. South through the
pass, then on to the coast and over the sea. Tomorrow morning we’ll
rise again, more tired and hungry than we are today, but God
willing still alive and whole.
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1

 


Robert the Bruce –
Lochmaben, 1290

 


THE AUTUMN WIND WAS murderous cold. Small
gray clouds raced like mountain hares above a drab and muddy
billowing of land. Leafless limbs clattered in complaint against
the onslaught of wind. My
grandfather and I rode to the highest hill around, me muttering
under my breath at the rude awakening while my insides churned with
every bounce and him sitting stiff-mouthed, but steaming, on his
mount.

On the crest of the hill, we stopped. For a
long while, he did nothing but gaze across the land, pensive,
agitated. Then he said, “Look around you, Robbie. What do you
see?”

I hesitated to speak. My mouth tasted of
vomit and stale drink. Late last night I had downed four tankards
of first ale, followed by a dose of cider strong enough to knock me
from my stool. My cause for celebration had been a private
one—wildly, delightfully private. I scraped my tongue beneath the
edge of my front teeth and spat, but the taste remained. Lochmaben,
from which we’d ridden out less than an hour ago after he’d tossed
me from my bed, was hidden beyond a stand of trees. Against the
glare of morning sun, I squinted and twisted around, my eyes
finally stopping to rest on the long, endless, shifting ribbon of
blue in the valley beyond. “I see the River Annan.”

I thought it a fitting observation.
Grandfather was the Lord of Annandale. Fourth by the name of Robert
Bruce—and I the sixth.

“And where does it lead?” He snapped his hood
over his thinning silver-black hair and tugged it forward to shield
his face from the relentless wind.

“To the Solway Firth, then on to the sea.” I
tasted bile again and held my breath until the wave passed. I would
give him any bloody answer he asked for right then. All I wanted
was to go back to bed and think of what it would be like to have
Aithne there beside me for a whole night. A quick frolic in the
stall yesterday had left me not only with a whetted appetite for my
sister’s new handmaiden, but
smelling faintly of manure and plucking bits of straw from my hair
and clothing at dinner while my father glared at me reproachfully.
I had smiled at him as I thought of her—not so much her, really,
but the physical thrill of her. I was well beyond boyhood now. I
could drink as heartily as any of the older knights and I’d had a
woman. I’d have her again if Grandfather would just get this over
with, whatever it was about. As much as I admired and cared for
him, I resented this intrusion on my daydreams.

“Beyond that?” he said.

“Ireland lies beyond. But they say there is
more land even further off than that. Places where the Norsemen
have been and come back from.”

“Look the other way now, lad. What do you
see?”

I yawned. “The forest. More land.” My
thoughts drifted back to Aithne. Damn, I wanted her again, even as
tired and wretched as I felt just then.

“Beyond that?”

I shrugged, vague as to the point of this
all. “England?”

Within the thousand folds of his leathered
countenance, he smiled, although it appeared not so much a smile as
a crumpling of stiff cloth. “Reach out your hand, Robert.
Touch the horizon.”

Feeblemindedness, I was certain, had nested
in his skull and woven a cocoon there. Soon enough he would imagine
himself a child.

“Reach!” he bellowed.

I extended my arm to placate him. The wind
brushed at my bare fingertips. “But Grandfather, how can I touch
what is so far away? How can any man?”

“Just move your feet, lad. There’s far more
out there than what is here, within your sight. More tomorrows than
yesterdays. More men in the world than just you. Knowing that is
the difference between being an ordinary bore, forgotten before
you’re dead, and being remembered.”

“What has all this to do with why we’re here
right now? I need to get back. My fingers are slowly freezing and
I’ve someone to—”

“Hear me out!” I thought for a moment he
would strike me for my insolence, but he merely squinted at me.
“There are things beyond your ken right now, Robbie. Things that,
in time, will come to mean more to you.” He looked down at his
gloved palms and flexed his stiff, old fingers, nodding to himself.
“We’ll go back, then. But gather your belongings with haste. You’ll
accompany me to Perth. We leave at noon.”

My whole young, giddily blissful world
shattered. Leave Aithne and go to Perth? I clenched my knees
against my mount’s ribs. My pony nickered and flicked its ears,
eager to move off the windy promontory and into some sheltered
glen. “No, I won’t. I can’t.”

“You will. It’s time you begin the work you
were bred for. Forget her for now. There will be other lasses
willing to bed with a comely young nobleman like you, Robbie.”

Others? Perhaps, but none like Aithne.

“Aye, I know who she is,” he said with a nod.
“All of sixteen and you think your whole bloody world exists under
a lass’s skirts. Men your age have sired sons upon their wives,
ruled over entire kingdoms . . . killed men in
battle, conquered complete armies, even. Being a man is not about
gulping down ale until you pass out. And any dullard with a stiff
pole can shove it into a knothole for pleasure. Time you woke up,
Robbie, and realize what it means to be a Bruce. Council is
convening at Perth this very moment. The nobles have been gathering
there in anticipation of a coronation. As it happens, our infant
queen, the little Margaret of Norway, is dead. You and I have a
claim to remind them of. The Balliol kin will be there fighting for
theirs.”

Council? Claims? The Balliols? I had no care
for any of those things.

Grandfather gathered his reins and nudged his
horse in the flanks. It started with a jolt and he began to ride on
down the slope, cautiously, as his old bones did not yield to
forces like they once did. He raised his voice above the wind.
“Your father need not know you’re that coming with me, though I
doubt he’ll care.”

I shook my head and shouted after him, “But
why not Father? Why me? Why can’t I stay here? What have I to do
with any of this?”

He halted partway down the hill and slammed
his fist onto his hip. His blue lips twisted into a ragged snarl.
“You have everything to do with this. Don’t you understand,
lad? We’re talking about who will be king one day—whether it should
be a Bruce or a Balliol.” He wagged a crooked finger at me. “As far
as your father goes, I have wearied of trying to push a rope.
You’re different, young Rob. You can’t see it yourself, but in
time, you’ll know it.”

Who will be king one
day . . .

Stunned, I watched him ride ahead of me back
toward the castle. He didn’t stop to wait for me. He knew I would
follow.

 


*****

 


Perth, 1290

 


The wind had ceased for a time. The rain
stayed away. Under a crisp, clear sky, our journey from Lochmaben
to Perth went quickly. All along the road, men came out to join us.
By the time we arrived, over four hundred rode behind my
grandfather. The nobles and clerics there took notice. A full
eighty years of age, he asserted his claim to the throne of
Scotland in the middle of the council hall with all the eloquence
and acuity of Plato or Socrates.
As a son of the Earl of Carrick, I stood toward the front of the
hall with other great lords and prelates. The tables and benches
had been cleared away to allow as many representatives of
Scotland’s noblest blood and holiest orders to fill it as could be
packed into it. Toward the rear, lesser barons jostled elbows and
stood on their toes for a view. On a short dais at the head of the
hall sat the four Guardians of Scotland: Bishop Wishart of Glasgow, Bishop Fraser of St.
Andrews, James Stewart and John, the Red, Comyn of Badenoch.

In a voice strong and clear, Grandfather
said, “It was the wish of our own gracious and noble Alexander that
I should—”

“Decades ago, Bruce,” Comyn interrupted. “The
succession has changed since.”

Something about Comyn disturbed me in a way I
could not shape into words. Brother-in-law to John Balliol, he
railed against my grandfather—against any Bruce—at every
opportunity. That alone was reason enough to loathe him. But more,
there was nothing about the man to admire. He seethed with anger
and contempt. In looks he resembled a goat, with his tapered rusty
beard and wiry hair. Even toward his own kinsmen he was gruff and
demanding, showing neither respect nor tolerance. I had as yet to
hear an intelligent word dribble from his sour mouth. Grandfather
disregarded Comyn’s surliness, never indicating he was the
slightest bit ruffled by him. I knew differently, however, having
spent the entire ride from Lochmaben to Perth with my ears being
filled by his curses for the Balliols and the Comyns.

Bishop Wishart raised his cheerful voice.
“Ah, it was indeed long ago, my lords. But on the
succession . . . in that view you and I, and others
here, may differ. That is why we have come together now, is it not?
The matter is not entirely plain, as you both bear evidence to.”
Publicly the mediator, privately he was an intensely passionate
man.

At the other end of the dais, James Stewart
sat rigid and impassive, his eyebrows barely twitching as he
studied each speaker in turn.

