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Prologue: The Quartering
They hung the hero on four towns, to teach a country to despair, and the teaching would have worked, for it was well designed, if there had not been, at each of the four towns and at the bridge in London, one soul who came in the dark and said his name.
The English were not cruel for cruelty’s sake in the matter of Wallace; they were cruel for a purpose, and the purpose was arithmetic, and the arithmetic was despair. A hero killed cleanly is a martyr, and a martyr is a seed, and a seed grows; so they did not kill him cleanly. They took him to London and gave him the death they gave to traitors, which was made, every stage of it, to unmake a man in the sight of a people: drawn through the streets, and hanged, and cut down living, and the rest that the order’s books record once, plainly, and never again, for the order does not dwell on the unmaking of a body, holding that to dwell on it is to do the English work for them; and then they hewed the body in four, and set the head on the bridge over the river at London, and sent the four quarters north to four towns, to Newcastle, and to Berwick, and to Stirling, and to Perth, and hung them up, each in its town, in iron, in the public places, that every soul who passed should see a piece of the hero rotting on a wall and learn the lesson the whole cruelty was built to teach: this is what comes of hope; despair; it is safer.
And it was the cleverest thing the enemy under the howe had seen the English do in all the war, and he had not told them to do it, for he did not command the living, but he watched them do it with the nearest thing his cold nature had to satisfaction, for they had built, without knowing it, the perfect engine of his own harvest: not a battle, that yields its dead in a night and is done, but a slow public teaching of despair, spread over four towns and a bridge, going on for weeks, for months, for as long as the iron and the weather let a quarter hang, teaching every passer-by, day upon day, the one lesson that fed him, that hope is punished, that heroes are unmade, that the safe thing is to despair; and the penned Host, that could no longer move by the deep roads, did not need to, for here was a harvest that came to it, standing, in four towns, a slow river of the despair of everyone who passed and looked and learned, flowing to the howe in the west without the Host stirring a step.
And at each of the four towns, and at the bridge, in the dark, there came one of the order.
They had divided for it, as they divided for everything too big for one road, and it was the hardest division they had ever made, for it was five ways at once and it was the minding not of a stranger but of the hero of the whole war, and it broke their hearts to do it and they did it, because it was the office, and because if they did not, the enemy’s engine would run unopposed, and a country would learn to despair, and that was the one thing the order existed to prevent. So Colm went to Newcastle, and a gathered Warden to Perth, and one to Stirling, and Ailis to Berwick, her own town’s wall, where a quarter of Wallace hung not far from the dyke where the dead of the sack kept Janet Frater’s face; and Tam, because it was the head, and the head was the worst, went the long way south to London, to the bridge, alone, to the place where the enemy’s engine of despair had its cruelest single piece, and stood in the dark under it, and did the office.
And the office was not to take the quarters down, which they could not; nor to avenge the hero, which was not theirs; nor even to grieve him, though they did. The office was to contest the despair. To stand under each rotting piece of the hero, in the dark, where the day’s passers-by had spent their despair, and to say, into the ground and into the dark and into the slow river flowing west, the thing that answered the whole engine: that the man was not unmade. That a body hewn in four and hung on four towns is a body, and a body is not the man; that the English could unmake Wallace’s body and could not touch Wallace, who was minded, whole, on the far side of the dyke, and would be minded, by name, at every Candlemas the order kept, long after the towns that hung his quarters were dust; that the lesson the engine taught, that hope is punished and despair is safe, was a lie, the oldest lie, and that the truth stood in the dark under the rotting iron and said the hero’s name in love and would not be taught the lie, however cleverly the engine was built.
Tam stood under the head on the bridge, the worst piece, in the London dark, twenty years old and a long way from home and grieving a hero he had seen once ride past with a whole invisible realm at his back, and he said the name. William Wallace. He said it into the dark under the bridge, over the black river, and he felt the day’s despair flowing west off the horror above him, and he stood in the flow and said the name against it, and he was one soul, small, under a great engine of grief, and he understood, saying it, the whole shape of the book that was beginning, the mirk years, in which the harvest would be everywhere and the order would be too small and nothing it did would seem to help; and he said the name anyway, for that was the office, and the office did not stop being right when it stopped seeming to work.
