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            ONE
      

            July 1333: Battles Without Honour and Humanity
      

         

         H
         arry slows his horse as he reaches the marshalling field. He has pushed the little bay palfrey to her utmost, riding hard for a fortnight across the long spine of England to catch up with the King’s forces. And now, at the edge of Edward’s camp at Berwick, he finds he has missed the battle against the Scots by a single day. The only question that remains is whether he’s missed the war.

         It’s a victory, at least. Harry can tell by the way cheerful men-at-arms lurch through camp well into their cups even though the sun has barely reached its midday apex. A tipsy longbowman, flushed red from the July heat, points out the knights’ field to Harry and passes him a flask of something that smells like it could raise the dead.

         Harry refuses. He doesn’t feel like drinking. He’s furious: at fate, at the summer crowds on the Great North Road, at having missed out on a chance to prove himself, again. And, much as he knows it’s a craven and terrible thing to feel, he’s angry at his mother for having died then. It was her illness that made Harry miss the marshalling of troops in Scotland. Instead of leaving with Sir Simon like a proper squire, he’d had to run home to Devon to attend to her last days. He knows it wasn’t his mother’s final act of protest against Harry following in his father’s footsteps – training for knighthood, fighting the Scots – but it feels like it.

         Harry knees Star, his palfrey, towards the bright pavilions of the knights’ campground. He scans the sea of fluttering pennants, looking for a faded, frayed red flag with a white lion rampant, the Attwood coat of arms. Sir Simon will no doubt fill him in on what happened at Halidon Hill, and how he missed Edward of Windsor’s first great victory against the Scots.

         As Harry navigates his horse through the muddy field, past the canvas palaces of noblemen towards the smaller, shabbier tents of country knights at the far edge of the field, he lets his frustrations boil within him. He grew up listening to the stories of King Arthur, Gawain and the other great knights of history, while the real England writhed through a long winter of treason and infighting with Edward of Carnarvon, his French queen Isabella and her lover, Lord Mortimer. Now, finally, the country is reaching a sort of springtime, under the hand of the young Edward of Windsor, and Harry is nineteen years old, the perfect age for a squire to prove himself in battle.

         Except, the battle was yesterday.

         Perhaps there will be more fights against the Scots, but even to Harry’s young eye, this doesn’t look like an army that is getting ready to march anywhere but home to harvest.

         Perhaps there will be war with France, in a few years. Its four-hundred-year-old Capet dynasty is fighting for life after Philip the Fair’s three sons, sibling kings, have each died without a male heir. The French barons are discontented and mutinous, unhappy with the country cousin of Valois who has been placed on the throne. The other choice is Edward of Windsor himself, for his mother Isabella is a Capet princess, sister to kings. This has fired up a feeling in England of pride and hope, of daring glances across the Channel and a thought of one day. England has Gascony, sure, but once it had so much more. Once, and maybe again.

         But first, King Edward has committed to restoring Balliol and the disinherited lords of Scotland to their rightful homes. On his long journey to Berwick, Harry had such daydreams about the feats of arms he would perform at Sir Simon’s side: saving Baron Montagu’s life. Saving the King’s life. Capturing Archibald Douglas, the Guardian of Scotland. Enough for a squire to dazzle a baron, or a king. Enough to earn his knight’s belt.

         Harry reins up at Sir Simon’s tent, at the most unfashionable edge of the field, and calls out for him as he slides off his palfrey.

         There’s no answer.

         He looks around. One of Sir Simon’s men-at-arms, Edgar, hustles over from where he’s playing dice with a small group in front of another tent. Harry notices that Edgar looks shocked, but then Edgar isn’t the brightest and always looks a bit stunned, so he doesn’t think anything of it.

         Until Edgar opens his mouth.

         ‘D’ye not know, Master Harry?’ Edgar says in English. Harry swallows, his throat dry with road dust. No discussion ever ends well when it begins like that.

         Edgar wipes his broad, spade-like hands down over his bony cheeks, pulling at the flesh there. ‘They got ’im, they did. I’m … I’m sorry, lad.’ He shifts his weight from foot to foot, as he stutters out the story: Simon de Attwood has been slain on Halidon Hill. His old coat of mail was no match for a Scottish spear.

         Harry nods his thanks at Edgar, ties up Star and, under the guise of loosening her girth, leans his forehead against her saddle. He loses time, leaning against the good little bay mare and listening to passing tales of valour, in noblemen’s French, in commoners’ English. If the camp chatter is to be believed, yesterday’s battle was a massacre. A good third of the Scots’ men-at-arms slain by the English longbowmen arrayed by Henry of Beaumont. Douglas is dead, along with a dozen other Scottish lords. English casualties were light, and Harry knows he shouldn’t resent a drop of English blood against the tide of Scottish crimson spilt, but why Sir Simon? He hadn’t even wanted to fight.

         A terrible, crushing sense of culpability settles over Harry’s shoulders. It’s his fault. For urging Sir Simon to accept the King’s summons, though he was old, and reluctant. For not being there to defend him. For wishing so hard and often to be out from under Sir Simon that God must have seen it as a prayer, and answered it with the terrible blind precision of the Almighty.

         Now Harry stands, further north than he’s ever been, by a shabby tent in a churned-up field on the Scottish borders, tears pricking at the corners of his eyes. His skin burns with shame and sorrow under its coating of dust from the road. Inside the tent, nothing has been touched. Spare swords, a change of clothes, a patched wool cloak. Sir Simon’s little psalter lies open on the travelling chest to Psalm 23, his favourite. It is as if Sir Simon will walk back in at any moment, grumbling about the ache in his bones and passing off his shield to Harry.

         But he won’t.

         He’s gone.

         Harry’s mother is gone, too, falling to the wasting sickness just as Sir Simon was preparing to leave for Scotland. Harry feels torn in half, as if his life is nothing but a process of rushing from coffin to coffin, always a little too late to be any use. First his mother, then Sir Simon, as close to a father as Harry has ever known.

         His real father, Sir Owen, is gone so long ago in the weeds of Bannockburn that his existence seems no more real than Sir Galahad’s: a perfect shadow, and a set of ghostly footsteps for good young boys to follow.

         And Harry stands alone in the midst of a camp seething in celebration of great victory, while he has only a pageant of ashes to share.

          
      

         The first sign of trouble had been the day before they were set to leave for Scotland, when Annie’s little cousin came clattering hellbent through the gates of Sir Simon’s hall on the old plough-horse, crying for Harry to get back to Dartington as soon as possible, that his mother was dying.

         The fields and hedgerows were lush with midsummer’s rude vigour as Harry dashed down the lanes towards home. Every corner of the Devon landscape burst forth with life.

         Every corner but one.

         The apples bowed the gnarled branches of their trees, yet his mother could not eat. Honeysuckle lay heavy on the vine, its perfume almost stifling in the hot July air, and yet his mother could not smell. The gorse bloomed brash in the hedgerows, and the rose rambled wild down the lanes. And yet in the darkness of the solar, Joan de Lyon wasted away on her pallet, never to walk the lanes she loved again. She was a frail skeleton in summer, where she had been quick and strong through April’s rains. And Harry fidgeted restlessly by her sickbed for five long days, praying to a God that had no answers for him.

         He broke, finally, when his mother grabbed his hand in her trembling, birdlike fingers, looked at him with glassy blue eyes, and called him by his father’s name.

         ‘He’s not here,’ Harry whispered, kissing the sun-freckles that dotted the back of her hand. ‘Try to rest,’ he said. He’ll see you soon, he didn’t say.

         And then Harry walked out into the stables to cry all his terror and loneliness and impotence into the flank of his palfrey. It was the first time he allowed himself to fall apart. To show weakness, even if it was to nobody else than a little bay mare.

         Lady de Lyon, polite to the last, chose that moment to slip quietly from the bonds of this earth. Mustn’t cause a fuss.

         Harry knew his mother was no more as soon as he slunk back into the room. Her mouth and eyes were open, as if startled to finally receive welcome into the Hereafter after wandering its borders for so long. Her skin had faded to a strange yellow-grey. It was like some spirit, some fae, had stolen his mother away, taken this bright, witty, elegant ball of life, and left only sculpted tallow in her place.

         It wasn’t her.

         And Harry didn’t cry.

         Her body was interred in the little Dartington churchyard next to the stone which marked only her husband’s spirit, and their child rode north again, to catch up to the war.

          
      

         When a man has had great wounds done to him, the urge to wound in return is an unbearable thing. Harry knew that blood and steel might not soothe the empty place in his heart, but he was sure as hell going to give it a try. Better the brash noise of battle than the quiet, pitying silences of Dartington Manor. The manor that was his now, its fate resting in Harry’s shaking, too-young hands.

         That, also, was why Harry spurred his horse towards the Great North Road: a reason that hid in every poor country noble’s heart, if almost never on their lips. There was glory across the border in Scotland, and fortune to be won that would help his small manor survive. There was the chance of moving out from Sir Simon’s shadow and becoming a knight on his own. Harry was young for it – only nineteen; they had been setting out north on his birthday, he and Sir Simon – but others had been knighted younger.

