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          Late May 1314 Near Torwood Forest

        

      

    

    
      The sky was summer blue, but billows of iron-colored clouds in the west threatened more rain. The sun glinted from the spear points. The heather was lush from all the rain and coated the meadow where the army was assembled. A chaffinch called a loud pink pink pink pink from the woods behind them. There were geese on the river where a slight wind ruffled the water. The smoke from hundreds of cooking fires in the camp twisted into the air.

      Thomas Randolph picked up a ten-foot-long spear from the stack and ran his finger along the leaf-shaped iron head and metal cheeks that ran down a foot to strengthen them. In the camp, the hammering of smiths rang like discordant church bells.

      Sweat dripped down his face, and he used his sleeve to wipe his forehead. His men were in a square schiltron like a giant, bristling hedgehog. The outer line dropped to one knee and propped the butt of their spears on the ground. The next line thrust spears over their shoulders, and the line within stood ready to take their place if any fell or hand up their spear for the ones that shattered. As the outer ring rose, Hendrie swung his pole to the side, hitting the newcomers next to him in the face. His neighbor, blood dribbling down one cheek, thumped him in return. Sandy leaped to his defense. Then the entire schiltron as chaos, men yelling encouragement to the two to fight it out.

      “Hoi!” Filan bellowed. “Enough!” He pointed at Hendrie, who had shoulders like an ox. “I expect better of you than that. And you…” He turned the newcomer. “We are here to fight the Sassenach, nae each other.” He glowered at the men. “We’ve done this before. You ken how it is done. Now try again.”

      He threw up his hands and slogged through the mud to where Thomas watched. “We still need more spears, my lord. And more helms. Some of our men had their own, but most are old and need replacing, especially the spears.” He motioned to the one Thomas was holding. “The older ones don’t have the metal cheek, and the shanks are too weak. Many need gauntlets too.”

      “But all have at least a gambeson to wear under their brigandines, aye?”

      “Aye.”

      “I will bring it up with the King. How are they doing otherwise?”

      After Calum was killed taking Edinburgh Castle, Thomas had made Filan his chief serjeant. He had claimed that he could not take the place of a man so valued as Calum had been, but he had learned well in the years he had been Calum’s second.

      “They form into a schiltron well. They only need to practice working together.” Filan twisted his mouth in a skeptical grimace. “I dinnae ken about this idea of having the schiltron charge the enemy, though. Trying to keep there from being a gap… or even trip each other with their spears isnae easy.”

      “Facing a charge of oncoming knights will be even harder. I wish there were some way to practice that.” Three hundred recruits from his lands in Moray had been a big job to train for his men who had worked together so long. “In the morning, I will watch for a while, and we’ll talk and decide what is needed. You’ve done well that they work together as well as they do so soon.”

      Thunder rumbled, drowning out the sound of hammering. The cloud shadow was moving across the meadow, eating the sunlight. A wet gust rustled the heather, bringing with it the stink from the latrine pits. It seemed that the rains would never stop coming this summer. He could not recall one so wet and yet hot. “Do a little more work before the rain starts again, and then let the men rest.” He placed the spear back in the stack and turned to walk through across the muddy camp to the King’s pavilion.

      Aodh waved to him, and Thomas returned it. The lad was still officially his squire, but the King agreed that it was time for him to be knighted. He'd soon have his spurs, and he'd earned them.

      “Another three wagons of supplies arrived,” Aodh said as he fell into step beside Thomas.

      “What kind?” Thomas waved a cloud of midges away from his face.

      “Food, oats, and salt beef. Some brigandines as well. Walter Stewart suggested we have some camp followers paint the Saltire on the front.”

      “Good idea. How does it go riding with de Keith?”

      “I’m the youngest in the chivalry, so they think I dinnae ken my elbow from my ass. But it’s nae so bad. It is strange nae riding with you.”