And far to the west, under the green howe, the Unkinged felt the four towns and the bridge each go, in the dark, a little against him, felt five small souls stand under his perfect engine and say a name, and it did not stop his harvest, the harvest was too big and the engine too well built and the despair of a whole passing country too great for five names to turn; but it annoyed him, in his cold way, the way a single midge annoys a great beast, that even here, even at the cruelest and cleverest thing the war had yet devised, there were these small persistent souls who came in the dark and said the names and would not learn the lesson; and he settled to his great slow harvest of the mirk years, content that it was too big for them, and did not trouble to notice the one thing that mattered, that they had come, to all four towns and the bridge, in the dark, at once, and said the name, and that a thing that will come to the very worst place there is and say a name against the very best engine of despair there is, is a thing that cannot, finally, be taught to despair, and so cannot, finally, be harvested, however small it is, and however dark the years, and that the whole of the book to come, and the whole of the war, would turn, in the end, on exactly that, the small persistent coming, in the mirk, to say the names, when nothing seemed to help, and it did not seem to help, and they came anyway, and it was the beginning of the turning, though no one, that black year, could have called it anything but the beginning of the end.
Chapter 1: The Coming Home to the Dark
They came back together after the four towns, one by one, to the ferry, and there was no gladness in the coming together, for they had each stood under a piece of the hero and said his name against the whole weight of a country learning despair, and they came home emptied, and found the dark waiting for them at home as it had waited at the towns, for the mirk years had come down over the whole realm and there was no place now that was not under them.
Tam came last, from London, the longest road, and he was changed by it, for the head on the bridge had been the worst of the five pieces and he had stood under it alone for as long as he could bear and longer, and he came up the frozen loan to the ferry-house grey in the face and older, and Effie met him, and did not ask how it had been, for she could see, and only said, “She’s waitin on ye. She held on tae hear ye were back frae the bridge. Gang in tae her first, afore ye rest, for she’s, Tam, she’s near the end noo, this winter’s near the last of her, and she’ll no settle till she’s seen ye hame frae the worst of the five roads.”
And Tam went in to Bethoc, and she was smaller again than when he had come up from Elfland, worn to almost nothing by another winter of holding on, and she opened her eyes and found him and said, in the thread of a voice that was still hers, “Ye stood under the heid. I felt it. The warst of the five and ye took it, alane, because ye’re the ane that taks the warst, ye aye were. And ye said his name against the hale black river of it. Did it help, wren? Tell me true, for we aye tell true: did it help?”
And Tam sat down by her bed, grey and emptied, and told her the truth, because the order tells the truth even when it is the hardest truth there is: “No. No that I could see, Bethoc. I stood there and said his name and the despair kept flowin west aff the horror of it and no ae thing changed that I could feel. A hale country’s learnin despair aff yon four towns and the bridge, and I was ae boy under ane of them sayin ae name, and it didna turn it, it didna even dent it, and I stood there kennin it wasna helpin and I said it onyway till I couldna staun ony langer, and I dinna ken, Bethoc, I dinna ken if it did ae bit of guid, and that’s the truth, and I’m feart, for if the office disna help when it’s needit maist, then what’s it a’ for?”
And Bethoc, dying, gave him the answer that was the whole of the book coming, the last great teaching of the eldest Warden, and she gave it slowly, for it was the hardest thing she knew and she had saved it for exactly this, for the winter she was dying and the boy was standing under the head of a hero asking whether the work was worth doing when it did not work:
“Sit close, for I’ve ae mair thing tae teach ye and it’s the biggest and I’ve near nae voice tae teach it wi’. Ye asked did it help. And ye think, because ye couldna feel it help, that maybe it didna, and that maybe the hale office is a lee, that we tell oorsels tae bear the dark. Hear me, wren, for this is the thing I’ve kept for last, for ye’re no ready for it till ye’ve stood under a heid and felt it no help: the office isna for the helpin. That’s the thing naebody can tell ye till ye’re here. Ye think we say the names tae turn the despair, and whiles it turns it, at a dyke, at a field, whaur ye can feel it turn, and thae are the easy times, the times the work seems tae work, and they’re a mercy but they’re no the truth of it. The truth of it is the times like the bridge, when ye say the name and naething turns and it disna help and ye say it onyway. For the office was never a lever tae move the despair. The office is a witness against it. Ye dinna say the hero’s name tae stop the country despairin. Ye say it because it’s TRUE, because he wasna unmade, because the despair is a lee, and a lee maun be witnessed against whether or no the witnessin stops it, for a lee unwitnessed becomes the hale truth, and a lee witnessed, even by ae wee voice in the dark that changes naething, is a lee that disna get tae be the hale truth, for there’s a witness, and the witness is the crack the truth gets back in through, some day, lang efter, when ye’re deid and canna see it. Ye stood under the heid and witnessed against the lee. Ye didna move the despair. Ye did somethin better and harder: ye keepit the truth alive in the dark, unhelped, unrewarded, whaur it would have dee’d if naebody cam, and a truth keepit alive in the dark is the ainly seed there is of a mornin ye’ll no live tae see. That’s the office, wren. No the helpin. The witnessin. And it’s warth daein when it helps and it’s warth daein when it disna, and it’s warth MAIST when it disna, for thon’s when it’s the ainly thing haudin the truth alive at a’. Ye did the office. It didna help. And it was the finest thing ye ever did, finer nor Falkirk, finer nor the teind, for onybody can dae the office when it works, and it taks a Warden entire tae dae it when it disna, and ye did, under the warst of the five, alane, and I’m prouder of ye for the bridge that didna help than for a’ the nichts that did, and that’s the last big thing I’ve tae teach ye, and I’ve taught it, and I’m wearit noo, and I’ll rest, and ye’ll sit by me, and ye’ll ken, when I’m gone, that ye’re ready, for a Warden that can dae the office when it disna help is a Warden that’s dune learnin, and ye’re dune, wren, ye’re dune learnin, and it braks my hairt and it’s the best thing I ever did, tae see ye dune.”
Chapter 2: A Lament for Wallace, from the Fragments
From the Warden Fragments: a lament, not a battle-song, made in the year of the quartering and kept quiet, for it was dangerous to sing, and the collectors found only pieces of it, sung under the breath by old folk who would not say where they had it. The order kept it whole, for the order keeps the laments the folk are too feart to keep, that being one of the reasons there is an order. It is set to no tune the collectors could name; one singer said only, “It’s sung slow, and low, and no whaur the sodgers can hear.”
They hung him on the fower towns, And his heid abune the water, And they thocht tae teach us tae despair Wi’ the hero hewn in quarter.
But hear, ye fower towns, and hear, ye brig, And hear, ye watchin dark: Ye have his body, and nae mair, For the body’s no the mark.
Ye canna hang a man on a wa’, Tho ye hang his flesh fu’ hie, For the man’s no in the flesh ye hung, He’s whaur ye canna see.
Ye taught us that the brave are broke, And the hopefu’ come tae harm, And it’s true, and it’s aye been true, And it’s no the hale of the sang.
For the hale of the sang is this, and low, Whaur the sodgers canna hear: That a man may be hewn in fower on the towns And minded hale for a’ that, and mair,
By them that come in the deid of the nicht Tae the fit of the iron and the wa’, And say his name whaur the day-folk despaired, And winna be taught ava.
Sae they hung him high tae mak us greet, And we greet, for he’s sair tae tine, But we come in the dark and we say his name, And we winna despair for a sign.
For a sign’s a thing they hing on a wa’, And a name’s a thing we keep, And the wa’ will fa’ and the iron will rust And the name we’ll say in oor sleep,
And say tae oor bairns, and they tae theirs, Lang efter the towns are gane, William Wallace, that they hewed in fower, And we minded hale, ilk ane.
Sae sing it low, and sing it slow, And no whaur the sodgers bide, For they have the body, and we have the man, And the man is on oor side.
Collector’s note: the last verse the folk would not sing at all in the years it was made, for “we have the man, and the man is on oor side” was a hanging matter, when a piece of the man hung on your own town’s wall to teach you otherwise; and the order marks that this is exactly why the lament matters, for a truth too dangerous to sing is a truth the enemy has nearly won, and the singing of it, low, in the dark, no whaur the sodgers bide, is the whole of the order’s office in the mirk years, said in a song: to keep the dangerous truth alive, low and quiet and unhelping, until the day it is safe to sing it loud, which the makers of the lament did not live to see, and it came, and it is sung loud now, and it was kept, low, through the mirk, by folk too feart to sing it and too faithful to let it die, which is the order, whether they knew the word for themselves or not.
