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THE ARRIVAL

Bonjour! called a softer, sweeter version of the voice that had hailed him earlier.

Dark hair had slipped its modest arisaid and now whipped about in the wind. The lady skidded to a halt only a handsbreadth from Colins outstretched arms. Delightful eyes, the color of Highland whisky, moved over his face. Colin noted that though the woman wore a traditional leine, the delicately pleated garment was fashioned of silk rather than linen or wool, and it draped most gracefully over her bosom. Her embroidered kirtle was long, but not so great a length as to drag upon the grounda sensible precaution as the rough terrain would quickly shred the delicate material.

She said breathlessly: We did not expect you so soon.

Weve had favorable winds, Colin answered. Colin Mortlock, at your service, Mistress Balfouryour new master of the gowff. And so much more.





For my cousin, Sarahwhat a lovely person
she has grown to be.
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PROLOGUE

The king sits in Dumfermline town.
Drinking the blude-red wine: O
O whare will I get a skeely skipper,
To sail this new ship of mine?

The Ballad of Sir Patrick Spens

Colin Mortlock sat at his table in his private study in York and read the messengers missive a second time, trying in vain to make some sense of it. It was not that the letters words werent straightforward enough. The sentences were all simple statements and arranged logically, though penned in a very ill fist by someone obviously not often given to scrivacious pastimes.

The difficulty came with comprehending the context in which the message was written, and in certain absences of comment when some remark would have been normal.

Colin shook his head. He did not for one instant suppose that the brief interregnum in the north isles had made the new laird of Skye any less intelligent or capable of looking after the clans demesnes than his ruthless and half-insane father and uncle had been before him. But Colin was still uncertain of precisely what the MacLeods wanted of him in this instance, and whether he should be wary of answering this intriguing familial summons.

The letter even began interestingly, using both Latin and the Christian calendar. This was certainly a change from the style of the previous laird, who had disowned Colins mother when she married a Catholic sassun and moved south to the lands of the enemy Englishmight the French pox rot them!


To our cousin, Cailean Mortlach, at the season of the mellowing moon, in the year of our Lord 1544

Greeting Dear Kinsman!

Sorrowful tidings we have had of the death of the fifth king of the Scots called Seumas. Many brave lives and things more precious were lost at the rout of Solway Moss. But such must be expected after the dissolution of the treaty of perpetual peace.



The Treaty of Perpetual Peace designed by Henry VII and James IV had lasted a mere eleven years and had ended at Flodden Field when the flowers of Scottish nobilityand King Henrys own brother-in-lawwere all mowed down in one bloody battle. The Solway Moss debacle was rather more recent. It was an exaggeration to say that there had been heavy casualties at Solway, unless one counted the death of pride among the fatalities. If that were added to the score, then the battles losses reached tragic proportionsat least among those who hadnt been there.

The facts of the battle were either amusing or horrible, depending on which side you were on. A great many border Scots had been cheerfully captured by the stunned English army, apparently deeming arrest by the sassuns preferable to fighting under a Scottish  king whom they believed had persecuted them in their own land.

Colin shook his head again, this time in bemusement. Such a scandal would have been unthinkable under James IV. Colin did not know what had happened to Scottish pride. The Scots, Highland and Low, had always hated the English. The dislike was obligatory, part of the received truth that arrived with baptism in the cold peaty water, and possibly through a mothers milk. So this event at Solway was unique in Scottish history. All Colin could imagine was that this Lowland enthusiasm for the English monarch must have stemmed from what had happened at the battle of Soom Moss that previous year.

At Soom Moss, King Henrysometimes called Harryhad taken twenty-one Scottish nobles as prisoners, fed them a Christmas feast and then let them go again. It was one of the eighth Henrys splendid gesturesless excessive than his Cloth of Gold feast with the French monarch, but still quite memorable to the Scots. There had not been such a fete between the two opponents since the Yuletide wedding of Alexander to Margaret, when Henry III had put on a resplendent Christmas feast and the guests drank three tons of wine in five days. The Archbishop of York had provided 600 oxen, drawn and quartered, some of which had come from Colins ancestor at Pemberton Fells. Even then, his family had been in faithful service to the crown.

