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​Prologue

​The Fool Remembered
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By the time they called him Numpty, most of the truth had been rubbed off him.

That was the trouble with old stories. Men drank them thin. Children laughed them crooked. Grandmothers softened the cruel parts unless they meant to frighten somebody before bed. By the time a tale crossed enough hearths, taverns, kirkyards, and market roads, a man who had once bled, feared, lied, loved, and stood trembling before a king could be reduced to a bell cap and a funny name.

So it was with Ewan MacDarragh.

Few remembered that name.

The village of Glenwharry sat under a cold evening sky, with peat smoke hanging low above the thatch and the last orange of daylight caught along the ridge. A hard rain had passed through before dusk and left the road black with mud. Inside the alehouse, the fire snapped, the rushes smelled damp, and half the village had crowded in to hear old Finlay Cragg tell the tale.

Finlay was not a good man, but he was a fine liar, and in a village starved for entertainment, the difference mattered less than it ought.

He stood on a stool beside the hearth with a wooden cup in one hand and a strip of blue cloth tied around his head for a fool’s cap. The bairns sat cross-legged near the fire. The men leaned back on benches with their cups. The women kept to the tables and corrected the story with their eyes long before they bothered doing it with their tongues.

“And there he was,” Finlay declared, wobbling on the stool, “Numpty himself, the daftest fool ever to wear bells in a Scottish hall. A man so thick in the head, he once bowed to a goose and begged pardon for interrupting its sermon.”

The bairns laughed.

Finlay grinned wide enough to show the gaps in his teeth. “Aye, laugh. You should. For this Numpty was no ordinary gowk. He was famous from Stirling to Edinburgh, from Linlithgow to every hungry road between. Kings called for him. Queens endured him. Priests prayed against him. Noblemen wished him drowned.”

A boy near the fire lifted his hand. “Did he truly fight a goose?”

“He did not fight it,” Finlay said. “He lost to it with honor.”

That brought another round of laughter.

Near the back wall, where the firelight thinned and smoke gathered dark above the beams, an old woman sat with a wool shawl pulled around her shoulders. Her name was Mairead Bell, and she had reached the age where nobody could decide whether she had grown wise or simply tired of fools.

She did not laugh.

Finlay noticed, which was unfortunate for him.

“Mistress Bell disapproves,” he said, dipping his head toward her. “Perhaps she knew the goose personal.”

The room laughed harder.

Mairead looked at him without moving.

That quieted the women first. Then the men. Then the bairns, who had not yet learned why silence could be more dangerous than shouting.

Finlay lowered his cup.

“Have I wounded your scholarship, mistress?”

“You have wounded a dead man,” Mairead said.

There was no heat in her voice. That made it worse.

Finlay shifted on the stool. “It is only a tale.”

“That is what liars say when they have used up the truth.”

A few men chuckled, but softly.

Finlay gave a stiff little bow. “Then perhaps you would favor us with the true telling.”

Mairead’s eyes moved over the room. She saw children waiting for nonsense. Men waiting for a jest. Women waiting to see whether she would spend her strength correcting a fool too old to improve.

At last, she said, “His name was Ewan MacDarragh.”

Finlay opened his mouth.

Mairead raised one finger.

He closed it.

“They called him the Gowk in the king’s hall,” she said. “Not Numpty. Not at first. That came later, when folk grew fond of laughing at what they did not understand.”

One of the children frowned. “What is a gowk?”

“A fool,” Finlay said quickly.

Mairead gave him a look.

He added, “Mostly.”

“A gowk may be a fool,” Mairead said. “Or a cuckoo. Or a man named fool by men too dull to fear him.”

The fire popped. Someone near the door pulled his cloak closer.

Mairead leaned forward, elbows on her knees, her old hands knotted together.

“Ewan MacDarragh was poor-born. Quick-tongued. Too clever for patient work and too hungry for pride. He had a face made for mischief and eyes that missed very little. He could talk a fishwife out of a curse, a merchant out of a coin, and a guard out of striking him, though not always in that order.”

A child smiled.

“He was no saint,” Mairead said, cutting off the warmth before it softened him too much. “He stole when hunger pressed him. Lied when fear cornered him. Laughed when silence would have served him better. But stupid?”

She shook her head.

“No. That was never his trouble.”

Finlay stepped down from the stool, slowly now, as if the story had become a room where he was no longer welcome to dance.

