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        …a time to love and a time to hate, a time for war and a time for peace. What does the worker gain from his toil? I have seen the burden God has laid upon men.

        ECCLESIASTES 3:8-10

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of Scotland]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of France]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          EARLY AUGUST 1355

        

      

    

    
      Impatiently, our small group splattered along the rain-sodden road from Biggar, where we had stopped for the night, to Melrose Abbey. I was grateful that the rain had stopped, but the ruts had been worked by passing riders and wains into sludge. In the lead, William Douglas, Lord of Douglas and my cousin whom I served as a household knight, cursed when his courser slipped in the slick mud. The news from Edinburgh meant that there would be fighting soon, and he meant to be one of the leaders. He had been like that since we left Douglas Castle yesterday, and patience had never been one of his virtues. I rode behind him with my old friend Will Ramsay of Colluthie and twoscore men-at-arms followed.

      Will grinned and said in an undertone, "I heard a good jest at that tavern in Biggar, but I had better save it. I dinnae think his lordship is in the right mood."

      I smothered a laugh because he definitely was not.

      The bells in the abbey's church tower guided us the last mile. Douglas was greeted as an honored guest by Abbot Patrick de Selkirk and the guest master in charge of the hall reserved for travelers. We Douglases had a long history of supporting Melrose and had been involved in its rebuilding after it was destroyed by the English. The guest master showed us to our rooms to wash off the muck of the road and change from our armor into tunics and hose. While the men-at-arms were found room in the lay brothers' cloister, Douglas, Will, and I were bidden to join the abbot for the midday meal and then to attend vespers. At heart, I would have preferred to visit Liddesdale's grave to do what was needed, but the courtesies must be observed.

      Abbots were usually elderly, and while Abbot de Selkirk was no exception, the eyes that regarded Douglas from under shaggy, white brows gleamed with intelligence. At a table in his parlor, over a meal of chicken stewed in wine, fresh bread, and apples baked with honey and cinnamon, the abbot questioned us about the French knights he had heard were in Edinburgh, hoping for a new attack on the English. Douglas informed him they had been there for some weeks.

      Raising his white brows in obvious disapproval, he said, "I understand you made a truce with Lord Percy, and surely you willnae break that."

      "I willnae attack Percy of a certainty unless he attacks me first, but I have nae truce with any other Englisher. And since the attack on the Earl of Dunbar's lands, some response must be made. We cannae let them attack us with impunity." My cousin smiled wryly. "Yesterday, I received a message that the money promised by the French king has arrived at last. It is what we have been awaiting. In Edinburgh, we will thrash out who else will join in our attack."

      I clenched my teeth. My opinion was not wanted, but this attack would end any possible negotiations for the ransom, at long last, of King David. But one thing Douglas did not want was peace with England, and it appeared that peace with England was exactly what David wanted. But the deal was done. We would take the fight to the English whether I wanted to or not.

      The abbot sighed. "I am sorry to hear that. I fear it may only bring worse down on our heads."

      "Blame Sir Thomas Grey, who led the attack. He will pay."

      The abbot shook his head. "I cannae approve, but we will pray for you and your men. And for the good of the kingdom."

      "The good of the kingdom is to convince the English to stop attacking us," Douglas said in an uncompromising tone which caused even the stern abbot to leave the subject alone. Shortly, we all rose to go to the office of vespers.

      Within the vaulted church, it was cool, and motes of dust eddied in the light ,colored by the tall stained-glass windows. I stood with Douglas and Will near the transepts and the great doors were swung open so the men-at-arms and townspeople from the nearby town filed in, a mixed group with a skinny lad supporting his wizened grandfather, a burgher with a belly so big he might have been about to give birth accompanied by his wife, her nose in the air, and a crone so bent I wondered how she could see what was ahead of her. The abbot led the monks to their place in the choir. They were all hidden by the carved wooden rood screen, and the air was spiced with incense. When their voices entwined to chant, "Deus, in adiutorium meum intende. Domine, ad adiuvandum me festina," I shivered at the beauty of it.