“I thank you, your grace. What you say is
very true,” Grandfather said. “Now, let us go on, good men, and get
straight to the point of this all. We come together, here today,
because we all care to know who will wear Scotland’s crown. If we
all believed this was not about blood or power, who would rise and
rule and who would wither into obscurity, we would all have come
here with open minds, and open hearts, and abundant love for our
fellow Scots. But I see not embraces and well wishes. I see in your
glances suspicion, envy, and mistrust . . . old
affronts resurrected, as if the ghosts of our grandfathers were
here beside us, inciting us all to right the wrongs of spilled
blood long since turned to dust. Each of you count up your
relations and you weigh how heavily you lie on one side or the
other and reckon which side will benefit you more, do you not? And
some among you would hand the crown, our crown, to the King of
England and allow him to decide? Come now . . .
where is the sense in that?” He was now speaking not to the
Guardians, but to all those assembled in the hall behind him.
“When, I ask, do we each thrust aside our own ambitions and think
not ‘What is best for me or my kin?’ but ‘What is best for
Scotland?’”

“A Bruce!” someone cried out. More shouts
rumbled off the rafters.

At that, the patriotism Grandfather had
elicited was just as quickly swept away. He shook his head and
waved his arms up high. “No! No! You speak too soon, man. And from
your heart, not your head.”

Bishop Fraser, an ardent supporter of John
Balliol, rose from his seat. He held up open palms to push back the
ardent stream of Grandfather’s words. “Your arguments are
persuasive, Lord Annandale. But the law is as it is, and for sound
reason. In the absence of a male heir, the crown shall follow down
through the eldest daughter to her eldest son.”

“By that logic,” my grandfather argued,
standing alone but resolute between the agitated mass of nobles and
the eclectic tribunal of Guardians, “Scotland should be ruled by
Count Florence of Holland, your
grace, being descended from the eldest daughter of King David’s
son. Yet, I see not a man here upholding his right. The
count himself did not even bother to come to stake his claim. For
that matter, where is John Balliol? Not here. So, a pox on your
reasoning, I respectfully say. My grandfather was—”

“Grandson to King David,” Red Comyn finished
for him, leaning forward with one elbow planted on his knee and his
head hunkered down between his rounded shoulders. “We all know. Why
not spare us the rhetoric and state your case? There are others
besides you waiting to be heard from today.”

“Fair.” Grandfather ambled toward the crowd
of nobles, catching eyes with his supporters and nodding
respectfully toward his adversaries. As he reached my side and took
my arm for support, he scratched at his bulbous nose and said, in
an unmistakable taunt, “But with John Balliol as your
brother-in-law, may we assume you argue for his cause and spare
ourselves that weary bluster? I’m eighty, my lord, and wish this
resolved before they put the nails to my coffin.”

Grumbles of resentment and ripples of
laughter collided. Comyn gnashed his teeth. He dug his fingernails
into the arm of his chair. Only a swift glare from Bishop Fraser
subdued him.

In the end, logic presided over nothing. They
had all come to uphold the interest that best promised to advance
them and their own, as in Comyn’s case. But of those who held no
familial connections with either a Bruce or a Balliol, those men
leaned toward my grandfather. They admired and venerated him and
pledged their support to him, including the earls of Atholl and
Mar.

I learned something that day, something that
I would never forget: that when men give their loyalty willingly,
they give it with conviction.

 


*****

 


Lochmaben, 1295

 


Before begetting his own sons, King Alexander
had named my grandfather as his heir. Grandfather would have made a
passionate king, brusque perhaps, to the point of provoking
annoyance, but always fair in his honest way. In that year of 1290
at Perth, he was already an old man and not well. His body had
begun to fail him. For the next five years he fought with his
rotting teeth for the throne that was his. Longshanks’ contrived
courts decided against him at Norham, against my family. Balliol
took the throne. My father, complacent, accepted various offices
doled out by Longshanks to requite his loyalty, among them the
governorship of Carlisle.

Although my father never contested the
coronation, for in truth he never yearned to be king because to him
the crown only invited trouble to whomever wore it, neither would
he pay homage to Balliol. Conveniently, he sailed for Norway, where
he married my older sister, Isobel, off to the King of Norway
himself. If he would not risk his head for a crown, he at least
knew how to ply opportunity through diplomacy. He
had not yet returned when in the early spring of 1295, Grandfather
was struck by apoplexy. I arrived at Lochmaben and rushed to my
grandfather’s chambers, where I found him propped up stiffly in
his favorite
window seat, sagging heavily to one side. The
shutters were open and a chill breeze enveloped the room. A storm
had passed over earlier that morning, soaking the air in a dampness
that I could feel in my clothes.

“Grandfather?” I snatched a blanket from the
bed and crossed the room in four strides. He stared blankly out the
window. His right shoulder slumped and the arm below dangled limply
across his lap. His eyelid on that side hung so far down that I
could barely see the blue of his eye beneath the drooping flap of
skin. I laid the blanket across his legs and right arm and even as
I did so he gave no recognition that he was aware there was anyone
with him. Then I slid onto the seat across from him, placing a hand
upon his knee. “Grandfather, it’s me—Robbie.”

He tried to turn his head, to smile, to reach
out with his hand, but the palsy, which had troubled him the past
few years only to the point of embarrassment, now was
uncontrollable. How difficult it was to see this once proud man,
esteemed by so many, laid low by infirmity.

“Robbie? Is that you?”

“Aye, ‘tis me.” I took his trembling hand. It
was stone cold.

“Where the bloody hell have you been?”

His words were slow and slurred, but they
made me laugh. “Up north, in Kildrummy. With my new wife,
Isabella.”

“Mar’s daughter? You devil.” He half-smiled
and chortled. A choking sound gurgled from his throat. I started
forward, but just as quick he went quiet. He tried to swallow, but
it was an effort for him and a thick line of spittle ran from the
corner of his mouth. I wiped it away.

“Happy?” he asked.

“Very. We’ve been wed a month now.”

“Gave up your lass? The pretty redhead?”

I sighed. “Ah, Aithne . . .”
When I returned from Perth with him five years ago, she was the
first person I sought out. I couldn’t do without her. I even
thought to marry her, if only to keep her to myself. But my father
would not hear of it—‘not worthy of a man who would one day be the
Earl of Carrick’, he said—and I was often gone with Grandfather
then. I’d found her attentions hard to keep. My brother Edward, two
years younger, lunged at the opportunity during one of my absences.
He flattered her. Gave her gifts. And in the end, he took her to
bed, tired of her, then moved on to another conquest. I begrudged
Aithne nothing, for our romance had long since faded and Edward was
quickly becoming notorious for his fleeting trysts. He already had
three bastards to his tally—and not yet nineteen years old. I
leaned deeper into the window. The first rays of sun in several
days pried through the clouds to brighten the land below. After a
winter of long, cold nights, the hills were flushed with a splendid
green where not three days before they had been the color dun. I
almost remarked on the sight to Grandfather, but I doubt he could
have seen. “Married a man named Gilbert. Lives on Loch Doon. They
have a son, I hear.”

“You?”

“None yet.”

“Yet.” He nodded faintly and closed his eyes.
“B-b-balliol?”

“A pathetic king, just as we all knew he
would be. But he’s in trouble with Longshanks already. Chafed too
much at being yanked about. Finally spoke his mind and was promptly
chastised for it, to put it lightly. Then the French—God bless King
Phillip—declared war on England when Longshanks refused to pay
homage for his lands there. He was set to sail for France when the
Welsh were gnawing at his backside and he rushed there instead.
They’ll keep him busy awhile. As for Balliol . . .
I’d cheer him on if I didn’t realize all he did was invite
Longshanks to march here and trample on us again. Bloody fool. If
he thinks . . .”

He slept peacefully. His breath was faint.
The tremors gone. His skin the color of cold ashes.

I gazed out the window, smelled the rain and
earth mingling on the cool breeze. For a long time, I sat there
with him, holding his hand, wishing for one more hour, one more day
to be with him, to talk, to tell him of Isabella and so many more
of the things that filled my life.

When I looked again, he was no longer
breathing.

Grandfather, pray I may one day have but a
speck of your courage in the presence of my enemies, a sliver of
your grace toward my fellow men. You carried me as far as you could
and because of that I shall never stand alone.

 


*****
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Robert the Bruce –
Turnberry, 1296

 


THE WIND GUSTED, HOWLED as it blasted into
the mouth of the sea cave above which Turnberry Castle perched, and
then quickly fell away to a plaintive moan.

