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  THE BRUCE TRILOGY


  Book One

  THE STEPS TO THE EMPTY THRONE


  Robert the Bruce, both Norman lord and Celtic earl, is one of the great heroic figures of all time. But he was not always a hero – as he was not always a king. He grew towards both under the shadow of a still greater hero – William Wallace – in that terrible forcing-ground of heroism and treachery alike, the Wars of Independence which, from 1296 to 1314, hammered Scotland into the very dust until only the enduring idea of freedom remained to her.


  Edward Longshanks, King of England, was the Hammer of the Scots, a great man gone wrong, a magnificent soldier flawed by consuming hatred and lust for power. These two fought out their desperate, appalling duel, with Scotland as prize – should any of Scotland survive.


  But this tremendous story is not all blood and fire. Elizabeth de Burgh saw to that. Humour and laughter are here too, colour and beauty, faith and love. This enormous and ambitious theme of Bruce the hero king is no light challenge for a writer. Nigel Tranter has waited through nearly thirty years of novel-writing to tackle it. In this, the first of a trilogy, he ends that long apprenticeship and takes up the challenge.


  


  



  Book Two

  THE PATH OF THE HERO KING


  A harried fugitive, guilt-ridden, excommunicated, Robert the Bruce, King of Scots in name and nothing more, faced a future that all but he – and perhaps Elizabeth de Burgh his wife – accepted as devoid of hope; his kingdom occupied by a powerful and ruthless invader; his army defeated; a large proportion of his supporters dead or prisoners; much of his people against him; and the rest so cowed and warsick as no longer to care. Only a man of transcendent courage would have continued the struggle, or seen it as worth continuing. But Bruce, whatever his many failings, was courageous above all. And with a driving love of freedom that gave him no rest. Robert the Bruce blazes the path of the hero king, in blood and violence and determination, in cunning and ruthlessness, yet, strangely, a preoccupation with mercy and chivalry, all the way from the ill-starred open-boat landing on the Ayrshire coast by night, from a spider-hung Galloway cave and near despair, to Bannockburn itself, where he faced the hundred-thousand-strong mightiest army in the world, and won.


  


  



  Book Three

  THE PRICE OF THE KING’S PEACE


  Bannockburn was far from the end, for Robert Bruce and Scotland. There remained fourteen years of struggle, savagery, heroism and treachery before the English could be brought to sit at a peace-table with their proclaimed rebels, and so to acknowledge Bruce as a sovereign king. In these years of stress and fulfilment, Bruce’s character burgeoned to its splendid flowering. The hero-king, moulded by sorrow, remorse and a grievous sickness, equally with triumph, became the foremost prince of Christendom – despite continuing Papal excommunication. That the fighting now was done mainly deep in England, over the sea in Ireland, and in the hearts of men, was none the less taxing for a sick man with the seeds of grim fate in his body, and the sin of murder on his conscience. But Elizabeth de Burgh was at his side again, after the long years of imprisonment, and a great love sustained them both.


  Love, indeed, is the key to Robert the Bruce – his passionate love for his land and people, for his friends, his forgiveness for his enemies, and the love he engendered in others; for surely never did a king arouse such love and devotion in those around him, in his lieutenants, as did he.
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  Book One

  

  THE STEPS TO THE EMPTY THRONE


  FOREWORD


  When, in 1286, the well-beloved Alexander the Third, King of Scots, fell over a Fife cliff to his untimely death, he left utter disaster behind him for his country. His only surviving heir was an infant grandchild, a girl — and a foreign girl at that, and sickly, Margaret the Maid of Norway, daughter of his own daughter who had married the King of Norway and died leaving only this baby. There could have been no less suitable monarch for turbulent Scotland — and almost immediately the dynastic feuding and designing began.


  There were innumerable far-out claimants to the throne, mainly descendants of the three daughters of David, Earl of Huntingdon, younger brother of King William the Lion. Of all these, the two with undoubtedly the most valid claims to be next in line to the little Maid of Norway were Robert Bruce, 5th Lord of Annandale, and John Baliol. The former was the son of Earl David’s daughter Isabel; the latter the grandson of her elder sister Margaret. Baliol’s father was an English lord, his mother the famous Devorgilla, Lady of Galloway, founder of Baliol College, Oxford.


  Robert Bruce lost no time in making his position clear. With his son, the sixth Robert, who had married the Celtic Countess of Carrick in her own right, another Galloway heiress, he invaded that wild and beautiful province of South-West Scotland against the Baliol interests now established there. And with success. In the civil war old Bruce — he was then seventy-six — won most of the province, including the royal castles of Wigtown and Dumfries (then considered part of Galloway) and the Baliol seat of Buittle, former headquarters of the ancient Lords of Galloway. He was now well placed to exert suitable influence on the child monarch when she should appear; and meantime to dominate Scotland.


  Two events conspired to confound his plans. Edward the First, puissant warrior King of England, perceived a notable opportunity to take over Scotland as a vassal kingdom, by marrying his young son to the infant Maid — who was indeed his own grandniece — and moved to that effect, at the Treaty of Birgham. Then, the same year, 1290, the said Maid died at Orkney, on her pathetic way to her new kingdom.


  All was changed. Edward had placed himself in a position of political and military power, on the Border. Scotland was leaderless and disunited, the competitors for the empty throne balanced between civil war and invasion.


  Edward acted shrewdly. Dissimulating his own ambitions, he offered to preserve the peace by acting as honest broker. If the claimants to the Scots crown would submit their cases to him, he would act fair arbiter and so save strife.


  It must be remembered that at this stage Scotland and England were good friends. The long centuries of warring had not yet started. Most of the Scots nobles owned lands in England, and vice versa —indeed they were nearly all equally Norman-French in origin. Edward was the foremost prince of Christendom, renowned, admired. His offer was accepted.


  The Plantagenet, for his own purposes, in 1292 chose John Baliol as King of Scots. And, as an afterthought to the judgement, announced that he himself was Lord Paramount of Scotland.


  Thereafter, for four inglorious years, the weak Baliol attempted to rule a restive Scotland whilst suffering Edward’s dominance. This was no theoretical overlordship. Grimly, sax-agely, Edward rubbed his puppet’s nose in the dirt. He summoned him to London to give accounts of his stewardship; even had him arraigned before the King’s Bench of England for judgement, like any criminal. At length, in 1296, even Baliol revolted, and taking to arms, made a mutual support treaty with France, also suffering from Edward’s oppression. The English invaded Scotland in overwhelming strength. The Bruces, and many like them, did not support Baliol – they never had done. The puppet-king fell, and Edward Longshanks was master of Scotland, at last.


  Old Bruce, the Competitor, was now dead, and his son the sixth Lord of Annandale no warrior, though proud enough to have resigned his earldom of Carrick to his own eldest son, another Robert, aged twenty-two, rather than make fealty for it to Baliol.


  The new Earl of Carrick was a very different character. Robert the Bruce is one of the great heroic figures of all time. But he was not always a hero — just as he was not always a king. He grew towards both, indeed, under the shadow of a still greater hero — William Wallace — in the terrible forcing-ground of heroism and treachery alike, the Wars of Independence which, thereafter until 1314, hammered and ground Scotland into the very dust, until only the faintest flicker of stubborn hope and the enduring idea of freedom remained to her. But hammered her into one equally enduring and undivided nation, nevertheless. Edward, King of England, was the Hammer of the Scots indeed, a great man gone wrong, a magnificent soldier flawed by a consuming hatred and a lust for power. Against this backcloth, young Robert Bruce and Edward Plantagenet, linked most strangely by a sort of mutual understanding and reluctant admiration, played out their desperate, appalling game, with Scotland as the prize — if there was to be any Scotland left at the end of it.


  But not only these two. Almost as important was Sir John Comyn the Red, Lord of Badenoch, head of the most powerful house in Scotland and nephew of the fallen and discredited King John Baliol. To him Robert Bruce was as a spark to tinder — and well Edward knew it, and shrewdly blew on that spark until it should be a flame that should burn more fiercely than all the other fires he lit to turn Scotland to ashes; a dire conflagration that burned on in Bruce’s heart long after the shocking day when blood soaked the high altar at Dumfries and a new Bruce was born.


  But this tremendous story is not all blood and fire, battle and treachery. There is humour and laughter too, colour and beauty, faith and love — love of men and or women, beyond all telling. And pride — pride and a great ideal, when all else was gone.


  PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS


  In Order of Appearance


  KING EDWARD THE FIRST: King of England; Hammer of the Scots.


  ANTHONY BECK, BISHOP OF DURHAM: Capt. General of St. Cuthbert.


  ROBERT BRUCE, EARL OF CARRICK: eldest son of Lord of Annandale.


  JOHN BALIOL, KING OF SCOTS.


  JOHN COMYN, EARL OF BUCHAN: High Constable of Scotland.


  ROBERT BRUCE, LORD OF ANNANDALE AND CLEVELAND: son of the “Competitor”.


  LORD NIGEL BRUCE: third son of above


  LADY ELIZABETH DE BURGH: daughter of the Earl of Ulster.


  RICHARD DE BURGH, EARL OF ULSTER: friend and companion of Edward.


  GARTNAIT, EARL OF MAR: brother-in-law of Bruce.


  GILBERT DE CLARE, EARL OF GLOUCESTER: son-in-law of Edward and kinsman of Bruce.


  SIR JOHN COMYN, LORD OF BADENOCH: head of the great Comyn family, and kinsman of Buchan.


  SIR NICHOLAS SEGRAVE: an English knight and captain.


  MASTER JOHN BENSTEAD: Clerk, and Keeper of King Edward’s Pantry.


  ELEANOR DE LOUVAIN, LADY DOUGLAS: second wife of Sir William Douglas.


  JAMES DOUGLAS: heir of Sir William, later “The Good Sir James”.


  SIR WILLIAM DOUGLAS: 5th lord thereof.


  LORD JAMES STEWART: High Steward of Scotland.


  MASTER ROBERT WISHART, BISHOP OF GLASGOW: patriot.


  SIR ALEXANDER LINDSAY, LORD OF CRAWFORD.


  SIR JOHN DE GRAHAM OF DUNDAFF: one of the few noblemen who supported Wallace.


  SIR ANDREW DE MORAY, LORD OF BOTHWELL: heir of Moravia.


  WILLIAM WALLACE: second son of Sir Malcolm Wallace of Elders-lie, a small laird and vassal of the Steward.


  ALEXANDER SCRYMGEOUR: one of Wallace’s band. Later Standard-Bearer.


  SIR HENRY PERCY, LORD OF NORTHUMBERLAND: nephew of Surrey the English commander.


  SIR ROBERT CLIFFORD, LORD OF BROUGHAM: an English baron.


  LORD EDWARD BRUCE: second son of Annandale. Later King of Ireland.


  MASTER WILLIAM COMYN: Provost of the Chapel-Royal. Brother of Buchan.


  MASTER WILLIAM LAMBERTON: Chancellor of Glasgow Cathedral. Later Bishop of St. Andrews and Primate.


  LADY MARJORY BRUCE: child daughter of Bruce.


  LADY CHRISTIAN BRUCE, COUNTESS OF MAR: second daughter of Annandale. Later wife of Sir Christopher Seton.


  MARGARET OF FRANCE, QUEEN: second wife of King Edward.


  SIR JOHN DE BOTETOURT: bastard son of Edward. Warden of the West March.


  JOHN OF BRITTANY, EARL OF RICHMOND: nephew of Edward and Lieutenant of Scotland.


  SIR JOHN STEWART OF MENTEITH: second son of Earl of Menteith and Governor of Dumbarton Castle.


  SIR CHRISTOPHER SETON: a Yorkshire knight married to Lady Christian Bruce.


  SIR ROGER KIRKPATRICK OF CLOSEBURN: a Bruce vassal.


  ABBOT HENRY OF SCONE: custodian of the Stone of Destiny.


  ISABEL, COUNTESS OF BUCHAN: daughter of MacDuff, Earl of Fife, and wife of the High Constable.


  AYMER DE VALENCE, EARL OF PEMBROKE: English commander.


  THE DEWAR OF THE COIGREACH: hereditary custodian of St. Fillan’s crozier, in Glendochart.


  PART ONE


  CHAPTER ONE


  EVEN strong men, hard-bitten, grim-faced men winced as the horseman rode right into the church, iron-shod hooves striking sparks from the flagstones, their noisy clatter stilling all talk and reverberating hollowly under the hammer-beam roof. Stracathro was no mighty church, merely a prebend of the nearby Cathedral of Brechin, and horse and rider seemed enormous in its narrow echoing constriction.


  Both mount and man were indeed large, the former a great and ponderous war-horse, massive of build, thick of leg, shaggy of fetlock, such as was necessary to carry the burly, weighty man with the extraordinary length of leg, clad in half a hundred-weight of steel armour richly engraved with gold. Right up to the altar steps, the length of the church, the horseman rode, with behind him other striding armoured figures led by one notably broad, squat, pugnacious of jaw, with a tonsured bullet head, who bore a mitre painted on his dented black steel breastplate. The waiting, watching men, as of one accord, drew further back against the bare stone walls of the little church.


  Up the steps into the chancel itself the rider urged his cumbersome steed, there to pull it round in a lumbering half-circle, its great hooves scoring and slithering on the polished granite. Turned to face the nave and all the waiting throng the big man remained seated in the saddle, grinning. The thick-set individual with the underhung jaw took up his position at the other’s right-hand stirrup, and the remainder, who had followed him up, ranged themselves on either side. The long shoulder-slung sword of one of them knocked over a tall brass candle-stick flanking the altar, with a crash, spattering hot wax. There was a curse. Somebody laughed loudly.


  The man on the horse raised his hand. He was handsome, in a heavy-jowled, fleshy, empurpled way, in his late fifties but with strangely youthful-seeming hot blue eyes and a leonine head of greying hair, bare now, with the great crested war-helm banded with the gold circlet hanging at his saddle bow.


  “Have him in, then,” he cried. “God’s blood — must I sit waiting here?” There was just the slightest impediment in the man’s speech, but it lost nothing in forcefulness thereby.


  As men at the door hurried out, a voice spoke up, old, quavering, but tense. “Highness — I do protest! To use God’s house so! It is ill done …”


  The speaker was a frail and elderly man, not in armour like most of those present but wearing the robes of an ecclesiastic, sorely stained and patched — William Comyn, Bishop of Brechin. This was one of his churches.


