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          OCTOBER 24, 1346

        

      

    

    
      I cantered into the outer bailey of Hermitage Castle, set on a windswept rise. The guards on the ramparts watched me in silence. I rode alone because Will Ramsay was riding to Dalhousie Castle to let them know he still lived and that his cousin had been killed in the battle at Neville’s Cross. We planned to meet at the township of Roxburgh.

      The sky was clear blue, the air crisp with an autumn chill. The leaves on the trees were yellow and falling. There was a wooden palisade, a barracks, a smithy, and some small cots I rode past. In the inner bailey, a timber-framed hall rose above an undercroft accessed by a flight of steps. A chapel with a wooden cross above its door was on one side, abutting the hall. A little apart stood the kitchen, and the stable stood at the gateward end.

      Sir John Douglas, one of my cousins twenty years my senior and a big, bluff man turned from speaking to the castle steward. “Archie!” he exclaimed. “Saints be praised. You live.”

      I slid from the saddle and handed the reins to a stable boy. “Through God’s mercy, but why are you here?”

      “Come away in. This is nae talk for the bailey.” He clapped my shoulder, although he was half a head shorter than me. We turned toward the stairs to the hall. “I am happy to see you free and uninjured. We had nae news of you. It gives me hope for my brother.” John strode to the high table, poured two cups of ale, and handed me one.

      “Sir William was taken prisoner. As was the King. Many others but more—” My throat closed, and I cleared it. “The bodies piled deep, and that saved me.” I drank down a long swallow. To buy a few moments and put off talking about the horror of that day, I asked, “Why are you nae in Edinburgh? You must hold the castle, and I have an doubt—”

      “Robert Stewart relieved me of my post. He is naming his own man to the post.” He clamped his lips into a tight line. “Tell me what happened. Stewart’s tale made no sense. How was it he returned with his army intact and uninjured?”

      “Out scouting, Sir William and his men were surprised by the English army. Many died as they retreated to warn the King. We hadnae news that the English had raised an army with their King in France. The leaders said the English were too close for us to retreat. It was a mistake having our army burdened with so many wagons. We moved too slowly. And the ground was all broken with ditches, bad for forming schiltrons. When the first arrows flew, Stewart and Dunbar fled with nearly half of our men. The English were too busy killing to chase them.” I smashed my fist into my palm. “It was a desperate fight. The Earl of Moray was killed at the start. An archer’s arrow killed the Marischal. Maurice de Moravia and Sir Niall Bruce went down. The King was sorely injured—an arrow in the face. He kept fighting, though. I was knocked out and kent nae more. When I awoke, the bodies were so deep that I hid beneath them until I could flee.”

      Lady Elizabeth said, “Archie.”

      I had not heard her enter, so I turned. “My Lady…” Words fled me. The white barbette that framed her face beneath her fluted coif accentuated her pallor, and shadows underlined her eyes. Mary stood slightly behind her, wide-eyed.

      “How is it you return without your lord? Where is my husband?”

      “Taken prisoner.” I stepped toward her. “It grieves me to bring such ill news, but he lives. So, surely he may be ransomed.”

      Her face paled. She stared at me. Her mouth opened and closed. “Yet you arrive with no hurt.” Her tone was acid. “You who were his squire with a duty to guard him. How can that be?”

      “The King knighted me and took me into his own following—”

      “You were nae with him? You left him!”

      

      I saw the slap coming but did not move.

      

      “You saw the chance of advancement, and you… you abandoned…” A flush ran from her neck to her forehead, wiping away the pallor. “He treated you like a son, and you abandoned him!”

      My cheek stung with the raised welt. “I am sorry, my lady. I am, but I hadnae choice. I swore fealty to the King. He commanded me to join his household knights. And Sir William had his own men to guard him.”

      She looked at the far wall as though she could not stand the sight of me, her back as straight as a sword blade. “I want you gone. You have nae place here.” She turned and walked slowly up the stairs to the solar.

      Mary opened her mouth to speak, closed it, and shook her head with a helpless look, her eyes wet with tears. She followed her mother.