Colin snorted and then allowed himself a small smile. He might sometimes be baffled by the Scot Lowlanders, but he knew the northern Gaels minds very well. They were very like the Norse mind, and this show of wealth and magnanimity on the part of the  English king, while popular with the Lowland masses, doubtless infuriated the MacLeods and many other Highland lairds. They hated their king for allowing the shameful incident to have come about. They believed that, had James lived among his men, as a good king shouldfought side by side with his troops as the lairds didthen his men would not have indulged in such cowardly behavior, and all of Scotland would not have been disgraced and left in the hands of an infant queen and her inept mother.

No, if the new Laird of the Isles was actually sorrowful at Jamess passing into the afterlife a few weeks after this disgraceful battle, it was the first that Colin or anyone else knew of it. There had been only an uneasy truce between James and the Lairds of the Isles, with the current times leaning more often toward the side of unease than truce. Solway would have been the final stone in the cairn of their faltering relations. James should probably be happy that he was already dead. Things were about to get ugly in the North. Civil war was possible.

Colin most certainly didnt envy Scotlands regent, Mary of Guise, the task of knitting up the unraveled politics of the North and in the Isles for the infant queen. It would take great skill and cleverness to keep the throne for her daughter. Fortunately, this was not his problem anymore.

Colin went back to his letter, squinting at the nearly illegible text.


Sir Michael Balfour and his thirty sons were also recently lost to this world. There remains only his daughter and a young nephew at Noltland Castle near our kin on Orkney.



This was where the letter began to get obscure. Everyone had heard the amazing tale of the deaths of Michael Balfour and all of his sons in one battleleaving only his daughter as heiress to his fortune and a distant kinsman, a lad of twelve, to inherit the titlebut Colin had not the slightest notion what it had to do with the MacLeods of Skye. MacLeods were descended from the Vikings who had settled in Orkney, but Noltland was now in the territory of the Keiths and Gunns and MacKays, and it was very unlikely that these others were going to stand aside if the MacLeods made a grab for power.

Cousin, cousin, what do you intend? Without indulging in offensive pridefulness, Colin knew that he was accounted as being an astute man. But though he could sense that his cousin was steeped in some purpose in regards to Noltland, what this project might be, Colin could not yet see.

Not truly expecting enlightenment, Colin read on.


Reports of a favorable nature have reached us, and we have need of you in Orkney. You must for a time forsake the lands of this King Eachann and return home at once to Dunnvegan.

We hope that you have not forgotten your gowff.

Yrs with great affection,

Alasdair, MacLeod of the MacLeods



Now, this was the puzzler, the contradiction that could not be explained. The MacLeods were panophobic of all foreignerswhich, sadly, Colin was considered to be, in spite of his mother being sister to the last laird. And this reference to his boyhood training  in the game of golfa sport he actually detested and played most illwas frankly beyond his comprehension. He could only conclude that one or the other of them was suffering from a distemperature of the mind.

It would be reassuring to know that it was the MacLeod whose humor and reason were so disturbed, but unhappily Colin could not place his oath upon the ailment resting with his Scottish cousin. His own nature had lately been excessively troubled by odd humors, which he suspected had begun affecting his judgment.

Colin had for a long while been vaguely unhappy and restless, and he knew that his night wanderings along the long corridors of the east wing were the cause for some concern among his small entourage at Pemberton Fells, and for restlessness among the ghosts. Even his faithful MacJannet was worried about what these noctambulations might mean.

The reasons for his discontent were not easily explained to his people. Certainly, he led a lonely existence and was often long from home and in the company of hostile strangers. But that had not been his difficulty lately, for he was always at home. He had, in fact, had a surfeit of his beautiful but empty estate. And, left to his own devices, he had lately had begun to see himself as a human failure. He had no real friends, aside from the faithful MacJannet, no lover anymore, not even a wife or thankless child.

By all common measures, he was a success. His father had done well in his chosen calling, as had his father before him, finding favor with both Henry VII and Henry VIIIand being granted extensive tracts of land for information about enemies they had gathered for these monarchs. Colin, too, had served in the  capacity of eyes and ears for the crown, and been rewarded for his time in the Netherlands and France.

