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            Chapter One

          

          September 1338

        

      

    

    
      “Rest eternal grant unto her, O Lord, and let light perpetual shine upon her.” Friar Walter Blantyre crossed himself.

      The chamber I shared with my mam smelled of the flux that had drained the life from her. Staring at her, I tried to see, in her thin face, the mother who had sung to me and told me stories of my father. I choked down the sob that threatened to force its way out. But hot tears dribbled down my cheeks, half-blinding me. I bolted and stumbled into the door jamb. The friar put a hand on my shoulder to steady me, but I jerked free. A madness swept through me, and I ran out the door, down the stairs, and barreled through the side door of the keep into the walled garden.

      The garden was quiet in the lazy, late summer afternoon, a tapestry of greens and golds and yellows with splashes of white and crimson, all bathed in slanting sunlight and purple shade. How could the sun shine and the flowers smell sweet when my mother was dead? I wiped my wet face on my sleeve, ashamed to be weeping and looked around, wondering what I should do now.

      "Archie," a low-pitched voice called to me. I turned.

      King David was sitting on the ground propped against the wall, head tilted back to catch the sun, arms resting on his bent knees.

      Quickly glancing around to be sure no one was near, I whispered, "Are you hiding, Davie?"

      We were not supposed to call him Davie, but he had never cared when we used to play out of earshot of the grownups. Now though, the King was fifteen and almost a grown man, too old to join in children's games.

      He grinned. "I'm tired of my Latin lessons translating Caesar, so I'm avoiding Abbot William." His voice went squeaky, then deepened again. Blushing, he coughed. "He will look in the stable and the practice yard, but he won't think to look for me here." He was thin and long-legged, a strand of auburn hair falling over his forehead. His face was long, and he had a bit of fuzz for a beard. He cocked his head and looked me over. "Your mother. I heard she was . . . Did she . . . die?"

      Cold passed right through me. I bit my lip hard enough to taste blood and said nothing.

      "I'm sorry, Archie. That was nae tactful. Sir Malcolm says even a King should be tactful." He frowned. "And now you don't have anyone to look after you, and you a love-bairn."

      I stiffened and lifted my chin. "I will be a great knight like my father so I dinnae need anyone to look after me. I will!"

      "Mayhap." David smiled as he studied my face. "They say he was dark-haired and dark-skinned like you."

      My chest swelled with pride, but I tried not to let it show on my face.

      "It is hard being without parents. I dinnae remember my mother and barely remember my sire. But I can hear his voice sometimes," the King mused. "You will need a foster father like Sir Malcolm is for me, but I don't think there is anyone in my court who can do it. You're old enough to be a page, though. Until we figure something out. I will talk to Sir Malcolm about it."

      In no mood to think about a new parent, even a foster one, I answered, "I dinnae need a foster father."

      "We all need someone to belong to—" He favored me with a wry smile. "—as I have learned the hard way. I thank the Blessed Mother that the French King was willing to take us in when we had to flee Scotland, and Sir Malcolm came with me." He rose, stretched, patted me on the shoulder, and then strolled back into the keep. He said over his shoulder, "But I will talk to Sir Malcolm anent you, and he will ken what to do. For now, I suppose I should let the abbot find me."

      This was the fifth year of our exile in France. It was the ninth year of my life.
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      Malcolm Fleming had indeed made me a page before winter. I was given two tunics with the royal livery that I belted low around my hips, and I slept in the same room with the other pages. Will Ramsay had the next bed. He picked a fight with me over who would fill wine goblets at the low table the first day. When I would not give up the flagon, Will came at me with fists, knees, and elbows. I flung him onto his back and was using his hair to knock his head on the floor when Sir Robert grabbed us up by the back of our necks, gave us both a good shake, and told us that now we were friends.

      Like the other pages, I had work and lessons to keep me busy. One of Friar Walter Blantyre’s monks taught us to read French and Latin and lectured on etiquette. We were taught the basics of riding and using a sword. The monk was not in charge of that. Usually, one of the older squires, William de Mure, taught us, but sometimes Sir Robert de Keith, the Marischal, came to ensure we were being properly schooled. There was always armor to be cleaned, horses to be groomed, pouring water for handwashing before meals, and filling the wine goblets.

