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Now They Are Away
by Jack Calverley
Travel west-by-south-west out of Forres today, through rain-sodden woods and lush pastures, through the fertile landscape of the County of Moray and you will find a view across the tract of land that was Macbeth’s blasted heath. Travel back also in time and recall the first words of the play that bears his name: Fair is foul; and foul is fair, and keep those witches’ words in mind. Were we next to walk through the pages of the play, eventually we’d encounter Macbeth’s lament of: to-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow... wherein he realises that in the end, all ambition, all power, all self-import—all life and all meaning—they all come to nothing. For us, the lament makes the ending seem permanently on repeat and un-ending, not least because those human frailties portrayed on stage so often prove too tempting for us and our fellows, and will forever plague our species. 

Thus the playwright painted a time and a place for all time.

And yet that inglorious past, for our present purpose, must itself be overshadowed.

Whereof, dear traveller in time, place, and text, I invite you now to make your compass point due south, and tune your ear to all the sounds of that earlier epoch, keen to hear the voices of the people of the day, whom you shall shortly meet on this, our shared journey back in time. 

For next in our great sweep across the land we come upon a forest which was known as Darnaway, and not much farther on, at its most southern reach, we come to The Findhorn, a river, which possesses many rocks and many boulders to sharpen its flow, and is much-shadowed by needle-pined trees and rocky overhangs. Furthermore, it makes a boundary for men who might bear arms in bloody opposition and mirror each other upon its treacherous banks. 

For it is here that many-a-dispute is made full ripe—

Though these ripe fruits be never chewed beyond the kernel of the next dissent. 

For here, beyond the river and in plain sight, there stands Dunphail, a castle, built strong and safe from any foe, and one of many in the keeping of clan Cumyn.

So listen now and listen close: hear of this particular time, and magick up this particular scene, for here was history made. And this, the language used to tell the tale, will make good the mood, that the vision be complete.

For here one day at Dunphail, as needs must every day, did clan Cumyn meet. And yet this day stood in time like none before, for the fight against Randolf had come to an head. 

For in those days Randolf, Earl of Moray, being much favoured by Robert Bruce, Kyng, did, in company with that Kyng, roundly hate those who went by name Cumyn. And because that Kyng was so recent gone to God, in the year of 1329, Randolf, with new found rank and no leash, and lustful and ill-willed, made good his army of villaines for no reason other than to make maggot meat of the whole clan Cumyn.

Stay with me for the rest, for now you have the date, the place, the people and their form of words; and presently the drama shall reveal itself, for Now They Are Away...
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Lucy Wyntoun cast telling-bones across the hearth but they did scatter wide, for her hand was much a-tremble. She would have the bones tell of the ills that Randolf might visit upon the good clan Cumyn, and thus avoid such ills, or turn them to good advantage. So it was she squatted about her work, yet so quiet the air in the hall where the clan took breakfast, she found herself afeared to breathe. The weight of the hope of the whole clan lay heavy upon her. Should the hated Randolf succeed, he would make a great show of his love of the rack and the spike of the maiden, that all at table might perish thus.
The telling-bones lay now on the hearthstone like crows disturbed from their nest. Notwithstanding some few that fell in a row as if already dead and bound in cloth, and two that leaped unnatural away from the hearth to the floor. 

A great sorrow engulfed her spirit and made her eyes to dullness and hid what small colour the grey stone and grey smoke of the great hall at Dunphail did permit. Words came to her like a millstone in its grind: “Twice betrayed,” she said, with not much urge to take new breath, “stand you all ripped apart and soon to perish, lest you purpose together, closed in rank, and one.”  

There came the scrape and groan of timber from the long bench on the far side of the breakfast table. 

Cal McCulloch, who did himself take two places a-table beside his Laird, said most stern: “I would have Syr Lysandré know there's not a one here I would not trust with my life.”

Syr Lysandré Cumyn, Knyght, whom Lucy in many-a-year had never known in any-a-guise other than wiry and grey, yet still knew he the guile of a fox, the strength of a bear, and the fortitude of a lion; he did say to her: “Twice betrayed? Twice, say you? Come now, there is more to tell.” 

“A great sadness is upon me,” she said, “so close am I to full and final clarity.”

“Then ‘tis not settled?” Syr Lysandré said. “What's not settled might yet be changed. Yet you would vision us holed up here, as one: a well-toothed badger afeared some scrawny hound?” 

Lucy's sadness left her; the communion of spirits done. The moment lost, she could but shake her head. 

The bright sun pierced the archers' slits through the great stone walls and made to glow the ruddy faces at the feasters’ table. Came the sun, came birdsong and the stir of leaves brung to life in April's breeze. 

For Lucy, memory held no more than an echo of words: 

“Purpose together,” she said, at a loss to know what the words now meant, “closed in rank, and one.”
Cal McCulloch made as if to rise from table and risk offend deference to the Laird but was seen to catch himself in time. “Purpose together?” he said, half-roused, as if about a personal chore. “With two traitors among us! What must young Alistair say to this!”

Syr Lysandré placed a hand on McCulloch's arm. “Say what he must, he must. But allow the young bairn to break his fast before we put this report to him. I fear there was a knife-sharp frost he met last night upon his rounds. And not back yet.”

“A secret tryst, I'd say,” a man, one of the seven faithful, said from the far end of the table.

“A secret tryst with a secret sheep in this chill, I'll be bound,” another said.

“Sheep be bound,” said yet another.