But this was no longer enough for him. King Harry was growing old, and his political embrace of the Protestant faith had left a country still very uneasy with its religion and monarch. No one had much confidence that the sickly Edward would survive to take his fathers placeand that left the Catholic Mary as next in line for the throne. Already there was talk of it. Many in the North actually supported her claim. Colin knew this because he was supposed to be of the True Faith, as his father and grandfather had also been, and he wisely kept abreast of these affairs.

Rencontre seemed inevitable now. Colin did not doubt that he would survive the political machinations of those who struggled for the throneafter all, he knew far too much about everyone in power for any faction to risk touching himbut still, he did not relish the lonely, wasteful fight ahead. Religious struggles were so futile and uninteresting. They lacked subtlety, something that appealed to him when he stooped to indulge in politics of his own.

And now there had come this letter of rapprochement from his kin in Skye. A letter that was full of intriguing references to many strange events and people. Might this not lend purpose to a life that had lately been lacking in stimulation?

Colin drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. It was madness. He shouldnt even be thinking about accepting the summons. The suggested journey smacked of potential grave danger and certain discomfort as he traveled roads that went from bad to nonexistent. He recalled little of his childhood visit to the Orkneys beyond vast, disagreeable expanses of gray rock, stinging  midges and biting ponies. There were no roads. And the regions politics were certainly among the bloodiest and least subtle in Scotland. It was for this reason that his father had never permitted him or his mother to return to the Isles once her homicidal brother had become chief.

Still, was the potential for swift death not better than slow suffocation from boredom? And for an intelligencer, born as well as bred, there really wasnt another choice, was there?

The only thing that might hold him back was the castle itself. One other childhood memory he had done his best to repress was of being terrorized by ghosts, unhappy shadows overseeing the memories of their earthly demise. There were dozens of them from the dank dungeons to the highest room in the tower, all of them hostile and forlorn. His mother, who could also see these apparitions and lived in terror of being named a witch for the affliction, had assured him that the sad perseverations could not harm him, but he had never been convinced that the ghosts agreed. And since most of them had good reason to hate MacLeods, he was not reassured of their benevolent intentions.

Still, he was a man grown and much better able to handle the dead. Had he not learned to use these often-instructive perseverations as tools in his investigations?

What say you, Brother Stephen? he asked the sad shadow of a monk sitting in the corner of the library. Colin didnt truly expect an answer. Brother Stephen had no head. The poor wretch was the least informative ghost Colin had ever met. Not that he visited with many. The shades were stupid, as a rule, and interested only in their own downfalls. The best most  could do was to replay their violent ends, thus naming their killers.

A decision reached, Colin rose to his feet and went to the door. He pulled it wide and addressed both the messenger who waited and his faithful factotum who lingered conveniently nearby.

MacJannet, please begin preparations for travel. We will be going to Scotland.

Thomas MacJannet, well used to his masters peculiar fits and starts, did not even blink an eye at the command. He might well consider his masters plan a foolish enterprise, but he would never admit it before strangers. Such words would abort themselves, stillborn treason that would not be permitted spoken life. This was one reason Colin valued MacJannet above rubies.

Colin turned to the tall, blond lad who stood silently by the window. He supposed that they were kin of some sort, but the boy had not offered his genealogy and Colin had not asked for it.

You may tell our cousin MacLeod that I shall join him as speedily as I am able.

The golden giant cracked a small smile. The MacLeod will be best pleased tae hear it.

One would certainly hope so, Colin muttered, as he retreated into his study and closed the door. I know full well that this journey is going to be bloody uncomfortable.

But it would also be interestingor so he hoped. And he was willing to suffer a great many inconveniences to his person if it brought some relief to his minds endless tedium.





CHAPTER ONE

Ye Highlands, and ye Lawlands,
Oh where have you been?
They have slain the Earl of Murray,
And they layd him on the green.

The Bonny Earl of Murray

George, cher? Mistress Frances Balfour enquired of her young cousin in the French tongue, which she was endeavoring to teach him. Her voice was raised slightly against the omnipresent wind. Do you think it very wicked of us to be out playing jeu de mail so soon after my fathers death?

Jeu de mail? young George asked.

Gowff, she translated, as she carefully lined up her shot on the sparse moor. The trick, she had soon learned after beginning play on the harsh heath, was to completely avoid the thistle hedges because the bristling thorns ripped open the leather balls and spilled out the feathers. Then the wind snatched the emptied sacks and whisked them away. Feathers could be replaced, but leather was scarce and expensive on Orkney now that the cattle was gone.