“What was his trouble, then?” asked the boy.

Mairead’s expression changed.

Not softened. Deepened.

“He saw a woman.”

The women at the tables exchanged glances. The men relaxed, thinking they understood. The children leaned in because they did not.

Finlay gave a cautious grin. “Ah. There is the fool.”

“Aye,” Mairead said. “There is the beginning of him.”

Outside, wind moved under the alehouse door. The fire drew it in and hissed.

“She was called Zuri Adeyemi,” Mairead said. “Remember that name if you remember nothing else. She was a woman of the queen’s chamber. Not servant as dull men use the word. Not noble either, which left her safe in no room and watched in every one.”

No one interrupted now.

“She stood near the queen not because she was ornament, nor court wonder, nor some pretty shadow brought from a distant shore to brighten a dull hall. She stood there because the queen trusted her eyes, her memory, her silence, and her judgment. Zuri heard what men thought women missed. She remembered what flatterers wished forgotten. She carried messages that could not be shouted and read faces better than most clerks read letters.”

Mairead paused.

“And she was beautiful enough to make a clever young man forget every useful thing God had placed in his head.”

That earned a small laugh, but this time it came kindly.

“Ewan saw her once,” Mairead said. “Once was enough. The poor fool looked up and saw a woman beyond his station, beyond his purse, beyond his manners, and well beyond his good sense. She belonged to the queen’s household. He belonged to muddy roads, market tricks, and borrowed bread.”

The boy near the fire whispered, “So he became a fool for her?”

“No,” Mairead said. “That would be simple, and simple tales are often false.”

She sat back.

“He became a fool because the palace had no other door for a man like him. He became dangerous because a fool may say what wiser men swallow.”

The room stayed still.

Finlay, who had made a living filling silence, did not touch this one.

Mairead looked toward the small window where rain had left crooked lines down the glass.

“In those days the king’s court moved like weather. Stirling. Linlithgow. Edinburgh. Falkland. Wherever the crown went, hunger followed it, and hope, and vanity, and men with soft hands asking favors they had not earned. There were musicians and clerks, priests and pages, laundresses and guards, cooks with burned fingers, nobles with sweet tongues, and servants who knew more than any lord suspected.”

Her eyes returned to the bairns.

“And among them, bells could hide a blade sharper than steel.”

One little girl shifted closer to her brother.

“The first time Ewan stood before the king, the court expected a village idiot. What they received was worse. They received a man smart enough to make them laugh at one another and poor enough that nobody thought him worth fearing.”

“Was he handsome?” asked the little girl.

A woman at the nearest table hid a smile behind her cup.

Mairead considered the question with proper seriousness.

“Aye,” she said. “In the troublesome way. Not polished like a lord painted for his mother’s wall. He was lean, bright-eyed, and restless. Hair that would not stay where it was told. A grin that confessed nothing and promised trouble. The kind of young man mothers warn daughters about, then secretly ask whether he has eaten.”

The women laughed at that because it was true enough.

“And Zuri?” the girl asked.

Mairead did not answer quickly.

“She carried herself as if she had already survived the eyes of lesser folk,” she said. “Very dark of skin, steady of eye, fine-boned, and graceful without begging anyone to notice. Some called her foreign because they had no better word for dignity they could not claim. The queen called her trusted. That mattered more.”

The alehouse had changed without anyone moving. The comic tale still hovered there, but behind it stood something taller.

Finlay rubbed the back of his neck. “You make it sound serious.”

“It was serious,” Mairead said. “Most funny things are, before men make them safe.”

A log collapsed in the hearth, throwing sparks up the chimney.

Mairead looked at Finlay’s strip of blue cloth, the poor imitation of a fool’s cap. “You told them he bowed to a goose.”

“He did, then?”

“Oh, aye,” she said. “That part is true.”

The bairns brightened.

“But you forgot why,” Mairead said. “You forgot the letter. You forgot the supper. You forgot the day a fool stood before a king with nothing but a wooden sword and the truth.”

Finlay’s grin had faded altogether.

Mairead’s voice lowered.

“You forgot Zuri. That was the worst of it.”

No one laughed now.

The old woman reached for the cup beside her. Her hand trembled slightly, but her voice did not.

“So if you must call him Numpty, then call him so with care. He was a fool, right enough. But not because his head was empty.”

The boy asked, “Why, then?”