      I even enjoyed it, and of course, I got into fights sometimes. My worst enemy was Uilleam of Ross.

      Heavy, gray clouds covered the sky, and the wind blew dead leaves into drifts. Our main work was our studies and serving in the great hall, but even in the bitter cold, we worked in the practice yard for a time every day. I became proficient with the practice sword, learning all the guard positions. We rode out to put horses through their paces. There was also time for play, and Will and I ran races down to the River Seine, where we fashioned boats out of bits of wood to send spinning in the current. In the nearby woods, we fought our imaginary enemies. At long last, the bitter cold loosened its grip fled the wind grew warm. Thin clouds blew across a blue early summer sky.

      One day in June, six of us pages trailed out of the chapel after morning mass down to the practice yard in the outer bailey of Château Gaillard. The day had dawned cloud streaked and mild, a typical summer's day in Normandy. Sunlight gleamed on the high white stone walls.

      Several serjeants were working with their spears when we arrived at the practice yard, but it was too early for the knights and squires. Sir Robert stood beside de Mure as we filed in. I took one of the thickly padded gambesons from a hook in the storage shed, donned it, and put a battered cervelliere on my head, then I took one of the wooden wasters from a rack along the wall.

      "Now, let us see if any of you have learned anything at all," Sir Robert said. He paired four of the others off to spar and turned to me. "See what you can do against Uilleam. You two should be a good match."

      I grimaced. When I had beaten Uilleam a week before, he had filled my boots with horseshit while I slept. He was two years older, nearly as tall as me, burly, and thick-necked. At least he would give me a contest, but beating him would surely bring more retaliation. He was a bully when he could get away with it, but I was not about to let anyone defeat me in front of Sir Robert.

      My opponent swung his waster over his head in a high guard we'd just practiced the week before. I moved my sword to the side above one arm and then slashed at Uilleam's face. He hacked down to keep from being hit. As the wasters thudded together, I rolled his blade and made a side strike. Uilleam just managed to catch it and stumbled from the force. I jerked mine free and swung from the other side. It hit his cervelliere with a clang and sent him staggering. When he clumsily swung from the side, I knocked the blow aside and rammed a shoulder into his chest. His feet flew out from under him, and he sat down hard. When he rolled onto his hands and knees and started to get up, I whanged him hard on the back. Uilleam flattened with an oof.

      "Enough!" the squire shouted. "Sir Robert didnae say for you to kill him."

      "Hoi, Uilleam." I rolled my eyes and nudged his leg with my foot. "Are you killed?"

      Glaring up at me, he gave a shake of his head, his lips clamped shut so hard they were white.

      "They cannae kill each other with wasters, William." I thought that Sir Robert’s mouth twitched with a slight smile. "But remember, Archibald, that you dinnae usually want to kill your opponent."

      Puzzled, I looked at the practice blade in my hand and back to him. "You don't?"

      "It is bad form to kill in a tourney. And they are profitable for a strong knight."

      I twisted my mouth to the side as I thought about it. "So, you should nae kill the men you fight."

      "In war, sometimes you must, but a dead knight cannae pay a ransom either." The other boys stopped what they were doing to listen as Uilleam clamored to his feet. De Mure glared at them. "Did I tell you to stop? Since you are too weak to keep on with your practice, you will swing at the pell with weighted wasters until the bell rings for terce."

      I walked a little to the side of the others as they shot glares at me. Except for Will, I rarely walked with the others. But today, even he looked angry at the extra practice, but then he came over and bumped me with his shoulder.

      "It isnae your fault."

      When I exchanged my waster for the heavier wooden blade, I wondered what type of wood they made them from to weigh so much. Then I methodically began to swing at the thick, scarred wooden pell that was the height of a grown man. If it hadn't been bad enough beating Uilleam, now they would blame me for the pain of swinging the heavy practice weapons until our arms felt as though we could never lift them again.

      "Harder!" the squire shouted. "Do not strike it softly. That gains you no strength, and hit with precision and technique as I showed you."