“Jest ye might,” Syr Lysandré said, “but our will is to know who the traitors are if they sup with us at this, our table. I count you good my friends but I'll spare none the rope, the butcher's knife and the haul of four horses to render the body into quarters. Know ye this: I would draw the guts myself, with vinegared hands, have no doubt upon the matter! Yet these are treacherous times; our proper station is to be vigilant lest the spirits have taken Randolf's side and aim to set us at our own throats.”

“What of the new forester, if the night's messenger speaks true?” McCulloch said, now settled once more in his two places a-table. “Are we to have Randolf leave his piss-stain in plain sight of the castle, on land which the forbears of the great clan Cumyn have hunted since the days of Charlemayne?”

“Robert Bruce did curse us from his deathbead with this new man, ‘tis the truth,” one of the faithful said. “For this was his odious gift to his odious new master.”

“Aye, 'twas the doing of the dying man,” said another, “soon to travel beyond our reach that no Cumyn might ever put him right.”

“A gauntlet is thrown down,” Syr Lysandré said. “We grant you that. We have yet to decide whom to send and with what delicacy they pick up the soiled garment. Darnaway Forest is ours to enjoy, be sure of that, and we shall be seen to enjoy the fruits of that land to guarantee our right of claim.”

“Then send Alistair,” McCulloch said. “He's as good a huntsman as any in all of Morayshire. He shall easy pick himself a deer and deliver venison to this table—even, I venture, this even-time, and true Scotlanders shall sing of our sport from shore to shore!”

“We are of a mind to send our silver-haired servant, Lucy,” Syr Lysandré said, with a fair calmness about him. “To collect sticks and find new bones.”

McCulloch made little response except, with the rest at table, to turn his head to Lucy.

Lucy felt eyes once more upon her. She would with all her power ply her trade for the good of the clan. But she valued at the limit of what might be traded what might be lost should she meet Randolf. She had no need of new bones, which must be chosen with a delicacy that was hers alone, and sticks were a chore to carry, and she so far removed in so many a way from a simple maid.

“What mark would she make?” McCulloch said. “She would serve no purpose.”

“She would make no mark for our purpose,” Syr Lysandré said, “and instead would read with a wisdom that belongs to age the marks of any who lurk in hope of our venture and would catch us unawares.”

Lucy, taken of a great need to speak, for a rôle put upon her begged a fair reward, said: “Might I seek by favour of the Laird, provision of a mule to bear my stoopèd self? A mule would make good sport for me also, since there is little sport remains in these old bones.”

“We like not the word sport,” Syr Lysandré said. “But you shall have your mule. And bear a tartan that makes no trouble.” He added, “And we shall thuswise spare McCulloch here the role, for we see how he struggles to bear his ample mulish self.”

All at table were happy to laugh, but not so much in mirth as in unease, of which Lucy had her share.

#

Lucy made a break in her ride of her mule which was given the name Angus but all hailed as Nosestring.

The deer-path she chose, which was extreme wild with branches, delivered her to a black-deep lagoon, deep in the forest. Beyond the lagoon the mule was loth to go. She clambered from the obstinate beast by use of much elbow and knee and much disagreement passed between the two of them before matters were settled and the mule did he refuse to drink.

She stood now in dappled shade, where the sun gave of its light cool and green, and not yet reached its noon time high. While she considered how to go forward, she took a moment to un-creak her bones and in that moment her eyes fell afresh upon the golden yellow of the gorse. 

It quivered in the simple breeze and greeted with joy this visitor to the glen. 

In that place of calm, now revealed, a red-breast tuned its song to make melody of the air and, over the water, glass-winged flies hovered and darted like magic spears of sky-blue gemstone. Came and went fat furry bees that bumbled about like friars drunk on mead. The whole of the air was light and alive and wet with the scents of fresh-dug earth, much honeyed by the sweetness of many-a-pollen. There were fishes too, dark and brown and seen to ripple like the water they dwelt in. Lucy fell into a great calm and was as one with the spirits of the glen. And her spirit, thus-sated and absolved of any need that might press upon her, discovered the earth and water and trees and sky to make a simple palace where the only need was to breathe; her deepest wish now to grasp its essence and hold it in her, and taste that honeyed enchanted kiss forever.

She might have lingered in such communion for a candle's hour but for the distant thud of hooves which crept into the quiet, as yet too faint to reveal wherefrom. 

Such sounds, so far away, proclaimed to her men at arms, and keen enough in their quest to not hide their advance. But came they from Cumyn or Randolf? 

If Cumyn's, they set themselves apart from the castle and would offend the spirits and bring their defeat with them; if Randolf's then she had best prepare her wayfarer's tale: that she fled the Cumyns after she gave the clan a bad account of what was to come and been expelled for her effort.

But her fear of Randolf was no less for how well her tale might go with him; her fear was fear in the face of Randolf’s wilful unreason, witnessed many-a-time and loud about the land, and of torture, and of many days to torture’s end. Furthermore, Randolf kept hounds and he kept them ill, and when he loosed them upon some poor unweaponned tartan-wrapped soul, those hounds visited their misery upon their prey, almost to the kill; although never so far as to finish all Randolf's sport. He desired better than all else to eke out his pleasures upon a body already tenderised by his own dogs' maws.

Lucy could not outrun horse nor hound and any place she might hide would quickly be smelled out by a beast trained to scent. She thought now to make a great show that she did not hide from man nor beast, and if they liked not her tale, she might appease them with her bones. And yet...