      At the conclusion of the service, the congregation streamed out the way they had come, and the monks exited into the lengthening shadows of the cloister garden. Douglas and Will followed the congregation, but I steeled myself and walked into the north transept where I had been told his resting place was. It was a simple crypt with only his name and title. William Douglas, Lord of Liddesdale. And the words requiescat in pace.

      I laid my hands on the cool stone, my head so heavy with grief that it bent from the weight of it, and my throat was so tight that it ached. I had done what I had been convinced that I had to do. And I had known he would die for his treason. But nothing erased the hatred on his face when he shouted, "Betrayer!"

      When he came at me in his murderous rage, if Douglas had not put a sword through his back… Could I have killed him? Or did it matter, since my betraying his treason to the Lord of Douglas was the death stroke? I beat a fist on the stone, welcoming the pain.

      "You miss him very much," the abbot said.

      Surprised, I jerked a turn. "He raised me. Like a son." I gave a choked laugh. "A rough father who gave me the back of his hand often enough, but the only one I ever kent. And the guilt eats at me."

      "You didnae kill him, son. We both ken who did that."

      Turning my palms up, I stared at them. "I have killed many men, Reverend Father. Felt their blood thick and slick on my hands. But until that day, I didnae ken death because I put him in front of that sword." I raised my eyes to his. "The guilt is mine as much as it is Douglas's."

      "I shall pray for you. For your heart's ease because I cannae see your guilt in it."

      I dug in my scrip for a bag of coins I had placed there for this. "Thank you, but it would ease me more if you would remember Liddesdale in your prayers and that you might also pray for the soul of James, Lord of Douglas, my father."

      The abbot took the bag and set it on the crypt. It clinked against the stone with silver. He looked surprised, and I thought he had not expected a gift. "It will be put to good use, Sir Archibald, and I will include them both in our prayers. And you as well."
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        * * *

      

      I was disgusted at the squabbling in the middle of the crowded, vaulted great hall of Edinburgh Castle, where all sorts of people could hear it. They sat at the high table on a dais at the far end of the hall that concluded at a massive fireplace so large a man could stand erect in its opening. Despite the summer heat, the thick wall kept the room cool. My cousin, Douglas, Lord of Douglas, black-haired like me but not as tall, had bid me to await him, so I propped my shoulder against the wall and did so.

      "When was the last time you defended the realm, Ross?" the white-haired, sly-faced Earl of Dunbar snarled. "You hide safely in the north while I defend the march. Even now, my lands burn from an English incursion."

      Uilleam, Earl of Ross, scowled. "You have more than your fair share of the French gold. Use that for your attack on the English. I have problems of my own in the north."

      Douglas slammed his wine cup down on the table. "You shall have many more problems if we arenae able to hold the English at the border."

      A dozen younger hangers-on were in earshot, listening intently. Jean de Carrouges, one of the French knights, stood grim-faced, nursing a goblet of wine. All about them, servants came and went, leaving goblets of wine on the table, tending the hearth fire, and lighting lamps that hung from sconces on the walls between tapestries of knights at war. One tossed bones to two hairy deerhounds stretched out on the hearth. Still others sprinkled thyme to freshen the scent of the rushes. They stayed busy but with ears cocked to the debate. The servants always knew what was going on and sometimes made coin by selling the knowledge.

      Sieur Eugène de Garencières gave a very French shrug. "I await only your decision, mes seigneurs. My men and I are ready as soon as you are." Clad in an elegant, blue doublet, his gray-streaked hair trimmed to below his ears above muscular shoulders, he gave a civil bow and turned away to step off the dais.

      I frowned and fingered my dagger hanging from my belt. We should not have had to hold the English at the border. The negotiations with the English had been nearly at an end, returning our king to us and establishing a truce. At last, King Edward admitted we would never let him or his son have the throne of Scotland. Forbye, he needed David's ransom to pay for his war in France. We would not need to depend on the craven Robert Stewart, who was more interested in gaining land for himself than ruling the kingdom.