         There was also the small matter of getting even against the Scottish barbarians for his father’s death. Blood for blood, sorrow for sorrow.

         And the manor’s problems left for another day. He couldn’t have missed the taut expressions of the household servants when he announced he’d be leaving straight after the funeral. Harry knew that riding off to war wasn’t a form of cowardice,

         but it certainly felt like one.

          
      

         Sir Owen de Lyon had died at Bannockburn a fortnight before Harry was born, another casualty of Scottish steel, and Harry had promised vengeance to his empty grave in Dartington Church every Easter. Lady Joan would shake her fair head and talk of Dartington Manor, of its seasons and its troubles, and of the gruesome poverty of manors with no lord to lead them. Owen had been Devon born, droll and easy and with a quiet wit (so Harry had been told). Joan was a Yorkshirewoman, sharp and practical, and though the great famine’s touch on the West Country had been light, she remembered well the abandoned villages of Dartmoor, the reed-thin children, the death that reaped in midwinter what autumn’s flood-rotten harvest had sowed.

         But Harry could not be swayed. He would train to be a knight, like his father. He dreamed of coming home laden with favours from battle, bringing wealth and ease to his mother, to his manor and his name. More lands. Rich silks. Jewels and coin. Glory and honour. Lady Joan would kiss his forehead and whisper that his father had said the same thing, and then her eyes would grow distant and sad.

         Harry was happy to take the gamble that knighthood offered. So was young Rabbie Ufford, just across the moor, who cheerfully announced on his eighth birthday that he was going into service with Baron Montagu, a powerful West Country lord. Rabbie’s father had fallen right beside Harry’s at the Scottish victory in 1314, and it seemed bitterly unfair to Harry that Rabbie, two years older than him and spoilt to boot, would be page to the great William Montagu. It seemed doubly unfair when Baron Montagu became the favourite of the young King.

         Finally, Lady Joan acquiesced. There was no use fighting the delusions of youth, she said, there was only the hope that Harry would outlive them. But he went to no great landed household. Instead, Lady Joan had written to Sir Simon de Attwood, a modest but well-respected Wiltshire knight she had known in her days at court. Attwood was a man of great education and honour, but of little social cachet, and Harry at first resented the knight’s small stone hall and meagre trappings on the unfashionable side of Salisbury.

         But the knight had three books, which was more than Harry thought even the King might have, and he taught Harry to read from his psalter as he drilled him in the rules of chivalry and the ways of the broadsword. And when Harry half-closed his eyes, the high, lonely fields of Salisbury at the edge of Sir Simon’s hall felt almost like the moors of home, too.

         Once Harry was old enough to understand politics, he became profoundly grateful to be holed away in a minor hall while England writhed against itself. Edward of Carnarvon ignored Isabella, his French queen, spending his days with a chain of pretty young men: Gaveston, d’Amory, the younger Despenser. And much as the gossips chattered of the sins Edward committed with those favourites, it was not lust that undid them all in the end, but greed. The barons rose against the grasping favourites, the King sided with his lovers, and the country slid into civil war.

         There were no tournaments in those years. The unpopular King was wary of encouraging too many armed nobles to assemble in one place.

         He was right to worry. The furious barons rallied around Isabella, Edward’s abandoned queen, and her lover Lord Mortimer, a powerful Marcher lord whose lands Edward’s newest favourite had tried to steal. Isabella and Mortimer forced the King into abdication, imprisonment and death, while they ruled England in the name of Isabella’s son, the young Edward of Windsor, a boy not much older than Harry himself.

         England prayed for rest and a time to heal, but Mortimer proved as bad as Edward of Carnarvon’s favourites, using his position to plunder lands and money from the noble families. And so, while Harry had been learning Latin and competing in the squires’ sections of local tournaments, history repeated itself.

         Baron Montagu and his squire Rabbie had broken into Nottingham Castle and arrested Mortimer, sending him on the road south to London and the gallows. The act made them England’s heroes, and Edward of Windsor’s right-hand men.

         Edward took the throne in 1327. His mother, Queen Isabella, was cowed back into the shadows where she belonged. Glory returned to England, and tournaments, and chances for a young squire to make his name and fortune as Rabbie Ufford had.

         And Harry, six feet tall by the time he was sixteen years old, could only writhe in his rural exile, never with the right people, never where events were happening. Sir Simon, who fought under the first Edward, would only shake his head at Harry’s restlessness. ‘The friendship of kings and princes is a double-edged blade,’ the old country knight would sigh. ‘Do you truly wish you were Baron Montagu’s squire?’

         Harry would not answer. It wasn’t Baron Montagu and his coterie, so much, that Harry wanted to befriend. Baron Montagu was just a means to an end. It was the King.

         He began to chafe under Sir Simon’s tutelage, embarrassed by the man’s cautious ways, ashamed to be seen next to Sir Simon’s outdated suit of mail when the fashionable young knights and squires protected shins and joints with bright plate. He wanted more than anything else to prove himself in front of that golden crowd, to be accepted by them. When the summons came for the war against the Scots, Harry was sure it was finally his time. If only his mother hadn’t—

          
      

         —Harry blinks and shakes his head. Those thoughts are ones no good Christian could entertain. He rakes his hands through his dirty hair as he steps out of the tent’s darkness into the bright midday light, and tries to figure out what to do next.

         Pack up Sir Simon’s things. Head back to the West Country, to manage his paltry estate. Leave Berwick and its triumphant throng as soon as possible. The bright glory here belongs to other people, not to him. Never to him.

         Harry becomes aware that a voice is calling his name; has perhaps been calling him for a while. He turns, squinting into the sun. Rabbie is standing there, staring at him, as if seeing a ghost. A rough beard darkens his cheeks.

         ‘It is you!’ the squire booms out, striding forwards to clap Harry on the back. ‘Harry! You missed out on all the fun.’ Rabbie is a little shorter than Harry, with close-cropped dark curly hair, narrow, deep-set brown eyes and heavy cheekbones. He had always been an angular child, and as Rabbie grew up his sharp features hadn’t filled out so much as they’d hardened.

         Harry gives Rabbie a thin smile. He doesn’t have much to say. ‘You made it through without issue?’ he manages at last.

         Rabbie grins. ‘Made it through? I cut down five of those bastard Scots. C’mon,’ he says, slinging his arm across Harry’s shoulders, ‘there’s dinner in the hall. I’ll tell you all about it.’ Harry fidgets, petty and diminished. Rabbie has a way of making him feel like a child, though Harry is only two years younger, nineteen to Rabbie’s twenty-one.

         Harry tags along silently as Rabbie brags about the battle on Halidon Hill, how the Scots turned tail under English arrows, how English knights cut the fleeing rebels down and sent them to Hell. He swallows down the bile that rises in his throat. This isn’t valour. It doesn’t sound like his daydreams, stabbing retreating knights in the back, even if they were Scottish. He can’t bring himself to say that to Rabbie who, like him, has a father to avenge. He knows little of Bannockburn; maybe the Scots hadn’t fought fair there. Maybe that’s why they’d won.

         He picks up the thread of Rabbie’s story again, something about how the Scots are more like animals than people with their strange, grunting language, bare feet and long hair, and is about to comment when he realises where they’re going.

         It’s a huge canvas tent; lords in bright, expensive clothes mill about its entrance. Above it flies the red-and-gold three lions pennant of England. Harry is in his drab travelling clothes, unwashed and dirty from the road, and Rabbie is taking him to eat in the King’s hall.

         Harry freezes. He is going to see the King. For the first time.

         Rabbie looks up at him, concern softening the usually harsh line of his mouth. ‘C’mon, Harry. You look like you’re about to fall over. Come and get some food.’

         And Harry doesn’t want this, doesn’t want Rabbie’s pity, doesn’t want to be the poor country cousin constantly in need of everyone’s charity. He would wrench away but his stomach chooses that moment to let out a loud gurgle. So he allows himself to be towed into the hall and sat down on a bench with Baron Montagu’s cheerful, rambunctious crew, all casually loud in the way of people used to being looked at, to being admired. Harry doesn’t see the King. For that he’s thankful. He tears into the chicken, and bread and cheese, and the small beer, and mutters polite if terse responses to the condolences he gets from Montagu’s crew.

         He doesn’t see the King until there’s a hand on his shoulder. And he looks up and it’s him, tall and blond and in rich scarlet, with a gold circlet in his hair. King Edward is young, Rabbie’s age, and slim, but the corners of his blue-grey eyes already crinkle with lines, from laughter or worry, Harry cannot guess. He has a small scar on the side of his chin, visible through the reddish hairs of his beard. While Harry knows that kings are human and of course they scar too, the small defect still surprises him. Harry realises he is staring. He stutters and blushes and mentally tries to work out the mechanics of extracting his too-large frame from the bench and bending to one knee.