      Thomas cocked an eyebrow. “Maybe this time I’ll find a squire who kens how to polish my armor.” An unjust accusation since the lad had served him well, and Aodh just snorted. Alexander Stewart of Bonkyl, Thomas’s good-brother, Robert Boyd, and James Douglas went into the King's pavilion ahead of them. The pavilion was large with plenty of room for their meetings, but it was simply furnished. A curtain closed off one side where the King slept.

      A dozen camp chairs were around a long trestle table spread with parchments and silver cups where a servant was pouring the wine. Beside the entry, the King's armor hung from a stand, a suit of steel cuirass engraved with gold embellishments, a bassinet topped with a gold coronet, and before it rested the King's favorite war ax.

      The King sat in one of the camp chairs, a shaggy-haired deerhound snoring at his feet. He waved them to seats. Edward de Bruce sat in one of the camp chairs, legs sprawled, a cup of wine in his hand. In a black silk cassock, Bishop William de Lamberton, stoop-shouldered since his years in an English dungeon, although only in his fortieth year, stood at his side next to Abbot Bernard of Arbroath.

      “My lord bishop!” Douglas exclaimed. “How did you sneak past my men?”

      “I slipped out of England with some of my Benedictine brethren. Your scouts I saw didn't recognize me. I wanted to make my way secretly.”

      “You’re a welcome sight, my lord,” Thomas said. “I was worried that the risk of your cooperation being realized was too great.”

      “There was no more I can accomplish there. It was time to come home.”

      “They shouldn't have slipped past your scouts, James,” the King said. “Increase your patrols.”

      Thomas stroked his mouth to hide a smile at the flush that ran up Douglas’s face.

      “It wasnae James’s fault, Sire,” Lamberton said. “Who pays attention to a few monks on mules? I wanted to bring you the tidings myself on who has answered King Edward’s summons.”

      “Forbye the Earl of Pembroke,” Thomas Randolph put in. The Englishman who had saved his life those many years ago was already building his strength below their border, preparing for the coming invasion.

      “I want to hear it. But more important…” The King leaned forward, elbows on knees and hands clasped, his eyes avid. “Have you more news of them? How is my wife? My daughter? Are they well?”

      “Aye, both are well. I had news from the monks where they are held that they are healthy as much as the imprisonment wears on them. Not happy, of course, but not ill-treated.”

      The King reached out and grasped the bishop’s arm. “Thank you.”

      The bishop returned the grasp before he went on. “Other news is nae so fair. Besides Pembroke, the Earls of Gloucester and Hereford are bringing the full strength. Amongst the barons, Ralph de Monthermer, Robert de Clifford, Henry de Beaumont, Hugh le Despenser, Henry de Beaumont, and at least a hundred lesser lords with their levies.” He took a goblet of wine from the servant. “The only good portion of that is that the Earl of Warwick may be at peace with the King but refuses to answer the summons. He and all who are sworn to him remain at home.”

      “How many will that be altogether?” Thomas asked. “Gloucester and Hereford alone should be able to raise ten thousand men. Pembroke several thousand more.”

      The bishop’s thin face was grim. “Fifteen thousand—at least.”

      Thomas rubbed the back of his neck, trying to picture so large an army. “Even the old king didnae have that many men.”

      Robert nodded. “It is a great force. We kent that it would be.”

      “The English chivalry will gather at Berwick-upon-Tweed on the first of June and go to join their foot soldiers gathering at Wark on Tweed. When you fight them, my place is with you.”

      Maol of Lennox followed Robert de Keith through the entrance, and the King waved them to their places. “How goes the training?”

      James Douglas said, “Painfully.”

      Thomas snorted. “Indeed.” He leaned forward and tapped a knuckle on the table. “But they improve. It was only that we had nae used a schiltron formation very much these past few years. They have quickly learned to work together. But your idea to have them charge...” He shook his head. “That is a different matter. Though so far none of them have killed themselves tripping over their own spear.”