Mairead looked into the fire, and for a moment the flames made her eyes look younger.

“Because he saw what was impossible,” she said, “and went after it anyway.”

Outside, the rain began again, soft at first, then steady over the roof. The village seemed to shrink around the alehouse, leaving only the fire, the listeners, and the old story waiting to be told correctly.

Finlay stepped away from the hearth and offered Mairead the stool.

This time nobody laughed at him for it.

She stood slowly. Her knees gave her some argument, but she won. She crossed the floor, took her place beside the fire, and looked down at the bairns who had come for a fool.

“You wanted Numpty,” she said.

The boy nodded.

Mairead’s mouth bent, not quite into a smile.

“Then I’ll give him to you. But you’ll have Ewan MacDarragh first.”

She pulled the shawl tighter around her shoulders.

“And mind this well: the bells were never the man. They were only what the palace could bear to hear.”
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​Chapter 1

​A Lad With Too Much Tongue
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Ewan MacDarragh had learned early that hunger made a poor tutor but a strict one.

It taught him which bakers looked away when a heel of bread went missing. It taught him which alewives watered drink and which merchants set their thumbs on the scale. It taught him that a man with no coin must either have strong hands, quick feet, or a tongue sharp enough to cut himself free before the rope was tied.

Ewan had some strength, fair speed, and a tongue that had nearly killed him twice before he was twenty.

By twenty-three, he had improved only in aim.

The morning market at Glenwharry had begun under a gray sky, with mud thick between the stalls and the smell of fish, wool, wet leather, dung, smoke, and fresh oatcakes arguing for command of the air. Traders had come in from smaller farms, crofts, and lonely roads. Women stood over baskets of eggs. A cooper cursed a cracked hoop. Two boys chased a dog that had stolen something better than either boy had eaten for breakfast. Near the kirk wall, a piper wheezed through a tune with more courage than skill.

Ewan sat on an overturned crate beside Morag Flett’s fish stall, mending a torn strap with a borrowed awl and pretending not to hear his stomach.

Morag was built low and square, with forearms like mallets and a face the weather had failed to soften. She sold herring, trout, and gossip with equal force. Ewan liked her, which was wise, because not liking Morag Flett seemed the sort of error a man would only make once.

“You’re stitching it crooked,” she said.

“I’m giving it character.”

“You’re giving it failure.”

“Failure is only character with witnesses.”

Morag snorted and slapped a strip of fish into a customer’s cloth. “There. Take that home before your husband complains he can smell the sea in it.”

The woman gave her a look. “It is fish, Morag.”

“Aye, and he is a husband. Both facts are known, yet neither stops complaint.”

The customer laughed, paid, and left.

Ewan tied off the strap and bit through the thread. “There. Strong enough to hold a bishop’s purse.”

“Bishops dinnae carry purses where lads like you can reach them.”

“That is why the Church is in decline.”

Morag turned her head slowly. “Say that louder near the kirk door, and I’ll sell your teeth for dice.”

Ewan held up both hands. “I spoke only in grief.”

“You speak because silence frightens you.”

That was nearer truth than he liked, so he grinned.

Before he could answer, a merchant in a brown wool cap stopped at Morag’s stall. Tam Syme. Everyone knew him. He bought low, sold high, weighed light, and prayed loudly enough on Sundays to make God a witness for the defense.

Tam looked over Morag’s fish with the expression of a man insulted by nature.

“These are small.”

“They are dead,” Morag said. “They’ll no grow now.”

“I paid more last week for better.”

“You paid less last week and complained more. I keep account of both.”

Tam pointed at a stack of herring. “A dozen.”

Morag began counting.

Tam watched her hands. Ewan watched Tam’s.

When Morag reached ten, Tam shifted his elbow and knocked one herring half over the edge of the board. It slid down into a shadowed gap between stall and crate, slick and quiet. His face did not change.

Morag counted eleven, then paused. “There should be twelve.”

“There are eleven,” Tam said. “Your memory is poor before noon.”

“My memory could beat yours in a dark lane.”

“Then count better.”

Ewan leaned forward. “Master Syme, if Mistress Flett’s memory has failed, perhaps yours can save us.”

Tam looked at him with sour dislike. “Nobody asked you.”

“Aye, that is why I answered freely. Paid answers are dearer.”

Morag gave Ewan a warning glance. She knew that look on his face. It was the look of a man who had seen a loose thread and could not resist pulling until the coat came apart.