I traced a numb finger along the feather and
felt the prick of its stiff edge. Lifting the arrow, I stared down
its shaft: dead straight and crafted from the finest ash. The
leather wrist brace, stiff from the winter cold, crinkled as I
curled my palm inward and nocked the arrow. Wind roared in my ears.
My hands stung. I raised the bow and pulled back hard on the string
until it cut down the length of my cheek. Squinting one eye, I
aimed slightly to the left of my mark. The pale gold light of a
winter sunset reflected off the sea in broken flashes. I blinked
away momentary blindness and
focused again on the target: a sack of grain propped against an
overturned rowing boat. Corn had spilled from a rip in the sack
when my first arrow—the only one to come close—snagged its cloth. A
scattering of yellow grain flecked the dark gray shingle of the
ragged shoreline around it.

I let out a sigh. Half a clutch of arrows
already dispatched and not one had yet found its mark.

Beyond the abandoned boat
and the torn sack, the black mouth of the sea cave gaped. Clamorous
kittiwakes dipped beneath its high opening and claimed refuge from
the weather in scattered nooks within. The hulking fortress of
Turnberry sat on a long arm of land that reached out into the sea.
When it was built a hundred years ago, a tunnel had been hewn
through the rocky earth beneath it down to the cave, so if the
castle was ever laid siege to supplies could be brought in by sea.
In all that time, it had not fallen from my family’s possession, to
either rivals or foreigners. Likely, it never would.

How many times as a lad had
I scrambled up and down these cliffs, hunted among the tidal pools
for shells curved like rams’ horns, or plied these relentless
waters in a sailing boat with Grandfather barking at my shoulder?
Although remote, Turnberry was a fine place: a safe haven where I
and my many brothers and sisters had grown up. Soon, my first child
would be born here in the very same bed in which my mother,
Marjorie of Carrick, had given birth to me. God willing, Isabella
and I would have many more. But childbirth . . .
there was danger in it for the unborn child as well as the
woman.

A rusty brown crab skittered
from beneath a flattened branch of seaweed and I pulled a foot back
to allow it past. Hours ago, noon perhaps, I had descended a trail
further south along the shore and come to this small, secluded cove
to wait out the arrival of our child. For two days now, Isabella
had suffered
through this labor. In between tides of pain, the
air punctuated by her screams, she succumbed to bouts of
exhaustion. As if I could somehow protect or help her, I had stood
guard outside her door. Then, a faint groan leaked from the
room.

I had bolted upright and
gripped the door latch. The inhuman sound rose sharply to a
keening. I burst in, fearing the worst. But Isabella, merely
frustrated at the fruitlessness of her efforts, turned her tearful
face from me. The midwife flailed her arms and ordered me gone,
saying that my fretting was of no help. For another hour I leaned
with my back against the door, but every wail or mumble from within
only distressed me more.

So finally, I had come here,
away from servants’ eyes filled with nervous pity, with a borrowed
bow and a handful of arrows to distract myself. With a weapon in my
hands I felt some control. Or perhaps it was purpose? But the
comfort such objects usually provided were useless to me now.
However strong or skilled I thought myself, I was utterly powerless
to ease the torment of my beloved Isabella.

I took aim again and eased the bowstring back
further. Its tension against my bloodless fingers sang out for
release. I pulled frigid air into my lungs and held it. My heart
pounded against my ribs. This time . . .

“Lord Robert! Lord Robert!”

Startled, I exhaled sharply. My fingers
loosed their grip on the string. The arrow hissed across the stave,
curving right, and smacked into a rock at the cliff’s base, not ten
paces from me. The splintered shaft plunged into a shallow tidal
pool with a tiny ‘plop’. Still clutching my bow, I looked skyward,
toward the screeching voice, where terns cut through a sullen sky,
their tails streaming behind like double-pointed pennons.

A face, eyes wide with panic, and then a
small, beckoning hand appeared at the top of the sea cliff. More
calmly, the girl said, “You must come at once, my lord.”

I could barely hear her above the wind
whistling through the crevices of rock and the waves slapping
against the shore. “The child?” I shouted.

Isabella’s chambermaid—a reed of a lass of
twelve or thirteen whose name I could never recall—went down on her
knees and, clinging to a clump of yellowed grass, dangled over the
edge to peer at me beseechingly. A thick, black rope of hair swung
from over her shoulder. “A girl.”

“Is she hale?”

She nodded, a feeble smile flitting over her
mouth. “Aye. Loud and hungry, as well.”

I nodded, feeling the buoyancy of relief.
God be blessed. A healthy daughter. That was good. Very
good. “And my wife?”

The girl frowned. “The Lady
Isabella . . . she . . .” Her voice
thinned to the strained pitch of one fraught with concern. “You
must hasten, my lord.”

For a moment I stared at her, my mind
suddenly gone empty. A strange heaviness filled my heart and
trickled into the pit of my stomach, anchoring me where I
stood.

“My lord,” the girl begged again,
“please, hasten.”

I did not ask why the urgency. Some things
need not be asked. Some things are better left unknown.
Some . . . should never happen at all.

A stiff breeze tore at my woolen cloak.
From where I stood, there was no way to the cave
except by boat. To go back to the trail which had brought me here
would take too long. I would have to go up, through the staggered
footholds of the cliffs. I pushed my stave away, letting it
fall to the ground with a clatter, and leapt onto a boulder, from
which I began the precarious climb upward.

 


*****

 


The door of Isabella’s chamber swung open to
darkness. A murmur of instruction came from somewhere inside.
Isabella’s chambermaid nodded and flew back down the stairs. I
reached for the doorframe, but a splinter pricked my fingertip and
I drew my hand back. Gradually, shapes took form. Thin slats of
light shone duskily through closed shutters. My eyes fell first on
a milk-skinned young Orkney woman: Ljot, the wet nurse. Married to
a local fish-erman, she had already birthed six, each little more
than a year apart and all girls—the last of which had died in the
cradle a fortnight ago.

The wide neck of Ljot’s tunic gaped, exposing
a plump, ivory breast. At her teat an infant fed greedily, a downy
tuft of yellow hair crowning her tiny head. My daughter.
Ljot smiled at me, seductively almost, then shifted the babe to her
other breast, taking time before she reached to cover herself.

My eyes swept toward the great four-postered
bed across the room. On the far side, the old midwife, Alice, wiped
delicately at Isabella’s white brow with a cloth. And nearer to me,
at the foot of her bed, Father Malachi . . .
performing last rites.

“Dear God in heaven,” I uttered. “No, please,
no.”

The priest daubed the soles of Isabella’s
feet with holy oil as he blessed her soul to heaven’s keeping. I
drifted past him, the iron tang of blood filling my nose and mouth.
A great blotch of red-brown stained the sheets on which she lay.
Over her bloated belly and bare legs someone had draped a blanket
in modesty. Her shift, wet with the slickness of birth, clung to
her full breasts in dark, sodden wrinkles.

Stunned, I knelt beside her and took her
hand, still warm, in mine. Sweat glistened like a fine sheen of
hoarfrost upon her cheeks. The only color in her face was a mask of
red encircling closed eyes. Her waist-length hair, once fair and
shining, lay across her pillow in twisted, lackluster strands. I
stroked her fingers, even as I sensed them stiffening, and bent my
head to my forearm.

My Isabella, she cannot
be . . . No, no, it isn’t possible. This is not
right. Did her eyelids not flutter just now? Her chest rise in the
slightest of breaths? Was that twitch beneath my fingertips not the
faint pulse of blood streaming through her veins?

A wail of lament ripped from my gut, but I
clenched my jaw fiercely, trapping the knife of pain in my throat.
My hands began to tremble, then my arms and shoulders, until soon
my whole body shook uncontrollably.

“Marjorie,” came a hoarse whisper.

A long moment later, I swallowed back the
hard knot in my throat and looked up through bleary eyes.
“What?”

“Marjorie, my lord,” Alice murmured, a
sorrowful smile on her thin lips. “Lady Isabella’s last wish was
that you should name the child Marjorie—after your mother.”

With quivering fingers, I pushed away tears.
But like a fresh cut doused with vinegar, their sting remained.

“If . . .” My voice cracked
with grief. “If that was her wish.” I glanced at the tiny babe
swaddled tightly in the curve of Ljot’s arms.

Father Malachi touched my shoulder. “The
godparents should be summoned, my lord. If I remember, you chose
your oldest brother, Edward. And your sister . . .
Mary, was it? I will send to Lochmaben for them. We can perform the
christening as soon as they arrive.”