      I swore softly under my breath, and my chest felt like a band tightened around it. Her disdain stung more than a slap could. I covered my mouth with my hand, pain tightening the back of my throat. She had always been kind to me. The worst was that she was not wrong. I had a duty to Sir William and to the King. Both duties I had failed.

      “I am sorry, Archie. She just needs someone safe to blame.” John rubbed the back of his neck, frowning. “I will bring you yon things that are still in the solar. Mayhap you had better wait in the bailey.”

      “I will be in the armory for my bow and battleax.” With a nod, I turned and retraced my steps, aware that the servants had observed the exchange.

      Colban, a wiry man with a scar down one cheek and hair grown grizzled, appeared through the gate. His eyes narrowed to slits. “I fear you didnae receive a warm welcome.”

      “Warm enough.” I rubbed the red mark on my face and tilted my head toward the armory. “Come. We should talk.”

      In the dim light of the armory, I turned to him and asked, “Where is Andrew?”

      “Scouting. We have to expect the English at any time.” He grimaced. “Gamelin…” The two men had long been companions in arms. “Do you ken…”

      “They were ambushed.” I bit my lip, not sure what to say. “He was a good man. I shall miss him.”

      He scrubbed his face with a hand. “It could happen to any of us. We all ken that.” After an uncomfortable silence, he cleared his throat. “The battle were, when? A week ago?”

      “Aye.”

      “It willnae be long before they arrive here, then. With our army destroyed, they is bound to come.”

      The bins and pegs where weapons were stored were mostly empty, depleted by the needs of the army Sir William, my cousin and Lord of Liddesdale, led into England. I picked up my bow, wrapped in waxed cloth, lying on a far table. After shoving a dozen bodkins arrows and a dozen barbed arrows into an arrow sack, I turned back to him. “No, and Hermitage Castle isnae strong enough to hold against them. John must realize that.”

      John stepped through the door. “Of course I do.” John extended a roll of my clothes wrapped in the winter cloak I had not needed, and I took it from his hands. “But we will prepare when they approach and try to negotiate a surrender that keeps us out of English dungeons and assures Lady Elizabeth and Mary kind treatment. They may allow our men to leave.” He sighed. “They will nae doubt insist that the ladies be taken to England, but at least they will be near my brother.”

      Colban raised his eyebrows at the bow. “You planning on turning archer?”

      “I’ve brought down my share of deer. Is using it against a man so different?”

      “So you plan to fight?” he asked.

      “Will Ramsay and I do.”

      “Ramsay?” He cleared his throat. The feud with the Ramsays had ended, but that did not make John or his brother friendly with them. “I admit they have always been strong against the English.”

      “Aye. He is giving his family the news, and we shall meet in Roxburgh. I dinnae expect any help from Stewart or Dunbar.” That was bitter in my mouth. After a moment, I crooked one corner of my mouth in a smile at my old friend, Colban. “You would be welcome.” I tilted my head to Sir John. “And you might want to lead us if the English dinnae throw you in a dungeon.”

      John shook his head. “I was never good at the secret warfare William fought. I will find a place with a lord, mayhap even the Stewart. At least he has enough men left to oppose the English if they try to conquer his lands. Forbye, it depends on what happens when the English arrive, but we cannae leave Elizabeth to face them alone. I have a duty here.”

      My attention turned to Colban. “What about you?”

      “I am nae leader, but I will find you when my duty here be done.”

      I nodded. “It would be wise, I suspect, to secret your weapons where they willnae be seized. You will be welcome with or without. Seek us near the ruins of Hawthornden Castle. You ken where.”

      A groom brought my horse and a garron on a lead to the armory door.

      “Yon isnae mine,” I told him.

      “Sir William gave it to you, so aye, it is yours.” John grasped my hand with a firm shake. “God go with you, Archie.”

      “And with you.” I shoved the clothes into a canvas saddlebag and tied it behind my saddle, hung the bow and arrow bag from my pommel, mounted, and, leading the garron, trotted toward the outer gate, watched by all of those present.