  “Silence, knave!” A knight nearby raised a mailed gauntlet and struck the Bishop, a blow that sent the old man reeling. A second buffet was descending, when the steel-clad arm was grasped and held.


  “Enough, Despenser! Let him be.”


  The English knight found himself staring into the grey eyes of a young man, richly dressed in only half-armour over velvet tunic and hose, worn with long soft doeskin thigh-boots and a short satin-lined heraldic riding-cloak slung from one shoulder. The velvet-clad arm that restrained the steel gauntlet was steady, strong, despite its soft covering.


  “Curse you — unhand me! Unhand me, I say!” the Englishman shouted. “No man mishandles Despenser so. Even you, my lord Earl!”


  “Then let Despenser not mishandle an old done man, see you. And a churchman, at that,” the young man returned, though he released the other’s arm.


  “A traitorous clerk! Raising his voice …!”


  “In this place, might he not have some right?”


  The two stared at each other in very different kinds of anger, the one hot, the other cold. Sir Hugh le Despenser was a noted commander, veteran of much warfare; Robert de Bruce, twenty-two-year-old Earl of Carrick, was a scarcely-blooded warrior, his campaigning spurs still to win, a sprig of nobility, merely the son of his father — or more significantly, the grandson of his grandfather, the old Competitor, barely a year dead. All around men held their breaths, their glances more apt to dart up towards the figure that sat his saddle in front of the altar than towards either of the protagonists, or even old Bishop Comyn, who shaken, leaned against the wall.


  The long-legged horseman was no longer grinning. His heavily good-looking features were dark, thunderous, a mailed hand tap-tapping at that gold-circled helmet at his saddle-bow. Then abruptly he laughed, head thrown up, laughed heartily – and men breathed again. The hand rose, to point down the church.


  “Whelps snapping!” he shouted, chuckling. “I’ll not have it. Before the old dog! Enough, I say. If my friends must bicker, let them choose better cause than a broken-down old Scots clerk! A mouse squeaking in its barn! Shake hands, fools!”


  The two down near the door eyed each other doubtfully; neither would be the first to reach out his hand.


  “Robert, my young friend — your hand. Sir Hugh — yours.” That was genial. Then, in one or the man’s lightning changes of front, as hands only faltered, the big man roared. “Christ God! You hear me? Do as I command, or by the Mass, I’ll have both your hands off at the wrist, here and now! I swear it!” And the speaker’s own hand fell to the pommel of the great two-handed sword that hung at his side.


  Hastily knight and earl gripped hands, bowing towards the altar.


  As still the roof-timbers seemed to quiver with the sudden storm of fury, a clanking sound turned all eyes towards the door. The clanking was not all made by armour-clad men; some of it was made by chains.


  Strangely, the new advent was brilliant, splendid, colourful, compared with all that was already in the church — where, apart from a few handsomely dressed individuals such as the young Earl of Carrick, most men were in the habiliments of war, not the vivid panoply of the tourney but the more sober and often battered practicalities of stern campaigning. Eight men came in. The first admittedly was an ordinary English knight, less well turned out indeed than many present, a mere captain of cavalry. But he carried one end of a rope. Behind him came a breathtaking figure, magnificently arrayed, a tall, slender man of middle years and great dignity, despite his hobbling gait, who walked with a slight stoop, head bent. Bareheaded, he wore no armour but clothes of cloth-of-gold and worked silver filigree with jewelled scintillating ornamentation, and over all a most gorgeous tabard or loose sleeveless tunic, heraldically embroidered in blazing colours, picked out in gold and rubies, depicting, back and front, the red Rampant Lion of Scotland on a tressured field of yellow, a coat of such striking pride, brilliance and vigour as to challenge the eye and seem to irradiate the somewhat sombre stone interior of the little church. In his hand he carried a flat velvet bonnet rimmed with pearls, to which was clasped with an enormous ruby, large as a pigeon’s egg, a noble curling ostrich-feather that tinkled with seed pearls. On either side this splendid personage was flanked by an ordinary man-at-arms, each of whom kept a clenched hand on the bejewelled and bowed shoulders. The man was limping slightly, and being tall, had obvious difficulty in adjusting his stride to the short chain of the leg-irons which clamped his ankles. The rope from the knight in front was tied to his golden girdle.


  Behind, between another couple of soldiers, came a burly man with a bandaged head, dressed in the finest armour in all that building, gleaming black and gold, but also with his legs shackled. He made a less careful business of the difficult walking, and in fact stumbled and tripped constantly, scowling and cursing, to the imminent danger of the handsome crimson cushion which he carried before him and on which precariously rested in sparkling, coruscating splendour the Crown of Scotland and the Sceptre of the Realm. A heavy portly figure, older-looking than his forty years, he kept his choleric head high and glowered all around him — John Comyn, Earl of Buchan, Constable of Scotland, the proudest and most powerful noble in a land whose nobles were proud above all else. Another rope was tied around his middle, and trailed behind to be held by the aproned grinning scullion from Montrose Castle’s kitchens, who brought up the rear of the little procession, a white painted rod in his hand.


  Some few of the watching throng bowed as the first chained man hobbled past, but most certainly did not. Many indeed laughed, some hooted, one spat. Robert Bruce of Carrick stared expressionless. Or nearly so, for his lip curled just a little; his was an expressive face, and it was schooled less perfectly than was intended.


  The knight-led, scullion-finished group clanked and shuffled its way up to the chancel steps, and it was strange how, despite all the humiliation, the light seemed to go with it, drawn to and beamed forth by all the colour, the jewels and gems and gleaming gold. At the steps they were halted, with exaggerated abruptness, by the knight. At last the gorgeously-apparelled man looked up — and he had to raise his head high indeed to seek the face of him who sat the great war-horse that champed and sidled there.


  “My lord King,” he said, quietly, uncertainly. He had sensitive, finely-wrought features and deep, dark eyes under a lofty brow — but there was a slackness of the mouth and delicacy of the chin which spoke worlds.


  The big man on the horse looked down at him, and in the silence of the moment all could hear that he was humming some tune to himself — and doing it flatly, for he had no music in him. He did not speak, or in any way acknowledge the other’s greeting as the moments passed. Then he glanced up, to consider all in that church, unhurriedly, and yawned hugely, before his gaze returned to travel indifferently over the man waiting before him and to settle on the stocky, pugnacious-jawed individual with the tonsured head who stood at his stirrup.


  “My lord Bishop of Durham — see you to it,” he said shortly. “Do what is necessary.” He snorted. “And in God’s name be not long about it, Tony!”


  Something like a corporate sigh went up from all who watched and waited and listened.


  Anthony Beck, Prince-Bishop of Durham and captain-general of Saint Cuthbert’s Host, perhaps the toughest unit of all Edward’s army, stepped forward. “Sire,” he said, bowing. “As you will.” Then he turned to the shackled man, and thrust the round bullet-head forward, jaw leading. “John de Baliol, traitor!” he rasped. “Miscreant! Fool! Hear this. I charge you, in the name of the high and mighty Prince Edward, King of England and of France, of Wales and Ireland, Duke of Normandy and of Guyenne, and suzerain and Lord Paramount of this Scotland. I charge that you are forsworn and utterly condemned. You have shamefully renounced your allegiance to your liege lord Edward and risen against him in arms. You have betrayed your solemn vows. You have treated with His Majesty’s enemies, and sought the aid and counsel of wicked men. You have in all things failed and rent your realm of Scotland. Have you any word to say why you should not forthwith be removed from being its king?”


  The other drew a long quivering breath, straightening up, to gaze over the Bishop’s head. He did not speak.


  “You hear me? Have you nothing to say?”


  “Nothing that I could say would serve now,” the King of Scots muttered, low-voiced, husky.


  “You will speak, nevertheless, I promise you!” Anthony Beck looked up at his master.


  Edward Plantagenet did not so much as glance at either of them.


  “What would you have me to say, Sire?” King John asked.


  The other monarch patted his charger’s neck.


  Angrily Bishop Beck thrust out a thick forefinger at his victim. “You will speak. You will repeat these words. Before all. After me. By the King’s royal command …”


  He was interrupted. “If His Grace will not speak, I will!” It was John Comyn, Earl of Buchan, from behind. “Neither you, sir, nor your king, have any authority so to command him. His Grace is King of Scots, duly crowned and consecrated. He owes allegiance to no man. Only to God Himself!”


  Frowning, Edward flicked a hand at the Bishop, who strode forward, past the Scots monarch and the escort who still clasped his shoulders, and raising a mailed arm, smote Buchan viciously across the face. “Silence, fool!” he cried. “How dare you raise your voice in the presence of the King’s Majesty!”


  Blood running from his mouth, the bandaged Earl answered back “Base-born clerk! I am Constable of Scotland, and have fullest right to speak in this realm, in any man’s presence.”


  A second and still more savage blow sent the older man reeling, and shackled as he was, he would have fallen had his guards not held him up. As it was, the crown and sceptre were flung from the cushion he held before him, and fell with a clatter to the floor.


  Cursing, Beck was stooping to pick them up, difficult for a man in full armour. He thought better of it, and was ordering the guards to do so, when Edward Longshanks spoke.


  “Let them lie,” he said briefly. “His Grace of Scotland will pick them up!”


  The unsteady Buchan made choking exclamation, and sought to bend down for the fallen regalia, but his guards jerked him back. King John turned to sign to him, with a shake of the head and a sigh. Stooping, he recovered the symbols of his king-ship. He stood, holding the crown in his right hand, the sceptre in his left.


  At a nod from Edward, Bishop Beck went on. “You will speak now, sirrah. Say after me these words. Before His Majesty, and all these witnesses. Say ‘I, John de Baliol, King of Scots by the grace, permission and appointment of my liege lord Edward of England …’”


  For long moments there was silence broken only by the stirring of the horse. Then, head bent again, and in a voice that was scarcely to be heard, the other repeated.


  “I, John de Baliol, King of Scots, by grace, permission, appointment of my liege lord Edward …”


  “Speak up, man! We’ll have no craven mumbling. Say ‘I do hereby and before all men, admit my grievous fault and my shameful treasons.”


  “… admit my grievous fault. And … and my shameful treasons.”


  “‘Do renounce and reject the treaty I made against my said Lord Edward, with his enemy the King of France.’”


  “… renounce and reject … the treaty with France.”


  “‘And do renounce and reject, and yield again to my Lord Edward, my kingdom and crown.’”


  A choking sob, and then the broken words, “… renounce my kingdom. My crown.”


  “‘And do throw myself and my whole realm humbly at the feet of and upon the mercy of the said noble Prince Edward, King of England and Lord Paramount of Scotland.’”


  “No! Never that!” a voice cried, from the back of the church. Other voices rose also, to be overwhelmed in the roars of anger and the clash of steel and the thuds of blows, as James Stewart, fifth High Steward of Scotland, and others near him, were rushed and bundled out of the building by ungentle men-at-arms.


  Scowling, though King Edward appeared faintly amused, the Prince-Bishop waited until approximate quiet was restored. “More of such insolence, folly and disrespect, and heads will fall!” he shouted. “You have my oath on it!” He jerked that thick finger again at John Baliol. “I am waiting. My lord the King waits. Speak, man.”


  “Do not say it, Sire,” Buchan burst out from behind him. “Not this. Of the realm. Not Lord Paramount. There is none such. Save you, Sire. It is a lie …!”


  He got no further. This time the guards, even the scullion at his back, did not wait for Beck. With one accord they set upon the Earl and beat him down under a hail of blows. He fell to the stone floor, there at the chancel steps, and so lay.


  High above, Edward Plantagenet watched from hooded eyes, a smile about his lips.


  King John repeated the required words, falteringly.


  The Bishop leaned forward, and snatched the Crown of Scotland from its owner’s hand. “By His Majesty’s royal command, you are no longer King of Scots,” he cried. “The kingdom reverts to him who gave it to you. To do with as he will. You, John de Baliol, together with your son, heirs and all posterity, are hereby deprived of all office, rank, title, property and lands. You and yours are the King’s prisoners; your lives, as traitors and felons, are his to take and do with as he will. In the name of Edward, King of England.” He turned, and handed up the crown to his master.


  Edward seemed almost as though he would reject it. Then, shrugging great shoulders, he took it, turned it this way and that in his hands, casually inspecting it. But he seemed little interested. Without warning, he tossed the glittering thing down to the knight in charge of the prisoners’ escort — who only just managed to catch it. “Here — take it, Sir Piers,” he said, with a laugh. “It is yours. Perhaps it will serve to pay your good fellows. The Jews may give you something for it!”


  Something between a sob and a groan arose in that church — to be swiftly lost in a menacing growl.


  The Bishop of Durham, when he had assured that King Edward did not intend to say more, resumed — not at first with words. Stepping close to the taller prisoner, he reached out and took hold of the splendid jewelled and embroidered tabard with the proud red Lion Rampant, grabbing it at the neck. With savage jerks of a short but powerful arm he wrenched and tore at it. To the sound of rending fabric, its wearer staggered, and as the glorious garment fell in ruin to the floor, something of the light and colour seemed to go out of that place.


  The Bishop now took the sceptre away, and handed it to the scullion, who stood grinning astride the prostrate person of Buchan the Constable. He took in return the white rod of penitence and humiliation this man had carried, and thrust it at Baliol.


  “This is yours, now,” he said. “All you have, or will get! Save perhaps the rope! Now — down on your knees.”


  The other took the rod, head shaking. But he remained standing.


  “Fool! Are you deaf? You heard me — kneel. Or do you not value your wretched life? Your traitor’s skin?”


  “I no longer value my life, my lord. Or I would not have come to submit to His Majesty. But how could I be traitor? How could the King of Scots be traitor to the King of England? I submit me — but I do not …”


  John Baliol was too late by far with any such reasoning. Fierce and vehement hands forced him to his knees, beside the groaning figure of the Constable.


  “Speak — for your life,” the Bishop commanded. “You are now nothing, man. Not even a man. Dirt beneath His Majesty’s feet, no more! He could, and should, take you out and hang you. Draw, quarter and disembowel you. As you deserve. And not only you. All your treacherous, beggarly Scots lords. Rebels against his peace. All should die. As the scurvy rebels of Berwick town died, who also spurned King Edward’s peace.” Only a month or so before, after the frontier town of Berwick-on-Tweed had resisted the English advance, Edward had ordered the slaughter of no fewer than 17,000 men, women and children in the streets, and the burning of every house, in this the richest town and seaport of Scotland. The Bishop’s threats were scarcely idle, therefore.