      But the French offer of twenty thousand mouton d'or to continue the war put an end to that. At least Douglas has split some of his share with those of us in his following. I had heard grumbling that the other lords had not been as generous. And now the war would drag on with our king back in the Tower of London.

      Douglas was seated with Patrick Dunbar, Earl of Dunbar; Sir Robert Stewart, Earl of Strathearn and Atholl and Guardian of the Realm; Thomas, Earl of Angus; Uilleam, Earl of Ross; and half a dozen other magnates who had come to Edinburgh to demand a share of the French gold. Most were less than eager to pay the cost by helping fight the English.

      Stewart was in his forties, not yet an old man, yet only vestiges of his once handsome looks clung to him like worn rags. His face was gaunt, and he gazed around the room with cloudy, blue eyes whose rims were red. He snorted. "If the two of you had been defending the march, Lothian wouldnae be burning. We agreed to help the French by attacking the English, but we must decide how to do it at the least risk. I shall use my share of the money to increase my own defenses, whatever you decide."

      I looked away and kept my opinion of Stewart behind my teeth, but I would never forget or forgive his flight from Neville's Cross. Dunbar, trustworthy as an adder, had fled as well. But no one would ask what I thought.

      My eyes met those of the French knight. He nodded and walked to meet me.

      "You are familiar to me, monsieur." Smile lines fanned from his eyes and around his mouth, acquired since he traveled with Liddesdale and me to Scotland those years ago.

      "That surprises me." I caught the arm of one of the servants carrying fresh goblets of wine to the high table, took two of them, and gave one to him. "I was very young when you escorted us to Scotland."

      "Ah, of course, the boy who was a squire to the Knight of Liddesdale." He wrinkled his brow. "I heard he was—"

      "Aye, he was killed." I had no desire to talk about my foster father's murder or my part in it. The guilt brought a surge of bile to my stomach. "A tale we should nae discuss here."

      "Of course, Sieur Archibald." He looked me up and down. "And you are obviously no longer a child. Is it that you serve the Lord of Douglas now?"

      "Aye, as one of his household knights." I strolled a few steps toward the tall doors, farther away from the quarreling noblemen. "Our fathers were brothers."

      Sieur Eugène lowered his voice. "I believe his lordship is eager to fulfill the promise to my king. This is an excellent time to attack the English. We can take advantage of King Edward being in France."

      That was what King David had thought when he led us to disaster at the Battle of Neville's Cross, but we had learned from that lesson. We would not make again the mistake of moving so slowly, burdened by wagons of loot or letting the English take us by surprise. "If he wasnae already eager, the English putting towns in Lothian to the torch would have convinced him." I did not say aloud that he had taken no convincing. The end of the recent truce had not come soon enough for him. He was eager to fight, and the gold was quite enough added inducement.

      "It was Earl Patrick's lands that were burnt?"

      "Sir Archibald," someone called. I shot an apologetic look to Sir Eugène as the beaming master jeweler strode toward us, trailed by an apprentice carrying a long, cloth-wrapped parcel. "Sir Archibald, it is completed." He took the bundle from the youth and carefully unfolded the cloth.

      The polished, wooden four-foot-long scabbard had brass scrollwork at the top, but what caused my cheeks to stretch with a grin was the hilt above it. It was long enough to hold comfortably with both hands. I stroked the black sharkskin leather fitted with two narrow bands of etched silver. The scabbard whispered softly as I pulled the blade free. My breath caught.

      Jean de Carrouges, looking over my shoulder, said, "Even for a greatsword, it is large."

      "Is that the mark of Solingen on the blade?" Sieur Eugène said.

      The best blades in the world were crafted in the town of Solingen. "Aye. I was lucky to find one the length that I wanted." And lucky that my cousin had shared some of the enormous pile of French gold with his household knights.

      "I favor an estoc which is of a similar size, but I have not seen quillons that slant downward like that to end with a trefoil."