      I did not look back and chided myself that I was tempted. It was no longer my home. When a skinny fox dashed across the road, my mount jibbed. I took him in hand. Will and I had plans to make, so I set off at a brisk canter.
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      By the time I reached the Roxburgh, the sun had dipped low in the sky. The towering castle gleamed, whitewashed in the sunlight on the narrow neck of a rocky hill that projected into the junction of the River Tweed and the Teviot Water. Curtain walls, eight ells high, were surrounded on three sides by the swift running water at the base of the cliff. The gate was approachable by a steep, twisting road cut off by a deep moat crossable only by a drawbridge.

      The castle town was at the west base of the hill, a bustling place. For a century, it had attracted tradesmen and merchants for the many men who served at the castle and nobles who often came and went. Even the town was walled and had sturdy gates, but none so strong that a powerful army could not take it. The second an English army appeared, it would surrender since there was no hope of relief with the army of Scotland destroyed. And Robert Stewart somewhere plotting in his own lands. No one would be foolish enough to depend on him or Dunbar.

      At a water mill, the miller’s lad was loading sacks of flour into a handcart. A man in a baker’s apron stood ready to push it away. Both nodded a greeting as I passed. Along the River Tweed was a water meadow where the heather was still thick and tall, and reeds bordered the river.

      I wended my way past traders with barrows and handcarts arriving for the next day’s market. When I reached the gate, the guard saw I was not carrying goods to sell, so he waved me through without asking for a fee. The town was filling up for the weekly market on the morrow, but that did not keep peddlers from importuning passersby with trays of meat pies, sweetmeats, and trinkets while merchants had their shutters down to serve as counters for their displays of woven goods, jewelry, pottery, and leatherwork. Against one wall, a one-handed beggar in filthy rags held his palm out.

      Ignoring the hubbub, I made my way to a stone building. A leafless bush hanging from the eaves beside the door identified it as a tavern, and the wind streamed the smoke from its hearth northward from the thatch roof. A smith in a scorch-speckled leather apron stood at the window counter as someone slid him a mug.

      Around in the backyard, a boy hurried to take my mount and the garron I led. I gave him a quarter-pence to see that the horses were well cared for and strode to the front of the tavern.

      The inside of the tavern was long and narrow, with a low ceiling. I felt I had to duck to avoid bumping my head on the dark crossbeams. They stood on pillars that marched to the end. The air had a miasma of woodsmoke, ale, and sweat. A short man stood behind a wooden barrier that stretched across the room on the right; behind it stood kegs of ale and cider. At the opposite end was a stone fireplace and a crackling fire. A lanky lad dodged between the tables carrying a platter that held bannocks and a couple of steaming bowls of pottage. Sitting with his back to the wall on the far side of the room, Will nodded to me.

      The half score of men seated at tables gave me a long glance, and the chatter paused. But in Roxburgh, a knight was too common a sight to gather much interest. They went back to their drinking, and at the far end of the room, a lively game of dice resumed.

      When I greeted the pleasant-faced proprietor, he recommended his wife’s freshly brewed cider. The sweetly tart drink drew an honest compliment that made the man beam with pleasure.

      “It is kind of my lord to say so. My goodwife prides herself on her ale and her cider.”

      “I am nae lord, my good man.” I held out my hand. “Archie, I am called by my friends.”

      The tavernkeeper looked startled but, after a second, shook my hand. “Name is Malise.”

      “The cider is worth supping.” I turned to give an obvious scan of the men sitting at the tables, mostly gray-haired gaffers. “I suppose the levy drew away much of your trade.”

      “Aye, but my wife makes the best ale and cider in Roxburgh, so we does well enough.”

      Motioning toward Will, I said, “My friend and I need a palliasse for the night.”

      “That we can provide you as well.” He leaned toward me, resting his elbows on the boards of the divider, dropping his voice. “You are nae from the castle, but you are obviously a knight. Were you with the King’s army?”