         The King smiles at him and pats his shoulder. ‘Harry Lyon? Sir Simon’s squire?’ The other men around the table nod at the King, easy and familiar in his presence. ‘We wanted to pass on our sympathies for your loss, for both your losses—’

         God’s teeth, Harry thinks, now even the King pities him. ‘—and to ask you to come forwards to the front of the hall, with Rabbie.’

         Harry blinks. What?

         Then he notices Rabbie is already up front, in the no-man’s-land near the King’s own table, on one knee. Harry gulps, and nods, stumbling as he rises from the bench.

         The King waits for him, like an indulgent older brother, and looks him up and down as he stands. Harry realises he’s as tall as the King, maybe even a little taller, so he hunches his big shoulders slightly. The King notices and laughs, a ringing, beautiful sound. He shakes his head as he turns. ‘You are the West Country personified, aren’t you? We’ve seen haystacks smaller than you. Good thing you have to kneel for what’s coming.’

         It’s only then that Harry understands what the King is doing. Harry’s skin prickles with nerves as he takes his place next to Rabbie. He glances over, eyes wide and questioning, but the other boy won’t meet his gaze. Rabbie looks forwards, solemn, as the King draws a sword and taps Rabbie three times on the shoulders. ‘For your valour on Halidon Hill. Rise, Sir Robert Ufford.’ And then the sword is touching Harry’s shoulders, and Harry’s heart is beating so fast he can’t breathe, and through the ringing in his ears Harry can barely make out the King saying ‘Rise, Sir Harry Lyon’, and it’s the moment Harry has been looking forward to since he first picked up a practice sword, the moment he was sure he would remember for the rest of his life, but even as it’s happening it’s running out between his fingers like water.

         And then he’s left standing there, next to Rabbie, as the King sheaths his sword and turns back to Queen Philippa. The moment is over. Rabbie claps him on the shoulder again, and Harry is dimly aware that the assembled knights are cheering and thumping their tables as they walk back to their bench.

         He’s a knight. He is a knight.

         And he’s done nothing to deserve it.

          
      

         Baron Montagu winks at him as he sits back down. ‘Welcome to the family, Sir Harry. We put in a good word for you.’

         Harry stutters out a thanks as someone – a finely dressed

         man at the tent’s entrance – calls out towards the King, ‘And when for France, milord?’

         The King laughs again and raises his hands. ‘I have no intentions towards my cousin of France, as long as he has no intentions towards Gascony.’ He raises his cup in toast. ‘Besides, my claim is through my mother, and France is not so keen on that.’

         ‘Then we’ll make ’em keen, like our Henry did!’ another voice cries out.

         Montagu smiles. Though he speaks softly, his voice carries across the entire tent. ‘And what of the French forces in Scotland, Your Majesty?’

         The King waves his hand in dismissal. ‘Let us enjoy this victory, before planning more.’ He places his hand on the arm of a weak-chinned, sandy-haired man sitting to his right. ‘We must first attend to tomorrow’s business, and restore our cousin of Balliol to his lands across the border.’

         When Harry turns his gaze back to their table, he realises the man who had called out to the King about France has taken a seat next to Baron Montagu, and they are in whispered discussion. The man is older, and pinched-looking, something cruel about his tanned features. His hair is bristle-short, and the same colour as his skin. Harry can only hear bits and pieces of their discussion: an intercepted letter, and French spies, and the King. His stare must be obvious, for Rabbie whispers in his ear,

         ‘Baron de Percy. The new Constable of Berwick.’

         Baron Montagu’s gaze flicks up across the table to them, at that moment. His face is serious, now, compared with its previous open ease. ‘So, Sir Harry, do you want to kill some Scots?’ Harry nods. More than anything, he does. To avenge his father. To avenge Sir Simon. To prove he’s worthy of the knight’s belt given to him out of charity.

         Montagu smiles, and it’s a nasty smile, but war is a nasty business. ‘Good. Tomorrow we ride north with Balliol. There’s something potentially troublesome we must retrieve.’

          
      

         They leave at dawn, in light mail and plain surcoats, unmarked by heraldic insignia, choosing their palfreys for speed over their war-horses. Eleven of the brightest, most dashing knights in England, and Harry – Sir Harry, though the honorific feels false on his tongue, as if he is still playing crusaders and dragons with a wooden sword in the manor gardens. Montagu has promised that Harry’s war-horse and belongings, along with Sir Simon’s, will be packed up by Montagu’s household servants and delivered back to Dartington.

         Harry keeps reaching down to touch the heavy leather belt that sits just above his hips, the symbol of his knighthood. It had been Sir Simon’s, and it’s soft with age, moulding to him as if it were made for him. Its weight, and the sword on his left that it supports, is a constant reminder of what he has not yet earned.

         Montagu’s small party of knights is barely noticeable in the mob of exultant nobles flowing north, the disinherited English who had been given lands in Scotland by Edward Longshanks just to be thrown out again by Robert Bruce and Black Douglas. Percy stays behind at Berwick, his place in the group taken by the weak-chinned man who had dined next to the King: Edward Balliol, awarded land in Galloway for his loyalty to England. The man spends the entire first day trying to make conversation with Montagu, but thankfully Balliol soon falls behind, his progress hampered by the slow ox-carts of his household.

         Over the next two days, they follow the lowland course of the river Tweed. The group grows smaller as the Disinherited break off to their various lands. Soon it’s just the dozen of them, Montagu’s raiders: Harry, Rabbie, a crass Yorkshire knight named Odo Waldegrave, Rabbie’s best friend Colin Crocker, Guy d’Audley with the scar across his face, Thomas Howland, the two Billies (Shayler and Lang), Sebastian Sharp from Kent, Brendan le Rous and Roderick Griffith. And of course Montagu himself.

         In another situation, the trip would be beautiful, but they are surrounded constantly by tiny flies and midges which are small enough to sneak through mail and bite the flesh beneath. They settle into a sort of grim determination, talking little, pressing forwards as fast as they can. The midges that flit senseless into their mouths when they talk are a reminder of the constant presence of the Scottish. This is a hostile land. Not a thing in it wishes them welcome. The glares of the peasants they pass on the road are enough for each knight to keep a hand near his weapons at all times.

          
      

         By the fourth day, they are cutting north through Galloway Forest. Montagu still hasn’t told them why they’re here, what they’re retrieving. Harry burns to ask, but his place in the group is too tenuous for such bold questioning. Instead he marvels at the forest, deep and dark.

         They’ve hired a couple of Scots to guide them. The men are much as Rabbie described: stunted, twisted creatures, red of leg and bare of foot, in nothing but a leine and a cloak. They growl at each other in their incomprehensible, savage tongue. Harry wonders what sort of man can be so bought by gold to betray his own country, and he despises them for it even as he is thankful for their skill in navigating this endless ocean of trees. Montagu stops them early in the afternoon, most of the way up a formidable hill. They make camp. The air is fresher here, the biting flies less prevalent. Harry can smell water nearby. He has absolutely no idea where they are – Galloway, Balliol had said, but the name means nothing to him. He just knows they’re deep behind the Scottish border.

         ‘We attack at midnight,’ Montagu says as they swallow down a supper of stale biscuit and hard cheese. ‘I need you to get as much rest as you can before then. Dress lightly. It will be close-quarters fighting.’

         Harry is compelled to speak up. ‘What are we retrieving, my lord?’

         Montagu smiles, that cruel hawk’s smile. ‘I’ll know when I see it,’ he replies. ‘You just make sure nobody gets through to me.’

         Later, as they settle onto their cloaks in the forest floor to grab some sleep, Harry tugs at Rabbie’s sleeve. ‘Do you know?’ he says. ‘What we came here for?’

         Rabbie smirks. ‘Not what. Who.’ Then he rolls over.

         Harry stares up at the forest canopy, his mind restless. Montagu had been the man trusted to capture Lord Mortimer. Of course he’d be the one sent to capture a dangerous Scotsman. But who is it? What mighty lord wasn’t present at Halidon Hill, but could threaten English supremacy? He realises then how little he knows of the Scottish. Devon, so far southwest, barely concerns itself with activities north of the Avon, much less the Tweed. He’s only heard a handful of names: William Wallace; Robert the Bruce and his brother; Black Douglas. Is this man a relative of theirs?

         Harry is seized with the realisation that this is it. He’s not an outsider any more. He is with the right people, at the right time, about to do something important.

         ‘Was it like this? At Nottingham Castle?’ Harry asks Rabbie, soft in the night so as not to wake the others. ‘When you took Mortimer?’

         Rabbie mumbles sleepily, ‘Mmhmm. Just follow Montagu. He knows what he’s doing.’ Then Rabbie kicks him. ‘Go to bed, Harry. Work to do later.’

         Finally, Harry thinks as sleep overtakes him, finally he’s going to be where the action is.

          
      

         The action is horrible.