Christening? How could I take joy in the
baptism of a child in the same week I was to bury my wife? More
often, it was the mother who lived and the child who died, as
Ljot’s did. If only this babe had—

God forgive me. How can I even think such
wickedness?

Then I heard the slurp and grunt of my
daughter’s vigorous suckling and soon her bittersweet cries rent
the air.

“Marjorie,” I repeated.

 


*****
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James Douglas – Berwick,
1296

 


“AFRAID, JAMES?” MY FATHER asked.

I gazed up at him through the veil of mist
that clung to my eyelashes. He was not tall, but I had to crane my
neck to look up at him, for I was small for my ten years. A stiff
March wind scoured my cheeks and tangled my hair into a hopeless
knot. I shook my head and looked back at the long horde snaking its
way along the Tweed toward frantic Berwick. Above, leaden clouds
scudded on winter’s final winds.

“Perhaps you should be.” Father kneaded
stiffly at my bone-thin shoulder and braced his other hand, the
knuckles crisscrossed with jagged
white scars, against the rough stone of the battlements. As he
turned to survey the chaos erupting below the castle walls, the
metal chape of his scabbard scraped the stones.

Father’s dark eyes reflected a brooding sky.
The two crevices that cut across his forehead furrowed themselves
even deeper. Usually, he said
whatever was on his mind, frankly, sometimes brutally, but this
time he held his tongue.

With a tattered sleeve, I wiped at the
endless trickle that ran from my nose. “Are you?” I softly
pried.

His lips twisted into a wry half-smile. He
leaned against me, the links of his mail chafing me through my
linen shirt, and put his mouth close to my ear, breathing cold
words into the cold air.

“A little fear is a good thing. Without it, a
man will meet the devil all too soon.”

He lifted a finger, the tip of it missing
from some long ago skirmish. “King Edward’s standard. See it yon?
He crushed the Welsh under his heel and means to do the same with
us. What say you, James? Shall we throw open our gates and fall to
our knees before him? Behold the mighty Longshanks!” He swept his
hand across the horizon, his voice growing louder. “Master of man
and all living creatures. What a fool the sun is not to shine on
his glory. Ah, there! A breach in the clouds.”

I could see nothing but gray sky above and
below it, sprawling out over the gaping valley, the world to
come.

Father had said the English king would come.
England alone was not enough for a man like Longshanks—he would
have France and Scotland, too. But what a man of his riches would
want of us Scots, wretched lot that we were, was beyond
mystery.

Along the sluggish Tweed, the black column
crawled . . . closer, ever closer. Longshanks rode
at their front—thirty-five thousand men in all, I later heard.
There were so many. So very many. By midmorning they had surrounded
Berwick, where my father, Sir William Douglas, was governor.
Berwick, a port town on the Scottish border, became that day a
sinking island amidst a sea of glimmering blades and polished
armor.

To my left on the battlements an archer
counted his clutch, then counted it again and pressed a quivering
arrow to the waxed string of his bow. Sweat poured from his
hairline in spite of the chill air. He held his breath and
declared, “Mother of God . . . we’re dead. All of
us.”

The look he gave me was one I shall never
forget, for all my days. A look of hope destroyed. Of memories
given up to ashes. You learn to know that look—the soulless pupils
cast heavenward, the clenched jaw, the tendons on the neck
stretched taut. It touched a raw place inside of me, as if my heart
had been carved from my chest and laid bare to the biting wind of
winter. I looked away. I was not strong enough, not yet, to turn my
fear into anger and my anger into purpose.

The wide eyes of the archer bored into my
soul and peeled away my false courage. I realized then, as I know
full well now, what the English had come for. What they would take
from us was not measured in gold coin, but in hopes and
dreams . . . and lives.

How suddenly everything can change. In a day
or a moment, all innocence can be swept away like dust motes
banished into oblivion by a straw broom.

“To your room, James. Hasten,” my father
urged as he beckoned one of his lieutenants close. He pulled from
his belt the small hunting knife he always kept there. “May heaven
preserve at least one of us to remember this day.”

He ruffled my hair. I looked down at the worn
leather binding of the handle and
closed my fingers around it as archers brushed past and scurried to
their positions along the wall. When I looked up again, Father was
gone, his voice tangled in the terrible din with a thousand
others.

I did not go as I was bid to. Fright and
curiosity kept me on the battlements. Around me, grown men made the
sign of the cross, clamped their eyelids shut and muttered their
prayers. On the road just outside town, the countryfolk shrieked
and cried out for God’s mercy. They poured through the gates,
seeking sanctuary from the approaching swarm. Our soldiers poked at
them with spear tips and struggled to clear the way to close the
only entrance to town. Then the gates groaned shut, leaving
unfortunate dozens hammering at
them with bare hands until their fingers were bloody with
splinters.

The citizens of Berwick dangled from the
timber palisades, taunting the English. Inside the walls, womenfolk
hooked their wailing bairns by the sleeve and dragged them inside
their homes. The boom of bolted doors echoed like thunder across an
open valley. Baskets, bundles and pots were dropped in the streets
as the people fled for safety. A mother called to her fair-haired
son from a doorway. He ran toward her. The sky began to rain with
arrows, whistling in warning before they pierced their mortal marks
with a twang. A shaft struck the boy in the skull with such force
that his feet flew out from under him.

I crouched behind one of the crenels, shaking
like a birch limb in a strong wind. Some time passed before I could
call upon my courage to peer over the wall again.

Orange flames with tails of smoke arced
through the sky. If not for the mist that had dampened roofs
earlier that day, the whole town would have erupted like tinder. It
went on for hours like that—the screams and moans, the smell of
smoke and blood, my father pacing the wall walk then flying down
the stairs into the castle and emerging above again to bark
orders.

A merciful siege was not to be. Longshanks
knew his strength. He knew our weakness. He raced back and forth
along the length of our paltry ditch on his powerful steed while
Scottish arrows fell fecklessly around him. Then he reined hard and
rode away some distance. Cheers erupted from
Berwick . . . but died just as abruptly when he
thrust his sword above the waving plume of his helmet and charged,
alone.

His great warhorse leapt over the ditch,
landed on the thin lip of earth abutting the stockade and then
crashed through. A host of English soldiers, knights and footmen
alike, poured over the ditch, wading up to their waists in reeking
muck, and clambered over the collapsing palisades. Swords and axes
glinted in the pewter light of the smoky, cloud-choked day.

The Flemings of Berwick, who had sworn on
their lives to protect the town, holed themselves up in the Red
Hall. They died there, in smoke and flames, while the rest of the
town perished by the sword. Somehow, amidst the butchery, my father
had me retrieved from my post by the very archer who had
foretold our doom. Brusquely, he
shoved me along through the dim corridors and threw me into the
room where my stepmother, Eleanor de Ferres, was soothing my two
younger brothers, Hugh and Archibald. Having not seen what I had,
they were oblivious to the events occurring beyond the castle
walls. Hugh, four years younger than me, rattled a pair of bone
dice in a wooden cup, apparently for no other reason than to hear
the clatter they made. Eleanor sang a lullaby to Archibald,
although her voice cracked with strain, while she rocked him softly
in the cradle of her arms.

She brushed away the ringlets from little
Archibald’s forehead, then laid him gently in the middle of her bed
as if he were an egg she were afraid might crack. Then she ordered
Hugh to bed. As she tended to them, I crept toward the door and
when my hand touched the latch, I heard her soft but sure
voice.

“James, you are needed here. There are dozens
to defend the walls. We have only you.” She extended an ivory hand
toward me.

I closed my fingers around hers and let her
lead me to the bed. As I burrowed beneath the down coverings, she
swept stray locks of hair away from my forehead. A smile, genuine
and yet tentative, graced her mouth.

“You will have a brother or sister come
autumn . . . if all goes as it should,” she
revealed. Then her smile vanished as quickly as it had come.

“A sister this time, if you please. No more
wee brothers.” I squeezed her trembling hand in reassurance.

“We will consider ourselves blessed with
whatever God sees fit to give us.” Awkwardly, she pulled the
coverings up and tucked us all in. “And it will be your duty, as
the bigger brother, to make sure they are all safe. You
understand?”

“Aye.” I rolled over and laid my arm across
Archibald’s small chest. For hours I listened to the steady rhythm
of his breathing before I fell into a fitful sleep where I knew not
nightmare from memory.