      I paused. Local sources of news would be important if we were to learn about English movements. A trade of news with someone who knew everything that happened in Roxburgh would be a start. “Draw yourself a cup.” I dipped my head toward the table. “Join my friend and me, and I shall tell you anent it while your lad brings us some of yon pottage.” I pushed an uncut silver penny toward him. It was well worth overpaying to make a local contact. I hoped the food was as good as the cider since Will and I had been on short rations while we fled the battle.

      Will scooted down so I could sit beside him, his eyebrows raised. “How did it go?”

      I shook my head. “Some well and some ill.”

      The proprietor jerked his thumb toward the other table when he took his place opposite. It drew a frown and puzzled glance, but they moved. He leaned forward and said in a low voice, “One of the castle guards said there be word from Dunbar Castle. The earl rode back like the devil were on his heels, and none of his men were injured. But what about the others? The ones with Liddesdale? The levy took near every man of fighting age from here to follow him.”

      “Robert Stewart and the Earl of Dunbar ran from the battle like dogs with tails between their legs.” I leaned over and spit into the rushes on the floor to get the taste of treachery out of my mouth. “They left the rest of us to be slaughtered. Sir William was captured. I dinnae ken how many of his men escaped.” They had been in the worst of the fighting, so I feared few would return home. I squeezed the mug tight to keep my face bland. “I crawled through the bodies of the slain to escape.”

      Malise shook his head. He picked up his mug, looked deep into it, shook his head again, and took a long drink. “We hoped….” He took another drink. “We hoped never to go through it again.”

      “They will be nae far behind us. If Roxburgh, Lochmaben, Caerlaverock, and Hermitage dinnae surrender at the sight of them—” I snorted. “They will surrender. The lot of them hereabouts because all their lords are dead or prisoners. Castle Dunbar will hold if the earl’s lady has anything to do with it.”

      “Aye. the English will rule us again. The last time they burnt the town and looted Kelso Abbey.” He narrowed his eyes. “That pretender to the throne—Edward Balliol—said we nae be Scots now. Handed over all of Lothian to that English king. Made us pay them taxes. The talk was our lads would have to go fight in France. Then Lord Liddesdale drove them out.” He slapped his palm down on the table. “Why should we fight the French? Or pay taxes for a war against them? They never done nothing to us. Balliol is nae but a lickspittle, same as his father.”

      I nodded in agreement. A pretender Balliol was and always would be. The pretender’s father had been King of Scots until he cravenly surrendered his crown. The current English king’s grandfather had ripped the very symbols of regality from his surcoat. Ever after he had been scornfully known as Toom Tabard—Empty Jacket. And now, his son wanted to steal the crown his father had foresworn? He could not.

      The lad set bowls before us that sent up steam with a scent of mutton, beans, rosemary, and onions. My mouth watered. I took my spoon from my scrip and took a bite. It was the first food I’d had since the night before at the abbey, and the savory warmth made me bite back an embarrassing groan. “A fine pottage,” I told the man. “Almost as good as the cider.”

      “Thank you, sir.” He smiled, but it did not go to his eyes, and he immediately returned to his worries about the war. “Dead men dinnae plow fields, you ken. More bairns is fatherless. Liddesdale’s called most men of fighting age for the levy. If most is dead—” His brows met in a scowl. “Dead men willnae drink my wife’s ale. They willnae gather in barley crops to make it. And the English lords will squeeze us for every pence.”

      “Not everyone was killed,” I told him. “Some will make their way home.” He was right, though. There would be places empty at family tables and unplowed fields.

      “Symon, my youngest lad, planned to follow his cousin in a few years. He hoped to be a guard at the castle. He has friends there. And we both….” He broke off, shaking his head.

      I wiped the last gravy from the bowl with a bit of bannock. “But Alexander Ramsay and Sir William fought the English. I expect someone will take their place.” I looked past him, not ready to say I would be one of them. “This war isnae over. They have nae won yet.”