Ewan stood, wiped his hands on his tunic, and bowed lightly to Tam.

“Let us settle it like honest folk.”

Tam’s mouth tightened. “Then leave.”

“Not that honest.”

A few people nearby turned to listen. Market folk loved two things without shame: fresh bread and trouble that cost them nothing.

Ewan pointed to the fish on the board. “Mistress Flett counted twelve. You see eleven. I see eleven and a merchant standing like a hen over a warm egg.”

A laugh moved through the nearest stalls.

Tam flushed. “Call me thief again and I’ll have the bailie on you.”

“I would never call you thief. Thieves have courage. I called you poultry.”

More laughter.

Morag muttered, “Ewan.”

He ignored the warning, because he was young and not always as intelligent as his eyes suggested.

“Now,” he said, “if a fish has leapt away of its own will, we should praise it for ambition. If it has been taken, we should pray for its soul. But if it is merely hiding—”

He stooped, reached into the shadowed gap, and lifted the fallen herring by its tail.

“—then we should admire its taste in company.”

The market laughed harder.

Tam’s face went dark. “He put that there.”

“With what?” Ewan asked. “My third hand? I keep that one for feast days.”

Morag took the fish from Ewan and dropped it with the others. “Twelve.”

Tam threw down his coins. “You’ll answer for that tongue one day.”

“I do most days.”

Tam stepped close enough that Ewan smelled onions and old ale.

“You think yourself clever.”

“No,” Ewan said. “I think you careless. Clever would have chosen a dry good. Fish remember.”

That was the mistake. Not the words themselves. The smile after them.

Tam shoved him.

Ewan went back into Morag’s crate, arms pinwheeling, and landed hard enough to drive the air from his lungs. The crowd laughed once, then hushed when Tam lifted a fist.

Morag came around the stall with a gutting knife in her hand.

Tam saw it and remembered an appointment elsewhere.

“This is not finished,” he said.

Morag smiled without warmth. “Then pay for the fish you bruised him with.”

Tam spat into the mud and left.

Ewan lay half in the crate, looking up at the gray sky.

Morag stood over him. “You alive?”

“Mostly. My dignity is in question.”

“That died long ago.”

She offered a hand. He took it. She pulled him up with one hard tug and set him on his feet as if he weighed no more than laundry.

“Your mouth will put you in the grave,” she said.

“Then it should at least buy me breakfast first.”

Morag stared at him. Then she reached under the stall and handed him a wrapped oatcake gone cold at the edges.

He accepted it with exaggerated solemnity. “Mistress Flett, your mercy shall be sung.”

“Sing and I take it back.”

He bit into it at once.

Food made the world less holy but more manageable.

He was still chewing when Bailie Orrock came down the market row, his cloak dragging mud and his round face pinched with official displeasure. Orrock was not a cruel man. Cruelty required imagination. He preferred rules because they saved him the trouble of judgment.

Behind him came Tam Syme, wounded pride walking on two legs.

“There,” Tam said, pointing. “That’s him.”

Ewan swallowed too quickly and nearly choked.

The bailie stopped in front of him. “Ewan MacDarragh.”

“Bailie Orrock.”

“I hear you caused a disturbance.”

“In this market, that is like accusing rain of wetness.”

Orrock’s eyes narrowed. “Did you insult Master Syme?”

“No more than God did when He made him.”

Morag turned away, but her shoulders moved.

The bailie closed his eyes briefly. “Lad.”

“I did, perhaps, compare him to a hen.”

“A hen?”

“A cautious one.”

Tam jabbed a finger toward Ewan. “He called me thief.”

“I said you were not brave enough for it.”

“That is worse.”

“That depends on your trade.”

Orrock lifted a hand. “Enough.”

Ewan obeyed, mostly because Morag’s knife had returned to the table with a sound that suggested she might use it on whoever spoke next.

The bailie looked at Morag. “Did Master Syme steal from you?”

Tam sputtered. “Bailie!”

Morag folded her arms. “A fish fell where fish do not leap.”

“Was it pushed?”

“I saw his elbow move.”

Tam’s face reddened. “You accuse me?”

“No,” Morag said. “I observed you.”

Ewan murmured, “Observation is an accusation with cleaner boots.”

Orrock pointed at him without looking. “Silence.”

Ewan closed his mouth.