         They slip on their chainmail hauberks and chausses in silence, then follow their guides over the crest of the hill down to the edge of a vast lake. Three boats wait for them at the shoreline. They cast off under the moon’s pale, reproachful gaze. The lake and the steep hills it nestles among are bathed in silver, silent and surreal. As they round a small headland, no sound but the clank and splish of oars, Harry startles. For, suddenly revealed, is their target: a small stone castle on an island, its foundations wrapped with evening mist like something out of legend. As if soon the boats would spirit them through some invisible barrier, into the land of the fae, to a hand coming out of the water with a sword.

         Harry realises he is holding his breath as the boats’ prows scuff onto the pebbled shore of the island, fearful of breaking the spell. The landscape is alien, savage, and more beautiful than his heart can hold.

         Then they kick down the rotting door of the castle and slay every living thing inside.

         They didn’t need a dozen knights. Three could have done it. Harry stands agape, watching as Rabbie wields a torch in one hand and his mace in the other. Watches as he brains an old serving-woman who is trying to escape the massacre of half-asleep retainers in the hall. ‘You know our targets. No witnesses, no survivors,’ Montagu hisses as they rush up the bank, weapons drawn. Except Harry doesn’t know. Nobody has told him.

         In the flickering light of their torches and the glow of the hearth’s embers, Harry has only impressions of the chaos in the hall, of women, their bodies thin and their clothes threadbare. A few very elderly men, their bones breaking like twigs under the boots and blades of the English.

         Billy Shayler’s long sword cleaves straight through an old man’s spindly forearm, raised high against the blow, straight down to the skull beneath. Thomas Howland smashes his shield into the back of a thin redhead as she tries to flee past. She falls onto her face, cracking her head on the stone floor. Sir Thomas kicks her onto her back and sinks his sword into her heart.

         And above it all, Lord Waldegrave is giggling.

         Where are the men? Harry thinks, panicking. Where are their men? Nobody is armed. This isn’t fair.

         He realises the men must be away at war, as are the men of his own hall, and his stomach twists as he thinks of knights kicking down Dartington Manor’s old door at night, wetting their swords with the blood of his dependants.

         A beautiful woman of his mother’s age stumbles down the stairs, her fine dress a faded turquoise velvet, the neckline marked and frayed where once-heavy ornamentation had been removed. She screams at them. Her black hair is shot with white and then, inevitably, red. Montagu swears at the knight that kills the woman – Colin Crocker, Harry thinks it’s Crocker – back-handing him across the face.

         Harry stands and holds his sword in trembling hands and prays they don’t notice he hasn’t killed anyone yet. The cries of the dying, their terror and the piss and shit that flows out of them, the stink of their intestines, it crashes against the hard stone walls of the castle’s hall and over Harry like a suffocating blanket of evil.

         Montagu is glaring around, looking for something, when Rabbie screams. There’s a boy, and he’s jumped on Rabbie’s back and he’s got his teeth locked on Rabbie’s ear as he tries to shove a dull eating knife through Rabbie’s mail coat. Montagu grabs the boy and pulls him off, and half Rabbie’s right ear comes too and the boy spits it into Montagu’s face and nobody knows what to do and Montagu is yelling ‘Stay back! Stay back!’ and the boy is thin and small and maybe sixteen years old but he is fighting like a hellcat, screaming at them in Gaelic and trying to rip Montagu’s throat out with his bare hands and Montagu is punching him in the side of the head with a mailed fist, shunk, shunk, shunk, and finally the boy is still, his long dark hair falling over his face, soaking into a pool of Rabbie’s blood and cartilage on the floor.

         Harry turns around and vomits onto the flagstones.

         Rabbie is keening, half in pain, half in fury, touching the ragged, bloody edge of what remains of his right ear. Montagu steps between him and the boy’s limp form. ‘Don’t touch him,’ Montagu growls. ‘We need him alive.’ Montagu turns towards Harry, and in the faltering torchlight Harry can see dark, bloody scratches down Montagu’s cheek and neck from the boy. And something small and nasty in Harry thinks good for you to the Scottish boy. Good for you.

         Montagu is suddenly in Harry’s face. ‘Got a problem?’ he says, quiet and threatening.

         ‘This … it’s not chivalry,’ Harry stutters, his hand sweeping to encompass the death and desecration of the hall.

         Montagu snorts at him. ‘You really think kingdoms are maintained by chivalry?’ Then he points to the boy. ‘Tie him up, gag him, and throw him in the boat.’

          
      

         They’re out of Galloway Forest by dawn, riding hard southeast, all of them exhausted when they reach the main road towards the border and can pull the horses up into a walk. The boy is thrown over a spare palfrey like a sack of oats, bound tightly under the horse’s stomach so he can’t escape. Harry can’t help glancing back at him. He’s so thin, his clothes almost rags on him. What of his face isn’t pressed to the horse’s side is covered by filthy, matted dark hair, and he either stays unconscious or fakes it, because he doesn’t stir once.

         Harry wants to see his face. Wants to understand this danger to England that they’ve ridden clear across the country to retrieve. While he is staring, Montagu rides up next to him. Harry is too tired to school his expression into anything other than disapproval.

         Montagu rolls his eyes and sighs. ‘What do you think happened at Halidon Hill, Harry?’

         Harry’s brow furrows. ‘I don’t understand—’

         ‘No, you don’t,’ Montagu says. ‘Do you think we jousted sweetly with the Scots? Do you think it was like a mêlée?’

         Harry blinks. War was like a mêlée. Wasn’t it? That’s why they had them to start off each tournament. Ten to twelve a side fake battles, blunt swords. So they could know what to do in real ones.

         He’s about to respond when Montagu cuts him off. ‘We instructed our archers to shoot the nobles first. Set the longbows up on top of the hill where they could send arrows down like hail. We paid off Scottish lords to turn traitor, and tell us their order of battle. De Beaumont got himself a castle out of it. We had spies in their camp reporting to us.’

         ‘That’s horrible,’ Harry says.

         ‘And they had spies in ours.’ Montagu smiles. ‘Well, until I killed them.’

         ‘I don’t—’

         ‘It’s war, Harry. Pray it never comes to the West Country.’ Montagu stretches, putting a hand to his lower back. ‘The best thing you can do with war is win it as quickly and conclusively as possible. That is what we did.’

         ‘Who is he?’ Harry asks. He doesn’t even need to specify who he’s talking about. Montagu immediately glances over at the boy.

         ‘He’s insurance,’ he responds carefully, after a moment. He glances back at Harry and takes in his look of hurt and confusion.

         ‘But he’s just a boy,’ Harry says.

         ‘As are you,’ Montagu growls. ‘Look at him. You can see his bones. They wouldn’t have lasted the winter in that keep. They’d have starved. They suffered less with us. And the boy may even live to see a few more years.’

         Harry thinks back to the woman’s dress, finer than any his mother had ever owned. Of drops of blood on turquoise velvet. Of holes where cloth-of-gold embroidery and jewels might once have been.

         ‘Who were they?’ he asks.

         ‘They’re what happens when power moves on and leaves you behind, m’boy,’ Montagu says. ‘Never forget that.’ Then the Baron nudges his horse into a trot, to resume his place at the head of their little party. As he passes Rabbie, bandaged and sullen, he squeezes the man’s shoulder in reassurance.

         The Scottish boy wakes up as the day grows hotter, a short while before they’re due to rendezvous with Balliol and his wagons. He thrashes in his bonds, shouting as loudly as he can through the gag. It doesn’t come out as anything more than unintelligible keening, but passers-by on the road begin to look at them.

         Montagu draws his sword and the passers-by quickly find other things to stare at.

          
      

         A few hours later, the boy has shouted himself out. His voice is shredded, nothing but angry growls and grunts coming from him, but he watches all of them as if cataloguing them for weaknesses he will exploit as soon as he can escape his bonds. His face through the lank hair is thin, wolfish, with fierce, pale eyes and sharp cheekbones.

         When Balliol turns north to Galloway, towards his new lands, he takes their two Scottish guides but leaves a small horse-cart behind, its strange, boxy load covered in canvas. Montagu pulls their little group off the road behind a nearby copse. Then he nods to Crocker and Ufford. They cut the boy off the palfrey and manhandle him towards the cart. Though the boy must be exhausted, he still tries to fight, kicking his bound feet and trying to hit his captors with his head. Harry winces as he sees Rabbie drop the boy on the ground and boot him in the guts a few times.

         Then Crocker throws the canvas off the thing on the cart. Harry gasps.

         It’s a cage. A barred steel cage, the sort he’s seen in Exeter Market transporting bears to the baiting pit. There are even shallow gouges in the metal bars, marks of claws or teeth or maybe both. Rabbie opens its door and they pick up the boy, still bound, and slam his face against the bars. He’s dazed for a moment, blood already welling out of his nose, and then they shove the rest of him inside and lock the door.