The hammer of horses' hooves grew louder, and clearer, but still revealed not wherefrom, nor how distant, other than it came from beyond the bounds of the enchanted glen.

Soon also, there came the cry of men's voices, at which Nosestring pricked up his ears. And promptly sneezed. 

Were the two of them to hide, the mule thus gave a further method by which they might be discovered. Yet to stay here, to meet the monster face to face seemed now a scheme for the hare-brained.

It came to her that since Nosestring sneezed at such sweet pollens as filled the air, she might douse those scents and disguise her and Nosetring's own emanations by a simple ruse. She supposed she might dress the two of them in such foulness as to render them insensible to the noses of the hounds. Furthermore, upon the misfortune of discovery, the hounds might simply choose not to linger, were the air sufficiently sour to the muzzle.

She dropped to her knees beside the lagoon and dug her hands deep into the black-deep water. At first she cast about and found nothing, but soon her fingers caught in matted stuff like the long limp hair of a drownèd lass, which Lucy pulled from the water with great satisfaction. It was not so much that the waterweed was rank, for such would deter even the fishes, rather, the waterweed was ripe with the stink of sulphurous slime and rich with the promise of decay.

She rung the stuff out as best she could and draped a fair amount over the mule which, with his tartan saddle-cloth so swathed, shifted about with more vigour than all morning. She performed the same chore upon herself and it was a fine unpleasantness engulfed her, and filled the air, which pleased her nicely. It displeased the mule, since he shifted away from her, which reaction gave her a method to drive him up the slope, and among the trees, which she did, until the trunks became too dense and the moss-clad roots too treacherous to escape further. Here at least, not twenty paces uphill of the lagoon, and a view down upon it, she found good concealment.

By the same measure, she could see not much but in patches.

The drum of horses' hooves was now like thunder atop her and mixed with the cries of men and the hack and crash of branches. Sounds such as might drive the King’s deer from cover on the King's hunt with she now in the rôle of the much afeared deer.

Nosestring shifted his feet. She dared not comfort him, for fear that she force him against his tether, which was not so well secure around a low branch of dead wood.

It was plain to her that were she so discovered, some guilt or other would be assumed. 

Yet she could not think what she might do that would keep her safe.

Below, some tanned beast was now a-trot along the path she had trod, too lithe for a horse and rider, but perchance a solitary deer that did announce how close was its pursuer. 

Lucy pressed her back against a spike-laden trunk. 

How her sport had turned against her! Full well had Syr Lysandré known the truth of the word.
Here then came the horses, the hoof-sounds plain and loud upon the same path. Flashes of black and brown and white revealed the beasts, yet she could not count their number nor glimpse any rider. 
They came to the lagoon, where they hesitated in their quest. In her mind she saw the horses bow their heads to drink, while the riders sought sight of their quarry.

She kept her body close and tight against her tree, though she felt its needles like dagger points.

It took only a moment to know something was wrong. 

Perhaps the mule twitched its ears; perhaps it blinked twice when once should have served; perhaps the manner of its breath was taken strange, as a gulp or... 

She smelled the hound before she met its eyes. It stood beside her, come around her tree, head raised as it made great sniffs of air up and down her body.

With a snap of its tether the mule he bolted, and crashed down the slope to the lagoon.

The hound sloped off after the mule, with odd little haste, as if much amused.

Lucy took but a moment to understand.

A voice from below cried: “Why Nosestring have ye thrown both old tartans? Giddy tartan-wrapped soul that ye are. Who'll knit for ye noo?”

Lucy revealed her person beside her tree, and made careful her path to the lagoon.

“I fancied I might find you here, a-gorge the feasts of the forest, ill-attentive of the needs of the clan.” Alistair Cumyn was black of hair, as both his father and grandfather had once been, but wore a good length of red beard which colour was taken from his mother’s side, although in him it covered natural both cheek and chin. His eyes were bright and blue and struggled to conceal laughter, for they never had, not even as a bairn, nor even in rage, been without mirth.

“I am obedient to the Laird,” Lucy said, “and do no more than bring the mule to water before I am on my way.”

“Your way stops here,” McCulloch said, from upon the widest of the horses of the Cumyn stable, which was needed twice over since McCulloch, never known not to eat well, wore armour. As also did the man who rode at the rear. The other five of the faithful, in the manner of Alistair, arrayed themselves in loose tartan for the hunt.

“We'll take your beer and your comestibles for your trouble,” Alistair said, “and make you your return.” He mocked her with a courtly bow. “And we must thank you, for our path is clear of villaines. Darnaway will be easy meat for us now.”

Lucy felt not a little hot at his levity. “Have ye not heard your father? Not heeded him?” she said. “The advice is clear and demands to be obeyed as much as he.”

“It is talked at length and all talked out,” Alistair said. “We shall not be as the mole, afeard the feret; we shall be as the elephant in Hannibal’s charge and make mice of the world sweeped afore us.”

“Then,” Lucy said, “may it please you, I shall come with you. For when you ignore good advice in the large, you need it all the more in the small.”

“A mule hath no speed,” Alistair said, “and you have neither sword nor bow. Besides we must be quick to bring our prize back to have our fine feast as the sun finds its rest. Would you have us starve?”

Once more, Lucy felt the weight of melancholy upon her, and a great despair. “I beg you please, the advice is plain. Stand together, closed in rank, and one, lest all here and all the clan, fall.”