      “I am sure it can be done, so push them until they can do it.”

      “Mine improve as well,” Douglas said. “They only trip over their spears once or twice every time they charge. But we still don't have helmets and brigandines for all. Half still don't have gauntlets.”

      Abbot Bernard cleared his throat at a look from the King. “I am using every groat in the treasury, Your Grace. But it takes time.”

      “We are almost out of time.” The King's lips pressed in a tight line. “I don't care what you have to do but see that the rest of the armor is here—within the week. Squeeze the merchants for it. Promise payment. Threaten them. I don't care. Just get the armor here. My smiths here can make the spears, but we must have the armor and helmets and gloves.”

      “I'll leave first thing on the morrow.” The chancellor sighed. “I'm not sure how, but I'll buy what you need.”

      “See to it,” the Bruce said in a tone that brooked no argument. “Now, there are other tasks we must set to.” He tossed onto the table a handful of caltrops, each one two nails twisted together, so no matter how they landed, a sharp point was upward. “Some of our smiths must start working on these. We need thousands of them. And then...” He spread a large parchment and marked an “x” with a stick of charcoal. “Here is Stirling Castle. And here—” He drew a long line “—is the old Roman road where it turns for Stirling.” He dragged his finger west. “The Torwood extends into the forest of the New Park. The English cannot take a great army through there, so they must take the road.”

      Edward leaned forward and pointed. “So, that's where we meet them.”

      “That is where we do not meet them, Edward. We will sow the way with the caltrops, though. No, I want them to meet us on our own ground, where we have the advantage. We willnae let them choose the place for the fight.” He drew a small circle on the map in the opposite direction of the castle and two more lines. “Here to the east is a triangle that is the Carse of Balquhiderock. Here the Bannock and Pelstream burns meet and join on their way eastward to the River Forth, and all of this is gey boggy along their course. That will force them into a narrow corridor.” He dragged his finger west. “We will be on the slope before the hill of the borestone.” He drew a square. “And here is the carse, full of bogs they must cross to reach us. Here horses will founder badly. It's deadly for knights, rough crossing even for infantry.”

      “But they could simply make for the castle and relieve it,” Thomas said. “They wouldnae have to attack.”

      “And have it said that they are afraid to fight us? Can you imagine any of them admitting to such a thing?”

      There was a long silence before Thomas said, “Never.”

      With one finger, Boyd traced a route through the carse. “There is a good wide stretch that's solid ground through here, Sire. I know this ground. Aymer de Valence and Robert de Clifford know it too. They fought here often enough against Wallace.”

      “Exactly. So, we'll fill that way with pits and stakes, which means the men must cut and sharpen those when they're not training. The pits must be dug. That we'll all have a hand in the work. My own men will dig those as well. Once the English are over the border, we'll cover the pits with branches and sod so they cannot easily be seen. If we are careful—and with God’s help—we can use the same strategy the Flemish used at Courtrai by forcing them to charge onto our spears. We cannae match the English in heavily armored knights, but in our schiltrons, we have the best spearmen in the world.”

      “Though the King is leading, if de Valence is truly in command, there is a great risk. And Robert de Clifford,” said the bishop. “They've learned your tactics. Ralph de Monthermer kens you well. They will remember the humiliation of Loudoun Hill, where you used much the same strategy.”

      The King leaned forward, elbows on the table, hands clasped. “Knowing them and defeating them are two different things, my old friend. Vastly different things.”

      Bishop Lamberton shook his head as he ran a finger over the lines of march on the parchment, where the King had outlined his strategy. “However much King Edward is disliked, however angry they are with him, losing Stirling is a bitter potion they intend not to swallow.” He looked around at the men. “Believe me. They mean to crush us this time. For once. For all.”

