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Prologue: The Ebbing
Under the green howe in the west, the Unkinged felt his harvest ebbing, and did his arithmetic, and the arithmetic told him a thing he had never in nine hundred years had to reckon with, which was that he was running out of time.
It should not have been possible. Time was the one thing he had never lacked. He had lain under his howe through thirty generations, patient as the stone above him, while empires the living thought eternal rose and fell like the breath of a sleeper; he had outlasted the folk who cut his name from the stones, and their children, and their children’s children, and the very language they cursed him in; he had made patience his whole nature, until he was less a will than a waiting, a thing that did not act but only endured, certain that endurance was the one argument time always, in the end, settled in its favour. He had believed that. He had staked nine hundred years on it. And now, at the ebbing, he felt for the first time the thing the living feel every hour of their brief lives and he had thought himself forever exempt from, which was the running-out, the sense of a sand that will not last, the pressure of an end.
For the harvest was ebbing, and it would not come back. He had learned, too late, in the mirk, the truth of the harvest he had thought his own: it had never been his working. It had been the world’s grief, the despair of a realm gone down, delivered to him free while the dark lasted; and the dark had lifted, as darks lift, for the world turns; and the grief was healing; and the flood that had flowed to him for years, that he had gloated over as his final victory, had drained away west out of his cold hands, leaving him with what he had always truly had, which was an army penned and a country that no longer despaired and no way, any longer, to make it. His deep roads were shut, since the teind ended; the boy could not be taken; the method could not be priced; the crown had been refused; and now the harvest, his last effortless resource, had failed, and he was left, at the ebbing, with the one thing he had never had and the living always have, an ending coming, a sand running out, a last chance and no more.
And he understood, doing the cold arithmetic in the dark, why the sand had begun to run at last, though he had thought himself timeless: because the anchor was coming home.
Not the Stone. He knew the Stone would not come home; he had watched the English keep it, and would watch them keep it for centuries, and it did not trouble him, for he had understood, long before the order did, the thing the order was only now learning, that the Stone had never been the true anchor, only its sign, its heaviest and most stealable sign. The true anchor had always been the minding, the compact kept by the folk; and he had won his nine hundred years not by stealing the Stone but by the slow forgetting that followed it, the folk letting the offices lapse, the order dwindling to two, the minding fading out of the parishes until the land lay unwarded and his for the patient taking. The theft of the Stone had mattered only because it began the forgetting. And now, in the recovery, the forgetting was reversing; the order, grown and tempered, was spreading back into the emptied parishes, re-teaching the minding, re-anchoring the realm not in the Stone but in itself, in the folk, in ten thousand hearts learning again to keep their dead; and an anchor made of ten thousand hearts was an anchor he could never steal, never break, never wait out, for it was not an object in a place but a practice everywhere, and a practice everywhere has no howe to be robbed and no line to be cut and no single point at which nine hundred years of patience can be brought to bear; and if the realm finished re-anchoring itself in the minding, he was beaten, not for a season but forever, penned in a warded land with no way ever again to unmake the warding, for you cannot unmake a thing that is done rather than held.
So the sand was running. Every parish the order re-minded was a grain gone. And he had, he reckoned, one chance, one only, before the re-anchoring finished: one last hosting, one final throw, at the one place he knew the whole war must come to, for he had felt it gathering for years, the great field, the last mustering of the living, where the risen king and the great English host would meet at the last and settle the war of a generation; and where, on the greatest single day the war would ever make, there would be one last chance at the one harvest that could still feed him, a battle’s worth of the dead, gathered at a field, in an hour, the old way, the Falkirk way, before the re-anchoring shut even that door; and he would stake everything on it, the whole of his penned army, the last of his patience, his final chance, on one last hosting at the field by the burn near Stirling, to take at the last, on the greatest field of all, the crown and the army and the mastery of the dead he had been denied at every lesser field and every road and every dark for nine hundred years; and if he failed there, he was finished, contained forever behind an anchor of ten thousand hearts; and if he won there, he undid the whole re-anchoring at a stroke, mastered the dead of the greatest field of the age, and reigned at last; and it was all or nothing now, one field, one midsummer, the last hosting, for the sand was running, and even a thing that had waited nine hundred years could feel, at the ebbing, that it had run at last almost out.