         Crocker pulls down the canvas again and the boy is out of sight. Would be out of mind entirely but for the low, animalistic hisses and growls that come from inside the cage; the dull ringing of the bars as the boy slams his body into them.

         Montagu signals that they should break for dinner. The rest of them slide off their horses, glad of the rest.

         There’s little food other than hard biscuit and dried beef, but they’d all had the presence of mind to fill their skeins with the lake’s cool water before they left. Harry catches Montagu’s eye and nods towards the boy, holding up his skein and a bit of biscuit.

         Montagu shakes his head.

         ‘But—’ Harry begins. The day is sweltering. The Scottish midges are back in full force as Montagu’s dozen Galloway raiders wend their way south through the Lowlands, and it must be hotter than an oven under the thick canvas of the cage. ‘I thought we were trying to keep him alive.’

         Rabbie snorts. ‘That rabid dog? He’s too mean to die.’ Montagu gazes at him, serious. There’s an air of disappointment in his eyes, as if he expected better of Harry. As if Harry should understand. ‘You take that gag off, or untie him enough that he can get it off by himself, and he’ll be howling in Scots that we’re English knights who killed his family and took him prisoner. We’re still a day’s travel from English soil. You want to fight our entire way back?’

         Harry looks down, ashamed. He hates what they’ve done, the ceaseless cruelty of it, but he can’t fault Montagu’s operational logic. He never can. Everything Montagu says makes perfect, terrible sense.

         Harry falls in towards the rear of the group as they head back down the road. The cage sways in front of him, and along with the smell of horse and steel there’s the sharp tang of human urine, and the stomach-churning scent of shit. I’m sorry, Harry whispers. He racks his brain for a way to give their young prisoner some dignity, but he can’t think of anything that wouldn’t compromise them all.

          
      

         They stop for the night on the far side of a stand of trees, near a stream. There’s been little traffic on the road. As word of Scotland’s rout at Halidon Hill spreads, it’s as if both kingdoms are holding their breath, waiting to see what will happen. These Lowlands have passed back and forth between Scottish and English rulership for years, and the people know to keep their heads down, to mind their business while borders shift around them.

         Montagu decides they can risk a fire. The cart with its cage is drawn up at the edge of camp, close enough to be in the fire’s light, but not its warmth. Rabbie has left the sheet over the cage. Harry can hear the occasional small scuffling sound from inside. It’s easy to forget there’s a human in there, a boy only a few years younger than Harry.

         Seemingly, the rest of the men have. They’re busy with the cask of beer Crocker bought from a passing merchant, and the chickens they’re plucking to roast over the fire. They’re giving less attention to the prisoner than they would a caged dog, Harry thinks. At least the dog would get tossed a bone or two.

         Harry feels sick. He gets up, ostensibly to fetch his horse some water from the stream. The stench of piss is overwhelming as he approaches the cage. Trapped heat still radiates from under the canvas, fermenting the nauseating stink within. It must be unbearable inside.

         Harry whispers an apology to his palfrey as he steals her water bucket and strides down to the stream. He fills it, and his skin, with the cool water.

         When he approaches the cage again, he circles around it from the rear, away from the fire. He reaches up and flips the back of the canvas sheet over the top. He immediately has to cover his mouth and nose as the fetid smell assaults him. The boy had been near the bars; he scuttles away on his elbows and knees, his hands and ankles still bound, and turns to glare at him from the far side of the cage. All Harry can see in the dim shadows is a curtain of dark hair and pale wolf’s eyes glinting in the dark.

         Harry shivers, despite himself. The boy is every cautionary story he’s been told of Scottish savagery, of Lowland bandits burning and raping their way over the border; of Highland tribes sweeping down like a barbarian tide to kill everything in their path.

         But then, he thinks, what tales do the Scots tell of them? Pale monsters cased in steel who kill defenceless women and old men; who leave children to starve in their own filth.

         Harry sticks his water skin through the bars. The Scottish boy flinches further back and hisses at him. ‘Here,’ Harry says in English. ‘I don’t have the key, but I can give you water to drink through the gag. You need to come closer, though.’

         The boy glares at him uncomprehendingly, and Harry feels a hot blush of shame. He’d just switched automatically to the native, vulgar tongue, as if he were talking to a peasant at Dartington Manor. But they are a long way from Devon, and nobody speaks English here. Harry has not one word of Scots. For lack of anything better to try, he switches back into French, with no expectation of success.

         But the boy is cocking his head at him, as if he understands. ‘I swear it’s not poisoned,’ Harry says, waggling the skin.

         The boy snorts, as if disappointed that Harry’s offering won’t finish the job.

         But the boy inches closer.

         ‘You understand French?’ Harry asks.

         The boy is still out of Harry’s reach, but close enough for Harry to see his face now. So Harry gets a front-row view of how the Scottish boy eyerolls at him like he’s the biggest idiot the boy has ever met.

         Harry giggles, a little hysterical.

         He tilts the skin so water begins to trickle out. The boy slowly, so slowly, puts his head under the trickle of water, tilting his gagged mouth so the stream goes into it. He drinks almost the whole skin. A lot goes down his face but enough makes it into his mouth that Harry feels like the boy may not die of dehydration. He realises how dirty the boy is when the rivulets of water leave clean marks down his face.

         When the skin is empty the boy backs away again. There’s no acknowledgement, no thanks, and at first Harry is put out by that. Until he remembers how he and his friends have just killed everyone the boy ever cared about.

         So he holds up the bucket and offers to sluice down the cage floor. The boy glares at him, then nods once. He wriggles until he’s sitting down on the floor, still out of Harry’s reach, but close enough that the water will rinse his lower half too. Harry heaves the bucket of water through the bars; the cold stream-water splashes against the metal floor of the cage. The boy hisses as it washes over his thighs.

         ‘What are you doing?’ growls Rabbie, from behind Harry.

         Harry turns away from the cage, leaving the canvas flap up for air circulation and hoping Rabbie doesn’t notice. ‘He stinks,’ he says, arranging his face into a look of disgust as he switches to English. ‘Don’t fancy riding behind a reeking cart full of piss and shit again tomorrow.’

         Rabbie grins at him. ‘I wouldn’t know,’ he winks. ‘I ride up front, with Montagu.’

         Harry groans and bumps shoulders with Rabbie as they head back to the dying embers of the fire, back to their blankets. He thinks he’s managed to snowball Rabbie, until Rabbie leans in and whispers, ‘Don’t go soft, Harry. You saw what the little savage did to me. He’ll do it to you, and worse, with a smile on his face.’

         And the thing is, Harry doesn’t doubt him at all.

          
      

         They rise at dawn again and press on southwards. Dinner is hurried; they’re only about six hours from the border and everyone is keen to be back on English soil. Harry is bolder this time, just looks Montagu in the eye and says, ‘I’m going to give the prisoner some water.’ He’d even filled a skin from the stream the previous night, to have on hand.

         Montagu just shakes his head slightly in resignation. But the Baron’s sharp grey eyes are on Harry as he flips up a corner of the canvas and beckons the boy over. He doesn’t speak to the boy. Something in him doesn’t want to let Montagu know that the boy speaks French.

         It’s different in daylight, the boy drinking. Harry can see the blood in his matted hair, the dirt and filth ingrained into his pores. How visible his bones are under his fair skin. And the boy looks back, his eyes not on the trickle of water from the skin but on Harry, watching him, assessing him. ‘You must be hungry,’ Harry whispers to the boy. ‘I’ll try to get permission to feed you, tonight.’ The boy’s eyes narrow. They’re ringed in dark lashes, as long as a girl’s, and it only serves to make his eyes look paler, more unnatural.

         When the skin is empty again, Harry throws the canvas flap back down and turns to Montagu. ‘When we cross into England, I’d like to get straw for the cage, and a bucket for him to piss in. They do as much for the bears,’ he says, referring to the cage’s original use.

         Montagu raises an eyebrow, says, ‘Hmm,’ and mounts up on his horse. ‘Ride with me,’ he commands.

         Harry mounts up and trots Star to Montagu’s side. He can’t resist a smirk at Rabbie. ‘Guess you’ll have to ride in the back for a bit, Sir Robert.’

         Rabbie smirks back. ‘We only let you up here so you understand how far away it is from where you belong, Sir Harry.’ But then he peels his chestnut palfrey away and obediently takes a position in the rear.

         Once Rabbie is gone, Baron Montagu smiles at Harry. There’s surprise and amusement in his face. ‘Making friends, are we?’

         Harry blushes.

         ‘Who is he?’ Harry asks again. Because none of it adds up. A rural, poverty-stricken hall. A Scottish boy who looks like an urchin but speaks French as well as Gaelic. And who is so important to English politics that the great Baron Montagu himself crosses seventy miles of enemy territory to capture him.

         Montagu looks forwards, his gaze growing distant, and begins to talk over Harry. ‘Did you know we lose about a third of our noble families every hundred years?’ the Baron says. ‘New ones replace them, of course, but do you ever think about how the failing houses just … slip away? Where they go? Most don’t fall very far, of course. But some do. Some fall very far indeed.’