      “Aye, but I will nae let my lad fight the English.” The look on his face said he was not sure at all that he could prevent it. He stood. “God’s protection go with you, sirs. If that be what you plan, you need it.” He motioned the potboy over and told him to show us our beds where we could leave our rolls of possessions.

      We followed the lad up the ladder into a long space beneath the thatch of the steep roof that was communal sleeping lined with palliasses. Each of the two open-ended cubicles at the end held a paillasse large enough to sleep two men. We took the one in the back corner that might get less noise and dropped our things.

      Once the lad was out of earshot, I sat on the edge of the straw-stuffed mattress and tested it with a bounce. “We need supplies. Sir John gave me some food, but we need more. Oats, salt, oil.” I tilted my head. “If we are going to make the cave our main camp, then we need plaids to use as blankets or cloaks. A pot for cooking.”

      “We need palfrey for transporting it all. Do we have enough siller between us?” He wrinkled his forehead. “I have about ten merk in my scrip. And I suppose we could sell our armor. My cousin is going to join us when he can. He will bring more supplies.”

      “I have about fifteen merks from wagering on tourneys, and Sir John gave me the garron I used to ride. No need to buy that. He said Sir William had meant it as a gift.” I tugged my earlobe as I thought. “Nae need to sell our armor. We will need it. But the courser I stole would need too much feed.” I held up my hand where I wore the gold ring with a small ruby that I won riding at the rings in Berwick. “If we pool all that and I sell my ring and the horses, we should have ample coin.”

      “You should keep the horse. I brought a good mount from home that I like besides the one you stole for me. We should get enough for that since you have the extra garron.”

      I chewed my lip. “You may be right. We shall need spare horses when others join us.” I did like the gray courser I had taken in England. I called it Gràsmhor for its agility.

      As he tested his side of the mattress, Will asked, “I fear we dinnae have long.”

      “The prisoners had to be dealt with. That will have slowed them, but I think you are right.” I stood. “I recall from last time I was here, the stablemaster near the east port does horse-trading if you are sure.”

      Will jumped to his feet. “That is well thought on. I have an itch between my shoulder blades. We shouldnae tarry here.”
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      Thumping from downstairs roused me. I groaned, wondering what time it was. With no windows in the cubicle, it was hard to tell, but it felt like early morning, so I climbed to my feet and nudged Will. “I am going to see if there is bread and ale to break our fast.”

      He grunted and looked up at me, bleary-eyed. “It cannae be morning already.” But a minute later, he was following me down the steps.

      The proprietor served us a loaf of wheat bread, a mound of butter, and mugs of ale. Outside, the day had grown noisy, so I stuffed the last bit of bread in my mouth, washed it down, and hurried out.

      Smoke rose above the thatch roofs, and the pleasant scent of ale being heated in taverns mixed with the rotten-egg reek of the wind off the river.

      The street was already crowded with people heading for the mercat cross in the center of town. An oxcart trundled noisily by, piled with hay. Men and a few women pushed barrows piled with cabbages, carrots, and onions. Another was filled with live chickens, legs trussed. Fishermen from the Ettrick Water and the Tweed carried wicker creels of fresh fish. A woman marched purposefully past with a basket piled with eggs. Others hurried along with a goose or a duck held firmly under each arm. The shops were letting down their shutters. A blacksmith and an apprentice dragged a trestle table to sit up to display their cooking pots, kettles, ladles, fireplace racks, and pothooks.

      The stablemaster had bought our mounts and sold us two sturdy garrons and saddles. We needed only a few more supplies, so we walked toward the tall stone mercat cross towering in the center of town. Around it, the whole market square was covered by stalls and booths. Some were just trestle tables, others more substantial and sheltered by colored awnings. A few even had plank walls. It was already crowded with buyers and traders and a few apprentices carrying trays of bread and sweets, shouting that they were freshly made. A juggler tossed colorful balls into the air. Usually, a market would have a holiday atmosphere, but today there were more furled brows and worried looks than smiles.

      I stopped for a moment, eavesdropping on a dour-faced burgher. “An old friend passed through fleeing from Lochmaben. He said that King Edward Balliol has joined his forces with Percy’s.”