      "Much too large to use with a shield, though," Jean de Carrouges said.

      "That is true, Sieur Jean. 'Tis called a claymore." I turned, beaming. "A fine piece of work, master craftsman." Well worth the considerable cost. I patted my scrip and pulled out a small bag with the final payment for his work.

      He gave me a half bow. "If you need more work, you ken where to find me, sir. Rings to fit your hands would nae be easily found, but I would be pleased to craft some for you."

      I shook my head as he left. I had better things to spend my limited coins on than rings. There was always some new style in armor. More and more, the pieces were plate rather than chainmail and expensive to have crafted.

      A chair clattered over at the table. We turned as a stiff-faced Robert Stewart marched off the dais. "You have my permission as the king's Lieutenant to attack the English as we promised the French king, but I shan't take any part." He jerked his head at his eldest son, eighteen-year-old John, who loitered with the other hangers-on. "Come. We are done here." Ross followed them out. Some of the onlookers were silently wide-eyed; others whispered to each other.

      Douglas stood with his jaw clenched. "Dunbar and I will make sure the English pay for attacking us. Angus, you are welcome to join us."

      "I must return to my own lands for now, but mayhap later."

      I sheathed the sword and buckled the belt around my waist. It looked like I would soon put my new blade to use.

      Sieur Eugène's eyes gleamed with satisfaction.
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          MID-AUGUST 1355

        

      

    

    
      Sweating beneath the August sun, I sat my mud-spattered garron and looked back as the last of our little army splashed across Wellrig Burn on a twisting road so narrow we rode three abreast. We passed through steep wooded slopes cut by ravines with towering oak and birch. Hawthorn and juniper scrub tangled beneath. Douglas and Dunbar led our hand-picked striking force of a thousand men, mostly young knights and the sons of knights and Douglas's men-at-arms, finely armed and armored and aching for a fight. With us were Sieur Eugène and his sixty French knights. Overhead a hen harrier rode the wind.

      I unfastened my wine bag, took a drink, and handed it to Will Ramsay, my lifelong friend and comrade-in-arms. "It cannae be far to this pass Dunbar talked about."

      He took a long drink and handed it back. "I hope so. The question is how we lure the English into our trap." He swiped beads of moisture from his brow. The past years had knocked some of the sparkle and humor out of Will's eyes, but he was still a boon companion, ready with a jest at the fireside or a drink after a fight.

      On my other side, Jean de Carrouges eyed the wine bag thirstily, so I handed it to him. "How many men would you think might garrison Norham Castle?" he asked.

      "Being so near the border…" I hesitated, considering the size of the castle. "A hundred or so, probably."

      He raised his chin, and an arrogant smile curved his thin lips. "A good number to kill. The English owe me a debt."

      "They owe many of us." I decided to let him learn for himself that Sir Thomas Grey, Norham Castle's constable, had a reputation as an experienced fighter, not to be underestimated. Even outnumbered, I believed he would make a fight of it.

      We rode on through the gradually rising hills. Douglas had chosen this desolate route. A thousand men did not easily travel without being noticed, and he was taking no chance of an English supporter taking word of our numbers.

      Near noon, our fast-moving column came within sight of a narrow pass between two craggy hills. They were not high by Scottish standards but steep with loose scree, making them too risky for horses to climb. Around the base of the hills, the trees and scrub made a thick screen. A pair of black-feathered ring ouzel burst from the juniper bushes as we dismounted. It all looked notably peaceful.

      "Aye, Dunbar. Well-chosen," my cousin said. "This will serve well. I promised Grey a reckoning for his attack. This is where we will make it."

      The men who were near enough to hear what he said cheered, and the rest joined in while I tugged my earlobe and studied the lay of the land. The pass was easily narrow enough that we could cut off an English retreat. They would first have to enter the pass and go all the way through before they realized we were there. Surely that would mean splitting our force, sending some to lure him in. Dividing an army was risky, or so Liddesdale had always said, but it could work. Anticipation made my heart beat faster, and I could not help checking that my sword slid loose in my scabbard.