  Baliol sank his greying head. “So be it,” he said. “I seek His Majesty’s clemency. For the lives of all who have followed and supported me. Mistakenly. I humbly seek mercy.”


  “And for your own life also?”


  The kneeling man looked up, from Bishop to King, and for a moment a sort of nobility showed strongly in the weak and unhappy features. “Very well,” he acceded. “If that is necessary. If that is your requirement. I ask for your mercy on myself and mine, also.” He paused. “That the cup be filled.”


  Beck looked a little put out. He frowned, then shrugged mail-clad shoulders. He turned to the Plantagenet. “Sire,” he said. “All is done. In your royal hands is placed this felon’s life. And the lives of all his people. Of his own will. To do with according to your mighty pleasure. There is no longer a King of Scots. Nor a realm of Scotland. All is yours.” Bowing, he stepped back, duty done.


  Edward even now seemed the bored and disinterested onlooker. He glanced round all the waiting company, as though, like them, he had been a mere spectator of a mildly distasteful scene. He appeared to shake himself out of a brown study.


  “My lords,” he said. “My noble friends. And … others. Have you had enough? I vow that I have. Let us be out of here. This place stinks in my nostrils. Come, Tony.” And without so much as a look at the figure still kneeling there, he urged his heavy destrier forward.


  Almost he rode down both Baliol and Buchan, even their escort; only the slow cumbersome movement of the war-horse permitted all to get out of the way of its great hooves. And everywhere the cream of two nations bowed low, as Edward of England passed on.


  Or not perhaps quite the cream of two nations. For practically everyone in the church of Stracathro that July day of 1296, save some of the humble men-at-arms, was of one stock — Norman-French. Edward himself might be an Angevin, Baliol a Picard, Beck, or de Bec, and Comyn were Flemings and Bruce sprung from the Cotentin; but all were basically Normans. Of the true English stock there were none present, though there had of course been some intermarriage. Of the indigenous Celtic Scots, none likewise. Possibly the young Robert Bruce was the nearest to a Scot, for his mother had been the daughter and heiress of the last Celtic Earl of Carrick, of the old stock, whose earldom he had inherited. A Norman-French military aristocracy had for two centuries been taking over both kingdoms, indeed much of northern Europe — but only at the great land-owning and government level. Every word spoken in that church had been in French.


  The cream of this aristocracy, therefore, both victors and vanquished, bowed as their master rode down towards the door — leaving a somewhat doubtful soldier-knight distinctly uncertain what to do with his utterly ignored and rejected prisoners. A round dozen earls were there, and more than a score of great lords — and some of those with Scots titles bowed lower than the English, not in abject vanquishment but in loyal fealty, for many of them, in unhappy and divided Scotland, considered that they had borne no allegiance to King John, looking on him as usurper, and worse, nonentity, not a few holding almost as large lands in England as here. For such men loyalty and patriotic duty were hypothetical and variable terms.


  Edward was half way to the door when a man stepped forward, one of those not in armour. “Sire,” he said. “A petition. Hear me, I pray you.”


  Across the church, the young Earl of Carrick, frowning suddenly, made as though to move, to speak, but thought better of it. His hand gestured towards the petitioner, however, eloquently. But ineffectually.


  The King pulled up. “My lord of Annandale,” he said, blank-faced. “I conceived you to be in Carlisle.”


  “You summoned all leal Scots to attend you here, Sire.”


  “Your lealty I do not doubt, man. But I appointed you governor of Carlisle. To keep the West Border. And Galloway. Here is a strange way of keeping it!”


  The other bowed. He was a handsome man, of Edward’s own age, quietly but tastefully dressed, with the long face of a scholar or pedant rather than that of a warrior, despite his governor’s position. It might have been a noble face, the noblest in all that company, save for a certain petulant stubbornness.


  “The West March is safe, Sire. I have three strong sons holding it secure for Your Majesty. With Galloway. I came to see this good day’s work.”


  “Aye — you never loved Baliol, my lord! Nor loved me the more that I made him King of Scots, hey?” That was cracked out like a whip-lash. “So you came to see me eat my choice? To crow, Bruce? To crow!”


  “Not so, Sire. I am your true man. And have proved it. From me first.” That was true, at least. For this man, who bore the lesser title of Lord of Annandale, should have been the Earl of Carrick since he it was who had married the heiress-Countess; but he had deliberately resigned the earldom three years before, to his eldest son there across the church, rather than have to kneel and take the oath of homage for it to John Baliol as King. Robert Bruce, the father, was that sort of man. “I came to see Your Majesty’s justice done on this empty vessel! A good day’s work, as I said. But it could be bettered.”


  “You say so, my lord?” Edward looked at him, sharply.


  “Aye, Sire. You have undone what you did three years ago. Unchosen your choice. You can make good now what was wrong done then. There was another choice. That you, in your wisdom rejected — for this! The Bruce claim. You can make me King of Scots, Sire. And complete your work.”


  Edward Plantagenet’s florid face had been growing purple. Now he burst out. “Lord God in His Heaven! You tell me what I should do! Me, Edward. You! You came from Carlisle, a hundred leagues, to tell me this! Make you king? By the Blood of Christ — have I nothing else to do but win kingdoms for such as you! Out of my way, sirrah!”


  Expressionless, Bruce inclined his grey head, as the furious monarch kicked huge jagged spurs into his charger’s flanks.


  But Edward reined up again in only a few yards, and turned in his saddle to look back over his heavy shoulder. “Mind this,” he shouted, as everywhere men cringed. “You, Bruce. All of you. Scots curs. There is no King of Scots. Nor will be again. There is no kingdom of Scotland. It is now and henceforth part of my realm of England. A wretched, discredited province — but part! Your king I nave deposed. Your Great Seal I have broken in four pieces. Your charters and records I have commanded to be sent from Edinburgh to London. Your Black Rood of St. Margaret is sent to my Archbishop. Your Stone of Scotland I shall take from Scone to Westminster. Your crown and sceptre are there — playthings for my men. There is nothing — nothing left for any man to play king over. And hereafter, all men shall take the oath of fealty to me, as King, for every inch of land in this Scotland. For every office. On bended knee. On pain of treason. Hear — and heed well.”


  He moved on.


  But at the very door, again he drew up, and turned his head once more, this time over his other, his left shoulder — and his manner had undergone one of its drastic transformations. “Where is the whelp?” he demanded, almost jovially. “My friend the younger Robert? Ha, yes — there you are, my lordling of Carrick! See you, I counsel you, my young friend, to look to your father. If you would remain my friend! Look well. Your old grandsire, The Competitor, was trouble enough. He is well dead. I am a peaceable man, God knows — and want no more trouble. With Bruce. Or other. See you to it, boy — if you would have me to pay any more of your debts! Pay for all the fine velvet you are wearing! See that my lord of Annandale, your father, is escorted back to his charge at Carlisle — henceforth not to leave it lacking my express command. And you, then, join me at Berwick town, where we will consider your latest list of creditors!” Edward hooted a laugh. “Would I had had so lenient a liege lord!” He faced front again. “Come, my lords. Surrey — muster the guard.”


  Robert Bruce the younger stared across at Robert Bruce the elder, and his brow was black. Apart from that he offered no other recognition of his father, or indeed of anybody else, as he pushed out of the church. Few indeed now so much as glanced up towards the chancel steps, where the lawful King of Scots stood, forgotten as he was rejected.


  CHAPTER TWO


  IMPATIENTLY the hard-riding little group pulled off the Tweedside roadway, splattered through the flooded water-meadows to the side, and the horses had to clamber, hooves slipping, up the raw red earth and outcrops of the broom-clad knowe beyond, to win back to the road again, in front of the slow-moving throng that blocked it. Young Robert Bruce cursed, in the lead. It was not that he was in any particular hurry; just that when he moved, he liked to move fast. And patience was not outstanding amongst his virtues. But it had been like this almost all the way from Galloway. All the world seemed to be heading for Berwick-on-Tweed — and all the world, on the move, tends to be a slow process. Seldom had Bruce made a more frustrating journey. It was as though everyone was on holiday, making for some great fair, important enough to pull them right across Scotland.


  Not quite everyone, perhaps, and not quite in the fair-going spirit. It was the pride and circumstance, the substance of the land, that took its way by every road and highway, to Berwick, that August day, nobles, knights, lairds, landowners great and small, prelates and clerics, sheriffs, justices, officers of the higher degrees. And none looked in festive mood, or really anxious to reach their destination. Few, of course, by the very nature of things, were youthful, like the Earl of Carrick and his little troop of Annandale mosstroopers, who esteemed hurry for the sake of haste. For, in fact, Bruce himself was not especially eager to reach Berwick. His urgent mode of travel was merely habitual. Moreover, he had his nineteen-year-old brother at his side, and young brothers of that age needed to be left in no doubt as to what was what, and as to how to behave in a chivalric society.


  Robert’s snort of disgust was eloquent indeed as they spurred round the bend of the broomy knowe and there saw the road blocked once more, immediately ahead, and by a larger, slower and more ponderous company than heretofore.


  “Save us — more of them!” he complained. “And crawling. Cumbering all the road. More fat clerks, for a wager — churchmen! Look at that horse-litter. Only some prideful, arrogant prelate would ride in such a thing. Filling all the highway …”


  “Let us give him a fright, then!” his brother Nigel cried, laughing. “Shake up his holy litter and liver, in one! His bowels of compassion …!”


  Nothing loth the other dug in his spurs, and neck and neck the two young men raced onwards, their grinning men-at-arms a solid pack close behind.


  They were very obviously brothers, these two, and close friends. Robert had the stronger face — though the years might alter that — the slightly more rugged features. Nigel was the more nearly handsome. But both were of arresting looks, medium of height, slender but with good wide shoulders, fresh-complexioned, grey-eyed and with wavy auburn hair — the touch of red in it no doubt inherited from the Celtic mother. They had keen-cut almost bony features, vivid, mobile and expressionful, with something of their father’s stubbornness of chin without the petulance of mouth. They looked a pair who would burst into laughter or sudden rage with equal readiness; yet there was a sensitiveness about their faces, especially Nigel’s, which warred with the rest.


  As they thundered down on the company ahead, the younger shouted. “A banner. Forward. See it? A bishop, at least!”


  “Our own colours — red and gold! Can you see the device …?”


  “A cross, I think. Not a saltire and a chief, like Bruce. A red cross on gold. We’ll make it flap …!”


  The other looked just a little doubtful now — but here was no occasion for hesitation. No man of spirit could pull up now, and have his followers cannoning into his rear while he mouthed excuses for a change of mind. A man must never look a fool before his men — especially if they were Border mosstroopers. Moreover, churchmen were all insufferably pompous and requiring of diminishing. They hurtled on.


  Horsemen at the rear of the leisurely cavalcade were now looking back, at the urgent drumming of hooves. There was a certain amount of alarmed reining to this side or that. The riverside road was not only fairly narrow, but here, near Paxton, cut its way along a steep braeside of whins and bracken and thorn trees, with the ground rising sharply at one side and dropping steeply at the other. There was little room for manoeuvre — although if the company ahead had ridden less than four abreast, there would have been room for a single file to pass.


  If there was some last-moment drawing aside towards the rear of the column, it did not extend to the middle, where an elaborate and richly-canopied litter in red and gold was slung between a pair of pacing white jennets, something between a hammock and a palanquin, curtained and upholstered. This swaying equipage, with its two horses, took up almost the full width of the track. Perhaps a score of men rode behind it, and another score in front.


  With cheerful shouts of “Way for the Bruce! Way for the Bruce!” the laughing young men bore down on this dignified procession — and very quickly its dignity was dispersed in chaos as the tight-knit, hard-riding group drove in on it without slackening of pace. Like a spear-head the Bruces bored on and through the ruck of swearing, shouting men and rearing, plunging, stumbling horses. Low over their own beasts’ necks the Bruces crouched, hands flailing at heaving flanks. Everywhere riders were forced off the track, mainly down the steep bank towards the river, in a bedlam of protest, malediction, neighings and mocking laughter.


  The jennets with the litter were led on a golden cord by an elderly liveried horse-master on a substantial cob. He, like the escort, wore the red cross on gold on breast and back. At the uproar behind he turned and hurriedly raised a protesting hand. Quickly perceiving that nothing of the sort would halt or even slow down the oncoming group, he agitatedly sought to drag off some little way to the right, the river-side, the two litter-horses. But there was nothing effective that he could do, without the near-side beast going right over the lip of the bank, which would eventually have tipped up the litter and probably thrown out its occupant. Such conveyances, though an enormous aid to comfortable travel, were awkward indeed to handle in an emergency.


  The Bruces came pounding on. There was obviously no space for them to pass the litter two abreast without headlong collision, and at the last moment Nigel, to the left, wrenched round his mount to force it up on the climbing bank a little way. Even so his brother’s powerful stallion jostled and all but overthrew the gentle left-side jennet, causing it to stagger over, white legs sprawling wide. In its turn this pushed the other jennet over the edge, and the litter, slung between them, canted up at an alarming angle, leaning over to the right precariously, front high.


  As he swept past, Robert Bruce’s grin went from his face like sun behind a scudding storm-cloud. It was no proud priest who clutched the lurching sides of the curtained brancard but a young woman. And even in the hectic moment of passing, he recognised that she was a beauty.


  Bruce seldom, by his very nature, did anything by half-measures. No sooner had the perception of error penetrated his consciousness than he was reining up in savage and utterly abrupt decision, with no least heed for the immediate consequences, his stallion neighing in shocked protest, rearing high on its hind-quarters, hooves slithering and scoring the dirt surface of the roadway in a cloud of dust and sparks, forelegs pawing the air. Almost it toppled over backwards, and only superb horseman-ship kept its rider in the saddle.


  Complete chaos ensued, as the following men-at-arms piled up in a pandemonium of agonised horseflesh, lashing hooves and flailing limbs. Fortunately all these mosstroopers were practically born to the saddle, and their mounts, unlike their masters’ thoroughbreds, shaggy nimble-footed garrons bred to the hills and the hazards of the chase in roughest territory; otherwise there would have been disaster. As it was, two men were unhorsed, one garron went down — but struggled to its feet again — and the left-hand jennet was cannoned into again and knocked down on its knees.