McCulloch said. “See ye not that we are together, as one. And the castle behind us stands as one and is well fortified and well known impenetrable. Any bairn could easy keep an army at bay. None of us has any thing to fear. For none here is a betrayer, which makes a betrayer of the bones, which was Syr Lysandré's first wisdom, now well borne out.”

“There are two betrayals,” Lucy said. “The bones have offered the Cumyns the path they seek to the throne, but denies them their ambition should they lack good self-restraint.”

“There is no debate here,” Alistair said. “We and the Laird are as one in our hearts, so there is no betrayal of the bones. Your words are like the slime that cloaks you, in need of a broad douse of a good dose of water, to reveal that which lies beneath.”

Lucy stripped water weeds from her back and cast them into the lagoon, but had to pause, part-done.

“Listen soft,” she said. “Forego one moment the pleasure of your own voice.”

A long wait of deep silence hung over the lagoon. 

A ripe, hunter’s silence. 

A silence tuned to an instrument of despatch, borne in a hunter's steadfast hand.

Alistair signalled the faithful dismount with due stealth. He ushered the two armoured men away with the horses and the hounds along the path beyond the lagoon, and the five others to make concealment at either side of the narrow deer path they all had trod. 

He himself remained by the pond. He slipped the crossbow from his back and staked his broadsword in the rich earth, whereupon he squatted and proceeded to wipe the blade of the sap accrued from its use as a scythe to open the path to the full height of a horseman.

Lucy returned herself and the mule up the slope without difficulty, for the way was cleared already by the rough way they came down. Besides, the mule walked readily from danger, although with all the damage they had done they could no longer be accused of being concealed.

She had not a long time to wait.

There was hardly a change in the silence but a shadow took possession of the path, a monstrous grey snake that squeezed along it and must be a dozen or more mounted men, all in mail.

First into the glen, and with his troupe made still and silent behind him was, by the tartan that vested his horse, a Campbell in full armour with his squire a-foot a-rear the horse.

“Before you murder me for sport in Randolf’s name,” Alistair said with much merriment in his voice, “I would know who my betrayer is.”

“Betrayer? What betrayer? There is no betrayer. Look to yourself for this outcome. The over-weaned Alistair Bhan Cumyn is known across Scotland to be strong-headed and easy-goaded. Randolf summoned you here upon that weakness. You seek a betrayer? The puffed up pride of a false prince, another son of Scotland’s most shared wife, that is what has betrayed you.”

“You would cast a Cumyn as a bastard prince? The shame is yours. But I would not have you disappointed in the degree of dishonour you find in me at the hour of your despatch.”

In a single graceful uncoiling of force Alistair was across the gap between his squat self and the Campbell’s horse and had his broadsword deep into the cleft between the horse’s shoulder and its rib cage, and left it there, as he backed away, made more red with its blood than the tartan of his clan.

Though poor sport by Alistair, the horse had a duty to its nature and fell to one side, to pin the leg of the heavy-suited Campbell to the ground, to render him easy prey, and offer plenty a target for the fine point of a dirk to prick the life from him, at leisure. 

Furthermore, the Campbell’s squire made no move. Frozen in the sunlight, he dithered, unable to rise to his rank.

Beyond this prospect, and so swift as to seem to be known in advance and much rehearsed, the faithful hailed the queue of armoured horsemen with crossbow bolts, which men were quickly as stuck with bolts as they were stuck in the confines of the narrow path, like sheep fenced in a pen, one-by-one did they wait for to be bled.

Those behind who were not at first caught in the assault could neither turn and retreat, nor move forward over the blood-soaked corpses of men and horses, although some of the fallen were not quite dead, seen still to be a-twitch.

The Campbell’s hounds were, unnoticed to Lucy, some time unleashed, but the nurture that came from Randolf’s hand served them ill. While half-starved and vicious they proved no match for the fight-trained dogs of the Cumyns, being fed and taught to be one day at heel to a King.

The rout was done in less than a candle’s spit of flame, but the blood so spilled must stain the land for many-a-year. It lay now in pools that crept along the ground between much-gashed flesh and many-a-groan.

Even the faithful found it hard to pick their way along the path to the lagoon, here and there forced to see off some twitchèd thing in need of permanent relief. 

So much was the spill of blood that, without an exception, the faithful had need to wash their footwear and feet in the lagoon, making blood of the black water.

“Good syrs,” Alistair said, as he pulled his sword from the fallen horse, “there is still venison on the hoof awaits us. Lucy here, make good your way to the Laird that he should learn of this and to have the fire stoked for us, for a feast upon our return. Let him know ‘tis Randolf’s men find themselves spread across the land. Witness thus, the proper scatter of bones!”

#

The mule refused to tread a path made of corpses and obliged Lucy to discover other trails to return the two of them to Dunphail. 

The sun lingered close above the horizon and did paint the world with an excess of red as she came at last to the old ford across the Divie. She elbowed herself off Nosestring and dragged him through the water, whereafter she entered the woods, relieved to be back on secured ground.

The last of the sun did yield to the dark canopy of the trees as she made a start on the well-trod path up to the castle.

 Then it was she felt the cold of a sword against her throat.

“You had better not have victuals upon you.” The man was muddied and bloodied with a torn strip of mail across his chest. His shield arm was roughly splinted and his face made sour by much pain. “I would make a noose of the mule’s draw string if I found victuals. What say you to that?”

“Whatever your quarrel, I take no side,” Lucy said, for the unreason of Randolf was as nothing to the unreason of his men set loose.