He settled to it, in the dark, without haste even now, for haste was not in his nature, but with a thing that was new in him after nine centuries, a thing the ebbing had put there, that the living would have called fear and he called only the final reckoning: the knowledge that this was the last, that there would be no next patience, no further waiting, that the field by the burn was the end of him one way or the other, victory or the everlasting pen; and far to the east, an order grown large and warm and tempered spread the minding through the recovering parishes, re-anchoring a realm, not knowing yet that the enemy had staked all on one last field, and a harper who could not lie turned his face at last toward the hard road into the enemy’s keeping, to bring his lost daughter home; and the whole war, the seen and the unseen, the living hosting and the dead one, began, that year, to gather toward the one ground where all of it would end, in the midsummer, at the last, by the Bannock burn.
Chapter 1: The Spreading
The order came out of the mirk with a new work before it, the largest it had ever undertaken, and Tam named it the spreading, for that was what it was: to go back into every parish the dark had emptied, and re-mind the realm, and it was in the doing of this, over the recovery years, that the order came, without at first understanding it, to the answer of the whole war.
For the mirk had hollowed the land. Not only in its dead, though there were dead past counting; in its minding. Through the black years the offices had lapsed in parish after parish, the folk too crushed or too frightened or too scattered to keep their dead, the dykes untended, the fords unminded, the names unsaid, until great stretches of the realm lay as they had lain in the age before the order’s refounding, cold, unwarded, forgetting; and the order, coming out of the mirk grown and tempered, looked at the hollowed land and understood that its work now was not to hold a few parishes against the dark, as it had always done, but to re-mind a whole realm, to carry the offices back into every corner the dark had emptied, to teach the folk again, everywhere, to keep their own dead, and that this was a work of years, and of numbers the order had never had, and that it was, for the first time in the order’s memory, possible, because the order was, for the first time in its memory, growing.
Tam set the order to it, in the first spring of the recovery, and he sent them out not as they had always gone, one Warden alone to hold one parish, but as teachers, each to carry the offices into a district and teach the folk, the priests where the priests would learn, the wives and the elders and the young where they would, so that the minding should not be held by the order alone, thin and few and stealable, but spread into the folk themselves, into ten thousand hands, until every parish kept its own dead again as parishes had kept them before the fall; and this was a change in the very nature of the order’s work, from holding to teaching, from being the few who minded to making the many mind, and Tam felt, setting it in motion, that it was right, and did not yet know how right, nor what it meant.
“We’ve aye been the few,” he told the order, sending them out. “The wall’s sma masons, holdin the parishes the folk forgot. And it was richt, when we were twa, and richt when we were eleven, tae hold what we could and mourn the rest. But we’re no twa noo, nor eleven; we’re grown, and growin, and the land’s hollow, and I’ll no have us spend oorsels holdin a hundred parishes while a thousand lie cauld. We’ll dae a bigger thing. We’ll TEACH. We’ll gang intae the emptied land and gie the offices back tae the folk, no keep them tae oorsels, gie them awa, tae priests and wives and elders and bairns, till every parish minds its ain again, as they did afore the fall, sae the mindin’s no held by us, few and stealable, but by the hale realm, by ten thousand hands. It’s a bigger work and a humbler ane, for it maks us no the keepers of the mindin but the teachers of it, and a teacher’s a smaller thing than a keeper, he gies awa what he kens and steps back and lets the folk keep it themsels; and I think, I think it’s the work we were aye for, wi’oot kennin it, that the holdin was aye ainly a haudin-on till we were mony enough tae teach, and we’re mony enough noo, and sae we’ll teach, and gie the mindin back tae the folk it aye belanged tae, and mak oorsels, in the end, near needless, which is the ainly true victory a teacher wins, tae mak himsel no needit, for the thing he taught is kept by a’ the folk and disna need him mair.”