  Oddly enough, this last casualty had the effect of momentarily levelling the litter considerably, both sideways and fore and aft. Even as the cause of all this upheaval dragged his mount’s head round to face the rear, with the brute still high on its hind legs, the young woman leapt nimbly out of her tossing equipage in a flurry of skirts and long silk-clad legs — no easy task from a reclining position and an unsteady base — to land directly in front of the rearing stallion and its appalled rider. She stood, apparently unconcerned at the danger from those wicked waving hooves, glaring up at the young man in proud and pale anger.


  Mortified, Bruce sought to quieten his horse, bring its feet down clear of the girl and the other milling brutes, doff his velvet bonnet and stammer apologies, all at the same time. His code of chivalry, which could accept as no more than a mere understandable prank the riding down of an elderly churchman or a fat merchant, was outraged by any such insult to a young and attractive female — so long as she was a lady. Careless of all the commotion around him, save for this aspect of it, he shook his auburn head and sought for words of excuse, of explanation.


  Words came rather more swiftly to the young woman. “Fool!” she cried. “Witless, mannerless dolt! How dare you, sirrah? How dare you?” Despite her choler and fright, her blazing blue eyes and quivering lips, she had a notably musical and softly accented voice, with cadences in it such as the Islesmen used.


  Some part of Bruce’s mind recognised and placed those cadences. But that was at the back of a mind at present fully occupied frontally.


  “Pardon, lady!” he gasped. “I beseech you — pardon! My profound regrets. Of a mercy, forgive. I had no notion … a woman … a mistake, I promise you. We thought … we thought …”


  “You thought to play the ape! The masterful ape, sirrah! By riding down peaceable folk. Driving them off your king’s highway, in your arrogant folly. Using the weight of your prancing horseflesh in lieu of wits and manners! You need not ask pardon of me, sir.” She raised her head the higher.


  The girl had a high head anyway, on a notably long and graceful column of neck, a proud fair head held proudly on a tall and slender fair body. She was young for so much hauteur and authoritative vehemence, no more than eighteen probably, of a delicate yet vigorously-moulded beauty of feature. She had a wealth of heavy corn-coloured hair piled up high above lofty brows, from beneath which flashed those alive blue eyes. Despite her long slenderness she had handsome breasts, high and proud as the rest of her. She wore a travelling-gown of dark blue velvet, the swelling bodice patterned with silver and edged at neck and sleeves with fur.


  “All day we have been held back by slow-moving folk, cumbering the road, lady.” That was Nigel, rallying to his brother’s aid.


  “Quiet!” Robert’s barked command was less than appreciative. “You have my regrets, madam. I will make any amends suitable.” He said that stiffly. He would not grovel to any man, or woman either.


  “Others have ridden all day. Without becoming boors!” she returned. “Your regrets are over-late. And your best amends, sir, will be to remove yourselves as quickly as you may.”


  “You are scarcely generous …” Bruce was protesting, when another voice broke in.


  “What a fiend’s name goes on? Elizabeth — what’s to do?” A stern-looking thick-set man in early middle age, splendidly attired and clothed with most evident authority, had ridden back from the front of the ambling column. He would have been handsome had it not been for the great scar which disfigured his features from brow to chin.


  “It is nothing, Father,” the girl said. “You need not concern yourself. Travellers with more haste than manners — that is all. There is no hurt done.”


  “There had better not be, by God!” The newcomer glared around at all and sundry, as men and horses sorted themselves. “You were not upset? Outed? From your litter?”


  “No. I … stepped down.” The young woman raised an eyebrow at Bruce. “There is no profit in further talk. Nor in further delay of these so hasty young men.”


  “No? Yet you are in a rage, girl! I know that face on you!” the man declared. “If these have occasioned my daughter offence …!”


  “Scarce that, my lord,” she returned, with a flash of scorn. “Their offence will be if they linger further!”


  Bruce cleared his throat. “I have apologised, sir,” he said. “It was a mishap. We had no notion that there was a lady in it. I would not offer offence to any lady. Especially such as … such as …” His words tailed away — which, in that young man, was unusual.


  “No doubt. You would needs be bold indeed to choose to offend Richard de Burgh’s daughter!” the older man said grimly.


  “De Burgh? You … you are de Burgh?”


  “I am. Richard de Burgh, Earl of Ulster. And you, sir? Have you a name?”


  The younger man drew himself up in his saddle. “Some, I think, would call it a name, my lord of Ulster, I am Carrick. Robert Bruce, Earl of Carrick.”


  “Ha! Bruce? A sprig of that tree! Carrick, eh? Then I went crusading with your father, my lord. And found your grandsire a sore man to agree with!”


  “Many, I fear, so found!” Robert Bruce risked a smile. He actually bowed a little. “Myself he could see no good in. Nor my brother here, either.”


  The Lord Nigel grinned, and sketched a comprehensive flourish rather than a salute, less awed perhaps than he should have been. He knew the name, of course — who did not? Richard de Burgh, Lord of Connaught and Earl of Ulster, was the greatest Norman name in Ireland, one of the most noted warriors of the age — and, more important, King Edward of England’s most trusted crony, adherent and companion-in-arms.


  “It may be that the old devil had the makings of sense in him, then!” That comment was accompanied by a distinct twinkle of the eye, strange in so ravaged and stern a face. It was strange, too, how the Norman-French de Burgh voice had, in only three generations, acquired so liltingly Irish an intonation and character. “Your father, the Lord or Annandale — is he in health? And in the King’s peace? Or out of it !”


  “I scarce know, my lord. From day to day!” That was bold, in the circumstances.


  The older man grimaced fierce appreciation of the fact. “Aye. No doubt. His Majesty’s peace is not always easy to keep. But, as I mind it, your father was always a fool where his own good was concerned!”


  “In that you have the rights of it,” Bruce acknowledged. “I swear he …”


  It was the Lady Elizabeth de Burgh’s turn to clear her throat — and she did it in no tentative or apologetic fashion. “These young lords travel in great haste, Father,” she interrupted loftily. “That, they made all too clear! It is not for us to hold them back. Moreover, I would not choose this place and company to stand and talk!” Most evidently she disapproved of her righteous indignation being submerged under a masking tide of masculine camaraderie. She turned to her litter again.


  Her father grinned, and nodded. He reined round his horse to ride back to his place at the head of his company.


  The elderly horse-master, from gentling and soothing the jennets, was moving forward to aid his mistress into her equipage when he was roughly thrust aside. Young Nigel Bruce had leapt from the saddle, and in a stride or two was seeking to hoist up the Lady Elizabeth, with laughing gallantry. She did not reject his help, but, settling herself unhurriedly on to her couch, eyed him up and down coolly.


  “What do I thank for this?” she asked. “My father’s name? Or King Edward’s?”


  Abashed, the young man drew back. “I but … would serve you,” he said. “A lady. And fair …”


  “Was I not that when you tipped me out? A good day to you, sir.”


  The other returned to his horse, wordless, and with his brother, bowed, and rode on. It was no mean feat to have silenced the young Bruces. It was perhaps a pity that in their stiff constraint, however, they did not, could not, look back — or they might have perceived a notably different expression on the young woman’s face.


  They rode soberly now, in single file, past the remainder of the Ulster entourage, respectfully saluted de Burgh at the front, and then, once well past, spurred ahead, with one accord anxious to put distance between them and their humiliation.


  “A hussy! A shrew! A very wild-cat!” Nigel exclaimed, as he drew up level with his brother. “Have you ever seen the like!”


  “No. Nor wish to.”


  “So much to-do over so little a thing! Women are the devil! And yet … she is bonny!”


  “So, perhaps, is the devil! Who knows?”


  Their brooding over their wrongs did not last long — only as far as the outskirts of Berwick town. Thereafter where the broad silver river reached the azure plain of the sea, sparkling, clean, infinite, even the young Bruces, used as they were to the detritus of invasion and civil war, became increasingly preoccupied with other matters. Never had either of them seen the like of this. Here was offence of a different sort, on a different scale, offence to every sense — but especially, perhaps, to their noses. Everywhere they looked, in the narrow fire-blackened streets, were bodies — bodies in heaps and piles, bodies that hung and swung, bodies crucified, disembowelled, decapitated, mutilated and made mock of, bodies untidily asprawl or neatly laid out, bodies of all sizes, ages, and of both sexes, naked, clothed, half-burned. Every ruined house was full of them, every gaping window festooned, every street and alley lined with them, only sufficient of the causeways cleared to give meagre passage through the main thoroughfares. And all this vast dead populace of Berwick-on-Tweed was in an advanced state of putrefaction, for all had been slain weeks before. It was now August, high summer. The stench was utterly appalling, suffocating. The throbbing hum of the flies was like a constant moaning of this host of departed souls in their anguish, and the clouds of them like a black miasma over all.


  Coughing, choking, next to vomiting with the stink of it, Nigel gasped, “What folly is this? Have they taken leave of their wits? The English. Letting all these lie? Should have been buried weeks ago.”


  “Left of a purpose. Edward overlooks nothing,” his brother answered grimly. “This will be on his orders. A lesson. To all.”


  “But … to hold a parliament here! Amidst this.”


  “The more telling a lesson. The parliament’s but a show, anyway. This, to point it!”


  “God — it is not to be endured!”


  “It will be endured. Because it must.”


  “It could raise revolt.”


  “More like to raise the plague!”


  “Aye. In this heat. Is your King Edward mad?”


  Even in the company of their own mosstroopers, Bruce glanced round and behind him quickly, frowning. “Watch your tongue!” he jerked, low-voiced. “I counsel you — save your breath!”


  It was good advice. Seeking to breathe as little and as shallowly as they might, the brothers trotted through those terrible, silent streets of Scotland’s greatest seaport and trading centre, the customs of which were said to have been worth a quarter of those of all England. They were climbing, by steep cobbled alleys and wynds still black with the blood that had cascaded down them to stain the very estuary, up from the wharves and piers and warehouses of the once-crowded lower town towards the lofty proud castle which crowned its soaring cliff-top promontory, high and serene above river and town and horror, the great banner of England streaming splendidly from its topmost tower. Up there, at least, the air would be pure.


  Many travellers were climbing that long hill, and few there were whose faces were other than pale, eyes averted, lips tight. The Bruces pushed past none now. Haste was no longer valid, even to escape the smell.


  At the gatehouse to the outer bailey of the castle they must perforce join a queue, inconceivable as this would have been in any other circumstances. All men-at-arms and retinues were being detached, irrespective of whose, and ordered peremptorily off to right and left, to wait and camp as best they might in the crowded tourney-ground and archery-butts which flanked the final steep and rocky knoll which the castle crowned. Only the quality travellers themselves, bearers of the royal summons, were being admitted over the drawbridge and into the castle precincts. But of these there was no lack, this August day; for never in Scotland’s history had so many been required, commanded, to forgather in one place at one time. Patiently as they might, if less than humbly, and dismounted necessarily, the Bruce brothers took their places in the long shuffling column that only slowly worked its submissive way forward.


  Over the hollow-sounding timbers of the bridge that spanned the dry ditch surrounding the towering ramparts, they reached, at length the arched stone pend that thrust beneath the gatehouse itself. Here a burly perspiring master-at-arms, supported by halberd-bearing minions in dented jacks and morions, scrutinised each arrival, and roughly separated sheep from goats, his rich Dorset voice hoarse with much shouting. As the Bruces drew close, awaiting their turn, Robert sought to occupy himself and his sorely-tried temper by considering the present state of the handsome flourish of heraldry carved above the archway. It represented the Douglas coat-of-arms, of a blue chief with stars on a silver field; but it was now hacked and defaced, spattered with dried thrown horse-dung, with hung over it a derisory bull’s testicles and prickle, shrivelled in the sun. The veteran Sir William le hardi Douglas had commanded here, and had held out in this castle throughout the Sack of Berwick, surrendering to Edward only when water and food had run out. The surrender had been on honourable terms; but Douglas was said to be still in chains, and walking all the way to London Tower, like a performing bear, for his pains.


  When they reached the master-at-arms, the fellow hardly so much as glanced at them.


  “English? Or Scots?” he demanded unceremoniously.


  Bruce threw up his head. “I am the Earl of Carrick,” he said shortly.


  “English or Scots, I said, man. Did you not hear?” That was weary but curt.


  “Fool! Did you not hear?” Nigel cried. “Bruce! Earl of Carrick. We are Scots, yes — since our father should be King of Scots. But we have great English manors. In Durham, Yorkshire, Sussex and Essex. And our father is Keeper of Carlisle for King Edward …”


  “I care not, cockerel, which dunghill your sire keeps! You are dirty Scots, curse you — so to the left you go, wi’ the rest. Off wi’ you. Next …”


  When the Bruces would have protested, their arms were seized by the supporting guards, and they were ungently pushed and hurried through the pend.


  Fiercely Robert broke free. “Hands off Bruce, cur!” he exclaimed, and at the sudden sheer blaze of fury in those steel-grey eyes, even the rough soldier blinked and released the arm, dropping his hand to his sword-hilt instead. Utterly ignoring him thereafter, the other stalked on, to turn left inside the outer bailey, his brother hurrying after him.


  “Edward shall hear of this!” he grated — and then all but snapped off Nigel’s head as he began to deliver himself of his own opinions.


  It appeared after a few moments however, that King Edward might be some little time in hearing of the offence offered to his illustrious friends and supporters. For the Bruces found themselves joining another and still longer queue that wound its sluggish way round this side of the outer bailey, through a side postern door in the next tall parapeted rampart, and into the inner bailey, there to cross the cobbled courtyard to the kitchen entrance to the castle proper. This slow-moving column was strictly hemmed in and controlled by a double rank of armed guards, shoulder to shoulder — and when the Bruces perceived their lowly scullions’ destination and tried to break away, in righteous wrath, they were savagely restrained and manhandled. Nor were they permitted to turn back, as they would have done. Jabbing dirks and halberd-points left them little scope for argument or manoeuvre. Along with more amenable visitors, they were herded will-nilly along towards the kitchens.


  It took a long time to reach that lowly doorway and the dark sweating-stone, food-smelling passages beyond, where the cream of Scotland’s quality edged forward, pushed and jostled by cooks, servitors and menials carrying haunches of beef, trussed fowls, fish and the like. Climbing the narrow corkscrew stairways beyond, step by slow step, in the choking reek of pitch-pine torches, and making room for the impatient flunkeys and domestics with their trays and flagons, seemed to take an eternity — and even here the restricted space was much taken up with a lining of stationary scowling guards. It was the best part of an hour after reaching the outer gatehouse before the Bruce brothers stepped, by the service entrance, into the Great Hall of Berwick Castle, Robert at least seething with a cold rage such as he had never known, nor had cause to know, hitherto.