      “If we must retreat, if with every levy in Scotland raised and my best knights beside me, if then we cannot defeat them—we never will. And if they do not crush us, if we evade them, they will be back again. And again. And again.” The King stared fiercely past the walls of the pavilion at—Thomas could not tell what. “How many times can our people suffer? Lands burned. Homes. Chased into the hills to starve in the cold. If we cannot stand against them now, when?”

      Thomas’s heart thudded, and his face felt flushed. This was a fight he had always known they would face since returning to the King's side. He had even looked forward to it, standing against them instead of secret attacks. All the battles they had fought to reach this place raced through his mind. All the suffering, the blood spilled. “If you lead, I will follow.”

      Douglas gave a small nod. “We've won before against terrible odds. I think—I believe we must fight.”

      For once, Edward de Bruce agreed with them. He stood, feet planted wide and fists clasped. “We fight!”

      Maol of Lennox rubbed his hand down his face, looking unhappy. “Before any decision is made, we must see the army we stand against. And be sure our people are prepared. Can Maister Bernard find us the armor we must have? Can our people—so very many—form the schiltrons you want—and manage to charge?”

      “Aye, for our kingdom's sake, we will keep the choice open. Until the day.” The King stood. “We have much to do. The council will meet again in a se’enday. I expect you to tell me your men are ready, and then we move our camp so pits can be dug.” He frowned at his chancellor. “And I expect that armor delivered.” He turned abruptly and made for the door.

      They all followed, and outside, another line of wagons creaked into the camp stacked high with barrels of ale and apples, barley and oats, and hay, rolling past men returning from the practice fields, rain-drenched and slogging through mud.

      As Douglas walked away, Thomas shook his head. He had told himself he was above resentment of the Douglas; now it was time to act on it. He called out, “You must be stretched thin for men. If you could use him, Symon might be better served working with your scouts than in a schiltron. He’s as fine a scout as I’ve ever had.”

      Douglas turned, his eyebrows raised in surprise. “Thank you, Randolph. I can use him.”
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          June 23, 1314 Near Stirling, Scotland

        

      

    

    
      The eastern sky was luminous, small clouds gleaming in front of the still hidden sun. In front of Thomas’s tent, Aodh bent to fasten the clasp of Thomas’s cuirass, and Thomas knew he would miss him as his squire. Tomorrow he would be knighted. The young man buckled Thomas’s sword belt and sheathed his dirk at his back. James Douglas and Robert de Keith with a score of men came thundered into camp as though Satan himself was on their tail. A few moments later, a trumpet blew for the Privy Council.

      “Filan!” When the serjeant trotted up, Thomas said, “Get the men into position on the near Saint Ninian’s Kirk.” He mounted. “Aodh, you stay with the men.”

      The ground had dried, so at least they weren’t continually splashing through mud. He rode through the rousing camp, where grumbling men stumbled to the latrine pits for a morning piss and gathered around cook fires to cook bannocks over the flames to break their fast.

      Thomas entered the pavilion to find the King pacing as both Douglas and Keith stood, armed crossed and faces grim. Boyd muttered a greeting as he entered, and Maol of Lennox followed on his heels. Abbott Bernard stood aside for Abbot Maurice of Inchaffray, a tall, fierce-eyed old man with bristly white hair around his tonsure. David, Bishop of Moray, followed them in.

      Thomas eyed the Douglas as they waited. From the grim look on his face, the news could not be encouraging. The King, dressed already in his armor with only a small coronet on his head, made another pass back and forth across the pavilion. Angus Óg strode in, his armor polished to a brilliant shine.

      The King halted his pacing and said, “Jamie, repeat what you just told me.”

      Douglas huffed out a big breath before he said, “It is even worse than we expected. Ten divisions. Each with more men than we could count. Two thousand each division was the best I could guess. Leading it along with the King’s banner is that of the Earl of Gloucester.”

      Thomas raised his eyebrows. Surely the van should be led by Humphrey de Bohun, Earl of Hereford, who was High Constable of England. He might be a bit of a cockscomb, but he was an experienced fighter.