And they went out, that spring and the springs after, into the recovering land, and taught; and slowly, parish by parish, district by district, as Bruce recovered the realm’s soil the order recovered its minding, and the offices spread back into the folk, the dykes tended again, the fords minded, the names said, not by the order alone but by the whole reviving realm relearning to keep its dead; and the hollow land filled again, not only with the living returning to it but with the minding returning to it, the compact re-forming in ten thousand hearts across the whole realm at once; and Tam, riding the recovering country and seeing it happen, seeing a parish here and a parish there take up its own minding again under the order’s teaching, felt the shape of a thing forming that he could not yet name, a thing vaster than any single ward, the whole realm re-warding itself, the compact spreading like the spring itself across the hollowed land, and he knew it mattered more than anything the order had ever done, and did not yet understand that it was the answer to the whole war, the thing the war had been for from the beginning, forming under his hands as he rode, the re-anchoring of the realm, not in a Stone, but in itself.
Chapter 2: A Leaf on the Stone and the Minding
From Colm’s teaching-book, a leaf begun in the first spring of the spreading, when the order first felt the question forming under its new work, and continued over the years as the answer came clear. Colm sets down at the head that he does not yet know the whole of it, “for we are in the middle of learnin it, and a thing learnt in the middle is best set doun as it comes, question first and answer after, that the prentice see how the order came tae the deepest truth it ever foun, no a’ at ance, but slow, in the daein.”
The question, set down first, as it came to us:
We were founded to keep the wardstane, or rather to keep the compact the wardstane anchored; and the wardstane was stolen, ten years and more before this book, carried to Westminster, and the whole war has seemed, at bottom, to be about the Stone, its loss and its wished-for return. And now, in the spreading, a question rises that we have never dared ask, and I set it down: what if the Stone does not come home?
For it may not. It sits under the English chair, and the English are not beaten yet, and even should the realm be freed the Stone may stay, for such things do, taken things, they are not lightly given back. And if the Stone does not come home, then the anchor of the compact is gone forever, and the realm can never be re-anchored, and all our work is a holding-action against an unwardable land, forever. That is the fear the question holds, and I set it down plain, for a fear unspoken festers.
And the answer, as it came, over the spreading, slow:
The Stone was never the anchor. I write it, and I can scarcely believe we did not see it sooner, for it was there in old Maol Choluim’s own teaching, that the first book records: the Stone is not the seat, he said; kings sit on it so the kingship enters them in the presence of the true thing, as a man swears with his hand on the Gospels, but the Gospels are not the oath. The Stone is the weight, the sign, the heaviest sign; but the anchor, the true anchor, was always the thing the Stone was a sign of, which is the compact itself, the minding, the folk keeping their dead. The Stone was where the minding was made heavy and visible and sworn; but the minding did not live in the Stone; it lived in the folk; and when the Stone was stolen, the minding did not go with it to Westminster, it stayed in the land, and faded only because the folk, in their grief and their forgetting, let it fade, not because the Stone was gone.
And here is the thing the spreading is teaching us, that answers the whole fear: we are re-anchoring the realm, and we are doing it without the Stone. Every parish we re-mind, every district that takes up its own dead again, is a piece of the anchor remade, not in Westminster, not in any one place, but here, in the folk, in the doing; and if we spread the minding into the whole realm, into ten thousand hearts, then the realm is anchored again, wholly, though the Stone never come home, for the anchor is the minding and the minding is spreading and an anchor made of ten thousand hearts is a truer anchor than one Stone in one place ever was, for it cannot be stolen, having no single place to be stolen from; and this, I begin to think, is the answer to the whole war, and the reason the whole war happened, that the realm might learn, through the loss of the Stone, that the anchor was never the Stone, and might re-anchor itself in the minding, unstealably, forever; and if that is so, then the theft of the Stone, that seemed the greatest disaster, was the beginning of the greatest deliverance, for a realm anchored in a Stone can be un-anchored by a cart, and a realm anchored in its own minding cannot be un-anchored by anything, and the war has taught the realm to be the second kind, at the terrible price of the first, and that price, I begin to think, was worth the paying, though it took a hundred years and ten thousand dead to pay it.