 


*****

 


As Berwick smoldered and the screams of the
dying cut inside our ears, my brothers and I kept company in that
room, the shutters drawn tight and a solitary peat brazier glowing
meagerly. Every now and then, we heard a sound like thunder
rattling the walls. It was not thunder, high up in the sky, but
stones flung from the powerful arm of a trebuchet. We always knew
when another one was coming. First came the shouts of warning from
our own, as they watched the great machine being loaded; then came
the groaning of the windlass and
the dull thump and twang as the engineer pulled the pin and the arm
arced skyward. Most of the time it fell either short or wide of its
mark. Most of the time.

Our bellies roared for food. The town had
fallen within hours, but my father was not so quick to surrender
the castle. I was old enough to know that he would, in time, have
to yield. The soldiers brought us dark bread and watered wine to
sustain us, but Archibald was not happy with such fare and flung
his scrap of bread at the wall in a tantrum. Hugh stuffed chunks
into his cheeks, as if he feared he’d get no more. The smell of
food, or perhaps it was the smoke or the stench of something as yet
unknown to me, made me retch, even though I was never more famished
in all my short life.

Eleanor read to us in a calming voice that
put my rampant heart at ease of one William Marshall, a knight of
England no less, who served five kings. I always admired that of
her, for not all womenfolk could read. We clustered at the base of
a small folding table tucked against the wall, carved by the
careful hands of some of the very Flemings who had since perished
together brutally in their refuge of companionship. Atop it sat the
one symbol of comfort we possessed—a cross of silver-gilt two hands
high. In its center, a single, vermilion jewel glittered. I was
more intrigued by the light playing off its facets than the
significance of the crucifix
itself or the purport of recited verses. Every now and then my
stepmother would pause, reread a passage and gaze at me sincerely,
as if to break the spell the jewel had cast upon me and note the
special importance of the words so meticulously penned on the ocher
pages pressed beneath her fingertips. My father had stolen her away
from her English parents while they were staying in Scotland.
Against their wishes, he made her his wife and my brother Archibald
was born within the year. My own mother, Elizabeth, sister of James
the Stewart, had died when Hugh was born. My memory of her was but
a fleeting shadow and it seemed my stepmother had always been there
in the fore.

For three long days and three even longer
nights, we huddled together, our hearts racing in unison, our eyes
fixed upon the door, our voices hushed so we could hear above our
own words any sound from without. Minutes seemed more like hours. A
day like a week. Hugh was content to stare into the glow of the
peat brazier and hum nonsense, but wee Archibald yearned to
exercise his legs. Within a few hours of our first day of seclusion
he had inspected every inch of the room, including whatever piles
of dust he could gather in his hands from beneath the bed or
strands of cobwebs from behind the furniture. He was too much like
me in his energies and tenfold more vocal. When Archibald at last
wept himself into utter exhaustion, to pass the time I scratched
letters onto the bottom side of an overturned stool with the knife
Father had given me and pointed to each as Hugh repeated them. He
was a dull lad. No matter how many times his tutor, Eleanor or I
patiently sat with him, marking letters into a clay tablet and then
letting him trace them again with a stylus, he could not remember
the proper way to write them.

I dug my knife into the wood, but Hugh paid
no heed.

He tugged at his lip with a thumb and
forefinger. “Edward,” he muttered. “Edward, son of Henry, son of
John, son of Henry, son of—”

“No, Hugh,” I corrected, as I grabbed at his
hand and guided his finger over the letters. He had a penchant for
memorizing

lineage, even that of English kings, though I
doubted he knew of whom he spoke. “This is your name: H—U—G—”

The clang of metal on metal erupted in the
corridor. I lowered my knife and watched the door. Eleanor snatched
up sleeping little Archibald from the bed and retreated into the
furthest corner of the room. My little brother thrust his bottom
lip out and began to wail. Eleanor buried his face against her
breast to muffle his betrayal, but he only cried louder. I heard
the thud and rattle of weapons falling to the floor. I tucked my
meager blade up into the loose folds of my sleeve and then pulled a
wide-eyed Hugh into my arms. When the door burst open, tottering on
its rusty hinges, it was not my father’s guards before us, but
soldiers of England, harbingers of Longshanks.



*****
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James Douglas – Berwick,
1296

 


THE FIRST THROUGH THE door was tall and gaunt
of cheek. Over his hauberk was a coat of vibrant red quartered by
purest white. He was too young yet to be a lord of any influence,
but clearly he held himself in some esteem. Not an earl or a lord,
possibly the bastard of one or the other, but more likely the son
of an English baron. His piercing dark eyes swept the room. I
noticed the faintest smile of satisfaction as his gaze fell upon
Eleanor.

“The door,” he murmured, gesturing at it as
he strutted toward Eleanor. Four others closed in behind him,
grinning with superior-ity. The door groaned shut. His heels
clicked with each haunting stride. He halted a few feet from her
and removed his conical helmet, dropping it to the floor. Then he
peeled his coif of mail from his head with rehearsed precision. He
went to the window and threw open the shutters. I blinked away
blinding sunlight. His tight ringlets of blue-black fell from crown
to collar and glistened with oil in the afternoon light.

Eleanor tucked her fitful bairn tight against
her breast, even though he struggled to free himself of her
protective grip. As the soldier reached a long arm toward
Archibald, Eleanor lunged toward the folding table. With Archibald
clamped beneath her left arm, she snatched up the silver-gilt cross
and swung it at the man. His head bobbed to dodge the blow. White
teeth gleaming, he snarled and ripped Archibald from her as easily
as if he were plucking petals from a daisy. Archibald tumbled into
the legs of another soldier, with a beard halfway down his chest,
who laughed and then kicked my wee brother for sheer sport. The
laughter ended when Archibald bit him in the calf. A moment later
he had Archibald hanging in the air by his shirt.

“Don’t harm that one,” the red-coated leader
barked, jabbing a finger toward Archibald.

“Christ, Neville, the pup deserves a lesson,”
the bearded one begged. “Shouldn’t go ‘round doing that to his
elders. Least of all me. I’ve no tolerance for brats.”

“Douglas’s brats, mind you, so leave
him be. The king will want them all in one piece.”

Then he turned his eyes, as dark and cold as
a January night, back on Eleanor. Her trembling hands crept over
her belly, where her child was growing.

As he hovered closer, she brought the cross
back to strike another blow. He swept it from her grasp and sent it
clattering across the floor, then pinned her to the wall beside the
table.

He chuckled with amusement as she flailed her
fists at him. “First—let us reap our harvest.”

Neville slammed her down on the table. She
winced as her head snapped back and struck its unforgiving
surface.

“Quiet now. Close your eyes, sweet one. It
will be over . . . soon enough.”

“Our turn then?” the youngest and greenest of
them piped. Panting, he pressed closer.

“Shut up, you fool,” Neville growled. “Hold
her for me.”

The youth flew forward and clamped her wrists
between his long, grimy fingers as he trembled with excitement.

Undaunted, the filth flipped up my
stepmother’s skirts and then fumbled beneath the bottom of his
heavy hauberk for the cord on the flap of his hose.

I was a boy yet, but not blind. I had seen
the older pages and handmaidens coupling in the buttery and in the
bushes behind the mews. The stallion mounting the mare. The ram
covering a ewe. But I knew the difference in what I was bearing
witness to. I saw the tears cold as sleet against Eleanor’s cheek, the plea for mercy in her
gentle eyes.

Neville had wedged his knee in between her
clamped legs and even as she fought to writhe from him he probed
recklessly with his hips. The tendons in Eleanor’s neck went taut
like the chords on a harp. Neville tried to kiss Eleanor’s
quivering mouth, but she jerked her head to the side. He locked his
hands on both sides of her jaw, wrenched her face around and
pressed his foul mouth onto hers even as a scream rose and died in
her throat.

Then suddenly, Neville howled—his ecstasy
turned to agony. Eleanor’s teeth
were latched onto his lower lip. He ripped himself from her and
shoved her onto the floor, where she landed face down with a
resounding thud. One hand holding up his leggings, he pulled the
back of his other hand across a blood-soaked chin and stepped
toward her. Heaving with sobs of pain, Eleanor clutched
protectively at her belly.

I do not remember letting go of
Hugh . . . or drawing out the knife I had kept
concealed. Only that I found myself on the violator’s back, my
blade up high and then arcing down toward his neck.

He reeled around and whipped his arm back
just enough to deflect my blade. Its sharp edge glanced cleanly
across his cheek.

I fell to the floor and rolled away. As I did
so, the knife slipped from my grasp. A red river poured from the
gash on the side of Neville’s face. His eyes blazed at me with
abomination.