The man did a doctor’s job of his search of her, which she forbore for fear of her life.

When he came to the bones, he spilled them on the ground. “What good they do you? You come this way, and see you now. What good, eh, what good? Tell me that!”

She tried to retrieve them. 

The man kicked some away and ground others into the earth.

“You come with me. We’ll see what the castle pays for you. The mule I fancy I shall keep for myself for meat.” 

There were a dozen men stationed at the base of the rock on which the castle stood. They sat around fires, loud of voice and keen-eyed on divers games of chance, sheltered from the wall-slits of the castle by rocky overhangs.

A pond moated this side of the castle and lent its banks to a wooden bridge. On the far side of the bridge a steep trail snaked upward to the castle door.

Lucy knew how easy life turned to death, and she knew the fear, earlier, of Randolf’s sheep in Alistair’s pen. She understood too the demand for her victuals, since the invader used the impregnable castle against itself. 
As she stood, replete with ill-omen, here came Randolf, a man of great bulk with unnatural short legs, in a bulbous armour and mail, and with a gold-trimmed helmet of great style that bore the cross of Jesus as its noseguard to make great show of his devotion to his Father in Heaven. Yet that much of his face made visible had the colour and texture of granite and was excessive dour for easy entry to Heaven.
Lucy resisted a great despair and sought some route to get her quickly away. Whereupon she spied the fence post on this side of the bridge, now adorned by three of Randolf’s mascots, bound in muddied cloth. Once seen, her curiosity captured, she could not disregard the things.

Soon and with great sickness upon her, their true nature came full clear. For here were the cut-off heads of McCulloch and the two jesters at table that morning, all of them strangled before they did get chopped, for their tongues poked out blue. Here was Randolf’s prize to himself, and his first claim to the land, for they were bound in the soiled red of Randolf’s tartan.

Every limb in her body did in that moment sink, and sink deep and low as if the earth made a bottomless lagoon of itself. 

Were not her bones come true?

Yet how could such men so easy fall?

And the rest—whereof of the rest? Was the party split, and Alistair yet to come?

“Easy meat for hungry hounds,” Randolf said, as he followed her eye. “Shame not more blood was spilled for them to drink. I fear they are unsated still, and you with so little meat on you! But be of no doubt should any other of your clan bear my venison across that river they too shall have their bodies ripped to sinew and bone.” 

“Those three always were easy distracted,” Lucy said, and having so said, came it quick upon her, a great heat of defiance: “The rest shall not come so cheap!”

“The rest?” Randolf said.

She straight away saw her error; and horror laid upon horror; “I speak of the castle, good dear knight. Look to its walls!”

But her diversion was in vain.

Randolf in full voice cried out: “Revive the hounds. More blood! They shall have more blood! The rest of the band lie low, outside the walls, with us even now!”

A party of huntsmen assembled with haste and set afresh to the chase in the faded blood-red end of the much-bloodied day. There stayed behind two guards and a few of the squires, whose youth made them silly, and an old crone that was an herbalist, and the axeman who, because of the bulk needed for his trade, was not one for the chase. Lucy was bound to a heavy felled tree which was covered in recent blood that seeped like sap through the cloth at her back.

After the noise of the chase fell to nothing down the hill, the crone came to Lucy.

“You know from the bones as well as I,” the crone said, “this ends not well. You would do well to make good distance between your person and this place. For this place is three times cursed. Cursed with the blood of Randolf’s men; cursed with the blood of Cumyn’s as yonder,” she pointed to the three heads, “and Randolf has spilled blood from his own hand over my smooth white bones to make a pact with the spirits who abide here on his captured hill, that the Cumyn knaves who took so many of his men shall walk this land in death without sight of their beloved home, and tormented by pain, and never to find rest. It would be well for you to leave now if you wish not to join them.”

The crone drew a knife.

Lucy fell back as best she might against the trunk.

“I am no murderer,” the crone said, and did cut through Lucy’s bonds. “The light grows poor. You’ll get your chance. And when you do...” She pressed a bundle between Lucy’s back and the axeman’s trunk. “Take these.” The bundle was all hard bumps on one side and jellied on the other. Lucy surmised turnips and other foods for her hunger, and a full pig’s bladder for her thirst.

In a slow full hour, full nighttime came. 

The sky was clear and the air cold, the moon so full as to be of little relief to those who might seek to hide. Lucy saw the moment and was away across the ghastly decorated bridge, but did not take the path to the castle door to make a prisoner of herself and help no one. Instead, she slipped around to the far side of the rock, and kept hard against it for cover. 

Then, once she found a spot that nicely suited her purpose, with a good view of the high windows, she found a handy stone and pitched it up to where the shadow of a window made itself plain in the moonlight.

Although she missed the gap, she persisted, and soon, from a change in the light, she knew a face to be looking down. 

“’tis Lucy!” she hissed. “Fetch me a basket. I have food.”

The light of the face went away and she supposed she had been heard.

The moon must have shifted a good way across the sky before Lucy was made alert by some further small change. Shortly after, a basket came down at the end of a rope and she placed her bundle into it, tugged the rope as a signal, and escaped swift into the dark of the woods below.

In the dark of the trees and in her excitement she was less careful than she might have been but soon came to a calm and methodical and, she thought, quietness in her journey, now hand to tree, and tree to hand, and headed down, as she thought must be, to the Divie and to drown her scent, that she not be meat for Randolf’s hounds.