      “I saw Comyn of Badenoch's banner and other of the traitors,” James spit out.

      “Never mind them,” the King said. “You are sure that Gloucester leads the van?”

      “I wouldnae say so otherwise, Sire. There is nae mistaking his yellow banner with its red chevrons.”

      Thomas recalled seeing Gilbert de Clare, Earl of Gloucester, at the English King’s side years before, still a lad. He was still surely no more than twenty-three. And he had only a little experience in war. “What about the High Constable?” he asked.

      “His banner was in the next division,” de Keith replied.

      “To give command of the van to a lad, instead of de Bohun or Pembroke…” The King gave a slow, disbelieving shake of his head.

      “I cannae believe...” Thomas rubbed at his brow. “Young Gloucester is a hothead. Or used to be. He was always the first to take offense at an insult.”

      “That explains what we heard,” Douglas said. “Some of our scouts managed to sneak into the camp at night. It was buzzing with talk that the commanders were quarreling. It's said that de Bohun and Gloucester came near to blows over who is to lead. But the King was determined it should be his young cousin.”

      They all looked at Thomas as though he would understand such a decision, and he shrugged. “I dinnae ken. He always liked him. But I suspect it is more that King Edward distrusts de Bohun. Mayhap he does Pembroke as well.”

      “How many chivalry?” Angus Óg asked.

      “More of those than we could count as well.” Douglas spread his hands in a frustrated gesture. “The knights flow through the hills like a flood. Four thousand?” He raised a questioning eyebrow at de Keith.

      The Keith grunted. “Even more than that, I think. So many that it doesn't matter that we couldnae count them. Never have I seen so many knights and all on barded destriers. Miles of them. The shine from the armor could blind you. Behind were the archers, and Pembroke commands those.”

      “How long until they reach us?” the King asked.

      De Keith ran his hand over his short beard. “They are forcing their march. They only stopped when it grew dark and moved at first light, so they had only a few hours’ rest. We watched them march past Falkirk. They'll ford the Bannockburn within a few hours.”

      “That is running deep. It will nae be an easy crossing,” Thomas put in.

      Douglas said, “My scouts are still watching. If the English make camp before they reach it, they're to bring word with all speed. But I dinnae believe that they will.”

      “Your Grace!” William de Irvine, the King’s aide and armor-bearer, burst through the doorway. “Forgive me, Sire, but you need to hear this. There is someone here. Says he’s come from the English.”

      “What the—” The King gave a curt nod. “Bring him in.”

      Irvine motioned for the man behind him to enter.

      The man shouldered his way past Irvine, his armor clinking as he walked. He was spare, with streaks of gray in his brown hair and beard. He strode to the King and dropped to one knee. “Your Grace.”

      The King tilted back his head as he glowered, lips pressed into a thin line. “Alexander Seaton. It is many a year since you graced us with your presence.”

      "Sire." The man's Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed. "Will you hear me?"

      When the King slowly nodded, Seaton went on. “I rode from the English army—rode hard to reach you before them, because Sir King, if you mean to win Scotland, now is the time. Never have you seen so much dissension. They have a boy who knows little of war commanding the van. The rest are at each other's throats over the speed of the march and the order of precedence. The men are weary after a forced march. They despair of their leaders, and many have suffered defeat before at your hands.”

      The Bruce raised an eyebrow. “And you, Sir Alexander, would now stand with us?”

      Thomas rocked back on his heels and studied the floor. What the man said seemed to match what Douglas had told them. He probably told the truth… probably.

      Seaton’s voice was tight when he said, “If you'll have me.”

      A little smile quirked Robert's mouth. “In time to save your lands from being forfeit.” But he held out his hands to take the knight's oath.