Oh.

Frances frowned in concentration. After all, it wasnt just Father who died, but my brothers as wellthirty of them.

Well, the boy answered, considering, admiring his elder cousins graceful yet forceful swing, which bunged those stubborn balls high into the air. Most of them were only your half brothers. And we were barely familiar with any of them. In fact, I am not certain I recall all their names, so unacquainted were we. Anyhow, many were bastards, which you probably should not have known about anyway.

True. And it was also true that she was secretly content to have not been well acquainted with them. The few siblings she had known were uniformly arrogant and prideful, and dismissive of her feelings and desires. Her father had been much the same. After he had sent her to a French convent against her mothers wishes, it would have been complete pretense to suggest that there had been any love left between father and daughter, or husband and wifemuch less between unacquainted siblings.

Still, it seemed vaguely shameful that she felt so little grief at their passing when she had mourned so long the loss of her mother. However, the sad fact was that she felt much closer to this young cousin, who had also been orphaned at an early age and raised away from his home, than she ever had to her own brothers. She and George shared more than a love of games. They had an intimate understanding of loss, as well as an appreciation for the expensive fluctuations of Scottish politics and war.

As penitence for her lack of filial piety, she began listing her brothers names, but reached a dead end at sibling twenty-four. Disappointed but unsurprised at her lack of recollection, she sighed and said: King James even outlawed the game, you know, because it distracted men from serious things.

They both knew that she was speaking of the fourth James of Scotland and not the recently deceased king, the father to the infant queen.

Nice shot, George complimented, preparing to address his own ball. You are still a good club length from the cliff, too. Mayhap the birds will leave your ball alone this time. They must be very stupid creatures to not know the difference between a ball and an egg.

Frances nodded, watching anxiously as George began his swing. He had a tendency to throw his head up at the last moment and many of his balls went astray. It was her hope that the new Master of the Gowff would be able to cure him of this habit. As a female, it was not her place to correct his form.

Actually, though he needed a great deal of help and guidance, there was only so much that she could do to aid her young cousin in any aspect of life. She had no more experience at leading a clan than he did, and as little inclination for the job. All she had was moneyand even that, only so she was told. She had not actually seen any of it. Had George been older they might have married, thus giving him the money needed to hire men to defend the tower. But as it was, he was too young to wed, and he would not take any money from her even if he had been confident of being able to control a band of mercenaries.

Also, it was an unfortunate fact that her dowry might be needed to bribe a suitable husband into defending their home, provided that one could be found. Supposedly they were under the regents protection, but the seat of power was a long way away, with Mary de Guise probably very busy holding the throne for the infant Mary, and the MacKays, Keiths, Gunns,  and MacLeods were very near. As long as the prize of her hand and fortune was still a possibility, Francess rapacious neighbors seemed content to woo and not war. But that would all change when her time of mourning was up and she still refused them entrance to the castle, or if she were to become betrothed to someone else.

Unfortunately, it would also change if someone got impatient with her excuses. The most likely candidate for this dangerous irritation was the new MacLeod. Alasdair was ruthless and quite anxious to consolidate his power at this time when the new Scottish government was distracted by affairs in the South, and consequently he was pressing her hard.

Her unease had grown daily since the lairds last visit, and she was now often awake in the dark hours pondering their situation, and how she might escape marriage. So often was she awake in the dark hours that she had developed a routine of opening her shutters and watching the moon track across the sky. It was after she had started doing this that she had noticed some poor hound howling in the night, disturbing her lonely vigil at her bedchamber window. It began every night after the moon set and continued until dawn. It was not a comforting sound, bringing to mind as it did the tale of the spectral hound that was supposed to live in the dark hole beneath the main staircase. The Bokey hound, as it was called, always appeared whenever a Balfour was supposed to die. She had never seen the beast, but many of the castle inhabitants swore it had been about the night her father had died.

George brought his club down hard, spraying Frances with sand. As with his previous ball, Georges latest  efforts lofted it off of the true course and out toward the sea.

Damnation, he muttered. I think perhaps we need to play as they do in the Lowlands.

And how is that? Frances asked, dusting away sand as George pulled another ball from his bulging sporran and dropped it upon the ground.