Colm’s note, added at the end, on the finishing of the spreading: it is so. I set it down now as a thing known and not a thing feared. The Stone did not come home; it has not to this day; and the realm is anchored regardless, in the minding, spread through the folk, and it is safe, wholly safe, from the theft that began the tale, forever, for you cannot cart away a practice, nor steal a thing that lives in ten thousand hearts, nor unmake by any single stroke a compact that is kept in every parish of a realm. The enemy waited nine hundred years for the anchor to be stolen. It was stolen. And the realm made itself a new anchor that cannot be stolen, and so his nine hundred years came to nothing, not because we got the Stone back, we did not, but because we no longer needed it, having become, ourselves, the anchor. That is the deepest thing the order ever learned, and it is the meaning of the whole chronicle, and it is set down here, in the middle where we learned it, that no age forget it: the anchor is not the thing you hold. It is the thing you do. And a realm that anchors itself in what it does can never be un-anchored, and is free.
Chapter 3: The Harrying of Buchan
The recovery had its own cruelties, and the order learned in the first of them that a war of a realm against its own is the bitterest of all to mind, for the dead of it are of no nation and of no faction either, only dead, and the harrying of Buchan taught the order the last widening of the rule the dead of Falkirk had first taught it, that the dead have no side at all.
For Bruce, in recovering the realm, had first to master his enemies within it, and his bitterest enemies were Scots, the Comyns and their kin, whose head he had killed at the altar and who would never forgive it; and in the year after the mirk lifted he broke the Earl of Buchan in the field and then did a hard thing, a thing the chronicles record with unease even among those that love him: he harried Buchan, the earl’s own country, laid it waste, burned its steadings and drove its folk and left the Comyn earldom a smoking ruin, that it might never rise against him again; and it was policy, and it was war, and it was Scots wasting Scots, the risen king burning his own realm’s northern earldom to secure his throne, and the harvest of it came to the order thick, the dead of Buchan, burned out and driven and killed, despairing, and they were Scots, the realm’s own, wasted by the realm’s own king.
And Tam, minding them, felt the order come to the last widening of the rule. At Falkirk the boy had learned the dead have no nation, that an English boy dead in a Scots ditch is not English any more, only dead, and must be minded. And now, in Buchan, he learned the widening of it that the recovery forced: that the dead have no faction either, that a Comyn burned out by Bruce is not a Comyn any more, only dead, and must be minded exactly as a Bruce man would be, though the order, like all the realm, had its sympathies, and its sympathies were with the king; and Tam gathered the order and named it, for it had to be named, being harder than the nation-rule, since a nation is a stranger and a faction is a quarrel you are in:
“The dead of Buchan are oors,” he said, “and I ken it’s hard, for they’re Comyn, the king’s enemies, the kin of the man he killed at the altar, and we’re the realm’s order, and oor sympathies, if we’re honest, are wi’ the king, that’s climbin oot the mirk and freein us a’. But hear the rule, for it’s the last widenin of the ane the field taught us, and it’s the hardest: the dead have nae side. No nae nation, we learnt thon at Falkirk; and no nae faction either, that’s the new and harder thing: a Comyn burned oot by Bruce is no a Comyn ony mair, he’s just deid, and cauld, and despairin, and driftin, exactly like a Bruce man, and the enemy’ll gaither him exactly the same, for the enemy disna care wha’s side a soul dee’d on, ainly that it despairs; and if we mind ainly the king’s dead and let the Comyn dead drift because they were on the wrang side, then we’ve done the ae thing that maks a Warden intae a partisan, we’ve chosen whase despair we’ll thole by whase side they were on, and thon’s no oor office, oor office is a’ the dead, the king’s and the Comyn’s, the Bruce man and the Buchan wife burned in her ain steadin, for they’re a’ naebody’s noo, they’re a’ just dead, and naebody’s is exactly wha we’re for. It’s harder nor the nation-rule, this, for a nation’s a stranger and ye can love a stranger’s dead easy, but a faction’s a quarrel ye’re IN, ye’ve a side, and tae mind the ither side’s dead as tenderly as your ain when ye’ve a side is the hardest thing the office asks, and it asks it, here, in Buchan, and we’ll dae it, we’ll mind the Comyn dead as we’d mind the king’s, warm, wi’oot a side, for they’re deid, and the deid have nae side, and the order has nae side amang the deid, ever, no even in a war we want ane airt tae win. We want the king tae win, as leevin folk in a leevin realm; that’s oor richt, as folk. But as Wardens, amang the dead, we have nae side, and we’ll mind the burned of Buchan as we mind a’ the dead, warm, and naebody’s, and I ken it’s hard, and it’s the office, and we’ll dae it.”