The bailie sighed. “Master Syme, pay Mistress Flett and go about your business. Ewan, go about anyone else’s business until I forget your face.”

“I have that effect on officials.”

“Do not improve it.”

Tam looked as though he might argue, but the market had turned fully against him. Nothing weakened a merchant faster than laughter joined to memory. He paid the extra coin with a hand that promised future revenge and left.

Orrock watched him go, then turned back to Ewan.

“You think wit is protection.”

Ewan gave him an easy smile. “It has served.”

“It has delayed.”

That struck closer than Ewan wanted.

The bailie lowered his voice. “You are not a bairn anymore. Men forgive a quick-tongued lad. They hang a quick-tongued man if he says the wrong thing before the wrong ears.”

Ewan’s smile thinned.

“I’ll choose my ears with care.”

“No, you will choose the words first and pray the ears are gentle. That is your trouble.”

Morag said nothing. That was worse than agreement.

Orrock studied him another moment, then moved on, calling at a baker for unpaid stall dues.

Ewan watched him go.

Morag began arranging fish again. “He is right.”

“He is a bailie. They are right by habit and wrong by nature.”

“Ewan.”

He looked at her.

She was not smiling now.

“You’re clever enough to know better and foolish enough not to care. That is a bad mixture in a poor man.”

Ewan folded the last piece of oatcake into his mouth and brushed crumbs from his fingers.

“Then I shall become rich and cure half the trouble.”

“With what?”

“My face. My charm. My noble connections.”

“You have none.”

“I have you.”

“I sell fish.”

“Every kingdom begins somewhere.”

Morag snorted, but the worry remained in her eyes.

That was the trouble with people who had watched you grow hungry. They took liberties with your future.

Ewan left before she could offer more wisdom. Wisdom sat poorly on an empty stomach, and his was no longer empty enough to tolerate it.

He moved through the market with no fixed purpose, which was how trouble usually found him. He helped a drover lift a fallen sack, earned a crust from a baker by carrying kindling, and lost the crust to a small girl with red hands and no shoes who stared at it too plainly for his conscience to survive.

By noon, the sky had lowered further. Rain threatened but held off, as if waiting for a more theatrical moment.

Near the mercat cross, a knot of people had gathered around a narrow man in a black cap who claimed to sell remedies from Aberdeen, France, Rome, and, by the smell of him, the inside of a stable. Bottles lined his table: brown glass, green glass, one blue vial that caught the gray light and made promises it could not keep.

Ewan paused at the edge of the crowd.

The seller lifted a bottle. “For weak joints, sour stomach, clouded eyes, trembling hands, thin blood, thick blood, melancholy, barren soil, stubborn wives—”

A woman called, “Can it mend foolish husbands?”

The seller did not blink. “Madam, for that I recommend prayer and a second bottle.”

The crowd laughed.

Ewan liked him at once and distrusted him completely.

The seller poured a spoonful of dark liquid and offered it to a stooped farmer. “One taste, goodman, and you’ll feel youth return to your bones.”

The farmer looked tempted. He had the slow misery of a man whose body had become a field gone hard in winter.

“How much?” the farmer asked.

“Three pennies.”

A murmur passed through the crowd. Three pennies was not nothing. Not for hope in a bottle.

Ewan stepped closer. “Does it cure stupidity?”

The seller’s eyes shifted to him. “In some cases.”

“Then drink first. Let us see the strength of it.”

The crowd laughed.

The seller smiled thinly. “A wag.”

“A concerned citizen.”

“What troubles you, lad? Weak joints?”

“Weak faith in miracles sold beside turnips.”

A few people laughed again. The farmer lowered the bottle slightly.

The seller’s smile sharpened. “You mock what you do not understand.”

“I understand enough. If that bottle came from Rome, I am cousin to the Pope. If it came from France, I am kin to the French king and better favored than his sons. If it came from Aberdeen—”

“It did.”

“—then it has traveled farther than any honest remedy should without learning a second trade.”

The seller leaned over his table. “And what trade have you learned?”

Ewan opened his mouth.

Nothing came out at first.

The crowd waited.

It was a fair question, and unfair questions were easier. What trade had he learned? Not smithing. Not coopering. Not weaving. Not carting. He could mend a strap, stack wood, run messages, sing half a song, mock a man, charm a meal, dodge a fist, and tell when a liar had begun believing himself.

None of that made a trade.