She found the river and, waist deep, went with its current, half a-fall, half a-swim, but not often with her feet on the stones that lined its floor. 

In time she tired beyond what she had ever known, and she moved sideways to the bank for fear that she might fall light of head, and meet full blackness, and drown.

She noticed a dark crevice, made more shadow than shadow by moonlight, in the steep side of the hill and thought at least it would give cover. Besides, surely she could not be scented this far, for she had been in the water a long time. And was it not true the huntsmen sought a greater prize than she?

Thus it was she dragged her exhausted bones into the cave above the river and was on the point of collapse when a voice came to her:

“Why ‘tis the old tartan, have ye lost your mule?”

Lucy was suddenly awake and alarmed. “Alistair, my Laird?” 

“’tis a fine tryst this, do you nae think?”

“This is no time for your jokes,” a second voice, one of the faithful said.

“What else is there but to joke?” Alistair said. “Tell me that.”

“What does she do here?” the second voice said.

“I made my escape but I am spent.”

“There, you see?” Alistair said. “She is a-side us once more. We are as one.”

The second man’s voice became urgent. “Good my Laird, should we not suspect she is followed? Bait that is let escape to track and trap us?”

“Well Lucy?”

A terrible confusion came upon her. “I took refuge when my old bones forced me to ground. To find us all in one place is pure chance.”

“There you see,” Alistair said. “She is wet through and shakes and, besides, has lost all her pungency.”

“Quiet, curse you!” The second voice said. “Listen!”

Beyond the mouth of the cave there came the rustle of movement, and many-a-sniff, but which went away.

“I will go,” Lucy said, though exhausted. “If I am followed I shall lead them on. There are other places I can shelter, plenty in the forest, and bring danger to no one.”

“I’ll hear none of that,” Alistair said. “If they are determined to engage us here, be sure we will equal their enthusiasm for blood and more so, and shall engage with them on territory which is our home to defend, and known to us.”

“Then we must escape this trap,” the second voice said. “We are weak here.”

A voice came from outside. It was Randolf’s. “I know you to be here Alistair Bhan. Throw out your weaponry and yield!”

“To be despatched like a rat?” Alistair said. “I’ll come out and face you in combat and one or other will see a noble end!”

Lucy said, “Randolf has no idea about your number, which is to your advantage.”

“’tis still a trap,” the second voice said. “We are revealed as soon as we leave.”

“Your reputation as a great leader, hero and adventurer,” Randolf said, “must needs die with you this night. What fool would I be to face you in equal match? Your simple tactic proves you are unworthy of the throne. For you there shall be dis-appointment, and a rat’s death, your demise.”

“What does he mean by that?” Lucy said. “Are not rats dispatched many-a-way?”

“He aims to smoke us out,” the second voice said.

“I fear,” Alistair said, “he means to smoke us in. Lucy the hour has come for you to walk free of us, through the cave mouth and into Randolf’s arms. For those are better odds for you, since our odds are rapidly come to nothing.”

“But my Laird...”

“I command you,” Alistair said, “in my father’s name and in his absence I must assume his rank: I command you leave by the cave mouth before what comes next.”

“But...”

“Out!”

Lucy felt the air move near her cheek with the sweep of his arm as she visioned it give command in the dark. She said: “What message am I to give?”

“Offer to throw bones for him, for you have thrown them true.”

Lucy heard a bitterness in his voice she had never heard before. 

She imagined that his eyes too, now but shadows upon shadows in the shadow of the cave, had lost all light. She felt a terrible shame and woe upon her as when that morning she cast the bones, and she despaired of her foolish careless speech and of her part in this terrible crime, but in the end, the last thing she could do for this fine man as he faced his death was to do as he bid. 

“I will as you wish, but only because you wish it. I will see good remembrance is made of your noble clan, for truly you have outplayed for so long all these hands that are against you and unworthy of the power they wield, and as I know Randolf has cursed you, I shall curse in blood Randolf and Bruce and Shaw and every last damned one of these tyrants.”

“Be calm, dear Lucy, be calm. Make whatever peace you can with the villain. Know that you have served clan Cumyn well, and decent, and I do not blame you in any way for this misfortune. All this is of Randolf’s design and we the fools, that we played the game on his terms. Farewell dear Lady, fare thee well.”

In the impenetrable dark, Lucy fancied he performed his courtly bow. 

She left, with many a stumble, not for the lack of light as she drew close to the cave mouth, but for the wetness in her eyes.

One of many dark shadows grabbed her as she came into the light of the moon, whereupon another took her to one side. Her arms were held against her body with a fierce grip from behind and made her to turn to face the cave. 

The hack and crash of branches came from all directions. Many a wild thing squawked and shrieked and fled into the night, and much dust and pollen did fill the air.

Soon one of the shadows lit a torch and made it plain to see the perverted glen they did all make. Of the cave mouth there was no sight. Of rocks and stones there were a-plenty. Of sticks and branches and small trees pulled whole from the ground there was such as to make a great pyre.

Much night oil was spilled from great jars onto the timbers, and the men did light them, and the timbers went a-flame with yellow light and black smoke and made black shadows of the men against the light. 

And the men did raise up a great cheer. 

And the sound of their cheer did echo wide.

And much did they enjoy their mirth.

But Lucy wept.

#

When the next day Randolf dug out the corpses, he laid all five in easy view of the castle. With a red hot axe the heads were cleaved one by one from their bodies. By this method, head and heart would never be one again, never more a single spirit, which was his plan.