My palm burned. I locked my fingers in a
fist. As I glanced again at Eleanor—she who had held me when a
young boy’s nightmares stole away sleep, taught me my letters, told
me tales of fairies and smiled with patience whenever she tended to
my bruises and scrapes—I knew I would do it again. For her. For
Hugh or Archibald. For anyone.

And deep, deep inside me, while the blood
streamed red from Neville’s gaping flesh, I held no shame for my
newfound hatred.

“What here?” boomed a voice from the
doorway.

The pimple-faced one stuttered, “N-n-nothing,
Sir Marmaduke. We were only—”

A mailed knight walked into the room. Older,
authoritative, he admonished them all with a glance. Most of all
Neville.

Eleanor, shaking with tears, retreated into
the corner. Archibald dove into her trembling arms and stroked away
her tears with tiny hands.

The soldiers drew back from Sir Marmaduke as
he approached Eleanor, his well-worn face soft with concern. For a
moment, he studied her, though she would not meet his gaze. Then he
tilted his head and turned back toward his charges. Hands behind
his back, he approached Neville.

“Humph,” he grunted. “I would ask, but
knowing what trouble you have evoked time and
again . . . Bother having you about sometimes,
Neville. Not the pretty ‘peacock’ today, are you? Wipe the blood
off your face. I shall deal with you afterward.”

Sir Marmaduke lifted my heavy chin with a
thumb and forefinger. “Take this one . . . no, take
all of them. To the hall. Let King Edward decide what’s to become
of them.”

Then I felt the back of my shirt twisted into
a wad. I was hoisted to my feet, thrust out the door—Hugh behind
me, Eleanor and Archibald before—and escorted to the great hall by
four grumbling guards, who swung their swords at their sides with
each damning stride.

 


*****

 


In the great hall of Berwick, before the
dais, my father was down on both knees, the soot of the burning
town on his surcoat and the blood of Englishmen speckling him from
head to foot. His hands were bound at the base of his spine, his
wrists so raw they oozed.

“Father!” I cried, rushing forward.

I had not made it within twenty feet of him
before the butt end of a pike belonging to one of the king’s guard
jammed into the soft of my belly. Winded, I crumpled to the floor
in a heap. Only the pile of rushes there, decaying and littered
with dirt shaken from muddy boots,
softened the blow to my head. The room spun around me in a whirl of
color, the threads of the tapestries on the walls blending with the riot of
scarlet, green and azure adorning the coats of the English
intruders. While I struggled to push myself up, a plaintive voice
filled up the hall.

“My beloved nephew, Richard of Cornwall, is
dead,” the king lamented. “Smote
down by a ragged army of butchers and
fishmongers . . . sliced to pieces like boar for
Christmas dinner. When they brought him to me there was nothing of
his once comely face to recognize. It was only by the ring I had
given him that he was identified.”

Longshanks paced the length of the dais in
front of the head table, his hands clasped behind his back. He
paused at one end, raised his chin and drew a long breath. His
flaxen beard, streaked with white at the corners of his mouth, was
meticulously trimmed. Every hair on his head lay precisely in
place. The scarlet cloak that flared from his angular shoulders was
fringed with pristine ermine. Kingliness imbued even the air he
breathed. He was absolute power. But he was neither a gentle nor a
forgiving king. If ever a trace of either existed in his soul, they
had long since given way to grimmer traits.

“You are to blame for this, Douglas,” he
accused, turning his long, pinched, severe face toward my father.
“My nephew’s death lies on your head. As does that of every corpse
littering the streets of Berwick and the fields beyond it.”

The king’s left eyebrow drew far up onto his
forehead until it touched the gold circlet he wore. He slipped from
the dais and walked toward my father.

Father met his accusing stare with unwavering
certainty. “I differ, my king.” The last two words dripped
from his tongue like burning oil. He straightened his shoulders. “I
would not have murdered women and children as they ran from
me.”

Longshanks drew his sword from his scabbard.
With a gasp, I shot up from the floor and dove at the king’s legs
to topple him. My cheek smacked against one of his long fine-edged
shinbones. As I jerked at his leg fiercely, he brought his other
leg back and levied a kick forceful enough to propel me toward the
side tables. The side of my face collided with the stout legs of a
bench and as I skidded beneath the table the bench landed on top of
me. I shoved it away and clutched a throbbing jaw. I swallowed back
a pool of blood. My tongue found something loose and floating.
Scurrying from beneath in indignant fury, I held out my palm and
spat a tooth into it. I was beyond angry just then, and my father
knew it. A smirk of satisfaction passed over his lips when I
clamped the tooth tightly in my fist and spat blood onto the floor.
The blood that pulsed from the empty place in my mouth had the
sharp, obsessive taste of revenge to it.

Tugging at his lower lip, Hugh whimpered.
Eleanor tucked his head against her ribs and shushed blubbering
little Archibald. She swayed slightly, still reeling from the shock
of the past hour, as though trying hard to stay on her feet.

“Quiet your bastard,” Longshanks drawled,
leering at her, “or I will have his tongue.”

Sir Marmaduke strode toward the king from the
far end of the hall, knelt hastily and then whispered into
Longshanks’ ear.

“He lives?” the king queried, glancing
sideways at me with icy regard.

“Very much.” The knight nodded, then stood
aside.

“Pity,” he muttered. Then to my father the
king remarked, “I see your whelps come by their impudence
honestly.”

He strolled back toward the head table,
certain I was too humiliated to be of any further threat. With his
head held high in royal arrogance, he dragged the tip of his sword
through the rushes, then jammed the point into a crack and pivoted
to face my father.

“John Comyn, the Earl of Buchan’s son,
attacked Carlisle barely one week past. The day after dozens of
your nobles freely offered their oaths of fealty to me at Wark. If
not for the loyalty of the Bruces who knows in whose filthy hands
that stronghold might now rest? You should have followed the Earl
of Carrick’s example. You yourself could have saved the bloodshed
of thousands. You! But instead you
chose to defy me. Pray tell, governor, what false thinking led you
thus?”

Father clenched his fingers around an
imaginary hilt, a gesture unseen by the king. “I followed the
command of my liege, King John.”

Longshanks laughed hollowly. “John Balliol is
a country squire. I stripped him of his crown for all his deception
and impertinence not half as fast as I will strip the skin from
your very bones. What blatant ignorance to believe he could pay lip
service to me as overlord while courting the King of France. A
union between his son and Philip’s niece? The absurdity of it is
beyond gall. You are my vassal now, William Douglas. Mine alone.
You and your ilk are not fit to govern yourselves. You cannot breed
a proper king; therefore, I will serve that end. And I will take
the quarrel from you if I have to plunge my own hand into the chest
of each and every Scotsman and squeeze it from his beating
heart.”

Father bristled beneath his shirt of mail. He
closed his eyes momentarily and swallowed back the bellicose words
that must have pushed at his tongue. He nodded as his chin
dropped.

“Forgive us our pride . . .”
Father muttered into his chest, “and our savagery. At times, we
must be reminded of our place.”

Had I not known my father half as well I
would have thought him a base, unsavory coward for prostrating
himself thus. He had never given weight to what others thought of
him, never censored his words to soften their blow, never kept
secret which side of an argument he was on. But as we shared a
fleeting glance, I read there in his pupils the words he did not
speak: that a day would come when he would make Longshanks pay.

Longshanks’ fingers shot out and grabbed a
handful of Father’s black hair, matted by wind and rain. He jerked
Father’s head back and stared down at him as his other hand
clenched the hilt of his long sword. “What are the lives of your
wife and sons worth, Douglas? Are you prepared to swear to me? If
you are false . . . help me, but I will not show
mercy. Not only will I bury your head and your body in separate
graves, but your boys will inherit nothing but their own pile of
dung.”

“Free my hands and I will swear, upon my
life, whatever you wish.”

A smile opened up the king’s narrow face. He
let go of Father’s hair. With a
snap of his fingers, one of the king’s men sawed away the ropes
that bound Father’s hands.

Grimacing, Father rubbed them together to
return the blood. Then, he touched his hands to his forehead
briefly and extended them, palms pressed flat together, to rest
between the king’s outstretched fingers. The oath of fealty passed
his lips, but what was in his heart was surely otherwise.

