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      “It’s better than anything we ever had at the inn,” Sir Law Kintour said, looking down at the pottage of rabbit, barley, and onion in a thyme-scented gravy.

      Across the small table, Cormac the minstrel was carefully lifting a piece of the meat on a horn spoon, bent over the wooden bowl so as not to drip any on his red and white striped doublet. He dipped a slice of barley bread into the gravy and nodded in agreement as he ate.

      “It is tasty. And it’s warming, too. I wonder if we are ever going to have summer.” Law paused eating to take a long drink from a cup of ale and gaze at the dreich day outside, a dark louring sky and thin, chilly drizzle despite it being the end of May. It was past noon, and the sun would have been at its height, but they had not seen it the entire day. He rubbed the thigh of his scarred leg, hoping for the warmth of early summer.

      “I wonder if anyone will come to the inn tonight,” Cormac said pensively. “I had only a handful of customers to play for last eve. Is it the weather or the fear of rebellion that is keeping folk at home, do you suppose?”

      His comment echoed the worry of everyone in Perth at the moment. Only three weeks before, the king had charged his cousin, Murdoch Stewart, Duke of Albany, and his three sons with treason. They were to be tried by a jury of nobles, and if found guilty, Murdoch and his sons would be executed. But Murdoch’s youngest son, Seamas Mór, had escaped capture. Rumors ran riot that he was in the western Highlands with a large army he had raised in his mother’s lands and that they held the castle of Inchmurrin. Law’s mind turned to the carnage he had taken part in across France when he followed the Earl of Douglas fighting the English. He had thought he would miss that life, but the only part for which he was nostalgic was his companion-in-arms, Alan, who died at his feet at the Battle of Verneuil. Law shook away the painful memory.

      “Still, I’m glad you’re out of that cramped old room right under everyone’s nose,” persisted the slender Highlander. “The way Wulle Cullen acted, you’d think you had let them be murdered in their beds instead of catching a traitor.”

      They were sitting in a decent thatched cottage in Perth, on South Street near Flesher’s Vennel. If the wind sometimes carried a bit of stink of offal from the nearby butchers, it was not often enough to bother Law. It did make the cost reasonable since wealthy burgesses preferred the more salubrious neighborhood of High Street.

      Law shrugged. “I didnae blame him so much. It was a terrible fright for them to have a killer sneak into their tavern. They’d been good enough to me until then. Forbye, it’s better being in my own dwelling.” He had rented the cottage to escape the ire of his former landlord. That the Bishop of Glasgow, the king’s secretary and Keeper of the Seal, had sneered and pointed out that the inn was no fit dwelling for the king’s coroner had not been the reason. But he wouldn’t mind avoiding such conversation in the future, to be honest.

      They finished the pottage and waited for Effam to shuffle away, carrying their bowls to the kitchen hut in the dirt yard behind the cottage where there was also a small stable, well, and a privy. The wife of their dour landlord Fergus, Effam was a solidly plump woman who cooked, washed, and did token cleaning of the house, which is to say she strewed a few herbs onto the thick padding of rushes every week.

      As Law sat on his stool awaiting the next course, he went over again in his mind the events of the past month. He was not entirely happy with being made the king’s coroner, though he told himself he should be. He also comforted himself with the fact that he had no choice in the matter.  As a subject of the crown, he had no alternative but to obey the king’s commands, especially when they were issued from the king’s own mouth. Law’s lips twitched into a wry smile. King James had decided that he needed coroners in his kingdom, like the ones the king had encountered whilst he was imprisoned in England. Given Law’s success in discovering and stopping a plot on the king’s person, Law had been the choice to serve in the city of Perth. So now Law was an officer of the king whether he liked it or not.

      He should have been pleased, again he told himself, but his experience with the loyalty of great nobles, or the lack of it, made him uneasy in the office. Nonetheless, he would do his best. He had been surprised that despite the lord sheriff of Perth’s dislike of him, the man had shown little ire at the appointment. But then a large part of Law’s duties as far as he could tell would be to attend hangings and seize what little belongings the executed owned, which now belonged to the crown. Since they were generally paupers or as near as could be, it was not a duty the lofty Sir William thought highly of.

      Cormac’s voice broke through Law’s musings. “You seem to have few duties in this coroner office of yours.”

      “I’ve nae started yet. I’ve heard of coroners before but have little idea what I am expected to do. I hope the message to attend the bishop means I’m to be tellt what my duties actually are.”

      Cormac grimaced. “You cannae trust nobles. Sir William is likely to have a knife in your back if this means you get in his way.”