The food basket was summoned in the same manner as the night before and the heads placed in it.

After much deliberation, Randolf decided the headless bodies should be returned to the cave and once more stones piled up at the entrance.

The curse he had sworn was now come true, that the bodies should wander the land in spirit only, in search of their heads, without eyes to see. Furthermore, once he took the castle he could be sure all body parts should forever be kept apart and well hidden, never to be relieved of that pain. Such would serve as a reminder of the true and timeless power of clan Bruce and its true and worthy servant Randolf, and their righteous purpose. For had not God so ordained and the spirits so wished, it should not have been let happen.

Lucy told a different tale, to make redress for her two deuced betrayals, and she put her tale upon a minstrel, who made a song that lived in men’s hearts even to her last day, whereupon it was sung as she was away. 

And the minstrel’s song gave no quarter for conceit or fake reputation. In jest and in tune it mocked and unclothed those corrupted and drunken on power, and their legions of lies, that they be to a man never a saviour but in truth every one a tyrant, that all their life they made themselves a slave to sensory pleasure and an artifice of reputation, with no good ever done, but which everyone did already know. 

Thus it was the throne was usurped for all time.

And the spirits they did weep for the rest of those tartan-wrapped souls, noble and true in life, and for their struggle; for now they are, every last one but for the memory, away.

[END]
Afterword: An Explanation of the Text
1. On the Mythos of the Shire of Moray:
The prompt for the story is the five headless ghosts of Dunphail Castle.

There are different accounts of how members of the Cumyn clan
 and their supporters came to be slaughtered when Dunphail Castle was besieged (and ultimately fell), in 1330. It is said that food was being thrown over the walls into the castle during the siege by Alistair Bhan Cumyn
 and various others, and that Alistair was captured and beheaded and his head thrown over the wall with a cry to the effect: “Here’s meat for your vegetables!”

According to some accounts he and the others had sneaked out of the castle to find food, possibly in the guise of peasants. Other accounts have him returning to the castle after a skirmish with Thomas Randolph
, Earl Moray. Randolph was appointed keeper
 of Darnaway Forest, to replace Alexander Cumyn in that role, by Robert the Bruce (Bruce was a bitter enemy of the Cumyns). Darnaway was on the doorstep of Dunphail, and the appointment obviously provocative. Yet another account is that Alistair had been in numerous skirmishes with Randolph’s men, across the whole county, and had heroically acquitted himself
 and was coming home, whereupon he discovered the siege and he and the others were forced to hide in a cave on the banks of the Findhorn river.

Some accounts say he was betrayed
, others that he was tracked down by hounds, and then smoked out of the cave. Upon discovery, he asked that he might ‘die like a Cumyn’
 but was denied that request.

Centuries later five headless skeletons were discovered in a nearby tomb, and the story of the Cumyns and the siege would be told many times by minstrels, although the majority of this material is lost.

Nonetheless five headless ghosts remained to haunt the remains of the castle.

I have used “The Story of Alastair Bhan Comyn; or, the Tragedy of Dunphail; a Tale of Tradition and Romance” by Eliza Mary Middleton, Baroness Willoughby, 1889 (a fictional and romanticised epic poem) as one source of inspiration, especially the notes of her research in that text. I have combined what I learned there with assorted tourist-guide accounts available online, and added my own twist with the Lucy Wyntoun
 character—not least because I needed a character to live through and witness the events for the sake of the narrative. 

My work here is entirely a work of fiction, offering one possible world of many imaginary worlds which might deliver five headless ghosts to lurk by, and upon, the castle walls.

2. On the Style and Tone and Voice of the Narrative:
Since I have set the story in a particular era I have to address the style and voice in which it is narrated. It is not a history, so is not naturally rendered in modern academic English. Indeed rendering it in modern English, with our idioms and slang would somewhat break the mood of the piece and the magic of its telling. However, I do not speak Middle English (nor do I expect the reader to) if indeed Middle English was spoken in Morayshire in the year 1330
. So there is a question of how to pitch the prose so that it feels authentic and yet is easy to read and understand.

This problem arises frequently in the writing of fantasy, where stories are set in mythical sword-and-sorcery kingdoms. And the problem is solved sometimes elegantly and othertimes less so. I have used an essay on this subject by Ursula K. LeGuin, with the title ‘From Elfland to Poughkeepsie’
, as my guide. In that essay she writes of avoiding easy pastiches: of inserting thee and thou into the text; of turning every phrase into the subjunctive (or attempting to); and of phoney, overwritten archaism. She points to J. R. R. Tolkein, Kenneth Morris, Lord Dunsany, and E. R. Eddison as masters of the craft of locating a narrative in a mythical medieval era, and being convincing about it. She writes of an authenticity which these writers achieve through clear concise prose that captures and conveys just what it needs to capture and convey, and no more (you might say: ‘Their prose hits the mark.’)

The siege of Dunphail Castle took place in the year 1330. And what was their language (and the world) like then? Well, we can in fact get quite close to the sound of it, and its vocabulary, and grammar. But please be aware: I do not profess any scholarship in this subject; this is merely what I have gleaned through my researches as a writer, as seems necessary to me to adequately address the question of narrative voice, and style, in this story. 