      "Ramsay," Douglas said, "take your ilk and all of my men-at-arms. Lead them to Norham village. Display your pennant, burn the village, and drive off the cattle. Make a loud noise until Grey tries to give you battle. Then lead him on a chase back here. Blow a signal when you are near the pass. And remember, you are nae to engage him until they follow you through the pass."

      "That is almost half our men," Dunbar protested. "Surely, that is too many. Too risky."

      "Grey isnae stupid. He needs to see a force worth pursuing."

      A wide grin spread across Will's face, and he turned to the men. "Let's go!"

      I nudged his shoulder with mine. "Hurry back with something for me to try my new sword on."

      He laughed as he leapt into the saddle. "You have my word on it!"

      The column quickly formed up and rode away beneath the eagle-displayed banner of the Ramsays.

      After a short ride around a twist in the road from the pass, we set up camp, forming picket lines, digging a latrine trench, and throwing up rough tents of canvas slung over branches. Douglas called a meeting to plan the ambush.

      "How long do you think it will take to tempt Grey out?" Sieur Eugène asked.

      "At least a day." Douglas propped his fists on his hips. "So tomorrow night, we move the horses into the woods next to the pass and sleep in our armor. As soon as we hear Ramsay's signal, we mount and prepare to block Grey's line of retreat."

      I gaped and snapped my mouth closed. "We fight on horseback?" Our horses were smaller and lighter than the English, which would put us at a disadvantage. Forbye, we were expert at forming schiltrons and fighting in spear squares that had defeated many English armies.

      "There will be no time to form schiltrons. When Ramsay turns on Grey, we must be ready to fight."

      Dunbar pursed his thin lips. "Ramsays' horses willnae be fit for a fight after a twelve-mile chase."

      "Neither will Grey's." I scratched the stubble on my cheek, trying to visualize how the fight might play out. "What do you think, My Lord, anent a flying wedge whilst the others hold the pass, so no one escapes? That will take the pressure off Ramsay."

      "That might work. We can group for that while we wait. I will lead the charge, and you guard my right, Archie." He flicked a glance at Dunbar. "If you will command those holding the pass from the rear, Dunbar. All that remains is for me to choose my men." A good choice, I thought, since I had some doubts the aged man could still lift a sword.
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        * * *

      

      Hundreds of horses' hooves rumbled like thunder. I pushed open my visor and felt that my aventail covered my neck. I would risk exposing my face to be able to see what was happening once the fighting started. Even so, the heat in the helm was like an oven, and sweat dripped from my hair and ran down my face and neck. I adjusted the guige strap on my shield. My mouth was dry, so I worked spit to moisten it. Waiting for the start of a battle was always the worst part.

      Within the trees, we could only form a loose wedge. My cousin took the point with Sieur and me on his shoulders. For a wedge to work, you must ride knee to the hindquarter of the horse in front of you as you urge your mount from a walk to a canter and to a gallop. We would have to tighten it once we were out of the trees. Our horses were light for the maneuver, but their momentum should still make it work.

      My heart took up the beat of the hooves as Will and his men roared past, his banner whipping in the wind. The English followed, shouting challenges and taunts.

      "Hold… Hold…" Douglas said. Then the last of the English were past us. My mount rolled his muscles in anticipation.

      Douglas bellowed, "Now!"

      He surged through the undergrowth onto the road. I moved so that my knee almost touched his mount, as close as I could get, and couched my lance. We surged to a gallop.

      The din was thunderous as the hundreds of English slammed into Will's column. Steel clanged. Shouts and battle cries added to the din. They hammered away at each other. I could barely make them out through the cloud of dust from a thousand pounding hooves.