         Harry thinks of turquoise velvet and the frayed holes where embroidery used to be.

         Montagu hums. ‘How is Dartington Manor? Heavily indebted, last I heard.’

         ‘We’re making do,’ Harry replies. ‘Harvest looks good this year.’

         The lie rolls smoothly off his lips. Dartington needs more than a good harvest. It needs Harry to come back from war laden with glory, with gifts from the King of land and jewels. Except Harry missed the war, and his excursion with Montagu into Galloway has brought neither glory nor reward, just a hollow sense of shame.

         This was the unspoken thing between his mother and Harry, the matter they never discussed. He wanted to make everything right, use steel and youth and muscle to pay off the carrion crows circling their home. And his mother, when she saw that determined look in his eye, would stroke his hair and say, ‘You don’t have to.’ But he did. He did.

         Montagu watches him, amusement tugging at the corners of his thin lips. ‘Be careful of the path you tread, Harry. You walk it well, but it is narrow, and the rocks below it are deadly.’ He flicks his reins, urging his horse on a bit faster, his dismissal of Harry clear. ‘Feed your pet wolf tonight,’ Montagu murmurs.

         ‘Maybe he won’t bite you.’

          
      

         At camp that evening, barely three miles over the border into England, Harry stands at the bars to the cage and holds up one of the trout they’ve cooked over the fire. He tells the Scottish boy he’s removing the gag. That he can’t cry out. That if he’s quiet, he can have the food.

         The boy shuffles towards him and bends his head submissively, allowing Harry access to the knot at the back of the gag. The twisted muslin has tightened so much that Harry has to cut it off him, nicking the boy’s jaw in the process.

         The boy immediately launches himself at Harry.

         He bites Harry’s forearm so hard that Harry drops the knife. It clatters onto the floor of the cage. The boy howls bloody murder in Gaelic as his bound hands scrabble for the weapon.

         Rabbie pushes past Harry, throws the cage open and clubs the boy unconscious.

         Harry gapes, aghast at how wrong everything has gone, how fast.

         There’s a trickle of blood making its way down the boy’s forehead. His face looks so young, relaxed into unconsciousness. His lips are raw and cracked from the gag, but when his mouth isn’t forced into the rictus caused by the tight fabric it’s revealed to be strangely delicate. Everything about his features is refined, more an expensive, pedigreed hunting dog than a feral wolf.

         Rabbie shoves him. The other knights are laughing; even Montagu is amused. ‘This is what happens when you try to domesticate a wild animal,’ Lord Waldegrave shouts. Rabbie shakes his head and mutters that they should just put all the Scots to the sword and resettle the whole damn country with sheep. Then he smacks Harry once on the side of the head as he struts back to the campfire. ‘Dunno what that old knight taught you, but when we get back to Devon you’re coming with us and learning how to fight properly,’ Rabbie grumbles.

         Harry rubs his sleeve. It wasn’t his fault. The boy was fast. He glances down at the bloody teeth-marks on his sword arm and sends a quick prayer to God that it won’t infect.

         There’s a shout from the edge of camp. ‘Rider,’ Billy Shayler echoes, backing slowly towards the fire and reaching for his shield.

         They all look up as the clatter of hoofbeats grows louder. It’s late, almost dark, and nobody good travels at night. Swords slide unbidden out of sheaths; bodies tense.

         Montagu stands up. ‘Johann?’ he says, as the rider’s face comes into view.

         It’s one of Montagu’s men-at-arms, from the main body of his retainers and chattels. The Baron’s household is winding its way south with the King, now a good week ahead of them. The man dismounts and strides up to Montagu, taking a quick knee then leaning in to whisper in his ear. Montagu’s expression turns stormy, and he swears under his breath.

         ‘What is it?’ Rabbie asks.

         ‘The Earl of Arundel lies in wait for us at Carlisle, with questions,’ Montagu hisses. Richard FitzAlan, Lord Arundel, is a latecomer to the King’s graces. His father, Edmund FitzAlan, had sided with the King’s father, Edward of Carnarvon, against Queen Isabella and Mortimer. For that, Mortimer had him executed with a blunt sword. They say it took twenty-two blows to separate the old Earl’s head from his shoulders. Then Mortimer had seized the FitzAlan family lands – his aim all along, the gossips said.

         But young Richard, rich as Croesus and twice as splendid, had convinced Edward of Windsor to restore him to his extensive holdings in Sussex and the Welsh marches. Harry knows there is no love lost between Montagu and Arundel, with Arundel’s victories in Wales vying with Montagu’s leadership against the Scots for who could do greater service to the crown.

         Montagu stalks away from the fire, hissing and swearing like a wet cat. He returns a few moments later, a strange, mask-like calm over his features. Where Rabbie is easy to read, Harry feels like he never sees more of Montagu than exactly what the Baron wants him to see. Harry has no sense for the man himself, what he’s like underneath the political machinations.

         Perhaps there is nothing under the politics. Perhaps the game is all.

         Montagu is smiling at him. That never ends well.

         ‘You’re a knight now,’ Montagu says pleasantly, his fingers resting lightly on the old leather of Sir Simon’s belt. His smile grows wider. ‘You will need a squire.’

         Harry stutters. ‘I hadn’t thought of that, sir.’

         Montagu puts an arm around Harry, and walks him back towards the cart and cage. Montagu’s voice is deceptively light, as if he were asking for Harry to help round up some costumes for a court masquerade. ‘You will take the little wolf, and he will be your squire. Don’t bring him anywhere public until he can behave. Don’t harm him permanently. Try to get him on our side. Oh, and don’t let him escape, whatever you do.’

         ‘Do I have a choice in this?’ Harry asks. He already knows the answer, he’s just curious what Montagu will say.

         Montagu purses his lips, feigning thoughtfulness. ‘Well, if you don’t want to look after him, I can ask Rabbie. Either way, we tuck the Scottish boy away in the West Country where nobody will look for him.’

         ‘What if he escapes?’ Harry says, running his thumb over the scabbing wound on his forearm.

         ‘Ah, see, as soon as I return home to Salisbury I’m going to buy up all the debts of Dartington Manor,’ Montagu replies, and Harry can feel a spectral silk cord tightening around his neck. ‘Keep him alive and with you until his majority, and I’ll forgive them. Lose him and, well, farewell to the House of Lyon.’ Montagu raises an eyebrow at Harry.

         Harry looks over to see Rabbie and Colin Crocker laughing as they whip stones through the cage at the unconscious boy.

         ‘I’ll do it,’ Harry breathes.
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      T
     he next morning, Montagu, Ufford and the rest of the Galloway Dozen break south, direct to Carlisle,
    

    
     leaving Harry at a small crossroads with Montagu’s man-at-arms, a hired local guide and a boy in a cage. They’re to take the long way around, bypassing the English nobles and their households streaming home down the main London road after the Scottish victory, avoiding questions about the prisoner.
    

    
     Harry’s little band head west, towards the Irish Sea. The guide tells them, in his odd, musical English dialect, that it will be two days along the Cumbrian coast until the old Roman road bends eastwards again through the forest and meets the London road at Kendal. Harry has always loved the ocean, and he feels as if a great weight is lifted from him now that he is out of the company of Rabbie and the other knights. He’s almost calm. It’s the most peaceful he’s felt in months, and if he could get off his horse and kiss the English soil without his companions laughing at him, he would.
    

    
     But as they sway in single file down the dirt track leading westwards, past dramatic hills dotted with curious sheep and wary peasants, Harry can’t get his mind off the boy. He’s still bound and gagged, his cage still covered by a sailcloth sheet. But he’s awake.
    

    
     An hour into the vast Cumbrian landscape with no witnesses but sheep, Harry makes a decision. He rides back and yanks the cover off the cage. This gets him a glare from Johann, Lord Montagu’s bald, red-faced man-at-arms, but the boy is quiescent, huddled in a corner, glaring at them.
    

    
     At midday, the hilltop road splits, a spur of it dipping down to a wide, sandy beach fed by a clear stream. They pull up by the stream to break their fast and water the horses. Their guide lopes off with some of Harry’s coin to a nearby collection of hovels, looking for a peasant who can sell them anything other than salt beef and hard biscuit. He soon comes back with a brace of hare, and he and Johann set to skinning and cooking them.
    

    
     Harry checks on their prisoner. He is all too aware the Scottish boy hasn’t eaten in three days. The boy stares back at him, long hair now matted with dried blood, shirt stained with piss and filth. He looks exhausted but his eyes still burn with a pale, fevered fury, a determination Harry has never encountered before.
    

    
     Harry can’t find it in his heart to hate him, whatever Rabbie says about the Scots. The boy obviously had some upbringing, given that he could understand French. Harry thinks also of the boy’s mother, and her velvet dress, finer than any his own mother ever had, fine as any of the great ladies at the King’s table, even denuded of its embroidery.
    