Then he saw the seller’s thumb. Brown stain around the nail. Same stain on the corks. Same smell as bitter herbs from the edge of the burn and cheap ale boiled down too far.

Ewan smiled.

“My trade? I name things.”

The seller frowned. “Name things?”

“Aye. For example, this is not Roman physic. This is boiled ale, burnt sugar, bitter weed, and enough confidence to make a dying man apologize for doubting you.”

The farmer set the bottle down.

The seller’s face tightened. “You’ll ruin my custom.”

“I believe that was your work before I arrived.”

The seller swept the bottles into a sack with quick, angry movements. “The world has no love for clever beggars.”

Ewan bowed. “Then we understand one another.”

The man left under a rain of jeers mild enough not to become violence. The farmer looked at Ewan and nodded once.

“You saved me three pennies.”

“Aye.”

The farmer waited.

Ewan waited too.

At last, the farmer reached into his pouch and gave him one penny.

Ewan looked at it.

“One?”

“You saved me three. I kept two. That is thrift.”

Ewan laughed despite himself. “You are a hard man.”

“I am married.”

The crowd broke apart, pleased with the bargain of entertainment and justice. Ewan held the penny between finger and thumb. It was small, dull, and warm from another man’s hand.

A penny was not a future.

It was, however, lunch if a man argued properly.

He had just begun considering where best to turn coin into bread when shouting rose from the road beyond the market. Not angry shouting. Excited. That was different and usually more profitable.

A rider had come in hard, his horse lathered and flecked with mud. He wore the colors of a household Ewan did not recognize and carried himself like a man happy to know something before others did.

“Royal train by Linlithgow!” the rider called. “The king’s household moves within the week! Men wanted for carting, kitchens, stables, pages’ work, mending, music, and foolery if any man be daft enough to prove it!”

The market stirred at once.

King’s household.

The words changed the air.

Men who had cursed the mud stood straighter. Women began calculating what could be sold to a passing court. Boys imagined horses, swords, banners, and food too fine to be eaten by anyone they knew. Even Morag Flett came out from behind her stall, wiping her hands on her apron.

Ewan felt the words land somewhere behind his ribs.

Royal train.

Linlithgow.

Work.

Music.

Foolery.

He told himself the last word had not found him.

Then the rider called again, “Strong backs to report by the east road before terce tomorrow! Men with instruments to seek Master Rennick’s clerk! Tumblers, singers, jesters, and fools to present themselves if they’ve skill enough not to bore a king!”

A man near the cross laughed. “There’s your summons, Ewan!”

Another called, “Aye, send MacDarragh. He’ll talk the king deaf and save Scotland from taxes.”

Ewan grinned because grinning cost less than answering truthfully.

Morag watched him from her stall.

Bailie Orrock watched him from beside the baker.

Even Tam Syme, lurking by a wool cart, watched him with satisfaction, as if imagining Ewan whipped by royal guards before sunset.

Ewan looked down at the penny in his palm.

A royal court was no place for a poor man with a quick mouth. Or it was the only place. He could not tell which, and that uncertainty pleased something reckless in him.

He imagined halls warm with torchlight. Tables heavy with food. Musicians. Courtiers. Pages running with messages. Men dressed in cloth worth more than Glenwharry’s roofs. Women of rank moving through chambers where a man like him would be beaten for standing too near the wrong door.

He imagined a king asking to be amused and a room full of proud men pretending they had no fear of laughter.

Ewan closed his fingers around the penny.

Morag came to stand beside him. She did not look at his face. She looked toward the road.

“You’re thinking it.”

“I think many things.”

“Most of them before wisdom can catch up.”

He said nothing.

“That road will eat lads better than you,” she said.

“Then I shall give it indigestion.”

Morag’s mouth twitched despite herself. “You have no instrument.”

“I have a voice.”

“That is a threat, not a talent.”

“I can juggle.”

“You dropped three onions last Candlemas and blamed witchcraft.”

“The onions were hostile.”

She turned to him then. Her expression had lost its rough humor.

“Ewan.”

He hated when people said his name like that. Like they had found the soft part under the ribs and meant to press.

“You go near royal men with that tongue, you may not come back whole.”

“I’ll keep my manners polished.”

“You have never kept anything polished a full hour in your life.”

He looked toward the east road. Mud, ruts, cart tracks, rain, chance. The same road everyone used. Yet it looked different now, as if someone had taken an ordinary thing and pointed it toward a story.