 


*****

 


As soon as father had sworn himself as
Edward’s man, his hands were bound again and he was whisked away to
the dungeons. The next morning we were given brusque escort to the
edge of town and sent on our way on a cart drawn by a plow horse
with not a year left to its natural life. Two of our garrison
served as our guard on the long, bloody road to Douglas Castle.
Thousands upon thousands of dead bodies lay strewn from every
doorway of the smoking town out to the strangely tranquil, stubbled
fields of the Tweed valley. Eleanor kept her head down, stroking
Archibald’s hair as he wailed from hunger still. Her face was
blanched from loss of blood. The shove Neville had given
her . . . it killed the babe within her. She grieved
alone, in gray silence. Father did not know and my younger
brothers—they couldn’t understand how a child not yet born can
die.

Mute, Hugh gazed around him, almost looking
intrigued, as our cart rumbled over a stream where the bloated and
bruised body of a young woman, violated in unspeakable ways,
floated face-up. Her bulging eyes stared up at a cloudless sky
while a golden sun blazed furiously overhead, drawing out the first
flies of the season to feast on the rotting offal of Berwick’s
citizens.

 


*****
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James Douglas – Douglas
Castle, 1297

 


ELEANOR, MY BROTHERS AND I returned to
Douglas Castle, overlooking the indolent Douglas Water—more a home
to me than Berwick had ever been. My dog, Fingal, greeted me on the
road half a mile from the castle. He seemed less the giant than I
remembered, but far more grizzled around the mouth. I wondered
whether he had waited for me every day since our parting a year
earlier, or if he had somehow sensed I would return on that particular day. As I ran the last
stretch home alongside the wagon, his tail thrashed against my
knees.

When autumn’s turning leaves gilded the hills
of Lanarkshire, Father came home. Longshanks, certain the insolent
Scots had been subdued, went to Gascony to settle matters there and
so he had finally set my father free. I was never happier to see
him, but he had little time and less concern than ever for my
brothers and me. Lady Eleanor, whom he had wooed so abruptly and
resolutely, became naught but a nursemaid to his issue.

Men of every sort came and went, as did
Father. We were never quite sure when or if he would come back.
Some of those who came to Douglas were young, with hardly a
whisker; some were old and wizened, their jowls loose and flapping
beneath snow-white beards. Some were familiar, some strangers.
There were noblemen of high rank, with their many-colored coats;
wind-burnt Islanders who spoke in strange tongues; faceless
townspeople, wealthy merchants, carpenters and masons; bearish
Highlanders lugging spears; and farmers with bronzed skin and
bulging arms. They came alone and in small clutches of three or
four, never in larger groups, arriving at dusk and parting before
dawn. Our courtyard rang with the clatter of hoof beats and the
rhythmic chink of metal bits. Ale and wine flowed in our hall like
rain in springtime. All wore the look of perpetual suspicion and
spoke little of ordinary things. They whispered and they hurried
and each walked with his hand close to the hilt of his weapon.

Father still bore the purple scars on his
wrists and ankles where they had shackled him. Once, as he changed
shirts, I glimpsed the festering welt marks on his back. Eleanor
applied a hot poultice, which made him grimace. I wondered how many
lashings he

had suffered and what he had finally said to make them stop. His
black mood infected us all—but whether that darkness was due to the
wounding of his pride or because of what had happened to
Eleanor . . . I often wondered if she had ever even
told him that she carried his child, let alone that she had lost
it.

Throughout winter, a restive wind howled from
the deep, dark forests of wild Galloway, like a host of banshees
awaiting their claim. Archibald was ill until spring with a cough
that would not be banished. Lady Eleanor tended to her ailing bairn
day and night and grew terse with father for every wee thing.

When the clouds were few, which was seldom
during the course of that bleak Scottish spring plagued by sleet
and ice, I took Hugh on my pony and we rode toward the southern
hills. There, we watched the wind ripple the grass over the land
and the buzzards glide above, if only because there was no pleasure
in being home. In the short gray hours of day, I taught Hugh how to
throw a spear and use a sling. I brought down a swan in midair with
a stone from my sling. With its feathers, I fletched my first
arrows under the patient tutelage of my father’s man, Ranulf. The
shafts were made of ash and the heads of finest steel. Father gave
us each a bow, short enough to shoot with from horseback and easy
enough for a young boy to flex his muscles on as we learned to pull
it. I had all but given up on teaching Hugh to read, preferring to
leave that futile task to our tutor. If he was not keen of mind, he
was at least strong of arm and that, I prayed, would someday be his
salvation. So we kept at our spears and bows, playing in the today,
but practicing for the tomorrows ahead.

But the peace forced upon us was unsteady and
short-lived. The following year a man named William Wallace, whom
until then few among us had heard anything of, killed the Sheriff
of Lanark. His growing insurrection drew not only the commonfolk to
him, but also one of higher station—a man whose scars would not let
him forget the rage of seeing thousands helplessly slaughtered and
then the heat of humiliation for being wrongly blamed. By late
spring, my father joined Wallace at Perth. Together, they chased
the king’s justiciar, William Ormesby, from Scone. He fled in such
haste that he had only enough time to gather his documents and so
abandoned his valuables.

My father, a richer man than when last he
left, returned along the road from Dumfries while the thistle was
in its first splendor. I dropped from the sunny window where, like
a fledgling eagle, I had kept vigil for weeks, eternity to a lad of
my vigor. Down the stairs I raced,
into the courtyard, through the gates and along the rocky road to
greet him. For a quarter mile, I pumped my arms, running hard until
my legs burned and my lungs blazed. I did not halt until I came
close enough to see my father’s face clearly. I stood there in the
roadway, my chest heaving, my hands upon my knees.

Beside Father rode a gruff, golden-maned man,
whom I guessed to be Wallace. Indeed, he was the very giant tales
had portrayed him to be: the tallest man I had ever seen, with
shoulders as broad as a mountain and bulging arms that could have
heaved a stout timber end over end. They said he could hew a man in
half—sideways or lengthwise—with one flail of his sword. I believed
it.

Close behind them were ten others: rugged
creatures with bare legs and wolfish scowls, and clutching long
spears.

Father acknowledged me with a glance, but he
did not stop to scoop me up and let me ride on the back of his
fleet horse as he had always done when he returned home. The band
of riders parted around me as though I were a rock in a stream and
continued on to the castle.

I turned around and gazed at them through a
cloud of dust. The round shields slung over their backs grew
smaller and smaller. Then,
wheezing, I drew the deepest breath I could and raced after
them.

When I caught up, they had dismounted and
were waiting for my father’s instructions. The smells of sweat and
leather were overpowering. The grit of dust in my mouth was nothing
in comparison. Their mumbling fell away as I stepped through them
and tugged at my father’s shirttail.

With a frayed sleeve, Father wiped at the
grime of road dust and sweat covering his face. Then he reached up,
untied a clanking sack from his saddle and yanked it down.

“Water, James. The horses need tending.”

My smile slipped away and my shoulders sank.
I hesitated, hoping he would reach inside the sack and toss me a
gift, but then he hoisted it over his shoulder and headed inside. I
watched his back and waited for
him to turn back to me. Only Wallace lingered.

“Do as your father bids, lad. It will build
your strength. After that there are field stones to move and logs
to be hauled to the top of that hill you just came from.” Wallace
cuffed me on the upper arm and ruffled my hair.

A curious gesture, I thought, for a man as
savage as him. Then he winked and grinned. An easy, huge grin. His
lightheartedness, however, rankled me. I had been slighted by my
own father, treated like a stable boy and not his heir, and was in
no mood for jesting.

Wallace turned to follow the other men into
the hall. As soon as his back was to me—that great long sword slung
over his back—I launched both feet at the back of his knees. He
stumbled, only slightly, and spun around. My ill-planned attack had
landed me on my rump . . . my arse soaking in a
puddle, no less.

Blue eyes sparkling with mirth, Wallace
laughed.

I stayed where I was, muddy water seeping
into my breeches, until the doors closed behind Wallace. My tongue
found the hole in my teeth—a perpetual reminder that I had yet much
to learn. Hugh strolled out from the shadows where he had been
watching and held out a hand to help me up. He did not care for
strangers and never spoke in their presence.

“Hurt?” Hugh asked. The over-sized shirt he
wore hung to one side, baring a shoulder, but as ever, he took no
notice. His leggings bagged so enormously at the crotch that it
looked as if he might lose them at any moment.

I struggled up, shaking my head, even as I
rubbed at the place where the bruise would later appear. We fetched
the water in stiff silence. While I stopped to rest and knead my
sore back, Hugh continued to lug the sloshing buckets without
complaint. Afterwards, we brought the horses hay and grain.
Banished from the hall and whatever talk went on there, we were
sent to our room for supper.