      Under my gambeson, sweat trickled down my sides, and my arms began to ache, but I refused to slow down the steady, careful whack, whack of the wooden blade against the post. Some of the others thought I was unimportant because I was a bastard, but I would prove them wrong. They would see what a bastard could do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          June 1339

        

      

    

    
      Squire William Mure's horse munched contentedly on hay from the bag hanging in its stall as I brushed the dust and dirt from its coat. Breathing in the barn smells of leather, liniment, hay, and wood shavings mixed with a tang of urine, I leaned my head against the animal's warm neck as I worked, wondering what revenge Uilleam would take that once more I had defeated him. A sparrow flew in through the open doors and perched for a moment in the loft.

      It was easier being alone here in the quiet of the stable, but even here, I missed my mother—her laughing eyes as I begged for a sweet and the songs from Scotland she sang me by the hearth in our chamber at night. It had been different when she was alive. I would have given anything to have her here, to ruffle my hair so I could pretend that I minded, and then to tell me stories about my father's adventures. But now, she was buried in the cemetery next to the chapel.

      "Hoi, Bastard."

      I turned at the angry voice.

      Uilleam of Ross glared at me, red-faced. “You made me look bad at practice again. This time you will pay!” His fists hung loosely at his sides. Behind him were two of the other pages. Domhnall and Muireadhach were sons of the Earl of Lennox, who had died fighting the English. All would be powerful nobles. If they could help it, neither ever spoke to me. They were conceited braggarts without a bit of courage between them.

      "So, you want another beating?" I put the comb down on a nearby stool. It was three against one, but they did not scare me. I would end up bruised and bloody, but I was sure I could hurt them even worse thab they did me. “I may be a bastard, but I can beat you anytime that I want.”

      "You think you’re tough, but we will prove you belong in the kitchen, scrubbing pots," Domhnall sneered.

      As I opened my mouth to answer, Ross barreled into my stomach, head down. I staggered but had been in enough fights not to let that go unanswered. I threw a punch that rocked his head back. In moments we were rolling on the straw-covered ground. Blood was trickling from Ross's nose. One of the other boys kicked me in the back. As I struggled away from Ross and tried to rise, another kicked me in the shoulder.

      Uilleam grappled me as he rose to his knees, shoving my head down into the straw next to the snorting, stamping horse. Uilleam sat on my chest and whaled at my face while Domhnall held down one arm and Muireadhach sat on my legs. I tasted blood as I flailed and heaved, trying to throw them off. I managed to knee Muireadhach in the crotch. He retched. I twisted and slammed my elbow into Uilleam's already bleeding nose. There was a yelp of pain, and I scrambled free. I drew back my arm to hit him again when both brothers slammed into me from behind. I hit the ground face down.

      Uilleam kicked me in the side, whining, "You will pay for that."

      I was rolling away when a furious shout cut through their panting. "Stop!"

      I scrambled to my feet.

      "The stable is no place for fighting." Fists on his hips, the squire stood glaring at us. "If your quarrels injure one of the horses, you will learn how harsh Sir Robert can be on pages."

      Uilleam held his hand to his nose, and blood dribbled through his fingers. "He broke my nose."

      I grinned, glad it wasn’t my rather large Roman nose that was broken.

      The squire flicked a glance at the dribbling blood. "Count yourself lucky if you never have worse. Now go clean yourself up, then be about your tasks. Archibald, you will finish brushing my horse."

      I picked up the grooming brush as the others left, glowering back at me with looks that promised an eventual payback. My mouth throbbed, and I could feel it swelling.

      "Is that the Lord of Douglas's bastard?" a deep voice asked close at hand.

      Looking up in surprise, I wiped the blood away, touching the split in my lip. The stranger had dark-brown hair and a thin, hard face with a downturned mouth. He stood in a wide stance, long-legged and broad-shouldered. Over his polished armor, he wore a surcoat with a blue band and three white stars on it above a red heart.

      "Och, Lord Liddesdale, yes, that he is."

      The man nodded slowly. "How is he in training?"

      "Well enough. He is strong and growing large, so he will eventually make someone noble a good follower if I can beat some humility into him."

      "His father was my cousin," the man said in a pensive tone. "Mayhap it would help if I had a talk with him."

      "Archibald, Sir William of Liddesdale wants to speak with you. Listen to what he says." De Mure turned and walked away, throwing over his shoulder, "See that my horse is perfectly groomed after Liddesdale is through with you."

      "Making enemies isnae going to take you far, lad," the knight said when we were alone. He crossed his arms. "They will eventually fight at your side or have your back. Or they may not if they hate you."