Chapter 3: The Office of a Realm Going Dark
The order held a chapter in the mirk, and it was the grimmest it had ever held, for the question before it was one it had never faced: how do you contest a harvest that has no field?
They had always, before, had a place and a night. The parish had its dyke and its gloaming; the field had its slaughter and its dark after; even the teind had its rendering and its crossing. The work was hard but it had edges, a where and a when, a night you could go to and a thing you could do. And the mirk years had no edges. The despair the enemy fed on now was not gathered at a field to be contested in a night; it was spread over the whole realm, thin and universal and endless, seeping out of the quartered hero and the failing war and the general dark, a slow flood off ten thousand small griefs and one great one, flowing west to the howe day and night with no crest to break, no field to hold, no single soul or single place where the order could stand and turn it. It was everywhere, and everywhere is the one place an order of ten and a boy cannot be.
“We cannae dae it,” said one of the gathered, plainly, and it needed saying, for it was true. “We’ve aye been able tae be whaur the harvest was, on the nicht it was reaped, for it was aye at ae place. This isna at a place. It’s everywhaur, ilka day, aff the hale realm. We cannae be everywhaur. We’re ten and a boy. The maist we can dae is rin frae grief tae grief, sayin names at ane while ten mair gang unminded, and it’ll wear us tae naething and the flood’ll no even notice. I’ll say the thing naebody’s sayin: this is a harvest we cannae contest. It’s ower big. And I dinna ken what the office even is, when the harvest’s the hale warld and we’re ten souls, and I’d raither say it plain than pretend.”
And there was a silence, for it was true, and Thomas let the silence sit, for a true hard thing must be let sit before it can be answered, and then he gave the answer, which was Bethoc’s answer, the one she had given Tam by her bed, opened out for the whole order:
“Ye’re richt,” said Thomas, “and I’ll no pretend ye’re no. We cannae contest this harvest. It’s ower big, and we’re ower few, and if the office is tae TURN the despair, tae stop the flood, then we’ve lost, for we cannae, and we should a’ gang hame. But hear me, for Bethoc’s taught me and taught the wren the ae thing that answers this, and it’s the hardest thing in the hale craft and we’re ainly ready for it noo, in the mirk, for ye cannae learn it till ye’re here: the office was never tae turn the despair. That’s the easy times’ idea of the office, the field’s idea, whaur ye can feel it turn. The true office, the mirk-years office, isna tae turn the flood, that we cannae. It’s tae witness against it. Tae keep the truth alive in the dark. No everywhaur, we cannae be everywhaur; but somewhaur; ilka nicht; ae name, in ae place, said true against the lee; no because it turns the flood, it disna, but because a lee unwitnessed becomes the hale truth, and a lee witnessed, even by ae voice, even in ae place, even unhelpin, is a lee that disna get tae be the hale of it, for there’s a witness, and the witness keeps the truth alive till the day, lang efter us, when it can turn things, and it canna turn things now, and we keep it alive now sae it CAN, then. That’s the mirk office. No tae save the realm; we cannae; the realm maun gang doun intae its dark and come oot in its ain time and we’ll no live tae see the comin-oot. But tae keep the truth alive THROUGH the dark, sae there’s somethin tae come oot TAE. A realm that despairs entire, wi’ nae witness, comes oot the ither side, if it comes oot at a’, wi’ naething, for it learnt the lee hale and keepit nae truth. A realm that despairs wi’ even ae order in it, sayin the names, low, in the dark, unhelpin, comes oot wi’ the truth still alive in it, keepit through the dark by the few that widna despair, and thon truth, keepit, is the seed of everything that comes efter. We’re no here tae win the mirk years. We’re here tae cairry the truth through them, alive, sae it’s there on the far side. That’s the office. It’s smaller than ye want and it’s bigger than it looks, and it’s a’ there is, and it’s enough, and it’s the hardest thing we’ve ever done, tae work wi’ nae hope of seein it help, and it’s why the mirk years are the test of the hale order, for onybody can dae the work when it works, and it taks the hale of what we are tae dae it when it disna, for the sake of a mornin we’ll no live tae see.”