      “It fashes me as much that so far he has made nae objection.” Law finished his ale and stood up. “In fact, I’ll call on the bishop now and find out what I can. There was mention of reports to the crown, and I am no clerk.”

      He waved to Cormac as the minstrel strolled in the other direction and groaned at the thought of having dealings with the royal court. Cormac was right. They’d as soon grind him underfoot as spit on him.
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      Law presented himself at the manse of the Bishop of Dunkeld on High Street where most of Perth’s finer dwellings were. Cameron used it when in Perth, as royal affairs often brought him there. After telling a porter that he was Sir Law Kintour, he was led to a small antechamber where a clerk sat at a table scratching with a quill at a parchment. The young man, who had a full head of curly hair and no tonsure, peered at him suspiciously. “How do I know you are who you say you are?”

      Law frowned at the man. “The bishop commanded that I attend him.”

      The clerk frowned back. “You could be another one of Albany’s assassins for all I ken.”

      Law said his name again and repeated that he was there at the bishop’s command. “Ask the bishop if he wants to see me, you dolt.”

      The man glowered at him but rose. He pointed at Law and said, “You stay there. I shall see what the bishop says.” He glanced at the porter who was hovering behind Law and added, “Keep a close eye on him.” With a lanky stride, he went through a door past his table and closed it behind him. When he returned, his expression was glum. He mumbled an apology and beckoned to Law. “Come with me.”

      He led Law through a passage to a large chamber where Bishop Cameron, tall, fair-haired and tonsured, was waiting, seated in a high-backed chair, beside a small table with an unlit candlestick, a few parchments and a small bell, before an open window. Sunlight gleamed on the silk of his black gown and the gold of the cross that he wore. When Law entered, he held out his hand.

      “I can spare you a short time, Sir Law.”

      Law knelt to kiss his ring.

      “The king’s army, led by the Earl of Douglas and John Montgomery of Ardrossan, will arrive on the morrow, but the king commanded me to see that you fully understand your duties in your office.”

      “The rumor that the Bishop of Argyll is backing the rebellion is true then? That Albany’s ilk has raised an army?”

      The bishop gestured, and Law stood. “Aye, it is, but that isnae why I asked you to come.” The bishop waved to a nearby stool which Law pulled closer, to take a seat.

      “The king owes the enormous ransom the English demanded for his release. Whilst he was a prisoner of the Sassenach, the kingdom was neglected, much allowed to fall into ruin. Taxes were uncollected. Nobles ignored their duty to enforce the law.” He paused and looked expectantly at Law.

      For a moment there was complete silence. Law, at last, stuttered out, “As coroner, I am to solve this?”

      “Part of it, though nae you alone. Soon every royal burgh will have a king’s coroner.”

      “So exactly what does a coroner do?” Law demanded. “And what does it have to do with the king’s ransom?”

      The bishop rested his elbows on the arms of his chair and steepled his fingers before his mouth as though he were praying. “A coroner must look into any violent, sudden, or suspicious deaths and bring what he learns before a coroner’s jury. If guilt is accused, then the accused must be held for the king’s judiciar. Moreover, it is your duty to see that any unclaimed treasure is claimed for the king. Any instrument of unlawful death, whether sword, dirk, or--” He waved a hand vaguely. “—anything else is forfeit to the crown. You are to seize it and see that it reaches the royal exchequer.”

      The bishop gave Law a sharp look. Law returned it. He would still like to know of a certainty where that templar’s cross had ended up, but if it hadn’t been into the hands of Cameron, he’d have been more than astonished.

      The bishop continued, “He must attend any executions in his jurisdiction and claim the property of the felons for the king. You are to record of all of this for the king’s judiciar.”

      Law slowly nodded. The point of the appointment, as the bishop had hinted, was money. Every pence in the kingdom might be required to pay the huge ransom that was owed after the king’s foul imprisonment and for the king’s campaign to strengthen his position against the nobles who were once again in rebellion. “But this removes certain powers from the lord sheriff. Will he nae object to this?”

      “The king will hear no objections, and Sir William is of the king’s party. He kens the best way to keep the king sweet. I hope you do as well. Do as you are commanded.”

      Law blinked and frowned. “As is my duty, but I’m nae clerk, my lord. The judiciar is likely to learn little from any records I keep.” Law could read as it was expected in the Douglas household where he’d been a page and squire, but his writing was nearly nonexistent, especially in the Latin used for legal records.

      Cameron nodded. “You will need a clerk, someone to keep all the records and write them properly. Happily, I have such a person in my household.” He picked up the bell on the table beside him and rang it to summon the clerk who had led Law into the room.