      "They jumped me!" The injustice stung. "They're cowards, and I don't want them to have my back. I may be a bastard, but I fight better than they do."

      "Offending people who could be friends willnae help. And one of those lads is the Earl of Ross, now that we have his lands back." He snorted. "Neither of us are their equal in our titles."

      Through gritted teeth, I said, "I need to finish the horse."

      Sir William’s eyes narrowed. "When I am through with you."

      I stared angrily at the courser. Sir William gripped both my cheeks in strong, hard fingers and turned my face. "Look at me when I'm speaking to you, lad."

      I looked. He was old, at least thirty-five years. He had a crooked, sharp nose and thin lips. "You think it's hard being a great lord's love-bairn in a safe, snug castle in France? In Scotland, we have fought the English and shed blood for every inch we have won back."

      His words made a flurry in my stomach. "You just came from Scotland?"

      "Aye." He rubbed his fingers over his mouth. "I came to talk to the King anent when he will return home and to take men back with me to Scotland."

      "I dinnae remember Scotland. What . . ." My heart sped up. "What is it like?"

      "It is not much like it is here," he said with a curl of his lip. "There are high mountains, wide forests, few cities. And there is always fighting."

      "And you are driving the English out. Everyone says so!" I frowned. "Do you think there will be some left for me when I am grown?”

      "Och, you are like your father." Sir William's mouth twitched in what might have been a smile. "God kens that you look like him. I think you will be his very image when you're grown."

      "My mum always said so." My chest swelled with pride. "I will be a great knight like he was. I am learning as fast as I can with the sword, and I’m as good as the squires on a horse."

      "Braw feats indeed."

      My heart was thudding like a running horse, and the words gushed out before I could stop them. "Will you take me back with you when you return? No one thinks me of any account here, so they will not care. And I will work hard. Let me be your page."

      "My Hermitage Castle is nae safe place to live, Archibald." Sir William rubbed his chin. "And I will be heading to battle to take back Cupar Castle and Perth."

      I was lightheaded with excitement. "But you need your horse groomed, your armor cleaned. I can do that, and I will learn to fight. I can do whatever you need me to do. I'm strong. Even the squire says so."

      "So, he did." William stared at me so hard that he flooded my face, and I clenched my fists to keep from squirming under that dark gaze. "But you do not know what you are asking, lad. The uncle you were named for was killed by the English. Your half-brother died with him at Halidon Hill when he was only seventeen. Do you understand that?"

      "I ken that." I pulled my shoulders back and thrust out my chest, trying to look as large as I could. "I want to go back to Scotland with you."

      I had dreamed of it at night lying abed in the room I shared with the other pages. I pictured the mountains and rivers of my mother's soft, wistful songs. Pictured being one of the mailed knights in battles like in the frescoes on the walls of the great hall—like my father, the great Black Douglas, had been.

      Sir William rubbed his thumb back and forth across his lips, frowning. "I will think on it, lad. But it wouldnae be an easy, soft life."

      "I don't care! If you take me, I will be a good page. And I will learn to be your squire. I swear it!"

      The knight gave a single short nod. "Finish the task you were given, go clean yourself up, and meet me in the reception hall. We will see what King David and Sir Malcolm Fleming say."

      King David had always been my friend. He would agree. I was sure of it.

      After splashing my face and hands, I pulled on my good blue wool chausses, tying them to the belt of my breeches, donned my good tunic that went to mid-thigh, and pulled a comb through the snarls in my black hair. Black like my father’s. I smiled.

      Tall towers flanked both sides of the gate to the inner bailey, but the gate was open. It was a typical late morning, a servant trod to the kitchen with a large goose under each arm, a boy was scooping up piles of horseshit, a big-bellied priest rushed toward the latrine tower, and on each side of the door to the keep stood a guard holding a pike.

      One of the guards opened the thick oaken door. The antechamber was empty, but people were talking in the great hall, a vast room with white walls painted with frescoes of knights fighting. King David was smiling as he stood talking with Sir William of Liddesdale. He wore a fine silk tunic belted low around his hips with a silver hilted dagger hanging in the front. With them were a score of men, most of whom I knew.