Well, you are supposed to take a nip of whisky at the start of each hole. It keeps you warm and limber when you have to get things out of the water. Nor do you mind as much when you lose your ball. A small dimple appeared in his cheek.

They dont have cliffs in the Lowlands, Frances said repressively. She did not care for whisky and did not want her cousin to develop a taste for it. Many who came to like the uisge beatha at a young age were immoderate in its consumption, and it made them drunken imbeciles in adulthood.

Fortunate Lowlanders, George grumbled. They may also play futbawe.

Frances began to tell him that football was a vulgar sport for common people. Then, seeing him again taking an improper stance and unable to resist any longer, she added: Try keeping your head down when you swing and do step a little closer to the ball.

George swung a second time. The club connected with a satisfying whap and the ball shot over the thistle hedge.

There it goes! he said excitedly.

Oui, into the great sand pile.

Georges face fell. Do you truly think so?

Je regrette, but yes. Do not worry, though. You may borrow my bunkard club.

Thank you, George replied, going to pick up their  bag. Frances had devised it out of a pannier and a strap so it was not so burdensome to carry their different clubs about.

Both cousins looked around carefully before leaving the shelter of the castle wall and venturing out to the cliffs. There were three sound reasons for this caution. The first was the stinging midges that rushed inland any time the wind abated. Secondly, there was always the possible danger of kidnap by their neighbors. And the third cause, which was by far the most pressing reason for caution, was to avoid a meeting with Tearlach MacAdam.

Tearlach, the mad broganeer of Noltland, was a castle fixture. He had been around from the beginning of Francess time here, and there was no apparent hope of convincing him to go elsewhere to live. He had been a boon companion of the last Balfour and was, the castle staff assumed, basically well-intentioned in his infliction of company upon the new laird and heiress.

But the two cousins did not care for him. George disliked him because of his bagpipes, and Frances because she found Tearlachs often-obscene abstrusities impossible to tolerate. Frances called him homo absurdian when others could not hear, a bit of ill-natured name-calling that she did not direct at any other residents, however annoying their habits.

Possibly this malice was reserved for the broganeer because Tearlach also had the infuriating habit of stripping down to a dirk and boots and then wandering about so that he might air his pores. He would then take up his bagpipeswhich he played so very ill that others referred to him as Agonybagsand join George and Frances out on the heath as they attempted to play golf.

His nakedness and awful playing were equally hard to endure.

And of course, though no one else realized it, Frances knew his talk of the healthful benefits of airing the pores was all a lie. She had seen the wicked glint in his eye when he watched her. Like most Scots, he probably thought her a woman of low morals because she wore the forbidden silk of France and played a mans sportand played it well. She thought it stupid to equate female competence with immorality, but the church had proclaimed it truth, so truth it now was.

Tearlach claimed, when pressed by an angry George, that he followed Frances about so that he would be at hand to protect her if any enemy tried to seize upon her while they were outside the castle walls. Frances did not believe this, either. A naked man armed with only a dirk would be of no assistance in a battleunless, of course, the glimpse of his bony shanks had the effect of a Medusa upon a raider. Francess first glimpse had very nearly paralyzed her. The thought of facing such male ugliness on her wedding night was enough to end all aspirations of marriage. She could only hope that other men were less repulsive.

No, Tearlach had other reasons for following her and George, and she had soon discovered that they were not polite.

Though some effort had been made to preserve her innocence when she returned from the convent, Noltland was a small castle and its occupants not immune to the sin of gossip. Frances soon discovered Tearlachs unsavory history. He had, in his youth, been a rather dissolute person and a great fancier of those of lower classes who wore the kirtle. Doubtless that was why he had been such fast friends with her father.  There was no sin of the flesh to which he had not turned a handor worse body part.

Now that Tearlach was old and unable to dance a mattress jig, as he so colorfully phrased it, he was in the habit of following young people about in the hope of catching them in the act. He believed it would reanimate his hanging Jimmie. His organ had been useless since the old lairds death. Guilt at his own survival, when all others had died at Flodden, had appeared in the form of a grievous ghost, a specter that no one except Tearlach could see. The vengeful spirit had removed his ability to copulate. He was desperate to try anything that would again make him able to enjoy a sexual connection with a woman.