      The young man appeared, even more downcast than before. He looked to be about twenty, with a lankiness that showed his youth and dark neatly trimmed hair and dark eyebrows. Dark stubble covered his cheeks. He might have been a handsome lad had he not looked as though they both had just kicked his puppy.

      “This is my cousin in the third degree, Malcolm Cleireach. Entering holy orders isnae for him though he was trained for it, so he is need of some suitable work. I can vouch that he has the abilities that you need as I oversaw his education myself.”

      Law could hardly miss the less than amiable attitude of the bishop towards his kinsman, but family ties apparently over-rode whatever sins the young man had committed. Law thought he did not care as long as the youth could keep records in Latin for him. He was about to say as much when the young man spoke up.

      “I didnae want to be a priest any road, but that is of nae consequence to you, I suppose. I can write any records you need me to make and keep them in good order. It is an occupation I am well suited for.” Malcolm gave his cousin a resentful look. “He is going to pay me you said.”

      “Aye. And you should be grateful.” Cameron turned back to Law. “I promised him three pence and a meal a day. I assume you can do that, Sir Law.”

      There was something about the young man that made Law believe him. Perhaps his anger reminded Law of when he had also found himself homeless and poor. Perhaps it was the touch of fear Law thought he saw in the youth’s eyes underlaying his resentment.

      “Gladly, my lord, if he can do that duty.”

      From the look Malcolm gave the two of them, apparently, they’d kicked his puppy once again instead of giving him work to earn his keep. Then he turned and strode from the room, leaving his cousin to assure Law that Malcolm Cleirach would be a fine clerk for me. The bishop rose to his feet. “And now I have business to attend.”

      “Will the king ride with the army?” Law asked as he rose. The king had fought well in France while still a prisoner of the English, but he was not known to love warfare.

      “Nae. The king and I must return to Stirling in a few days to convene the parliament for the trial of the Duke of Albany. Nor will I. The earl has his own chaplains with them to attend to the needs of the men.” He held out his hand

      “Thank you,” Law said going down on one knee again. At least he now had someone to keep the required records and had some idea what his duties would be. As for any snarls from his new clerk, Law had dealt with much more difficult squires in his day.

      Finding no excuse to delay confronting the sheriff, Law slowly walked to the tolhouse and climbed the stairs to the upper level where the warren of offices was. One of the watchmen in his blue gown, a truncheon hanging from a wide leather belt, stood beside the door. Law jerked his head towards the closed door of the sheriff’s chamber. “Is Sir William in there?”

      “Aye. I had better announce you.”

      Law grinned. “That is likely to spoil his day.”

      Sir William Ruthven of Baldernoch was a good decade older than Law, a tall, burly man, balding but he sported a pointed beard in exactly the style of the king’s, except Sir Williams was generously laced with gray. He sat behind his polished wooden table dressed in an azure houppelande trimmed with marten fur.

      He looked up from a parchment he was reading when the watchman announced Law and said to admit him. The door was closed, and he motioned Law to take a seat.

      Once Law was seated, Sir William slowly looked him up and down, with an expression as though he had bitten into a sour apple. “You’ve come up in the world since you first arrived in Perth. This new post of coroner will give you some standing in the burgh.”

      Law shrugged. “Most people have never heard of such a thing as a king’s coroner, so I’m nae sure anyone will be impressed. But the king wants me to do the task, so I shall.”

      Sir William opened his mouth to retort but then snapped it closed. He leaned back and after a moment said in an amiable tone, “As it happens, having someone to handle these minor matters of tax collection from felons suit me gey well. You’ll find if you nae get above yourself, I shan’t object.” He tugged on the point of his beard. “I suppose that you have heard that the king himself is arriving with the army that is to put down this rebellion in the west.” When Law nodded, he continued, “I shall ride with the Douglas with my men.”

      Law raised an eyebrow. “The Watchmen?”

      “Of course not, man! They are the men of my own lands. My sergeants are marching them towards Perth as we speak. They will arrive in two days. The king’s army under Earl William’s command should arrive tomorrow. There is a hanging on the morrow as well, and I certainly do not have time to see if the felon anything to seize for the exchequer.”

      “Of course.” Law smothered a grin in the making. Nothing pleased the lord sheriff of Perth better than trying to gain favor with the king. He would have to send word to his new clerk that his duties were about to start and wondered where to find the surly git. As he rose and left, Law had to wonder how long the lord sheriff’s unusual good nature would last.

    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