  The Hall was a vast apartment, full of noise, colour and activity, heartening at first sight after all the weary trailing — although not all would confirm that impression after a second glance. Up one side of the great chamber were set long tables, groaning with good cheer, served by the busy menials, at which sat or lounged or sprawled drunk a gay and well-dressed company of laughing, talking or snoring men and women. At the head of the room was a raised dais, and on this was set a much smaller table, at one end of which sat King Edward in a throne-like chair, with Bishop Beck, the Earls of Surrey and Hereford, his commanders, and Master Hugh de Cressingham, a Justiciar of England. Nearby, and being used as an additional side-table for bottles, flagons and goblets, was a curious lump of red sandstone, flat and roughly oblong. High above, half way to the vaulted ceiling, in a little gallery, minstrels played soft music.


  So much for the first glance. The second revealed a different aspect of the scene. The long queue of Scots notables still maintained its formation and patient shuffling progress. It was strictly confined to the other and right-hand side of the Hall, all but pressed against the stone walling indeed by drawn up ranks of guards — though all others ignored it. Right up to the steps of the dais area it went, to another table at which clerks sat, a table on which were no viands and which was placed directly behind the King’s back, though at the lower level. And here, as each Scots landholder reached it, his name was called out, ticked off a list, and he was required to kneel on the floor and thus take an oath of homage to Edward of England for every inch of land he held. Here was no taking of the monarch’s hand between his own, as homage was normally done, the oath not administered by any prelate; the monarch indeed never so much as glanced round from his eating and talk, and the clerks it was who demanded the oath, gabbling out its terms and ordering its repetition. Thereafter, homage done, the ignored suppliants were allowed to rise, bow low, and then sign their names or make their crosses on one of a great pile of sheepskins, each already lettered with the wording of the oath of fealty, sign or mark for each holding of land in each county or sheriffdom of Scotland, for each office or position held. Whereafter, the signatory was hustled away by men-at-arms to a side door, and out. They were being put through two at once, and as quickly as possible, but even so it took a deal of time. Hence the queue’s lack of momentum.


  “Dear God — see this!” Nigel Bruce cried. “See what they do! Look — there is Mar kneeling now. Gartnait, Earl of Mar, your own wife’s brother. With that bishop. Save us — is it possible?”


  His brother did not answer. Pale, set-faced, he was eyeing all that scene, noting all. He noted that it was only the English who sat at the long tables — all who ate and drank were Norman-English, or perhaps Norman-Irish or Norman-Welsh or Norman-French. He noted that none save the clerks at the signing table paid the least attention to the oath-taking, least of all those at the King’s high table. He noted that none or the Scots, however illustrious, were being permitted to remain in the Hall after signing.


  His wrath rose to choke him. Suddenly he strode out, bursting from the painful procession, pushing through the steel barrier of the guards.


  “My lord King!” he shouted. “My liege lord Edward! I protest! It is I — Robert Bruce of Carrick. Majesty — I crave your heed.”


  There was much noise in that place, but even so his outcry must have been heard by most. Certain faces at the long table did turn towards him — but none up on the royal dais.


  The guards were not slow to react. At first hesitating, in their surprise, they swiftly perceived that no sign came from the King, and a number hurled themselves upon the protester. He did not resist, knowing well that it could be accounted treason to brawl or engage in physical violence in the presence of the monarch. But he did raise his voice again. And this time it was directed not at Edward but at one of those who sat quite nearby at the long table.


  “Cousin — my lord of Gloucester!” he called. “Your aid, I pray you.” The guards were pushing him towards a door, not back to his place in the queue, as he said it.


  A tall, thin, grave-faced man rose at the table — Gilbert de Clare, Earl of Gloucester, son-in-law of King Edward and cousin of the Bruces’ father. He did not speak nor make any gesture towards his young relative, but after a moment, unhurriedly went stalking in stiff crane-like fashion up towards the dais table. At sight of this the guards halted in the pushing of their prisoner, and waited.


  Gloucester bowed before the King, and said something low-voiced, turning to point back down the Hall. Edward glanced thitherwards, shrugged wide shoulders, and made a remark that ended in a hoot of laughter. He waved a careless hand. At the other end of the room, Bruce’s pale face flushed scarlet. Gloucester came pacing back.


  “Permit my lord of Carrick to return to his place in the file,” he told the guards curtly, and without a word to his cousin, went back to his chair at the table.


  Further humiliated, almost beyond all bearing, Robert Bruce was pushed back in the queue beside his brother. On the face of it no further attention was paid to him, any more than to the others. Nigel’s muttered sympathy was received in stiff-lipped silence.


  The Bruces’ creeping progress towards the signing-table proceeded frozen-faced thereafter — until perhaps, half-way there, exclamation was in fact wrung from both brothers by the elaborate arrival of newcomers on the scene — not by any humble servitors’ entrance these, but by the main Hall door. It was thrown open by a bowing chamberlain, and in strode Richard de Burgh, Earl of Ulster, followed by his daughter. A buzz of interest ran round the great chamber — to be lost in the louder noise of rising and pushing back of chairs, as Edward himself rose and turned to greet these honoured guests warmly, and perforce all others awake and sufficiently sober must rise also.


  When they mounted the dais, the King slapped his old comrade on the back heartily, and raising the curtsying Lady Elizabeth, kissed her cheek with a smack, at the same time managing to nudge her father in the ribs in jocular fashion, obviously paying masculine tribute to her appearance. And admittedly she was very lovely, changed from her travelling dress into a magnificent shaped gown of pale blue satin, high-throated and edged with pearls, which highly effectively set off her fair beauty and splendid figure. She wore her plentiful ripe-corn-coloured hair looped with a simple circlet of blue cornflowers instead of the more usual elaborate headdress with net and horns. No large number of women were present, for the English were not apt to take their ladies campaigning with them, and the Scots summoned to the signing were all men; but such as there were shone but dully beside Elizabeth de Burgh, and by their expressions, knew it.


  Little of admiration was reflected on the face of the Bruce brothers either. Indeed Robert’s carefully maintained and haughty lack of expression was now cracked into something like a glower.


  “A plague on them! This is beyond all!” Nigel growled. “Must we suffer this too? She will, she must see us here. Crawling like, like worms! Vanquished.”


  The man immediately before them in the column turned. “We are vanquished men, my lords,” he said simply. It was Sir Richard Lundin, a middle-aged Fife knight known slightly to both.


  “You may be. But we are not, sir,” Bruce declared heatedly. “We ever fought on Edward’s side. Opposed the usurper Baliol. And now — this!”


  “My heart bleeds for you, my lords!” A young man looked back from further up the queue, speaking mockingly. “To have betrayed your own crowned liege lord and realm, and to have received this in reward!” That was Sir John Comyn, younger of Badenoch, nephew of King John Baliol and kinsman of the Constable, Buchan.


  “Comyn! You to speak! You, who stole my lands. Bruce has never acknowledged any king save Edward, since Alexander died. Comyn swore fealty to Edward likewise. Can you deny it? And then turned rebel. Jackal to Baliol! For which treachery you were given my lands. And you talk of betrayal!” During John Baliol’s three-year reign, he had forfeited the Bruces and divided their Carrick lands in Ayrshire amongst the Comyns, his sister’s family.


  “John Baliol was, and is, King of Scots. Nothing that you, or that tyrant there, can say or do can uncrown him. Crowned at Scone, on the Stone of Destiny. You it is, Bruce, that is rebel …”


  “My lords, my young lords!” In between them the old Abbot of Melrose raised imploring hands. “Peace, peace, I pray you. This can serve no good. For any of us. Of a mercy, watch your words. Already they look at us …”


  That was true. Despite the general noise and the evident policy of ignoring the Scots, the young men’s upraised voices had attracted some attention, the fact that it was the Earl of Carrick again no doubt contributing. Edward himself had not glanced in their direction, but Surrey, his chief commander, now looked round and down. And sitting at the King’s table now likewise, Elizabeth de Burgh was also considering them thoughtfully.


  Perceiving the fact, Robert Bruce cursed below his breath, and looked determinedly elsewhere. Never had he felt so helpless, in so intolerable a position — he who should be Prince of Scotland if he had his rights. And to have that chit of a girl sitting there looking down on his ignominy …!


  His brother was also looking carefully anywhere but at the dais table. To change the dangerous subject was as essential as was not meeting the young woman’s interested gaze. He tapped Robert’s arm.


  “That piece of stone? With the flagons on it. What is it?” he asked. “How comes it here?”


  His brother shook his head.


  “They say that it is the Coronation Stone, my lord,” Lundin informed. “The same that the young Lord of Badenoch spoke of — the Stone of Destiny. King Edward took it from Scone Abbey, and carries it south with him. To London. As symbol that there is no longer any king to be crowned in Scotland. So he misuses it thus — as stool for his viands …”


  “God’s curse on him!” somebody snarled, though low-voiced.


  “I’ faith — you say so?” Robert Bruce was interested now. “That ugly lump of red rock the famous Stone of Destiny? The Palladium of Scotland? Who would have thought it?”


  “Only fools would think it!” That was Sir John Comyn again, scornfully. “This is not the Stone of Scone. It is some quarryman’s block!”


  “Then why is it here, at the King’s side?”


  “Edward Plantagenet says it is the Coronation Stone. And whatever else he is, he is no fool!”


  “Nevertheless, that is not the true Stone, I tell you,” Comyn insisted. “I know. I have seen it. At King John’s coronation, at Scone. My kinsman Buchan placed him on the Stone, and put the crown on his head. I stood close by, holding the sword of state for him. Think you I would not know the Stone again if I saw it?”


  “Hush, man — hush!” The Abbot of Melrose sounded agitated.


  “Then what is this?” Lundin demanded.


  “God knows! Some borestone for a standard, perhaps. But it looks to me new-quarried. Fresh. Sandstone. The true Stone is quite other. It is higher — to be sat upon. Dark, almost black. Harder stone. Polished. And carved. Carved with figures and designs. Erse designs. Not a dull lump of soft sandstone, like that …”


  “Of a mercy, my lord — hold your tongue!” the old Abbot exclaimed, tugging at Comyn’s sleeve. “They will hear …”


  “What of it?” Comyn, known as the Red — although that was a family appellation and not descriptive of his colouring — was a fiery hawk-faced character, about Robert Bruce’s own age, lean, vigorous, contentious. His father had been one of the Guardians of Scotland during the interregnum that ended with Baliol’s enthronement, and had married Baliol’s sister. The son, as heir of the Red branch of the most powerful family in all Scotland, a family that boasted three earls and no fewer than thirty-two knights, was a man whom few would wish to counter.


  Nevertheless, even this proud and passionate individual must now bow the knee to English Edward — and bow it, mortifyingly to Edward’s uncaring back — or be forfeited, dispossessed of his wide lands, and imprisoned as rebel. Owing to the fact that the three men in front of him were churchmen, and there appeared to be some dispute as to the lands they were to do homage for, Comyn was beckoned forward, there and then, and ordered to kneel. With ill grace and muttering, he obeyed.


  The form of words, which all had heard ad nauseum, mumbled or chanted monotonously from the moment of entering that Hall, was once again read out. It committed the taker to fullest and sole obedience, worship and fealty to his liege lord Edward, by the grace of God King of England, Lord of Ireland and Duke of Guyenne, and to him only, his heirs and successors, to the swearer’s life’s end, on pain of death in this world and damnation in the next. It was noteworthy that Edward was not now calling himself sovereign of Scotland, Lord Paramount or other title which could imply that there was in fact any kingdom of Scotland at all. After the oath followed the list of lands, baronies and offices, in each county, for which the homage was being done, as feudal duty. In Comyn’s case this extensive list, however rapidly gabbled through, took a deal longer than the oath itself to enunciate. Sir John, features twisted in sourest mockery, went through the required procedure, deliberately malforming the words from stiff lips. Then he rose, took the proffered quill, and signed the sheepskin with a contemptuous flourish, made the three required valedictory bows to the royal back at speed, and flung out of the chamber while his cleric neighbour was still on his knees.


  Quickly it was Robert Bruce’s turn. As he stepped to the table and one of the attendants demanded his name, rank and lands, he raised his voice loudly, addressing not the clerks but the dais-table.


  “Here is error,” he called. “I, Robert Bruce, Earl of Carrick, have already done homage to my liege lord Edward. At Wark, in England. In the month of March. His Majesty, that day, gave me this ring.” He held up a hand on which a ruby gleamed warmly. “I call as witnesses to that homage Anthony Beck, Bishop of Durham; John de Warenne, Earl of Surrey; Humphrey de Bohun, Earl of Hereford. All here present, and at the King’s table!”


  There was a momentary hush in that room. Even Edward Plantagenet paused in his talk for a second or two. Then he resumed his converse with Richard de Burgh, without a glance round, as though nothing had happened, raising a goblet to his lips. A sigh seemed to ripple over the company. Bishop Beck gestured down peremptorily to the clerks.


  “Kneel, my lord,” the chief clerk said, agitatedly. “The oath. All must swear it. His Majesty’s command.”


  “If my previous oath, willing, is considered of no worth, shall this, constrained, be the better?” Bruce cried hotly.


  Furiously Beck rose at the dais-table. “Guard!” he roared. “Your duty, fools!”


  Edward chatted on to Ulster — though that man looked less than comfortable. The Lady Elizabeth, at his side, was now considering not the line of Scots but her fingernails, head lowered.


  Mail-clad guards stepped forward to grasp the Bruce’s arms and shoulders. Perceiving that further resistance not only would avail nothing but would probably result in his Carrick lands not being restored to him but given to another, he dropped to the floor — but on one knee only. There he muttered the terms of the oath, after the clerk — and on this occasion this minion was so relieved that he did not issue the usual warnings to speak clear. Rising, Bruce took the quill, signed with barely a glance at the sheepskin, bowed briefly and only once, and stalked to the door. None sought to bring him back to complete the triple obeisance.


  He was striding in black rage down the slantwise castle courtyard towards the outer bailey, to be off, when his brother caught up with him. And not only Nigel — an officer of the guard.


  “My lord of Carrick,” this individual said stiffly. “A command. A royal command. His Highness the King commands that you attend him at the banquet and entertainment he holds tonight. In this castle at eight of the clock. You understand, my lord? It is the King’s pleasure and command that you attend tonight.”