“What would you have me do?” he asked.

“Learn a trade.”

“I have tried.”

“Try longer.”

“I am bad at longer.”

“Aye,” she said. “That is plain.”

The rider was still speaking with townsmen, giving directions, taking names, making the royal household sound less like a miracle and more like hard labor badly paid. That did not dull the shine for Ewan. Hard labor badly paid was what he already knew. But this labor moved near power.

Near doors.

Near rooms where one word could lift a man or bury him.

Ewan looked again at the penny.

“A fool could eat there,” he said.

Morag looked at him sharply. “A fool could hang there.”

“Then I must be the other sort.”

“What other sort?”

“The sort who eats first.”

She struck the back of his head, not hard enough to injure him, but with the authority of long practice.

He rubbed the spot. “Was that blessing or farewell?”

“That was warning.”

“Your blessings are similar.”

She reached into her apron and took out a second oatcake, wrapped in cloth. She shoved it against his chest.

He did not take it at once.

Her eyes narrowed. “Take it before I remember sense.”

He took it.

For once, he had no joke ready.

Morag saw that and softened in a way she would have denied before witnesses.

“You are not stupid, Ewan MacDarragh,” she said. “That is why you vex me. Stupid men fall in holes because they dinnae see them. You see the hole, name it, mock it, and leap.”

He looked past her toward the east road.

“Maybe this one has a door at the bottom.”

“Maybe it has bones.”

He tucked the oatcake under his arm. “Then I’ll step careful.”

“You’ll dance.”

“Only if paid.”

She sighed. “Away with you before I change my mind and ask Orrock to lock you in the tolbooth for your own preservation.”

“He would charge rent.”

“He would be right.”

Ewan smiled, but it faded quickly.

At the edge of the market, the rider had begun taking down names. Strong backs first. Then singers. Then men who claimed tricks, jests, tumbling, or other uselessness useful to great houses.

Ewan walked toward him.

Behind him, Morag called, “MacDarragh.”

He turned.

She pointed one thick finger at him. “If you shame Glenwharry, do it memorably.”

That, at least, deserved an answer.

Ewan bowed low enough to nearly put his nose in the mud. “Mistress Flett, I shall disgrace us beyond forgetting.”

The market laughed.

He straightened, grinning now, and crossed to the rider before courage could become thought.

The man looked him over. “Name?”

“Ewan MacDarragh.”

“Trade?”

Ewan glanced back once.

Morag stood with her arms folded. Bailie Orrock pretended not to watch. Tam Syme watched openly, hoping for failure.

Ewan faced the rider again.

“Words,” he said.

The rider frowned. “That is not a trade.”

“It is in courts, I hear.”

A few men nearby chuckled.

The rider dipped his quill. “Singer?”

“When pressed.”

“Player?”

“Of what?”

“Instrument.”

“I have been struck with several.”

The rider paused. His mouth twitched. “Fool?”

The market held its breath in the way a crowd does when it smells either danger or entertainment.

Ewan considered the road, the mud, the coin in his hand, the oatcake under his arm, and the life behind him, which had never fit no matter how he turned himself.

Then he smiled.

“Not yet,” he said. “But I am willing to learn.”

The rider wrote his name.
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​Chapter 2

​The Woman Beside the Queen
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The road to Linlithgow did not care for ambition.

It lay wet, rutted, and brown beneath a sky that could not decide whether to rain or merely threaten it. Men trudged with bundles over their shoulders. Carts groaned under barrels, sacks, tools, folded canvas, and the hopeful burdens of people who had heard the king’s household was moving and believed royal service might prove kinder than poverty.

Ewan MacDarragh walked among them with one penny, two oatcakes, a borrowed cloak, and a confidence that looked better from a distance.

By the second mile, the confidence had soaked through at the hem.

By the fifth, he had eaten one oatcake and begun bargaining with himself over the second.

By the seventh, he had decided hunger was a tyrant, but a familiar one, and therefore less frightening than uncertainty.

A heavy-shouldered man with a cart horse glanced at him. “You from Glenwharry?”

“Only by accident of birth.”

“That means aye?”

“Aye.”

“What trade?”

Ewan had already learned that question followed him like a dog with poor manners.

“Words.”

The man squinted. “Words?”

“I own a great many. I rent them when needed.”

“Can you lift?”

“When words fail.”