And they did it, minded the harried dead of Buchan, the king’s enemies, as warmly as they minded any, without a side; and it was hard, and it was the deepest widening of the rule, and it taught the order the thing it would need at Bannockburn, where the harvest would be of both nations and, in the tangled way of that war, of both factions too, and where the order would have to stand at the greatest field of the age with no side at all among the fallen, minding the English and the Scots and the king’s men and the Comyn men and all of them the same, warm, naebody’s; and Buchan taught it that, in the bitterness of a realm wasting its own, that the dead have no side, none, not nation and not faction, and that the order is the one thing in all the war that stands entirely outside every side, being for the dead, who have left all sides behind them at the dyke, and are only, at the last, and all of them together, naebody’s, and so the order’s, and so, warm, and minded, home.
Chapter 4: Chronicle, the Recovery Begun, Untouched
From Colm’s teaching-book, the plain history, kept beside the night-work and touched in nothing.
In the years thirteen hundred and seven and thirteen hundred and eight, King Robert, risen from his winter of exile, set himself first to master his enemies within the realm, for he could not face the English while the Scots who hated him held his rear.
He fell ill through part of that time, and was carried in a litter, and yet his cause grew; and he defeated the Comyns and their allies in the north, breaking John Comyn, Earl of Buchan, at Inverurie, near a place called Barra, in the spring of thirteen hundred and eight; and thereafter he harried the earldom of Buchan, laying it waste, so that the Comyn power in the north was broken and did not rise again; and the chronicles record the harrying as a hard and thorough thing, remembered in that country for generations after as a great wasting.
And in the same year he moved against the men of Lorn, the MacDougalls, kin to the murdered Comyn and bitter against him, who held the west; and he broke them at the Pass of Brander, below Ben Cruachan, in a battle of the narrow ground, where his men took the heights above the pass and fell on the men of Lorn from above as they held the path below; and Lorn was broken, and the Isles began to come to the king, and the west was opening to him.
So by the close of thirteen hundred and eight the king had broken the chief of his enemies within the realm, and held his first parliament at St Andrews in the following year, and was king now in more than name over much of Scotland, though the English still held many of the great castles, and the war against England itself was still to be won; and the recovery, that had begun in a hunted winter, was well advanced, and the realm was rising, and the long climb toward the field that would settle all was under way.
Colm’s note: the chronicle keeps the recovery as a matter of the king mastering his enemies, and it was that, and it was hard, and Scots wasted Scots in it, in Buchan above all. And the order marks, beside it, the thing the recovery taught the night-shift, that the reader has had from Tam and I need not repeat, save to set it here: that the dead of a realm’s own war have no side, not nation and not faction, and that the order minded the harried dead of Buchan, the king’s own enemies, as warmly as it minded any, for the dead have left all sides at the dyke. And I mark the other thing, the hopeful one, that ran beneath the recovery all these years and is nowhere in the chronicle: that as the king recovered the realm’s soil, the order recovered its minding, spreading the offices back into every parish the mirk had emptied, so that the realm was re-anchored, district by district, in the folk, even as it was recovered, castle by castle, in the king; and that these were the two halves of the one recovery, the seen and the unseen, the soil and the minding, and both were needed, and the chronicle keeps the one and this book keeps the other, and together they are the whole of how a realm rose from its bottom, in its soil and in its soul, the king recovering the one and the order the other, toward the field where both would be, at the last, secured.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of The Last Hosting. Thank you for reading.
OEBPS/nav.xhtml
Contents

		Prologue: The Ebbing

		Chapter 1: The Spreading

		Chapter 2: A Leaf on the Stone and the Minding

		Chapter 3: The Harrying of Buchan

		Chapter 4: Chronicle, the Recovery Begun, Untouched

		Thank You For Reading





OEBPS/cover.jpg
— e BOOK FIVE es— &

THE

THE WARDSTANE CHRONRCLES

The dead see him

The

land remembers