That night as I lay in bed, I ached every
inch—more from the tumble I had taken than the task I had been
commanded to do. I turned on my side to see Hugh fast asleep beside
me, as blissful in his ignorance as he was in slumber. The faint
light of lingering twilight shone yellow upon his face. Hugh did
not understand the closed doors,
the shifting eyes, the sharpening of weapons. But I was
disturbingly preoccupied with it. I was too old to be oblivious to
it all, yet too young to be privy to great secrets.

 


*****

 


For days I was told to keep away and
consigned to the drudgery of lessons. Today, sent on a menial
errand to fetch my father’s spurs, I felt I had finally been
elevated in the order of things. I turned the two silver pennies
over in my clammy palm, then tucked them into the purse beneath my
shirt. Fingal whined and sniffed at my fingers. I stroked the
coarse fur along his spine, his back the same height as my lowest
rib. Father had given me the money that morning and dispatched me
on a mission. My chest had swelled with a feeling of importance.
But as I stood at the door to the smith’s shop, the sign creaking
overhead, the gaping silence within put me ill at ease. The streets
of the town were quiet, for it was not market day, but even so the
alleys gaped vacantly. The weaver’s and the potter’s shops were
shut up tight. Across the street, the nailmaker’s shop was busy
enough, but it was the fat wife whose voice I heard and not her
husband’s. The talk sounded more like gossip than trade. I tethered
my pony to a broken wagon just outside the shop, for he was prone
to wander, and ventured inside. Fingal, never in a great hurry
except when he was chasing hare, loped behind.

The coals in the furnace were cold, the
bellows propped idly in a corner, the ingots of iron neatly
stacked, and the anvil clean of any sign of work. As I
investigated, Ralph, the smith’s apprentice, ambled into the front
of the shop, wiping his hands upon his smudged apron. He startled
at the initial sight of my huge, furry companion, then reached up
onto a high shelf, digging his fingers into a bowl from which he
produced a long shank bone that he tossed to Fingal.

“Been saving that for a week,” Ralph informed
me. “Where’ve you been?”

“Around.” Thoroughly absorbed with his
treasure, my dog’s teeth were grinding against the bone as he lay
beneath one of the worktables.

“Doing what?”

“I’ve come for my father’s new spurs.” I
probed the lump beneath my shirt.

“Och, a bit too soon, aren’t you? He only
asked for them yesterday.” Ralph, a very worn fourteen years,
snatched up a bucket of water and dumped it into the trough.
“Besides, they won’t be done until Eachann gets back.”

“Back . . . from where?” I
bunched my eyebrows, perplexed. A laborer as skilled and in demand
as Eachann the blacksmith did not leave his duties undone.

“You haven’t heard? They’ve all gone north.
To Irvine.”

My heart hastened in its rhythm. “Why?”

“A meeting of some kind.”

“With whom?”

Ralph shrugged. “Didn’t say. And I don’t care
to know.”

I could not run home fast enough. I found
what I expected, but had hoped would not be. Father and Wallace had
gone . . . to Irvine. The task I had been entrusted
with was merely a diversion, meant to keep me from loitering
underfoot while my father prepared to leave.

I barricaded myself in my room, leaving
Fingal in the corridor to scratch and whine until I could bear his
insistence no more and let him in. With reckless fury, I beat at my
pillow until the feathers exploded around my head and plowed my
fist into the wall. Then I wept in bitter pain as my fingers
plumped up like a sausage. Fingal licked the salty tears from my
cheeks. I clamped my arms around his massive frame and buried my
face in his fur to muffle the sobs of a young boy hungering for
adventure, but left forgotten.

 


*****

 


My fingers throbbed with every sullen
heartbeat. I refused my supper and Lady Eleanor at last gave up her
attempts to console me. When the lavender light of gloaming yielded
to overwhelming blackness, a soft rap came at my door. I opened it
quick enough to allow Hugh in. In rehearsed silence, he took off
his shirt and leggings and pulled his nightshirt over his head,
then crawled into bed. Fingal did not even stir from his post on
the floor next to my side of the bed. Hugh fell asleep as fast as
his eyelids closed. The peace of sleep that night to me was like
some elusive bird—a thing I could not hold or own, no matter how I
might covet or need it.

An hour later, still seething, I went and
leaned from my high window. The lights of the village flickered
lazily from opened shutters in the expanse just beyond Douglas
Castle, just as they had done night after night, year after year. I
closed my eyes for a time and imagined myself a soldier of great
stealth, fighting bravely beside my father, smiting my enemies with
a single fierce blow. I hoped beyond hope that I would hear the
distant clatter of hooves and my father would come back for me. The
night breeze whispered coolly in my ears. The old smell of peat
fires filled my nose. The scattered and distant sounds of nighttime
grew stronger and more frequent. The scent that wafted on the
air—stranger . . . sharper.

I opened my eyes to my nightmare. Upon the
thatched roof of a home on the edge of town, amber sparks of fire
danced elfishly. Riders, torches
held aloft, wove in streams of smoking yellow through the streets,
but they were not my father’s men. Soon, another roof erupted in
flames. And then another. Dark forms scattered from the town in
chaos, their screams edged with hysteria. Shouts went up from the
skeleton garrison my father had
left behind. In the castle, soldiers bolted from dead sleep and
scurried to their posts.

As the town burned, a ring of torchlights
gathered just beyond the castle wall. The sounds and smells and
images of bloody Berwick rushed through my head. I retreated from
the window and sank down in a corner of the room, my right elbow
propped upon my knees to ease the pounding in my hand. On silent
paws, Fingal joined me. There, in dark, cavernous solitude, I
waited for whatever might come.

And I prayed for father to come home.

 


*****
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Robert the Bruce – Douglas
Castle, 1297

 


THE ROAD TO DOUGLAS stretched lazily before
us. Dust billowed from beneath the hooves of our laggard horses.
Late afternoon June sun seared into their dark hides.

I looked at my squire, his round face
puckered in thought. “Aye, Gerald?”

“M’lord?” His bushy, dark red eyebrows danced
above his round eyes in feigned innocence.

“You think I was wrong, don’t you?
Confess.”

Blushing crimson, Gerald’s head sank with a
shrug. He glanced over his shoulder at the men trailing behind us.
“Ahhh . . . not wrong, no.”

The rest of my company, markedly diminished
since we left Carlisle, swayed from boredom in their saddles. A
scouring with hot water and soap would make their company more
bearable. I had smelled sweeter swine than the lot of them.

“Premature?” I prodded. “Foolish, then?”

He grunted, as was his habit when he
preferred not to speak. It was all the answer I needed.

For several years now, my father had been
withdrawn from the public eye. The curse of rotting flesh had begun
to reveal itself—a result of his time spent in the Holy Land—and he
wanted no one to know of it. So when Longshanks ordered him to take
the castle of Sir William Douglas, who was known to be conspiring
with rebels, he sent me in his stead. Too often, my father and I
had quarreled and always I had bent to his will. This time,
however, I deigned to be my own man, for all it might cost me.
Perhaps it was brash youth that made me feel so invincible.
Twenty-three short years was scarcely enough time to be dealt a
proper dose of humility.

When we passed through Annandale, I had
offered my small army a choice: follow me, join Douglas and stand
for Scotland—or leave, go back to Carlisle, and do the King of
England’s bidding. The offer had
left me with not a single knight. They had protested their loyalty
to my father, Lord of Annandale, and wanted nothing of rebellion.
Only a few dozen footsoldiers from Carrick, those who had fought
beside me and knew me best, those who had the least to lose and the
most to gain, had chosen to follow me.

“Whichever way it goes,” I said, shielding my
eyes with a cupped hand while I peered ahead, “I will have men of
true hearts behind me. Men who can be bought will yield to the
highest bidder. Even our nobles bear evidence to that.”

I opened up my flask and took a drink to wash
the dust down, then offered it to Gerald.

Gerald waved it off and cast another glance
behind him. “You’ll need more than this motley herd.”

“The mightiest castle is begun with a single
stone.”

“And is built by an army of skilled masons,
not by a handful of farmers wearied of turning soil.” He shifted in
his saddle. One shaggy red eyebrow arched upward. “What of
Longshanks? And your father? They’ll hear of this.”

“As if I ever doubted you would come ‘round
to that. Aye, they will brand me a traitor. But I have already been
a traitor to my own, Gerald, and I do not like the fit of it.
Wallace, Douglas, Moray . . . they at least have
their honor and that is something nearly lost to all Scotsmen. King
Edward has dangled his glittering promises far too long. Let him
make good of them and put a Bruce on the throne.”
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