And the order took it, in the grim chapter, and it did not comfort them, for it was not a comfort, it was a commission, and a hard one: not to save the realm, but to carry the truth through the dark alive, each of them, somewhere, every night, unhelping, unrewarded, for the sake of a morning none of them would see; and they divided again, thinner than ever, to spread the witness as wide as ten souls and a boy could spread it across a realm gone dark, not to be everywhere, which they could not, but to be somewhere, every night, saying the names against the flood, keeping the truth alive in the mirk, and it was the beginning of the hardest work the order ever did, and the least rewarded, and, though none of them could have called it so that black year, the finest, for it was the work that, done unhelping through the dark, kept alive the one thing the far-off dawn would need, which was a truth that had not been let die.
Chapter 4: Chronicle, the Taking and Death of Wallace, Untouched
From Colm’s teaching-book, the plain history, kept beside the night-work and touched in nothing. Colm sets down at the head that he keeps it brief on purpose: “I’ll no dwell on the manner of his death mair than the record needs, for tae dwell on it is tae dae the English wark, and mak of the unmakin of a man a spectacle, which was the hale purpose of it. I set doun what happened, plain, and pass on, for the man was mair than his death, and the order minds the man.”
In the year of grace thirteen hundred and five, William Wallace, that had been Guardian of Scotland and had never made his peace with England through all the years since, was taken near Glasgow, betrayed, the chronicles say, by a Scot, one Sir John Menteith, into the hands of the English; and was carried south to London, bound.
He was brought to trial at Westminster, in the great hall, crowned in mockery with a garland of oak, and charged with treason, among much else; and he answered to the charge of treason that he could not be a traitor to the King of England, for he had never been that king’s man nor sworn him fealty, which was true, and availed him nothing, for the trial’s end was fixed before its beginning.
And he was condemned, and given the death appointed for traitors, which the order’s book records once, plainly, and does not dwell on: he was drawn through the city, and hanged, and taken down living, and the rest that was done to such men was done to him, and he was beheaded, and his body was hewn in four quarters. His head was set upon a pole on the bridge over the Thames. His four quarters were sent to four towns of the north, to Newcastle, to Berwick, to Stirling, and to Perth, and there displayed, that the sight of them might warn the realm against rebellion.
He died, the chronicles that are not English agree, with courage, and without recanting his cause, and asked, it is said, for a psalter to be held open before him to the last, and so went out of the world, the first great man of the war and, many held then and hold now, the truest, for he was of no great house and sought no crown and wanted, so far as any could tell, only the realm’s freedom, and got for it the traitor’s death, and gave the realm, by the manner of his dying, a thing the English had not reckoned on, which was a martyr, whose memory outlived every wall his quarters hung on.
Colm’s note: mark what the English intended and what they got, for it is the whole lesson of the mirk years in one act. They intended despair; they built the cruelty to teach it; drawn, hanged, beheaded, quartered, displayed on five places over a whole realm, for weeks, a public engine of despair, the cleverest the war devised. And it worked, for a season; the realm did despair, and went down into its dark. But mark the longer sum: a hero killed cleanly is a martyr and a martyr is a seed, and they did not kill him cleanly, they unmade his body in the sight of a people, and in the unmaking they made, against their whole intent, a martyr greater than any clean death could have made, for a people that watched a hero hewn in four for the love of the realm did not, in the end, learn to despair of the realm; it learned that the realm was worth being hewn in four for; and that lesson, slow, buried under the despair, kept alive in the dark by the ones who came and said his name, was the seed of everything that came after, and it was planted by the English, in their cleverness, who meant to plant despair and planted, instead, a martyr, for that is the way of the enemy’s cruelties, that they overreach, and grow the very thing they meant to kill, and the order’s whole faith in the mirk years is built on it: that despair overreaches, always, in the end, and that the truth kept alive through the dark is there to catch the overreaching when it comes, years on, and turn it, and that the darkest cruelty is often the seed of the brightest turning, if only someone keeps the truth alive in the dark long enough for the seed to grow.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of The Mirk Years. Thank you for reading.
OEBPS/nav.xhtml
Contents

		Prologue: The Quartering

		Chapter 1: The Coming Home to the Dark

		Chapter 2: A Lament for Wallace, from the Fragments

		Chapter 3: The Office of a Realm Going Dark

		Chapter 4: Chronicle, the Taking and Death of Wallace, Untouched

		Thank You For Reading





OEBPS/cover.jpg
THE"WARDSTAN E @EFREGELT GIERE"S
——=9 BOIOK FOUR e=—g

JLELE

The dead see him.
The land remembers.