Unfortunately, when he could not find anyone to watch, he liked to ask personal questions. The coarse people who lived at Noltland thought this amusing and did not understand Francess distaste for the man. They excused his behavior because he was one of the few men left near the castle and a piper. They asked: Was he not as impotent as a capon? Why should she fear him and try to escape his watchful eye? She did not have a lover who she wished to keep secret, did she?

He might well be a human capon, but impotent or not, she did not like the man. And now that she had relearned more of her native tongue and comprehended the true meaning of his words, the thought of some of Tearlachs impudent inquiries caused a flush to mantle her cheeks. So angry and embarrassed had they made her that she had, in a fit of rage, accepted the visiting MacLeods offer to supply her with a youngand strongMaster of the Gowff who might serve as her guard and protector when she and George went out to play.

She had also finally told Tearlach that if he again raised the subject of bollocks, pillicocks or membrum virile in her presence she would have him whipped. Further, she had told him that his air-bathing must be done away from her or she would see that his hanging Jimmie was castrated from his body, making him a capon in fact and not metaphor. She would have said more, but the man was fouler than the limitations of the English language would allow her to express. All of her available insults were agricultural, and one could not very well ask what sheep had spawned him without being insulting to perfectly innocent animals that provided them with much-needed wool.

Unfortunately, these threats to his person had only increased Tearlachs interest in her, and until the new Master of Gowff arrived, she did not know whom she could get to beat or castrate the privy-mouthed broganeer. George was too young, and the other castle inhabitants regarded him as some sort of combination of buffoon and lucky talismanand Frances was not yet prepared to welcome any of her suitors into Noltlands affairs, though she did not doubt that any one of them would be only too pleased to commit acts of violence on her behalf. That was the sort of men they were.

Are you quite well, Frances? George asked solicitously, seeing the heat that flushed his cousins cheeks. The sun is not too warm for you? If you are feeling howish we may retire.

Non. I am well, mon cousin. Let us play on through before we are discovered. Then you must go to practice archery and I must go to my loom.

George grimaced and they exchanged a sympathetic look. Neither of the cousins cared for these assigned  chores, but in the present circumstances they were necessary and one could only shirk so much of ones duty in one day.

Do you know, Frances, I truly wish that my father or grandfather was still alive.

Why, petit? Other than the obvious reasons, of course.

Because then I neednt become a laird, and practice archery, and live in this drafty old castle. I could have remained in the South and attended university.

Frances sighed in sympathy. I understand, mon cousin. I understand. I do not like living in a drafty castle either. But be of good cheer. Our new Master of the Gowff shall be here soon. That will be pleasant, oui?







CHAPTER TWO

In behint yon auld fail dyke,
I wot there lies a new slain knight;
And naebody kens that he lies there,
But his hawk, his hound, and lady fair.

The Twa Corbies

Colin entered Dunnvegan through the sea gate that waited silently at the end of the deep fosse where the lightly-crewed galley was moored. Given a torch by one of the sailors, he was sent up alone to the castle gate, a matter he and the silent MacJannet found most curious and even a bit alarming. But ever a slave to curiosity, he waved his concerned servant away and took the long, dark climb up the curving, rough-hewn stairs at a brisk pace without checking to see that his sword and dirk were still in place beneath his cloak. An angry ghost with a cloven head and a bloody hollow in his chest where a heart once resided followed him closely. Barely ashore and already the ghosts were gathering.

It struck Colin as more than odd that he was not to receive the welcome of the prodigal son, Highland hospitality being what it was. But except for a lone man with a lantern at the top of the stairs, there was no one living to greet him as he stepped into the castle.

So, his visit was clandestine. This added another layer to the mystery of his summons.

His nocturnal welcomerif such was the manwas elderly and seemed to understand only Norwegian. Fortunately, Colin had a facility for language and still retained his native tongues of Gaelic and Norse, so he was able to answer the garbled greeting politely. This earned him a certain level of approval, though not so much approbation as to cause the oldster to actually smile upon him.

They traveled down a deserted corridor, which felt especially cold and dark in its loneliness, though the evening was not at all chill and the torch shed adequate heat and light about them as they walked. Perhaps it was the unhappy ghost that cast a pall over the passage.