  “God in His heaven!” Robert Bruce exploded. “Who is crazed — he or I?”


  • • •


  It was the same Great Hall, crowded still, and with minstrels playing — but with an atmosphere that could hardly have been more different. All now was colour and ease and laughter — King Edward’s the heartiest of all. When the Bruces arrived, deliberately late, four dwarfs were entertaining the company with a tumbling act, aided by a tame bear, which seemed to amuse the warrior-king immoderately. Indeed he was pelting them with cates and sweetmeats from the tables, in high good humour, and even roared with mirth when the chief dwarf actually threw one back approximately in the royal direction. The brilliant company, taking its cue from its master, was in the best of spirits, with wine flowing freely. No least emanation from the dead, corpse-filled town below penetrated here.


  Looking round on all that glittering and animated throng, the newcomers could see no other Scots. They knew a great many of those present, of course, for Robert in particular had been around the English Court, off and on, for years, holding almost as great lands in England as in his own country. But the constraint of the afternoon’s proceedings was very much with them still — and obviously with others also, for such glances as came their way were all very quickly directed elsewhere, and none of the other guests came to speak to them. Not even Gloucester, or any other of their English kinsmen, came near their corner.


  The dwarfs’ act over, the King called for dancing. The floor was cleared and the musicians reinforced. Now the notable shortage of women was emphasised, and comparatively few of the men could take the floor for lack of partners. Edward headed up a lively pas de deux, with jovial gallantry choosing Elizabeth de Burgh as partner, her father following on with the Countess of Gloucester.


  All others must press back to give the dancers space, so that the young Bruces, though hemmed in, were no longer lost behind a crowd. And when the heavily playful monarch and the graceful young woman glided past, both undoubtedly noticed the brothers standing there. Indeed Edward obviously made some comment, with a smile, to his partner. She did not smile, however. Nor did Robert Bruce.


  The dance over, and a soulful lute-player taking over the entertainment while the guests refreshed themselves at the laden tables, a page brought a summons for the Earl of Carrick to attend on His Majesty. Set-faced, wary, Robert moved after the youth. Everywhere men and women watched, even though they pretended not to.


  Edward was up at the dais end of the Hall again, selecting sweetmeats for Elizabeth de Burgh from dishes lying on the lump of red sandstone, which had not been moved since the afternoon. He turned, as Bruce came up and paused some distance off, bowing.


  “Ha, Robert my friend!” he cried, in most genial welcome, holding out his hand. “Come, lad. Here is a lady to turn all hearts and heads! Even yours, I vow! The Lady Elizabeth of Ulster has made thrall of me quite. Let us see what she can do with you. Since someone must needs do so, it seems, on my behalf and service!”


  Bruce inclined his head, but came only a little nearer that out-stretched hand. “The Lady Elizabeth and I have met, Sire. This afternoon. Before … before what was done here,” he said stiffly. “And her undoubted charms are not necessary. To win my loyal devotion to your service.”


  “No? Is he being ungallant, my dear? Or just plain Scots? For they are a stubborn and stiff-necked crew, God knows! What think you?”


  She looked at the young man levelly, gravely. “I think that perhaps he conceives Your Majesty to have mistreated him. And sees not what any woman has to do with it!”


  “Mistreated? I, Edward, mistreated him? No, no — the boot is on the other leg, I swear. Have I mistreated you, Robert?”


  Bruce swallowed, but raised his head a degree higher. “I say so, Sire.”


  “Damme — you do?” The King looked incredulous, sorrowful and amused in one. “You, that I have nurtured! Lavished gifts upon. Paid your duns and creditors. By the Mass — here’s ingratitude!”


  “No, Sire. Not so. For what you have done for me, in the past, I am grateful. But, if I needed aid, debts paid, was it not because I had lost all in Your Majesty’s service? My lands of Carrick, Cunninghame and Kyle, taken from me by Baliol for supporting your cause. I became a pauper, Sire …”


  “Ha! A pauper, you say — for Edward! Behold the pauper!” The King gestured mockingly at Bruce’s rich velvets, jewellery, gold earl’s belt. “Would you say, my dear, that my lord of Carrick starves on Edward’s bounty?”


  The girl shook her head, wordless, obviously reluctant to be involved in this clash. Indeed, she was sketching an incipient curtsy, preparatory to moving away, when Edward reached out and held her arm.


  “I humbly suggest that Your Majesty has had good value for the moneys you have disbursed on my behalf,” the younger man declared carefully, picking his words. “You have had the use of a thousand Bruce swords and lances. Of our great castle of Lochmaben. We have kept Galloway in your peace …”


  “All of which it was your simple duty to render, I’d mind you, Robert,” the monarch interrupted. But he said it conversationally, almost sadly. “Else what for was your oath of fealty?”


  “That I wondered, Sire. This afternoon! When you forced me to a second and shameful oath-taking. Abasing me before all, as though I were some defeated rebel!”


  “Forced, boy? Needs must I force you to show your lealty to me?” Edward shook his leonine head, and turned to Elizabeth. “You see the stubborn pride of this young man? What am I to do with him? The signing of today’s Roll, this Ragman’s Roll, was too much for him. All others who hold land in Scotland must do new homage for it — as is only right and proper, since there is no longer any King of Scots. But not our Robert! I wonder why — on my soul I do? Could it be …? Could it be he has high tastes, the lad? In more than clothes and horses and the like — as my purse knows full well! Could it be that he sees himself, perhaps, as one day sitting in John Baliol’s throne?” That was still directed at the young woman — indeed the King still held her arm. But the mock-sorrowful voice had suddenly gone steely. “His father, see you, had such notions. And his grandsire before him. How think you, my dear?”


  “I do not know, Your Majesty. These are matters quite beyond my ken.”


  “But not beyond mine, Sire!” Bruce said, “And I say that you misjudge if you so think. No such notion is in my mind. My grandfather claimed the throne, yes. And Your Majesty chose Baliol rather than he. To the hurt of all, as it has transpired. But that is an old story. If my father still hankers after an empty crown, I do not.”


  “As well, lad — as well!” Sibilant, soft, there was nevertheless something almost terrifying in the older man’s voice, despite the smile. “For that folly is done with. You hear? Done with. As Almighty God is my witness, there shall be no King of Scots again. No realm of Scotland. Mark it, Robert Bruce. Mark it, I say.” He jerked his head. “Why, think you, that Stone lies there? On its way to Westminster. Why?”


  “That I wondered,” the girl said. “So strange and rude a thing. So, so lacking in any grace …”


  “Graceless, aye! Like the people who cherished it. Rude and hard — but none so hard to break! I take it to London because, from time beyond mind, the ancients have declared that where that Stone lies, from there will Scotland be governed. Every petty king of this unhappy land has been crowned thereon. But none shall sit on it again. The Kings of England hereafter shall use it as their footstool! In token that the realm of Scotland is dissolved. Gone. For all time to come. I say mark it well, Robert.”


  “I mark it, Sire. I mark also that it is not as described by those who have seen the Stone of Scone! It is different. Not carven. Bare a foot high. Soft sandstone, rough-hewn. It is said that the true Coronation Stone is otherwise …”


  “Dolt! Numskull! Insolent puppy!” Suddenly Edward Plantagenet was blazing-eyed, in quivering rage. “How dare you raise your ignorant voice in my presence! That is the Stone of Destiny. I, Edward, say it. I took it from Scone. I burned its abbey. I cast down its custodians. That it should be so ill-seeming a thing is but to be expected of this barbarous, damnable country! That is Scotland’s uncouth talisman!” He leaned forward abruptly, snatched up a flagon, and smashed it down in fierce violence on the top of the sandstone block, with a crash. Wine and fragments splashed over all three of them. “And that is its worm and honour, by the Mass!”


  At the noise the lutist faltered to a halt, and everywhere men and women fell silent gazing alarmed up towards the trio at the dais.


  Edward raised a jabbing hand, to point at the musician. “Sing, fool! Did I command you to desist?” He glared round at all the company. “What ails you? What ails you, I say?”


  Hastily all turned away, began urgently to talk with each other, to resume their eating and drinking.


  Bruce wiped with his velvet sleeve some of the wine which had splashed up in his face. “Have I your permission to retire, Sire?” he asked.


  “No, you have not!” The King swung on him, fierce eyes narrowed. “That Stone. Do you still, in your impertinence, say that it is not the Stone of Destiny?”


  “No, Sire.”


  “As well!” He took a pace or two away, and then back. “Why in God’s good name are you such a fool, Robert?” he demanded, but in a different voice. “Fools I cannot abide.” He turned on the young woman — whose fine gown was now sadly stained with wine. “What think you? Is his folly beyond redemption? Could you redeem it, girl?”


  She shook her head. “I myself am but a foolish woman, Your Majesty. If my lord of Carrick is indeed so foolish, then other than I must deal with him.”


  “Ha! Is that the way of it? You see — she does not want you, man! And I cannot say that I blame her.”


  The young man looked quickly from one to the other. “I cannot say that I understand you, Sire. In … in anything.”


  “Because you are a fool, as I say. You lack understanding. Let us hope that is all you lack! Think on that! I had plans for you. Other than just the payment of your debts. But I swear I must needs think again.” Edward tapped Elizabeth’s shoulder. “My dear, I fear the matter is beyond redemption. But see if a woman may instil a modicum of sense, if not wisdom, into that stubborn head. For I confess I have lost all patience with it.”


  Without a further glance at either of them, majesty stalked off, beckoning to the ever-watchful Bishop of Durham.


  Mystified, Bruce stared at the young woman. “Of a mercy — what means all that?” he demanded. “Has he taken leave of his wits? Or is he drunken? What does he mean? What has he conceived against me? And how come you into it?”


  Troubled, she bit her lip. “He is strange, yes. But you know him better than do I. Before today, I had not seen him since I was a child.”


  “I thought that I knew him passing well. Always he was passionate. Changeable. A man of moods. But he has ever seemed to esteem me well enough. To trust me. What have I done that he should treat me like this?”


  “I do not know. But from what he has said, I think that he questions your loyalty. You have come from Galloway, have you not? Perhaps what you were doing in Galloway aroused his suspicions?”


  “I was in Galloway, yes, when he summoned me here. Baliol was Lord of Galloway, before Edward named him king. Owned great lands there, heired from his mother, Devorgilla of the old race. Bruce also held Galloway lands, which Baliol took when we clove to Edward. Since Baliol’s fall, I have been visiting these …”


  “And the former King’s lands also?”


  “I could scarce help pass through some. And why not? He seized all my Carrick lands, and gave them to Comyn …”


  “No doubt, my lord. But perhaps tales have reached King Edward. From Galloway. Perhaps he believes that, now that King John Baliol is gone, you are seeking his great Galloway lands. And more than his lands. My father says that Galloway, properly mustered, could raise ten thousand men. Perhaps, my lord, His Majesty would prefer that the son of the man who now claims that he should be King of Scots should not control those thousands?”


  He frowned at her. Chit of a girl as she was, she talked now like Richard de Burgh’s daughter.


  “There is no truth in that,” he said. “I have no thought to raise men. Against Edward. I have ever been loyal. I have raised men for him …”


  “Loyal, my lord? Loyal to Edward of England? But not to Scotland, it seems. There are loyalties and loyalties!”


  He stared at her. “What do you mean? Baliol was ever the enemy of our house. When he became King, we fought against him. What else? Would you have had us lick his boots?”


  “You put Bruce before your Scotland?”


  “Would you not put de Burgh before Ireland?”


  “No. I would not.”


  He shrugged. “What is Scotland? A rabble of hungry, quarrelling lords. A land rent in pieces. A pawn in this game of kings.”


  “Then is not here, perhaps, your answer, sir? If Bruce will put Bruce before Scotland, may he not put Bruce before Edward also? And when his father claims the Scots throne, Edward must needs look at Bruce with new eyes. And listen to the tales that men tell.”


  “You think that is it? But there is no truth in it, I tell you. My father is something of a fool. Weak. But stiff-necked. Perhaps he is, indeed, what Edward calls me! He will talk, but not act. He is a man of books and parchments, not the sword. Edward need not fear him.”


  “It is you he fears, I swear — not your father. And thinks to change his plans for you …”


  “Aye — plans. What plans? What was he talking of, that he needs now to think again?”


  “You do not know?”


  “No. How should I know? He has told me nothing. Summoned me here, and then insulted me! Told me nothing, save that I am a fool. And, perhaps, traitor …!”


  Elizabeth de Burgh looked away. “You had a wife, my lord?”


  He nodded. “Aye. Isobel. Daughter to the Earl of Mar. We were wed young. She died. Two years ago. Giving birth to our daughter Marjory.”


  “I am sorry.” She drew a deep breath. “I have learned, since I came to Berwick, why my father brought me from Ireland. To this Scotland. It was King Edward’s command. He thought to marry me. To you!”


  “Lord God!”


  She raised her head, in a quick gesture. “Well may you say so, my lord! Such match would have been as unwelcome to me as to yourself, I assure you. More so. So, I give thanks for the King’s change of mind!”


  “But … but this is crazy-mad. Why? Why should he have had us to wed? Unknown to each other. How would such a match serve Edward?”


  “That he did not reveal to me. But he is my god-sire. My father has long been his close companion. Perhaps he thought to bind you closer to him, thus. Make you more his man …”


  “I’ faith — by foisting a wife on me! My father chose my first wife — a mere child. My next I shall choose for myself …”


  “And welcome, sir — so long as you do not choose Elizabeth de Burgh!”


  “H’rr’mm. I am sorry. I but mean that …”


  “Your meaning is very ear, my lord. But no clearer than mine, I hope. Let us both thank God for His Majesty’s doubts! It has saved me the distress of refusing him. And you! I bid you a good night, sir.” With the merest nod she turned and swept away, making for a door.


  It did not take long for Robert Bruce to seek escape also, though by a different door. Nigel could look after himself.


  But, as in the afternoon, King Edward proved that he had keen eyes. A messenger again came hurrying after the truant.


  “His Majesty regrets that you saw fit to leave without, his express permission, my lord,” he was told, expressionlessly. “His Highness, however, will overlook the omission. But he commands that you attend the parliament he holds here at noon tomorrow. On pain of treason. You have it, my lord of Carrick …?”