      Sir William saw me but continued talking, so I circled the room until I was close enough to listen. Sir Malcolm Fleming, David's foster father, raised an eyebrow and the King sent me a sympathetic smile. I lowered my eyes so I would look like a well-behaved page and stood quietly. Fleming went back to speaking in a low voice to Robert de Keith, the Marischal of Scotland.

      "Your return should be soon, Your Grace. We have discussed it much at home and feel that you should return as soon as you are seventeen—a good age to begin to lead in some of the fighting," Sir William said.

      "I agree, Liddesdale," Sir Malcolm put in. "But we have much planning to do first."

      Pierre Roger, Bishop of Arras, nodded. His shimmering red cloak flowed to his ankles above his black cassock. I wouldn’t mind having a cloak like that. But not by being a priest!

      "I think I am ready. King Philip even let me join him when he rode to defend Cambrai." The King furrowed his brow in a disappointed look. "The English ran, so there was no fighting."

      "You will have more chances to fight them, sire, I can promise—in only another year or two when you come home. In the meantime, we expect to retake Perth and Edinburgh for you." Sir William turned to a powerfully built man, lean with a stern face marked by a scar across his cheek, and said, "Sieur Arnoul, I have not thanked you sufficiently for your news. Men-at-arms and crossbowmen both! I would I had time to go to Paris to express my gratitude to King Philip."

      The Frenchman inclined his head slightly in reply. "I believe we will give the English an interesting surprise."

      "I should be there," David said, still frowning. “I must show my people that I am nae afraid to fight.”

      Fleming gave the King a fond look. "I am sure if there is more fighting in France, the King will invite you to join him again."

      "Forbye, Your Grace, that gives us time to increase your skills," Robert the Keith added. "And there will be a tournament in Paris for you to ride in next month."

      David's face lit up at the mention of a tournament. "That will be braw." He turned back to Sir William. "Are there tournaments in Scotland?"

      "Between we Scots, not often, sire, as we are too busy fighting the English, but we often arrange a tournament with our enemies when there is a truce." His slight smile had a feral cast. "Sometimes au outrance."

      "Truly?" The King's eyes widened. "Have you done so?"

      "Only once to the death, sire. The English seem wary of jousting with me, and truces are not so common that I often have the chance. This attack on Perth is more likely to allow me to show the point of my sword to an Englishman."

      "My men and wagons of arms and armor will leave for Boulogne on the morrow," Sieur Arnoul said. "I suggest that we follow the next day. We will want to move as quickly and secretly as possible."

      "You fear traitors?" Abbot William Dalgarnock of Kelso, the King's tutor, asked.

      "Fear? No, I would not say fear, but it is always possible that someone, a merchant mayhap, would profit by selling information to the English. We will take no chances."

      Sir William gave a sharp nod. "Then we are agreed."

      I shifted and stared hard at the knight, willing him to remember his promise.

      "I have not forgotten, lad," he said, sounding amused.

      Everyone looked at me. My face burned, but I stood straight with my shoulders back, trying as hard as I could to look older.

      "He wants to join my service as my page." Sir William brushed his lips with his hand. "He is my cousin's git, after all, so fostering him is a family obligation. One I do not mind taking on."

      "But . . ." David wrinkled his brow. "If it is too dangerous for me, it must be for him as well."

      "No one will be looking to capture him as they would you, sire. Despite his father's fame." He tilted his head and gave me a considering look. "A love-bairn with no father must make his own way in the world, and I can teach him how to do that."

      De Keith cleared his throat. "His father was my good-brother and a comrade-in-arms. He would want a good start for the lad."

      "James isnae here, but I will do the best that I can for him."

      My face grew even hotter as they talked about me as though I could not hear. I gripped my hands into fists. If I spoke up, the men would say I would do as I was told, but David motioned for me to come closer.

      "What say you, Archie?" King David drew his brows together and pushed his hair off his forehead. "Do you want to join his service?"

      "Aye." I could not contain my grin and a little bounce. "I do."

      "Och, it may be a hard place to learn." He still looked doubtful. "But he is your sire's cousin after all."

      "Sir William is the only family with a castle presently to take him in for training. Hugh Douglas"—Sir Malcolm grimaced—"absolutely would not do, and the other William, his cousin, is too young. When we return to Scotland, some decision would have to be made
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