The man looked him over and grunted. “They’ll fail quick at court.”

“I am told kings enjoy novelty.”

“Kings enjoy food, horses, gold, and men who dinnae talk when not asked.”

“Then I shall have to catch him after dinner.”

The cart man snorted despite himself, then flicked the reins.

Ewan kept walking.

The road rose and dipped, passing stone walls slick with moss, fields stripped close from labor and season, and cottages that seemed to crouch against the wind. Somewhere ahead, beyond the rolling land and wet-gray trees, lay Linlithgow with its palace, loch, kirks, stables, kitchens, officers, guards, and doors that did not open for lads who owned more mouth than station.

He told himself he was going for work.

That was partly true.

He told himself any royal household needed men who could carry, fetch, sing, jest, mend, and charm.

That was also partly true.

The part he did not admit was simpler: Glenwharry had begun to feel too small for the trouble in him.

By afternoon, the road thickened with traffic. Packmen led ponies. A woman drove three geese with a stick and more theology than patience. Two boys hauled a wicker crate of hens that objected to travel in the language of all imprisoned things. A group of young men walked with lutes, pipes, and one cracked drum, each pretending not to fear the others were better.

Ewan moved near enough to hear them.

The tallest, a narrow-faced youth with oiled hair, saw him listening.

“Can you play?” the youth asked.

“I have been played before.”

“Instrument.”

“I have whistled in tune twice.”

“Then stay behind us. Master Rennick’s clerk is taking musicians first.”

“Good,” Ewan said. “The clerk should clear away the noisy men before reaching the useful ones.”

The drummer laughed. The oiled youth did not.

“You think yourself a wit?”

“I think myself hungry. Wit is what hunger does when it has no knife.”

That silenced them for a few steps.

The drummer, who had kind eyes and a nose that had been broken by either a fist or bad architecture, nodded toward the rise ahead. “First time near court?”

Ewan looked beyond him.

The road crested.

Linlithgow appeared below.

For once, Ewan had no answer ready.

The palace rose near the loch with stone walls pale against the dark water and the dull sky. Smoke lifted from kitchens and houses. The town clung close around the church, market space, yards, and closes. Men, women, animals, carts, servants, guards, clergy, merchants, and petitioners moved as if someone had kicked an anthill and given every ant a royal errand.

It was not a fairy story.

That struck him first.

It was mud, dung, shouting, bells, meat smoke, wet wool, horse piss, polished harness, worn boots, and men with authority enough to make others step aside before they had spoken. A royal place did not float above the world. It crushed the world flatter around it.

The drummer grinned. “Still hungry?”

“Aye,” Ewan said. “But now I am hungry in better company.”

They descended toward the town with the rest of the hopeful.

At the lower road, a guard line had been set near a service approach. Men with household marks directed carts. A clerk under a hooded cloak stood at a trestle table protected from the weather by a patched canopy. He had ink on his fingers, impatience in his mouth, and two assistants who looked as if they had been born tired.

“Strong backs to the left!” one assistant called. “Kitchen women and laundresses by the stable gate! Singers, pipers, tumblers, and other noise before Master Rennick’s man! No beggars near the inner close! No blades longer than a hand unless declared!”

The crowd spread, argued, re-formed, and argued again.

Ewan found himself in a line that smelled of damp wool, sour breath, stale bread, and ambition. Ahead of him, the musicians whispered and tuned. Behind him, a man with juggling clubs practiced tossing one too high and catching it with his forehead.

The clerk looked up only when irritation required it.

“Name.”

“Gilchrist Boyd,” said the oiled youth.

“Trade?”

“Lute.”

“Play.”

Gilchrist played six measures of something delicate and self-important.

The clerk held up a hand. “Enough. Stand yonder.”

Gilchrist bowed with smug relief and moved aside.

The drummer came next.

“Name?”

“Robin Galt.”

“Trade?”

“Drum, pipe, some song.”

“Drum.”

Robin struck a rhythm on the cracked skin. It was plain but steady, the sort of beat that could move feet even if it could not improve souls.

The clerk nodded. “Yonder.”

Robin passed.

The juggler behind Ewan dropped a club.

The clerk closed his eyes.

Then it was Ewan’s turn.

“Name?”

“Ewan MacDarragh.”

“Trade?”

“Words.”

The clerk looked up.

His face held no welcome for invention.

“Words,” he repeated.
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