  • • •


  Scotland, in 1296, was not notably advanced in parliamentary procedure; but the parliament held at Berwick that 28th of August was by any standard the most extraordinary the ancient kingdom had ever seen. For one thing, although it was held on Scottish soil and to deal with the affairs of Scotland, it was purely an English occasion; only English commissioners had power to vote, although the summoned Scots representatives were there, under threat of treason, in greater numbers than ever before. No Scot might even speak, unless he was specifically invited to do so. Even the Englishmen, indeed, did little speaking, save for Bishop Beck, who stage-managed all. And his clerks. It was, in fact, no parliament at all, but a great public meeting for the announcement of the details by which Edward Plantagenet’s dominion over conquered Scotland would be implemented. Although the King left most of the actual talking to Beck and his henchmen, his opening remarks made very clear what was required of the assembly, and what would result from any failure to achieve it, or the least questioning of the programme — as witness to which he there and then announced orders for the arrest and imprisonment of any who had failed to obey the summons to attend, including even an illustrious prelate, the Bishop of Sodor and Man. Thereafter, Edward’s interventions were infrequent, but as telling as they were brief.


  The main business was to announce the machinery by which Scotland would hereafter be governed. John de Warenne, Earl of Surrey, would be Viceroy; William de Amersham, Chancellor; Hugo de Cressingham, Treasurer; William de Ormesby, Justiciar. The clerks Henry of Rye and Peter of Dunwich were appointed Escheators, officials with general supervision over all revenues north and south of Forth respectively. Another clerk, William Dru, would be Bishop of St. Andrews, and therefore Primate, since Bishop Fraser had fled; and would administer also the earldom of Fife and the customs of Dundee. The royal servants John Droxford, wardrobe-keeper, Philip Willoughby, cofferer and Ralph Manton, tailor, with others, would have oversight over all other earldoms and baronies as King’s Procurators. Every Scots stone castle would be garrisoned by English soldiers, and every wooden one burned, without exception. All Scots official records were to be sent to London. Heavy taxation was necessary to pay for the recent campaign, the administration, and the army of occupation; this would be enforced on all classes, and the Church in especial, with the utmost rigour. And so on.


  In the quite prominent position to which he had been conducted, Robert Bruce listened to all this, features controlled, and wondering why he had been required to attend. It was not until late in the proceedings that he learned. The clerk at Beck’s left hand, reading out a list of minor enactments and edicts, found another paper passed to him. He read it out in the same monotonous gabble.


  “It is hereby commanded that the Lord Robert Bruce, sometime Earl of Carrick, shall forthwith proceed to the lands of Annandale formerly held by his father, and there receive into the King’s peace, with all necessary persuasion, all occupiers of land, all arms-bearing men, and all lieges fit of body and mind. These he shall cause to take oath of allegiance to King Edward, all under the supervision of Master John Benstead, clerk of the King’s pantry. Thereafter the said Lord Robert shall muster these said men of Annandale in arms and proceed to the contiguous lands of the traitor William, Lord of Douglas, formerly keeper of this castle, where the wife of the same, who has already incurred the King’s displeasure, is wickedly and treasonably holding out against the King’s peace in the Castle of Douglas. There he shall destroy the said castle, waste the said lands, and bring captive the said Lady of Douglas to the King’s appointed officers here at Berwick for due trial and punishment. All this the said Lord Robert shall perform, and such else as may be directed by the said Master Benstead of His Majesty’s pantry, it being expressly forbidden that he proceed into the lands and territory of Galloway. By the King’s royal command.”


  As the clerk continued with the next edict, Bruce sat as though turned to stone, though the knuckles of his clenched fists gleamed white. A man, he knew, could accept only so much and remain a man. Edward was testing him, but beyond acceptance. On Edward Plantagenet’s head be it, then …


  CHAPTER THREE


  ANOTHER Great Hall in another castle, another oath-taking and roll-signing — though few here could do more than make their rude marks against their names and holdings, and fewer still knew what they were signing for before their lord’s son and the Englishmen. The farmers, shepherds, drovers, horse-dealers, millers, smiths, packmen and the like, of Annandale, one hundred and fifty square miles of the best land on the West March of the Border, were not knowledgeable or greatly interested in the political situation or in who occupied thrones or made laws. They followed their lord, paid their rents, gave of their service — and hoped, this done, to be left in approximate peace to lead their own lives. If their lord — or, at least, their lord’s son, young Robert — summoned them to the Castle of Lochmaben in their hundreds, and required them to utter some rigmarole of words, and scratch crosses and marks on papers, they were perfectly willing to humour him, however much of a waste of time it might be. If, thereafter, they were to go riding, armed, in the tail of the same Lord Robert, as was rumoured, then few would find this any great trial, since such ploys usually resulted in sundry pleasurable excitements and sports, cattle and plenishings cheaply won, new women to be sampled. The Annandale men had had little enough of this sort of thing these last years, with the Bruces dispossessed temporarily, and the absentee Comyn Earl of Buchan getting the rents; and latterly the English captain and small garrison established in the castle, though arrogant and objectionable, had not greatly troubled the local folk. Some little friction there had been earlier on, mainly over their attitude to the women, but the independent, hard-riding Border mosstrooping population was not one to offend lightly, and the Englishmen numbered no more than four score, a mere token garrison. So a sort of mutual live-and-let-live had developed. But now, with the Bruces back, more than this could be looked for.


  Robert Bruce lounged in a high chair at the dais end of the Hall, looking bored and restless; but at least he did not turn his back on the queue of oath-takers, nor eat and drink while they made their patient way through the prescribed procedure.


  Indeed, sometimes he nodded, raised a hand, or called a greeting to this man or that, whom he recognised, and even occasionally came down to speak with old acquaintances amongst the tenantry — for here it was that he had spent much of his childhood, although Turnberry, up in Ayrshire, was the principal seat of the Carrick earldom.


  Nearby, also on the dais, another man sat throughout the prolonged business, though he gave no appearance of boredom or restlessness; he was in fact sound asleep — Sir Nicholas Segrave, captain of the castle’s garrison, a grizzled veteran of the wars, grey-headed, inclining to stoutness, still a good man in a fight but grown appreciative also of the benefits of quiet inaction.


  But if these two on the dais seemed to lack interest in the proceedings, there was one who could not be so accused. The man who sat behind the signing table, with the Lochmaben steward and his minions, watched all with a keen and careful glance. He was a small, misshapen man, almost an incipient hunchback, discreetly dressed all in black, thin, with a darting beady eye, and lank black hair that fell over his chalk-white face. Efficient, industrious, shrewd, Master John Benstead, clerk to the royal pantry, was a man of swift wits, sarcastic tongue and some learning — indeed an unfrocked priest it was said, and always knew just what he was doing. In these last winter months he had lived closer to Robert Bruce than any of his brothers — and that young man had come to loathe the very sight of him. He was now snapping questions of Dod Johnstone, the steward, about almost every man who came up to the table, and taking quick notes of his own on a sheaf of papers — for what reason, none could tell. But if none liked it, since it made all uncomfortable, none questioned it either — even Bruce himself, who had not been long in recognising that though he was the earl and men took this oath of allegiance to Edward through him as feudal superior, it was this deformed clerk who was, in all that counted, the master. One was the all-powerful King of England’s trusted servant, with unspecified but comprehensive authority; and the other, whatever else, was not. Even Sir Nicholas, up there on the dais, though he got on passing well with the young lord, now took his orders from this base-born clerk, however reluctantly.


  The interminable process at the table — which was clearly much more concerned with the new and damnable notion of tax-assessment than with the ostensible allegiance-giving — was nearing an end for this grey March day, and Benstead was closely cross-questioning an impassive upland farmer as to his stocks of wool — for by a new edict all Scots wool was to be confiscated and sent to the nearest port for shipment to London for the King’s use — when there was an interruption. A booted and spurred courier came hurrying in. It was noticeable that though the man bowed perfunctorily towards the pair on the dais, it was to Master Ben-stead that he made his way, to speak low-voiced, urgently.


  Sir Nicholas, with an old campaigner’s ability to waken at need and completely, bestirred himself and stumped down to see what was to do. After a moment or two, Bruce swallowed his pride and did the same.


  The messenger, an Englishman, had come from Lanark, from Edward’s newly-created Earl of Clydesdale and Sheriff of Lanark and Ayr, William de Hazelrig. His tidings were dramatic. Sir William Douglas had escaped from his bonds in the south, and was believed to be heading for Scotland again, if he was not already over the Border. Moreover, open revolt had broken out in Galloway, where James Stewart, the High Steward of Scotland, and Bishop Robert Wishart of Glasgow, had risen in arms against the English garrisons. It was thought that Douglas would make for Galloway to join these traitors, since he had married the Steward’s sister. But before that he might well seek to collect a force of men on his own estates in Douglasdale. The Earl of Carrick, at Lochmaben, had been charged with the duty of dealing suitably with the Douglas lands. He must see to it without delay that this renegade gained no men there, that he was apprehended if he came thither, and that the territory of Douglasdale was left in no condition ever again to be a danger to the King’s peace.


  “You hear, my good young lord?” Benstead asked, pointing a long, ink-stained finger at Bruce. He infuriated the latter in innumerable ways, but in none more effectively than this deplorable habit of referring to him as his good young lord. “Your delays stand revealed. Indicted. If this Douglas reaches his lands before you do, and gathers men there to aid these rebels in Galloway, then you will be held responsible. I have told you.”


  “And I have told you, sir, that in winter months there can be no campaigning in these hills. You are not in your Lincolnshire now! To take a large force over into Douglas Water means the covering of forty miles of savage hills, choked passes, flooded valleys, rivers in spate, no bridges. It could not be done, these past months. But nor was there any danger from there, since no more could the Douglases have moved in force. Sir Nicholas knows that, if you do not, Master Pantler!” To term the man this was Bruce’s retort to the good young lord phrase.


  “I know that you could have raided Douglasdale before the winter closed in — and did not, my lord. Despite my advice. I know likewise, even though I am no soldier, that it is no longer winter, and men determined in the King’s service might have been amove ere this! As have these rebels in your Galloway, it seems! Perhaps it is as well that His Majesty forbade that you go into Galloway, when he did!”


  “What do you mean by that? I do not take you, sir. Perhaps you will explain?”


  The other looked quickly from Bruce to Sir Nicholas Segrave and the courier, and shrugged his twisted shoulders. “I would not wish to see a loyal and noble servant of the King’s Highness endangered amongst rebels, that is all,” he answered smoothly.


  Sir Nicholas intervened. “This rising? In Galloway. How large a matter? You say the High Steward, and one of their bishops …?”


  “It is serious, I fear. Now that King Edward has gone campaigning in Flanders, these treacherous Scots think that they may safely rebel. They must be taught otherwise. Eh, my good lord? There have been a number of petty revolts, all easily put down. But this is more dangerous. The Steward, despite his strange title, is an important lord. And the rascal Bishop of Glasgow, this Wishart, is the most potent of their prelates. I would have thought that the man Baliol’s fate would have taught them their lesson!”


  “Galloway was Baliol’s country, and these have risen in Baliol’s name,” the courier amplified. “They declare that he is still their king, the fools. But neither the Steward nor the Bishop are soldiers — whereas this Douglas is. Therefore my lord of Clydesdale says that it is of the utmost importance that he does not join them. He says that my lord of Carrick must act without delay. In the King’s name.”


  “As he shall. Eh, my lord?”


  Bruce inclined his head. He had put off the unsavoury business of harrying his neighbour’s lands for as long as he could. Not that he had too nice a stomach for raiding and feud, in the time-honoured fashion; but Douglas was an old friend of his father’s, distantly related indeed, and it went against the grain to attack his wife and family during his absence in captivity. It seemed, however, that he could procrastinate no longer. Better that he should do it, perhaps, than Hazelrig from Lanark, a man renowned as a butcher.


  “It will take a little time to muster sufficient men,” he said.


  “Two days, no more,” Benstead asserted. “We have planned it all, times without number these last months. You agree, Sir Nicholas? Two days.” He turned to the courier. “My salutations to your lord, at Lanark. Tell him that my lord of Carrick will be hammering at the gates of Douglas Castle three days from now. And that every effort will be made to lay hands on its master. But once we have his lady and children, we shall have the means to halt his treasons, heh? Through them we will bring the cur to heel very promptly — or my name is not John Benstead! Tell my lord of Clydesdale that it is as good as done.”


  Bruce turned away and left them there, the clerk’s mocking laughter following him.


  • • •


  So, a few days later, a mounted host of some six hundred men wound its way through the green Lowther Hills, forded the waters of Daer, Potrail, Elvan and Snar, feeders of Clyde, crossed the high peat-pocked moors beyond, and over the lonely pass of Glentaggart where the snow still lingered in the north-facing corries, rode down the Glespin Burn into the fair wide valley of the Douglas Water. Bruce and Sir Nicholas Segrave led, with a contingent of half the English garrison; the rest were all Annandale men, irregulars, tenantry rendering their feudal service. Their stocky, short-legged shaggy garrons, used to the hills, made a notably better job of the difficult terrain than did the English regulars’ cavalry horses. To the satisfaction of all concerned, Master Benstead had elected to remain behind, allegedly on account of pressure of paper work, but, Bruce was pretty sure, actually to conduct a great search for hidden wool, while most of the able-bodied men and heads of households were away with their lord.


  But there was some cause for dissatisfaction also. Hitherto, ostensibly in the interests of secrecy, so that they might descend upon the Douglases unawares, there had been none of the looked-for and prescribed harrying and laying waste of the land. These barren uplands, of course, were scant of people and houses, and admittedly this was not the best time to encumber themselves with flocks and herds. But it made dull riding for so puissant a force.


  In the early afternoon of the second day, with the richer broad bottomlands of Douglasdale opening before them, the temptations became much greater. There were still some four miles of populous country to cover before Douglas Castle, when Bruce halted his force and ordered all to gather round and attend well to what he said. Clad in a handsome suit of chain-mail under a heraldic surcoat of red and gold, girdled with a golden earl’s belt, a plumed helmet on his head, he caused his horse to mount a little knoll, and spoke from that.


  “My friends — we are here, not for our own advantage but to bring this Douglasdale into the King’s peace. Remember it. There may well be pickings for one or two, when our work is done. But not until then, I say. You hear me? Our task is to reach Douglas Castle quickly, before the Lady of Douglas and her folk have time or opportunity to put it in state of readiness against us. For we are not prepared or equipped for a seige, as you must know. It is a strong house, and we have no engines to reduce it. So we hasten. It is understood?”