      One of the Englishmen turned, shouting above the clamor. More turned. The English in their rear desperately jerked at their reins, wheeling their mounts to meet our charge. Bellows and shouts alerted more to their danger. A knight spun his bay on its hindquarters. Realizing their only chance was to break our formation, he put his spurs to his horse's flanks and galloped at me, lance lowered. Douglas bulled his horse into the man as he thrust his lance at my right side. The metal tip hit my side and skimmed off the plate. It rocked me sideways, but I straightened. We were past him.

      Another knight was before me, looking to the side. I dug my heels into my stirrups and braced for the impact as my lance struck. He tried to turn but was too late. My lance hit him mid-chest. The end broke off, but he flew out of the saddle and landed hard. I tossed away the broken lance and dropped my shield. Douglas was a couple of steps ahead of me. Sword in hand, I spurred to catch up and trampled over an unhorsed Englishman who was too busy ducking a blow to notice me.

      An arrow hissed by my shoulder. It came slightly from ahead to the right. "Archers!" I shouted. A small change in our direction had us galloping toward the small number of archers. They turned to flee like chickens before a hawk. Using the force of my charge, I leaned out using my sword two-handed and chopped off an archer's head, spurting gore across his companions. Sieur Eugène and Douglas finished the others.

      We had gone through the English, and they broke. En masse, they fought their mounts to turn and raced toward the blocked pass.

      Douglas shouted to take prisoners. I wheeled.

      Out of the crowd of horsemen galloping back toward the pass, an English knight rode toward us. A few others joined him, but I ignored them. He had a white lion in the middle of a red field on his surcoat and the same on his shield, the device of Thomas Grey. He was closing fast at a gallop, crouching behind his shield and his sword leveled on the side as though it were a lance. I slowed to make my horse jib to the side and swiped with my longer blade, knocking his aside. My back slash just grazed his arm, bouncing off the armor.

      Past him, I sawed back on my reins, dirt flying, and turned. The Englishman was trying to turn, but his heavy destrier was not as nimble as my garron. Just as he turned, I swerved in front of his horse and slammed the flat of my sword at his head. The blow rocked him back. I was past him again and wheeled. Reversing my sword, I slammed the hilt into the back of his head. He slumped and slid sideways, not trying to save himself. A foot caught in his stirrup. He bounced against the ground. I grabbed the reins and managed to jerk the horse to a halt.

      As I jumped from the saddle, I was praying he still lived. A dead enemy was little profit, although his armor and horse would make a good prize. To my relief, he rolled over and offered up his sword. I accepted and turned to look for another enemy.

      Most of the fleeing English were still fighting Dunbar's men at the entrance to the pass, and those who had turned back to fight us were still engaged. As I mounted, Will used his war hammer to jerk one from his mount. My cousin hit another with a downstroke so hard that the sword flew out of his hand.

      Thomas Grey used his hands to lever himself to his knees and stood, swaying. He bellowed, "Enough! Lay down your swords." Another knight echoed his command.

      They had put up a good fight, but he was right to call for a surrender. There was no need for any more to die. I watched for a few breaths until I saw the English had heard and were obeying. After dismounting, I went to find my prisoner. I jerked off my helm, glad to feel a breeze in my sweat-soaked hair.

      Even with the battle ended, everything was pandemonium. Prisoners were being stripped of their weapons and armor, the injured moaned or cursed in pain, and horses were led to picket lines. The slight breeze carried the stink of blood and shit.

      Grey had also removed his helm and was rubbing the back of his head. He was pale, his face glistening with sweat.

      I had no more wine, but there was water in my wine bag, so I offered it to him. "You made a good fight of it," I said in French.

      He took it and poured some in his hand to splash on his face. "And fell for a very old trick. But I owe you thanks for stopping my mount. That was a clumsy fall that could have been worse."

      A young knight, evidently Grey's son from the device on his surcoat, dashed up to ask him how he was. He said he would recover, although I was sure he was in some pain. He told his son to help him out of his armor, which was now mine.

      "Sir Thomas, it was an honor to cross swords with such a fine knight." I saluted him and turned to go.

      "Wait. I should know who my captor and savior, all in one
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