    
     Harry unlocks the cage and reaches in to pull the boy out. He flinches hard when Harry touches him, and Harry wants to strangle Rabbie in that moment. The Scottish boy shivers uncontrollably as Harry helps him out of the cart, shaking with hunger and exhaustion and some combination of fury and terror.
    

    
     The boy’s bare feet sink into the dark beach sand and there’s a moment where he pokes it with his toes, digging in, feeling the wet grains. It’s a strangely endearing, intimate gesture, so normal after days of blood and horror, and Harry has to glance away.
    

    
     When he looks back, the boy is watching him again, waiting for whatever comes next.
    

    
     ‘We’re in England now,’ Harry says. ‘I’m cutting your gag.
    

    
     You can yell all you want. Please don’t bite me again.’
    

    
     The scent of roasting hare wafts over, causing Harry’s stomach to clench in hunger. He can’t even imagine what the boy is feeling.
    

    
     Harry cuts the gag before he can second-guess himself. He steps back, holding the boy up but also at arm’s length. The boy’s wrists and ankles are still bound, but he does his best to stand tall, defiant, even if the shaking undermines it. Uncurled, he’s not nearly as small as Harry thought, only a few inches shorter than him. But the boy is so 
     
      thin
     . It’s a thinness born of constant hunger,
     
      not enough
     , for a prolonged period of time. Harry thinks back to Montagu’s
     
      they would have starved in that keep
     , and realises their terrible
    

    
     The boy yells.
    

    
     And yells and yells, in Gaelic.
    

    
     At the sky. At Harry. At the hills.
    

    
     Johann and their Cumbrian guide, Tom, jolt to their feet and reach for weapons but Harry stops them with a raised hand. After what seems like an eternity the boy falls down in the sand, shaking. No tears fall, but it looks like he’s crying. His voice cracks and breaks, and the yells crumble away first into hoarse whispers, then nothing. He’s just hitting his forehead against the sand, over and over, his lips moving soundlessly as if he’s reciting a prayer, or a curse. The silence is startling after so much noise.
    

    
     Harry squats down next to him. ‘I’d like to wash you. Can you swim?’
    

    
     The boy sits back onto his knees and turns his head to Harry. There’s sand stuck to his forehead. Harry’s hand twitches, the urge to brush it off stilled instantly by the
     
      look
     the boy is giving him. It’s a narrow-eyed expression of complete and utter disdain.
    

    
     Then, in the most beautiful French Harry has ever heard, the boy whispers, ‘Of course I can fucking swim, you great Sassenach idiot. I grew up in a tower in the middle of a loch.’
    

    
     Harry laughs, despite himself. ‘Well, I’ll have to leave your arms tied then.’ He reaches forwards and cuts the rope binding the boy’s ankles.
    

    
     Harry helps the boy up. They walk towards the ocean, the boy shaky as a newborn foal, his thin legs barely holding him. The boy stumbles, and Harry should expect what happens next but he’s still caught by surprise when the stumble becomes a sweep of leg that knocks Harry square on his arse.
    

    
     The boy runs.
    

    
     Harry shouts to Johann and Tom, and they give chase. The boy falls, skinning his knees, but pushes himself up rapidly and keeps running, blood coursing down his shins. He’s not fast. He’s too exhausted to be fast, and Harry catches up to him just as he gets to the stream at the top of the beach.
    

    
     The boy glances back at the thunder of Harry’s footsteps. Harry watches in horror as the boy’s ankle turns on a stone and he starts to go down. With bound arms, there’s no way he can break his fall.
    

    
     Harry lunges and grabs the boy before he can hit the ground. They both end up in a heap on the marshy edge of the stream, the boy thrashing and keening his anger. But Harry has both height and strength on him, and just wraps his thickly muscled arms around the boy from behind. Harry still has to dodge the boy’s attempts to break his nose with the back of his skull, and his shins get a bruising from the boy’s heels, but they’re both reasonably unscathed.
    

    
     ‘C’mon,’ Harry says, hauling the boy to his feet. ‘Let’s get you into the ocean.’ Harry holds the boy by his upper arms, in front of him, and frog-marches him towards the slow roll of waves. The boy doesn’t fight, and Harry can’t tell if he’s given up for the time being, or if he’s just waiting for his opportunity. The boy hisses as the cold salt water washes over his many cuts, over the irritated, broken skin at his wrists and ankles. But he obediently ducks under the water when Harry exerts a gentle pressure on his shoulder, letting the sea clean the filth and blood out of his hair. He dunks himself a few times and then stands up and shakes like a dog, managing to get a substantial amount of water on Harry.
    

    
     Then the boy tips his head back and closes his eyes for a moment, the midday sun hitting his pale, elegant face and turning the drops of water in his raven-dark hair into something like jewels. His long linen shirt is translucent from the water, clinging to his slim body. His lips are rose-red from the abrasions of the gag and the irritation of the salt water.
    

    
     Harry’s throat goes dry. Who
     
      is
     he?
    

    
     ‘Better?’ Harry chokes out.
    

    
     One pale eye opens, and a bowed red lip curls in a snarl. ‘You honestly expect me to congratulate you on that being the least shit thing that’s happened to me this week?’ The boy spits, hitting Harry in the cheek. ‘You killed my family. I will kill every one of you.’
    

    
     Harry uses his free hand – the one that isn’t gripping the boy’s bicep against his next escape attempt – to wipe the saliva from his face. He sighs, and changes tack. ‘I’m Harry. What’s your name?’
    

    
     The boy laughs, sharp and hollow. ‘You killed them all and you don’t even know my
     
      name
     . Fuck
     
      Death
     . That’s my name.’
    

    
     He turns his back to Harry. ‘If you’re done playing the Good
    

    
     Samaritan, I’d like to go back in my cage.’
    

    
    

    
     They retie the boy’s legs, but looser, so he can shuffle along in a slow walk, but not run. Harry has Johann and Tom hold him down while he cuts the boy’s arms free, winds the wrists in a bit of worsted to protect the skin, then reties the arms in front of him so the boy can use his hands to eat. They don’t gag him. They give him bread and cheese and half a roast hare, and water. He eats all of it.
    

    
     Straw is acquired for the bottom of the cage in a small village on the forest’s edge, as is a spare bucket for the boy’s waste. That night, Harry unpacks his spare cloak and stuffs it through the bars. The boy glances at the worn woollen rectangle as it thumps onto the cage floor, then looks away. But by morning, Harry notices he’s made himself a little nest in the centre of the cage, with the blanket and the straw.
    

    
     The Cumbrian coast road is little-travelled enough that Harry can leave the cover off the cage. The few peasants they pass don’t stare outright but Harry sees the corners of eyes sweep across the bars, and then to the men-at-arms, and then to Harry’s knight’s belt, before they inevitably decide the boy in the box is none of their business.
    

    
     Trouble comes once they say goodbye to their Cumbrian guide at the London road. The first inkling is just south of Kendal: a friar on a donkey who stares a little too long. Johann, driving the cart, catches the man’s eye and says, ‘
     
      Scottish prisoner
     ,’ and the man of God rides close enough to the cage to spit at the boy. The boy growls something back, and it almost sounds like Latin, but the friar just points at him and tells him he’s going to Hell. Reluctantly, Harry covers the cage again. He folds the canvas so it doesn’t quite reach the bottom of the cage, leaving about a foot of clear space for air circulation.
    

    
     Knights and men-at-arms continue to trail southwards from the Scottish campaign, some with bandaged, still-weeping wounds, and Harry feels a pang of concern for his charge as he hears them curse the Scots and brag what they’ll do next time they encounter one. And the further into peaceful England they go, the more obnoxiously curious people become. Hands grab at the cloth, tugging it up; faces peek under it. Harry is pushed into an exhausting hyper-vigilance, keeping himself and Star between the cart and the overly interested.
    

    
     It’s not just for the sake of their prisoner. Harry doesn’t dare imagine what will happen if someone gets close enough for the Scottish boy to grab them.
    

    
     The boy remains silent, even when asked direct questions.
    

    
     He eats enough for two men.
    

    
     Harry teasingly calls the boy
     
      Lord Death
     ,
     
      Your Majesty
     
    

    
     He gets no response.
    

    
     At night, they stay at inns. Harry sleeps in the back of the cart, guarding the prisoner. Johann sleeps in the stables’ hayloft with the other men-at-arms.
    

    
     At an inn outside Shrewsbury, Harry’s worst fear comes true. Johann cadges his pay and then drinks it all in the company of a quartet of Suffolk longbowmen. They’re too drunk to realise that the lump of cloth in the front of the cart isn’t bags, but Harry, awakened by their noise. The bowmen pull the cover off the cage and throw night soil and kitchen slops at the boy, insulting him in the crudest English terms.
    

    
     The boy growls at them then turns to glare at Harry. ‘Let me out,’ he hisses.
    