      His well-dressed companion glanced my way and then put a hand on his friend’s shoulder to turn him, and they started walking away. “Better you nae name him king unless he is close enough to defend the title.”

      I raised my eyebrows at Will.

      He ducked his head toward the market, their canopies flapping in the chilly wind. A head taller than most of the crowd, I looked around, trying to spot a stall with what we needed. My height and the sword at my side drew curious and wary glances. Tradesmen cried their wares, touting the quality of their hodden-gray cloth, squirrel, and cat fur to line cloaks, their ribbons, needles, and medicines to cure every ill. Added to haggling over prices and uneasy gossip, it made a deafening cacophony.

      Sure that just once having a pie before dinner would not send me to Hell for gluttony, I waved a baker’s boy over and dropped a halfpenny in his hand for two pies. “Where might we find a goldsmith?” I asked.

      He pointed toward a shop on the far side of the square. The shutter at the bottom of the window was down, and an apprentice sat at it, polishing a simple clasp. Another was bent over a workbench in the rear of the shop. Unlike the other shops on the street, the goldsmith did not use the shutter to display his goods. They were too valuable to risk theft, even though a guard with arms crossed over his broad chest stood outside the door. However, the lower shutter displayed shelves of crucifixes, candlesticks, belt buckles, rings, and necklaces.

      When I asked for his master, the youth turned and called, “Master Walter, someone to see you.”

      A door at the rear of the shop opened, and a short, wiry man, gray-haired, with a pointed face, wearing a lustrous blue cotehardie that fell to his knees. “How many times must I tell you to come fetch me, nae to raise your voice?” A scowl at the youth indicated he had not finished his ire, but his face smoothed after looking me up and down. “Good morrow, sir. How may I help you?”

      I gave a courteous nod. “I would see how much you would give me for this ring.”

      He motioned me to the shutter and held out his hand. The apprentice placed a shiny black stone touchstone and a small scale in front of his master. The goldsmith rubbed the ring across it and pursed his lips over the line on the stone. He dropped the ring onto the scale, balanced it with tiny weights, and tutted. “It isnae bad quality, but nae of the finest.” He moved it on the scale with a forefinger. “I can give you a merk for it.”

      Will shook his head vigorously. “Lady Agnes gave it to you herself. You shouldnae sell it. We can manage without.”

      Master Walter picked the ring up between thumb and forefinger and held it up to the light. “Mayhap I could pay you a merk and seven shillings. But nae more.”

      I chewed on my lower lip for a moment before I nodded. “I will take it.” My finger felt strange without the ring, but I could not let a ring matter with all we had lost. He handed me the silver coins with a brisk, “God go with you.”

      Once out the door, I pointed. “I saw a stall where they were selling plaids yon.”

      We wended our way through the crowd, Will still frowning over the sale of the ring until I stopped at the sight of a merchant’s stall.

      The seller was stocky and looked in her late fifties, the front of her gray hair showing at the edge of her coif. She had a stern-looking mouth and sharp eyes that did not miss a thing.

      A lass stood behind her, eyes modestly downcast, but that did not keep every man in the vicinity from staring at her. I joined them. Her blonde hair gleamed in the sun, and her cheeks glowed with health. The drape of her kirtle showed off the curve of her breasts and hips. When I realized my mouth was open, I snapped it shut just as Will elbowed me.

      He grinned. “We dinnae have time for flirting, you ken.”

      I strode to the stall, ran my hand over a plaid with soft yellow and green lines, and asked what it would cost. With a virtuous curtsey, she motioned to the gray-haired woman and said to speak to her if I wished to buy something.

      It must have been her granny who was busy convincing a stolid matron of the quality of the hodden-gray cloth that could be used for a servant’s clothing. Smiling, I whispered, “What is your name, hen?”

      As the customer carried her purchase away, the elderly woman gave me a disapproving look and said, “Joneta, straighten the table.”

      The lass cast me an amused look from under lowered eyelids and turned her back
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