      The man muttered the words, and the King brusquely commanded him to retire. He waited silently until the man was out of hearing. “Lords.” The King cast his gaze across them, meeting their eyes one by one. “The English hearts are wavering that we thought were determined. And if the heart is cast down, then the body is not worth a ha’pence. I believe we can win, but I will not force you to my will. I leave it up to you. If you think it is right that we fight, then we fight. And if you will it, we leave. Whichever you desire, I consent. So, speak your minds freely. I'll call no man a coward who says to retire. Do we stand? Or do we flee?”

      “I will nae run!” Edward de Bruce slammed his fist down on the table. “I have had enough of hiding and sneaking. I say we stand and fight.”

      The three clerics glanced at each other, and one by one, nodded, but Maol of Lennox muttered something softly under his breath.

      “Edward is right. It is time.” Thomas jumped to his feet and leaned forward, both hands on the table. “No more delay. Though we stare death in the face, we still willnae fail. I say nae matter what the cost, we make Scotland free.”

      “I say fight!” Angus shouted, rising as well.

      “And I,” said the Douglas.

      Boyd’s stood. “Thomas is right! It is time.”

      “Aye,” said Gilbert de Hay. De Keith was nodding.

      A strange look—a mixture of pride and wonder—spread over Robert’s face. “Since you decide so, then let us prepare. They cannae be ready for battle before the morrow. Angus, a quarter of your men are not in the schiltrons as they’re nae trained for them, so I want them to guard the servants and grooms. See that all the camp followers and the supplies are moved past that wooded hill into the valley. The tents and pavilions must come down and be moved. Set guards and see that they only attack at the sound of your horn.”

      Angus grunted assent, bowed, and strode out of the pavilion.

      Robert lifted his short-hafted horseman’s battle-ax from its stand and said, “Thomas, see that your men are in place on the flank near the road to Stirling.”

      “All of you come with me. We'll inspect the field.” He called for his mount as he walked into the bright sunshine that gleamed on his simple coronet.

      Thomas turned and checked to be sure his men were in position near Saint Ninian's as he’d commanded. Within the bristling mass of men, his banner and the Ross banner fluttered above their heads. “They already are, Sire.”

      “Then all of you come with me. We'll inspect the field.” He walked into the bright sunshine that gleamed on his simple coronet, shouting for a light garron rather than his warhorse.

      A scout galloped between the tents. A squire dodged out of the way. The scout shouted, “My lord, they're crossing the Bannock Burn!”

      Thomas’s breath caught in his chest, and heat flooded his body.

      Bishop Moray nodded to Thomas. “I have given my men to lead.”

      Thomas dropped to one knee. His heart thudded. He had a feeling he would need all the blessings he could get. “May I also have your blessing?”

      Beside him, the Douglas knelt, and armor clinked as the others joined them.

      “Benedicat vos Omnipotens Deus, Pater, et Filius, et Spiritus Sanctus.” The Bishop made the sign of the cross over them.

      They rose. The King took his reins and mounted. “It will take them the rest of the day to cross. We have time to look over the field one last time.”

      Irvine twisted his hands in alarm. “Your Grace, of a certainty, you should nae go close to the English force. It is too dangerous.”

      “They'll take hours to move into position, but we must be ready.” He wheeled his horse in a tight circle. “With me, my lords. Lord Marischal,” he said to Robert de Keith, “summon your cavalry to ride with us.” He wheeled his light gray palfrey in a tight circle and trotted off.

      De Keith stood and called out, “Trumpets.” They blared a harsh clarion. Knights buckled on their sword belts as they ran to horses held by the grooms. Mounts snorted, and hoof falls drummed as they hurried to catch up with the King as he rode eastwards.

      The King slowed his trot for the others to catch up with him as he rode into the thinly treed edge of the Torwood. “We need a closer look. We'll go to the New Park.”

      Thomas spurred to reach him and ride at his side. The thin edge of the forest hid them from watchers if the English had out scouts.

      Robert turned his horse’s head and led them east, crushing through sun-dried, brittle broom. The day smelled of horse sweat and the sharp scent of gorse flowers, and behind them strung out three hundred of Keith's men on their coursers.