    
     One of the bowmen pulls out a long knife. ‘
     
      He’s not under King’s guard. Fuck him
     ,’ the man says in English, and stabs the knife through the bars of the cage. The boy lurches back as one of the other bowmen pokes his dagger in the space the boy moves into. The boy has to hop away, ungainly and off balance. The two bowmen laugh, and the rest join in too, long knives clattering against cage bars, seeking pale, thin flesh. ‘
     
      Dance!
     
    

    
     
      Dance, you savage!
     ’
    

    
     The boy spins towards the slowest and drunkest of them and slices the ropes binding his arms on the man’s dagger. But it leaves him open for a moment, and a knife darts in, nicking him deep on his thigh.
    

    
     Harry stands up, drawing his broadsword in one smooth motion as he throws off the cloak he was sleeping under. They’re drunk and he’s not, and it’s short work for him to knock some reticence into them with the flat of his sword. By the time three of them are on their arses in the gutter, Johann has vanished.
    

    
     Harry turns to punish the fourth, just in time to see the boy grab the bowman’s wrist, yank the man against the cage so hard his nose fountains blood, and then wrench the man’s arm around until there is a sickening pop and a scream.
    

    
     As the bowmen struggle to their feet and back away, Harry snarls, ‘
     
      I am Sir Harry Lyon. The boy is under my protection. The next person who so much as
     looks
     
      at him will swallow my steel
     .’ He sheaths his sword with what he hopes is a dramatic enough flourish. ‘
     
      Tell your friends
     ,’ he says.
    

    
     ‘
     
      We weren’t gonna kill him
     ,’ the least-drunk bowman whines. ‘
     
      We were just gonna rough ’im up a bit
     .’
    

    
     Harry grins. ‘
     
      Well, he’s a starving, unarmed boy in a cage and he still bested you. I’m sure your friends in the tavern would
     love
     
      to hear
     that
     
      tale
     .’
    

    
     The bowmen stutter their apologies to Harry – not to the boy, not to the actual person they harmed – and scuttle off into the night.
    

    
     Harry sighs and sinks down onto the driver’s bench of the cart. It creaks slightly under his weight. He needs Johann to drive the cart, but they are going to have a very serious talk in the morning. He looks over at the boy, his face barely visible in the moonlight. ‘Are you well? Your leg—’
    

    
     The boy grunts something noncommittal, and Harry can more hear than see him as he rustles in the straw, back underneath Harry’s spare cloak. He curls up into a ball in the middle of the cage, as far from all the bars as he can.
    

    
     Harry settles himself back down, his head pillowed on his rolled-up mail and surcoat, his good cloak over his legs, and stares up at the clouds scuttling across the stars.
    

    
     He’s almost asleep again when he hears a soft, rough whisper. ‘Harry. Why did you do that for me?’
    

    
     Harry rolls onto his side. ‘Because I gave my word I’d take care of you.’ He snickers, because for some reason it’s funny. ‘Even if you are an absolute plague.’
    

    
     The boy snorts, and then there’s silence. Harry thinks it’s the end of the discussion. But then, quietly, the boy says, ‘I’m still going to kill you one of these days.’
    

    
     ‘Well, until that day comes, sleep well, Lord Death,’ Harry whispers.
    

    
     There’s a pause, and more rustling.
    

    
     ‘Seonaidh mac Maíl Coluim,’ the boy says, so softly it’s almost inaudible.
    

    
     ‘What?’ Harry says, sitting up.
    

    
     ‘My name,’ the boy says grudgingly.
    

    
     ‘Then, good night, Suh, uh, Shunay,’ Harry says, his tongue stumbling over the strange name.
    

    
     The boy sighs. He’s lying on his back now, looking at the same stars as Harry. ‘Iain. I was called Iain by my family.’
    

    
     ‘Well. Good night, Iain,’ Harry says. ‘I’ll be taking that bowman’s dagger back off you in the morning.’
    

    
     Harry goes to sleep full of a strange happiness, lulled into dream’s embrace by the sounds of soft, emphatic Gaelic cursing.
    

    
    

    
     Johann shows up shortly after the bells of Prime looking like he’s been dragged through a hedge backwards. Harry gives him a very stern talking-to, the effect of which is moderated by the man-at-arms not remembering much of the previous night. The next day’s travel is in unrelenting sunshine and by midday, Johann resembles nothing more than a very hungover beetroot.
    

    
     Iain (and it’s strange and thrilling for Harry to think of him as
     
      Iain
     rather than the Scottish boy) is reluctantly convinced to surrender the stolen knife in exchange for a half-dozen honey cakes, a few early apples and a flask of small beer. Harry is amused beyond measure that Iain has a sweet tooth, and tries thenceforth to pick up something for him at each market they pass through.
    

    
     The rest of the ride south passes uneventfully. Johann doesn’t drink his pay, and Harry doesn’t retie Iain’s hands, except at rivers and streams when they bring him out of the cage to wash.
    

    
     They ride into Dartington Manor on a fine mid-August day almost a fortnight after leaving Shrewsbury. The manor’s dozen servants are arrayed outside the small, wattle-and-daub hall to greet them, with Annie’s strawberry-blonde head split by a grin nearly ear to ear. Annie has managed the day-to-day business of Dartington Manor for almost a decade. She’s a dumpling of a woman, rosy and broad, country beautiful with her freckled cheeks and easy smile.
    

    
     She throws her arms around Harry almost as soon as his feet touch the ground, chattering in broad West Country English her thanks to God for his safe delivery, and then shrieking in delight when she spies the knight’s belt sitting at his hips. She demands he tell her
     
      everything
     , but before he can answer she pulls him into a triumphant little jig, right there in the courtyard, in front of everyone. Harry would be mortified, but the servants had known him his whole life and they’ve seen worse. So much
    

    
     Then the cart comes through the gates, and sound stops coming out of Annie’s mouth. Her brows furrow, and she looks at Harry. ‘
     
      A cage?
     ’ she mouths.
    

    
     Harry rolls his eyes, a gesture that he realises he’s picked up from Iain. ‘
     
      It’s a long story, Annie, but he’s …
     
     
      he’s a Scottish prisoner. And my new squire
     .’
    

    
     Annie marches over to Iain and chatters pleasantly to him in English, asking him his name, where he’s from, and so forth, while Peter the stable-boy unhitches the cart-horse and Johann’s palfrey that was tied behind the cart, and Harry directs Katie the kitchen apprentice to pull Johann into the hall for some food.
    

    
     Iain just cocks his head at Annie, watching her, as she watches him, waiting for him to answer.
    

    
     Harry realises what’s going on once the initial bustle of their arrival settles, and calls out to Annie. ‘
     
      Annie, he only speaks French and, uh, the Scottish language. He hasn’t understood a word you said
     .’ And he prays that Annie won’t react badly to Iain being Scottish. She doesn’t seem the sort, but he’s learned on the road back from Berwick that people can surprise you in odd and uncomfortable ways.
    

    
     Annie, bless her, merely clucks in annoyance and waggles her finger at Iain. ‘
     
      We’ll have to teach you English, m’boy! Scots ain’t much use ’round these parts
     .’ Harry turns and snorts into his sleeve at Iain’s somewhat cross-eyed expression of shock.
    

    
     Then Annie rounds on Harry, and it’s Iain who splutters with laughter as Annie braces her hands on her hips and scolds, ‘
     
      He’s too thin, Harry! Looks like he could barely lift a sword, much less swing one. You know you have to
     feed
     
      them, right?
     ’
    

    
     Harry shakes his head. ‘
     
      Annie, he has eaten every damn bit of food England can provide, from the border to here. I swear he puts away more than Ralf does
     .’
    

    
     A delighted, if somewhat manic, glint appears in Annie’s eye. Harry turns to Iain, his expression forbearing. ‘Annie’s a feeder. She’s eyeing you up like a Christmas goose, Iain. You and your appetite are about to become her favourite people.’
    

    
     Iain raises an eyebrow, looking hilariously nonplussed. Annie elbows Harry so he translates for her. As Harry talks,
    

    
     Annie just folds her arms and nods at Iain, a slightly unhinged smile on her face. She then pats Harry’s shoulder. ‘
     
      We’ll get him settled in soon enough and then he’ll never want to leave
     ,’ she says. ‘
     
      All the prayers I’ve said to find you a friend your own age, looks like the Blessed Virgin was listening after all
     .’
    

    
     Harry’s smile goes tight. ‘
     
      You know I was knighted by the King himself, Annie?
     ’ he says. She squeals in delight and grabs his arm, and all talk of the horrifying events in the North is forgotten for now.
    

    
    

    
     The kerfuffle their arrival causes dissipates within an hour as Annie smacks people about the head and sends them back to their tasks. Harry sends for Ralf, the blacksmith, and they have a hurried conversation in English about Iain’s …
     
      proclivities
     . Harry at first tries to be subtle, out
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Scottish Boy.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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