  Men murmured or growled, but made no more specific protest at such a poor programme for Border mosstroopers.


  “I do not think to see much fighting,” Bruce went on. “Even if they are warned of our approach, they cannot have had time to assemble any strength. We shall surround the castle and hope to rush the gates, demanding surrender in King Edward’s name. Only if they hold against us need there be bloodshed. Have you anything to add, Sir Nicholas?”


  The veteran nodded. “If a woman commands here, we may save ourselves much trouble,” he said. “We will take two or three children. Bring them before the castle with ropes round their necks. Threaten to hang them if the castle is not yielded. Hang one, if needs be, as example. No woman will hold out then, I wager.”


  Bruce frowned. “I do not make war on women and children, sir,” he declared, shortly.


  “No? It is a woman and her cubs we have to oust from this house, is it not? If they resist, many will die. Which is better — one child or many grown men? And likely other children thereafter? This is war, not a tourney, my lord!”


  “Nevertheless, we shall do this my way,” Bruce said levelly. He did not want to quarrel with the Englishman — was not sure indeed who was truly in command of this expedition. The mass of the men were his, and in theory he was the leader — but he knew that in fact he was little more than a puppet of the English, and Benstead would support this gruff and experienced soldier against him to the hilt. And Benstead, unhappily, stood for Edward Plantagenet in this.


  So, when they rode on, the younger man went out of his way to be civil to the knight, to avoid any rupture. They had got on well enough together hitherto — largely thanks to a mutual reaction towards clerks in authority, though essentially they had little in common. Segrave would make a dangerous enemy, Bruce well realised.


  Scouts sent ahead reported that Castleton of Douglas, the township clustered round the fine church of St. Bride near the castle demesne, was strangely quiet, with nobody stirring — though no visible sign of alarm.


  “It could mean that they have gone. Learned of our coming, and fled,” Bruce commented, sounding more hopeful than he knew.


  “Or moved into the castle. To hold it against us,” the knight countered. “As like the one as the other.”


  His companion had his own reasons for thinking otherwise, but did not say so. He was the more disappointed then, when, after clattering through the seemingly deserted village — and sending pickets round the back lanes to ensure that no armed men lurked there — they came to Douglas Castle on its mound above the bends and water-meadows of the river, to find the drawbridge raised, all gates closed, and the Douglas banner streaming proudly from its keep.


  “I thought as much,” Sir Nicholas said grimly. “This lady requires to be taught a lesson.”


  “Not by hanging bairns, at least,” his companion returned.


  Douglas Castle, though not so large as Lochmaben, and no fortress like Berwick, was an imposing place, and because of the riverside cliff and the swampy nature of the approach, difficult to reach save by the narrow causeway which led to the drawbridge and gatehouse of the outer bailey. It was a typical stone castle of enceinte, consisting of a lofty stone keep, four-square and massive, having five storeys beneath a battlemented parapet, surrounded by twenty foot high curtain-walls to form a square, with circular flanking-towers at each corner. There were the usual lean-to subsidiary buildings within the curtain-walls, but these scarcely showed from without. Now, men could be seen pacing the parapets that surmounted curtains and towers.


  With a trumpeter sounding an imperious summons, Bruce rode forward, Segrave at his side. At the gap of the deep, wide, water-filled ditch, where the drawbridge should have reached, they perforce halted. They were well within arrow-shot of the gatehouse here. The younger man raised his voice.


  “I am Robert Bruce, Earl of Carrick, come in the King’s name. I request that this bridge be lowered and that I be admitted to speak with whoever holds this castle,” he cried.


  After a little delay a voice answered from a barred gatehouse window. “This is Douglas’s house, and Douglas holds it. Bruce of Carrick is known. But in what king’s name does he speak?”


  “There is but one king now. King Edward.”


  “Douglas does not recognise King Edward of England as having any authority in this realm of Scotland, save what he holds with a sword,” came back the careful reply. “Does Bruce bring Edward’s sword to Douglas Castle?”


  The other knew a strange reluctance to admit that he did. “I bring Edward’s peace,” he said. “And would speak with the Lady of Douglas.”


  There was something like a hoot from the gatehouse. “We all know of Edward of England’s peace! Death’s peace is kinder! And does Bruce require half a thousand men, to speak with the Lady Douglas?”


  Segrave raised his voice. “Have done,” he shouted shortly. “Douglas is traitor and outlaw. Has broken custody. His house and lands are forfeit. Must be yielded to the King. Yield, then. Or suffer!”


  “Ha — there speaks an honest voice, at least! Edward Plantagenet’s true voice. The Lady of Douglas speaks with none such.”


  “Then the worse for her, fool …!”


  Sir Nicholas bit off the rest of that. With a vicious hissing whine, three arrows came flying past the right ear of each horseman, close enough to fan their cheeks — and to cause each to duck involuntarily, and their beasts to rear and sidle in alarm. Such carefully-placed shots obviously bespoke expert bowmen, and could equally well have been each three inches to the left and in the eye-sockets of the trio.


  Segrave, cursing explosively, wheeled his heavy mount around, and went spurring back to the host, shouting that they would hereafter do things his way, the trumpeter crouching low in the saddle and nowise behindhand. But Bruce, seeking to quieten his horse, held his ground at the bridgehead. He raised a gauntleted hand — and hoped that any quivering would not be seen from the gatehouse.


  “That was Sir Nicholas Segrave, who captains it at Lochmaben,” he called urgently. “Hear me. Robert Bruce.”


  There was a pause, short enough no doubt but seeming an eternity to the man who sat there as target for a second flight of arrows. Helmeted and armoured in chain-mail he might be, but these marksmen could wing their bolts to his unprotected face; besides, at that range, a shaft, even if it failed to pierce the mail, could drive the same bodily into a man’s heart or lungs.


  No arrows hissed meantime, but a woman’s voice, high, thin but clear, sounded. “My lord — Eleanor de Louvain, wife to Douglas, speaks. Your father I knew. And his father before him. Edward’s men both. What has the son to say to me, who would spit in Edward’s false face?”


  Bruce let his breath go in a sigh of relief — although he was unprepared for the venom in that. This woman was herself English, a widowed heiress that Douglas had carried off without Edward’s permission, on the death of his first wife some years before; it appeared that he had made a good Scot of her. “I say that I wish you no ill, lady. You or yours. This house must be yielded to the King — as, by his command, must every stone castle in Scotland. But there need be no bloodshed. Your people may come forth unharmed. Go where they will.”


  “My people, sir? And my children? And myself?”


  Bruce hesitated, as well he might. And as he did so, from behind him sounded the drumming of hooves. Turning, he saw that perhaps a score of riders had detached themselves from the host, and were cantering back towards the village, three quarters of a mile away. One glance sufficed to establish that they were all English men-at-arms of the Lochmaben garrison. The young man had no least doubt as to their mission.


  He turned back, face set. “If you yield the house, no hurt shall befall you, lady. On my knightly word,” he cried.


  “Why should I trust your word, when you come in Edward’s name, my lord?” The high voice was less firm and certain now. “That tyrant cares naught for promises. Have you forgot that my husband was Governor of Berwick?”


  “It is my word — not Edward’s …” Bruce was returning, when, like the hissing of a pitful of snakes, a flight of many arrows sliced the air above him. Flinging himself low over his mount’s neck, he nevertheless saw three men throw up their arms on the parapet of the gatehouse tower, and one to topple headlong and fall with a splash into the moat.


  Uproar followed. Swearingly savagely, amidst angry shouts from both front and rear, the lone horseman dragged his charger’s head round, and rode furiously back the two hundred yards or so to his own people.


  Segrave’s bowmen, dismounted and kneeling, were already fitting second arrows to their strings.


  “Hold! Stop, fools!” he yelled. “I commanded no bloodshed …”


  Segrave gestured with a scornful forward wave of his hand. The second volley of long feathered shafts sped towards the castle.


  “I said no, man! How dare you …!”


  “You may command these cattle-thieves and shepherds,” the knight said, as Bruce came up, and threw himself down from his saddle, “But even so, only by the King’s permission. These I command, my lord. And to better effect!”


  “Better? You have ruined all, man. They will hold out against us now. Have no faith in our word. And you have soiled my name.”


  “Then your name is easily soiled! Have I not told you — this is war? We are not here concerned with the honour of high-born lordlings! I have my duty to do …”


  “You call slaying during a parley duty?”


  “Parley! Talk! You win no wars with talk, young man. I know my duty, if you do not.” He turned away, ordering his archers to raise their aim to the parapet of the keep itself, targets having all disappeared from closer at hand.


  In wrath and frustration Bruce watched — and even in his ire could not withhold his admiration for the magnificent shooting of the English bowmen. That keep’s topmost parapet was more than three hundred yards away, yet straight and true the arrows flew to it, zipping between the gaps and crenellations. As he gazed, a scream came thinly to them from that lofty exposed platform. Arrows were shot back at them from the castle, to be sure, but they all fell far short. Archery had never been highly developed or favoured in Scotland. The English long bow, high as a man and shooting a yard-long arrow, made of yew, a tree unknown in Scotland, had fully double the range or the Scots short bows or arbalests. It was also infinitely more accurate. Here, only the odd spent shaft from the castle came anywhere near them.


  Quickly the Douglases perceived how ineffectual was their fire. Their shooting ceased, and no more men showed themselves at parapet or loophole. Sir Nicholas called a cease-fire. Bruce left him without another word, and mounting his horse again, rode off in a rageful silence.


  He made a circuit of the castle — no easy task amongst the knowes, bogland and river-channels. He noted how thinly spread even six hundred men looked, when extended round a wide perimeter. From a strategic height he surveyed the scene and its possibilities, and thereafter set about regrouping his force. Instead of trying to maintain any unbroken ring, he concentrated his mosstroopers, in parties of fifty or so, where they might best command a comprehensive view of the castle and surroundings. Night-time patrols were going to be difficult.


  This took time. When he returned to the main gatehouse front, it was to find Segrave’s men hacking and hammering now, erecting a crossbar supported on two uprights, out of the timbers of a nearby cowshed. The bar stretched about ten feet above the ground. Men were being sent in search of ropes.


  “Segrave,” Bruce announced tensely, at sight of all this, “I tell you, I will not permit the hanging of innocent hostages. Nor even the pretence at it. I have not forgotten my knightly vows, if you have!”


  “Permit, my lord? Permit, you say? How think you to permit, or not to permit, what I do? I am King Edward’s captain here. What are you?”


  “I am the Earl of Carrick, and commander of this host.”


  “For so long as I permit it! You are a name only, man. You no more command here than you command at Lochmaben Castle. King Edward has more trusted servants than you, sir. And needs them, by God!”


  “There will be no hanging, Segrave.”


  “I have my orders.”


  “From that clerk? From Benstead? I congratulate you!”


  Sir Nicholas looked grim but said nothing.


  “Very well. We shall see.” Bruce rode away again.


  Back he went, to the first of the groups of fifty mosstroopers. “Half your men to come with me,” he told their leader, and proceeded on round the perimeter.


  When he had made the circuit of Douglas Castle for the third time, he had some two hundred rough horsemen at his tail.


  As this company rode back towards the causeway area, Bruce could see that there was now some major activity going on beside the completed gallows, with men clustered around in a close circle. Exclaiming, he dug in his spurs.


  Faces turned as the newcomers pounded up — including three notably white faces in the midst of it all. Three children, two boys of eight or ten, and a girl somewhat older, were being held on the backs of three horses, their hands tied behind their backs, rough gags in their mouths. Already a rope was around the girl’s neck and slung over the cross-bar above her. The same was being done for the boys. The youngsters’ terrified eyes made eloquent appeal.


  “Sir Nicholas Segrave — cut those children free and let them go,” Bruce shouted hoarsely.


  There was no response. The English men-at-arms went on with their grim work.


  “You heard me, Segrave? I will not have it.” Bruce drove his horse forward, into the crowd of watching men, hand on sword-hilt.


  “Fool! Young swollen-headed fool!” the knight cried. “Have I not told you? These need suffer no hurt. Unless the Douglas woman is a deal less chicken-hearted than you are! If they hang, it is of her will. Leave men’s work to men, if you are so nice of stomach, my lord!”


  “I said set them free … Englishman!” Deliberately Bruce added that last word.


  Segrave did not fail to grasp the significance of it. He glanced around him quickly. “Your way, many men will die. Many children will be fatherless. Your own people’s children. And these of Douglas likewise. Remember that. My way costs a deal less! Cannot you see it, man?”


  “I see shame! Shame that will not be done in my presence. Set them free.”


  “No.”


  Bruce’s answer was swift, in the thin skirl of steel, as his long two-handed sword was drawn from its sheath. “You have but forty,” he jerked. “I have six hundred. You will do as I say.”


  “You … you would not dare! Draw steel against the King’s own men? This is rebellion! Treason!”


  “Not so — since I command here. Release those bairns.”


  “No, I say! These men — they are not yours. They are the King’s men. All of them. They have sworn allegiance to him. They will do as I say, his officer. Not you, fool …!”


  “Think you so? They are Bruce’s men. Bruce of Annandale. We shall see who they obey !” He swung round in his saddle. “Swords, I say!”


  Like the screaming of the damned, the savage sound of two hundred blades being wrenched from their scabbards sounded high and shrill above the snarling, menacing growl of angry men.


  Sir Nicholas Segrave had not survived decades of warfare by being any sort of a fool. He recognised actualities when he saw them. Narrow-eyed he glared, then shrugged. He turned to his men. “Set them down,” he ordered shortly. He strode over to where his horse stood, and mounted.


  “You are wise in this, at least,” Bruce said evenly.


  “And you are not! For this you shall pay. Dearly!” The knight gestured to his trumpeter. “Sound to horse,” he commanded.


  The man blew a few short blasts, and everywhere the English soldiery turned and made for their mounts.


  “What do you intend?” Bruce demanded.


  “I leave you. To your treason. Your folly. I go. But I shall be back, my lord. Never fear! With sufficient men to teach you and your treacherous rabble a lesson. You will learn what it costs to set at naught King Edward’s authority, I promise you!”


  “How may that be? When I command. In King Edward’s name …?”


  Segrave’s snort of contempt was converted into a shouted order to his men to follow him, as he reined round and urged his horse to a trot. The men-at-arms fell in behind him, in column, and without a backward glance at the silent ranks of the Scots, rode off south by west.


  Robert Bruce stared after them, biting at his lip.
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