      On the edge of the open plain, Thomas pulled up beside the Bruce. He leaned forward over his horse's neck. The plain's splotches of purple-red heather were divided by the brown streak of empty road. A trumpet sounded in the distance, a long, peace-shattering sound. Past the bend a mile away, the first of the English army surged into view. The flood of steel spread and spread. Hundreds of horses, cavalry heavy with their armor's weight, horses barded in chain and draped with bright cloths, massed together into a riot of colors, surrounding a leopard banner of the King of England as large as a sail. Beside it flapped the yellow and red banner of Gloucester and the green eagle on yellow of Ralph de Monthermer. Hundreds and hundreds more, large and small, dotted the field of silver. The shine of armor was dazzling, like looking into the sun.

      “Hold here,” the King called to Robert de Keith. “We have hours while the main part of their force arrives.” He paced his horse slowly onto the plain, bending over the horse's withers and watching the ground for pits. “I am going to take a look. They are far enough away that one man willnae be noticed.”

      Thomas rubbed the back of his neck and glanced at Boyd, who shrugged.

      Below in the distance, a fragment of the river of steel broke away. A score or so of knights surged onto the plain, trotting towards them, one in magnificent armor in the lead, behind him a squire carrying a banner. The gilded steel of the knight’s plate flashed, and a silken plume streamed from his war helm.

      Thomas shouted, “Sire!”

      “What device is that on the banner? Something on blue…” Boyd nudged his horse a few steps forward, hands twitching anxiously around his reins. The King was almost halfway between them and the galloping English.

      “Why does he nae turn back?” Douglas asked, his voice tight.

      The King had turned his garron and was trotting casually at an angle towards the oncoming riders. The knight in the lead, bearing a blue shield scattered with lions, shouted, “The Bruce! Himself! He's mine!” His blue and white tabard flapped in the wind. He lowered his lance. The point of his glittered pointed straight at the King. “Back! Back!” He crouched low over his lance and hurtled towards Robert the Bruce.

      The other English drew up, horses skittering.

      “A mhic Ifrinn!” Thomas drew his sword, heart hammering. Holy Rood! The King did not even carry a shield. It was no fair combat. Not with the King on a small steed. There was no way he could reach him before the charging knight, but he kicked his horse's flanks and bent over its withers, urging it to a gallop.

      Robert continued at his slow trot and turned his course slightly to face the man thundering  him. He balanced his battle-ax in his hand.

      Thomas’s horse's hooves were like a drumbeat but too slow. Too slow. He would never get there in time.

      The galloping knight neared, bent low over his couched lance. It plunged straight at the King’s chest.

      He shifted, jerked his reins, and kicked his mount. It danced to the side. The lance plunged past Robert's face. He stood in his stirrups, raised his ax over his head, and slammed it down on the knight’s helm.

      De Bohun's horse carried him past as he slid sideways from the saddle. He sprawled, his left foot caught in his stirrup. His body bounced as the horse ran a few steps further. Then it stopped, snorting and skittering.

      Thomas pulled up and bent forward, so flooded with relief he was dizzy. By the time he straightened, the King was surrounded by Douglas, Maol of Lennox, Boyd, and Gilbert de Hay.

      There were resounding, ululating shouts behind Thomas. “A Bruce! A Bruce!”

      Keith's men galloped past him and surged around the King and the body that lay leaking a puddle of blood into the dirt and past them.

      Thomas’s hands were shaking. “He might have killed you.”

      Boyd's face was white as whey. “Sire...” He shook his head, obviously speechless. Maol of Lennox's mouth opened and closed as though he could not find words.

      The King held up the shards of his ax and grimaced. “I broke my battle-ax.”

      The enemy line was halted where de Bohun had left them, seeming undecided whether to charge or retire. They bunched together, gesturing, and seeming to argue. Then trumpets

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