Le Morte Darthur
 by Syr Thomas Malory Knyght was finished in ‘the ninth year of Edward IV’ dating it to 1469-1470, which is 140 years after the time in which I set my story, and I suggest must bear a good similarity to the language in use in Morayshire at the time of my story. Many if not most of Malory’s spellings are different from today’s spellings (‘f’ for ‘s’ being the most obvious), but it is (to me at least) recognisably English and can be read aloud and understood with a little practice
. A big assumption I make, of course, is that Malory, in writing Le Morte Darthur, was not himself trying to create something that sounded like Olde English, since his tale of Arthur is likely set in the 5th century
. 

So the challenge for the writer is how to capture the feel of the prose, and the era, while achieving clarity for the modern reader, without falling into parody or pastiche. 

To this end I have performed my own analysis of Malory’s text and done some limited research into the differences between Olde, Middle and Modern English
 and have arrived at some simple rules of thumb which I hope will guide (but not dictate) the narrative voice of the text.

Some rules of thumb are obvious: the accoutrements of modern life were not then available; there can be no switching on of lights. Properly also, Shakespearian expressions should be excluded as well: there can be no appearance on stage of ‘in a pickle’ or ‘to break the ice’. Many words English has borrowed (some would say loot – origin ‘lut’, a Hindi word) from other languages: absent too, then: verandah and bungalow, and so on. 

I am reduced to the equivalent of making conversation in French when I possess only schoolboy French—which in my case might amount to a vocabulary of fifty words. Great circumlocutions and verbal gymnastics are required to convey even the simplest notion using limited resources.

Well, I hope I can do a little better than that (by the time you read this, you will probably have decided for yourself).

Curiously, the endeavour might be described as postmodern, in the same way that writing a novel without ever using the letter ‘e’ is postmodern (I think); the idea being that a meta-rule is visibly and knowingly applied from outside the formal bounds of the written narrative (my understanding anyway).

I have also come to the conclusion that the text best avoid the present participle ‘-ing’, such as in: ‘feasting’ or ‘riding’
. And avoid phrasal verbs such as: ‘put up with’ and ‘got over’.

For my own artistic taste, some plurals I render not as, for example, ‘horses’ but as ‘many-a-horse’, and past participles ‘he wasted’ might get rendered as ‘he did waste’ but these are not hard-and-fast in my prose, and occur as seems fit to me, and guided by whatever craft I might bring to bear (or, put another way: if it sounds right, write it!)

Finally, an author must decide how to express, or resolutely avoid expressing, the inner thoughts of various characters (having decided already I will tell the story from a third person viewpoint, i.e. that of Lucy). Today we have techniques such as free indirect discourse
 and stream of consciousness as promoted especially by Virginia Wolfe and James Joyce, respectively. For this piece I have sought a half-way house by use of what is called filtering: ‘Lucy thought’ or as I have done in one instance: ‘Lucy, taken of a great need to speak, for a rôle put upon her begged a fair reward, said...’
 and I have adopted a somewhat distant observer style, but always through Lucy’s eyes, in the hope that I have the reader understanding Lucy, while not having to suffer the company of a Thoroughly Modern Lucy. But, ho, hum, who knows? Only time and some good number of readers will tell... 

I do not know whether I live up to the standard set by LeGuin. But above is my method. And, of course, I claim no scholarly or academic expertise in Middle English. What I am about here is creating an English-like language, a concoction, that is comprehensible to any English speaker and yet delivers a genuine impression of antiquity and, most important of all, is compelling to read.

Jack Calverley, 2026

�	Spelt variously in different sources as Comyn, Cumin, Cumming, Commines, etc.


�	Also found as Alastair, who was the son of Alexander, the laird.


�	Named variously as Ranlach, Rannoch etc.


�	Possibly in 1324, i.e. some years before the siege of 1330. But Randolph became Regent of Scotland after the death of Robert the Bruce in 1329, and this increase in power would be a more immediate source of conflict.


�	Later this reputation was deliberately vilified by those who defeated the clan.


�	By Allan Shaw, according to Baroness Willoughby’s telling.


�	This is also claimed to be the password for entry to the cave.


�	According to Willoughby (p86), 'Wyntoun and Hollinshead both attempt to vilify the Comyns ... it was the fashion of that age to vilify the unfortunate [vanquished]'. I thought it a nice complexity to make my fictional Lucy's connection to the Cumyns somewhat ambiguous in terms of [apparent] recorded history.


�	Morayshire at the time is thought to have been bilingual in an Anglian dialect of English and Scottish (the Angles had invaded and inhabited much of the east coast of England and southern Scotland). However there was also (likely) a class divide whereby, following the Norman conquest, the upper echelons of society adopted French.


�	Widely reprinted in guides on writing, and in ‘The Language of the Night’ Perigee Books, 1980.


�	The apostrophe was missing in the original Caxton printing.


�	My source is the H. Oskar Sommer PhD / Andrew Lang edition of Le Morte Darthur dated 1889 which reproduces in character-by-character transliteration Caxton’s original publication of 1485 (plus sample photographic facsimiles of part of the original). This text is available online for free (https://books.google.com/) and for purchase in print (Legare Street Press/Creative Media Partners).


�	This date is arrived at by trying to fit dates to Uther Pendragon and Uther’s supposed immediate ancestors.


�	For instance the YouTube channel LetThemTalkTV here: https://youtu.be/f8FbXqaOt5g


�	I make an exception with ‘telling-bones’ since the concept needs to be 100% clear to the reader as soon as it is encountered in as few words as possible.


�	Useful source for this is the book ‘Transparent Minds’ by Dorrit Cohn, Princeton University Press (1978).


�	Modern usage might go: Lucy was not taking that lying down!