The old man knocked once upon a heavy, ironstrapped door, and then opened it without a word. He jerked his head, indicating that Colin should enter, and then backed away, taking his lantern and the ghost with him.

Colin wondered if perhaps the mans tongue had been torn out. If so, by whom? Probably not Alasdair. His cousin was capable of cruelty, but he tended to simply kill people who annoyed him. He hadnt the patience for torture that his father had possessed.

The room beyond was well lit by a large fire burning on the deep flags and several torches set in sconces in the wall. There were two large wooden chairs pulled up near the hearth, neither presently occupied. Above the hearth was a stone carving, a bulls head embedded into the rock of the wall. As art, it was not appealing. As a reminder of the MacLeods absolute power within the castle walls, it was most effective.

Heavy footsteps approached, and Colin turned to greet his cousin. He had only a dim memory of his time with Alasdair, but the memorable features of a prematurely stern face and the scar at the corner of his left eye were easily recalled.

Greetings, cousin, Colin said softly, watching as the big man closed the heavy door behind him and set a bolt in place. It was confirmation of the MacLeods desire for privacy, had Colin truly possessed any doubts about the nature of his visit.

Health upon you, cousin, Alasdair responded, finally smiling. You had a good journey?

Favorable winds all the way. Colin shed his cloak, partly because the room was warm. Partly to be better able to reach his sword.

That is a good omen. Freya is with us.

The two men approached one another and embraced cautiously. Both were armed with swords and dirks and had sgian dubhs tucked into their boots. Thanks to their other silver ornamentation, they clanked when they took one anothers arms.

I am glad that life among the sassuns did not stunt your growth overmuch, Alasdair said.

Colin found himself glad of his extra inches. Though he did not expect to be molested, and was counted a deadly swordsman thanks to his ambidexterity, he had come as a near-stranger to a land of giants, and it would not do to be the only dwarf among these chesty, arrogant leviathans.

Let me pour you a glass of the Lowland wine they tell me you favor, and tell you why I have brought you here when winter is approaching.

Certainly, Colin said with a smile, but inside he was lifting a brow. Such haste and lack of pretenseeven with a strangerwas unseemly, and a violation of all manners and protocol. To use it with a family member only just returned home was unheard of. The situation had to be most urgent and secretive.

That usually meant that someonetypically the lairdwas in circumstances inimical to his health and or power. Someone or something had to be threatening the new MacLeod. And whatever it was, it couldnt be removed with a battle-axe or broadsword, or else Colin felt sure it would have been dealt with already.

This knowledge, rather than providing a sensible notice of alarm, only served to further whet Colins curiosity.

We are the sons of Frey, Alasdair began, handing Colin a goblet and waving him toward a chair. The chalice was made of silver, not gold, but beautifully crafted. Most MacLeods favored silver because of their connection toand fear ofthe faeries. All MacLeods have a blood tie that cannot be broken. There are neither mountains so hard, nor seas so vast that these bonds will ever be sundered. I reckon my kin to the hundredth degree.

He drank. The MacLeod managed not to shudder at the wine, but plainly he did not care for it. He probably considered it an effete, womanly drink.

Colin sipped politely to acknowledge the toast, enjoying the fine Madeira his cousin despised. He waited while Alasdair took his seat. He tactfully did not mention his mother being cast out of the bosom of her family for marrying a foreigner and also for having The Sight. Perhaps the ties of blood to the hundredth degree did not extend to the females of the line, especially if they were suspected of being witches.

You have heard of the fate of Michael Balfour,  Alasdair said abruptly, either abandoning his appeal for clan loyalty or else feeling he had said enough on the subject. MacLeods were not sentimentalists.

Indeed. The story is already legend. There are Balfours in the South and they can speak of little else.

Thanks to this stupid war, this Balfour is survived by only two relatives. The lads name is Seoras.

Colin mentally translated: the boy was named George.

The other is the daughter of Michael, one Frances Balfour. She is the heiress of Noltland Castle and all its lands and monies. Shes a comely wench, too, even though she has the look and manner of the French about her.

Colin stared carefully at his cousins face, wishing that he could see it without the tricky wavering of the firelight. Alasdairs tone and the use of the girls sassun name suggested that he was either very wary, very respectful, or very interested in this heiress. The fact that he had commented on her attractiveness was interesting. Heiresses could be missing limbs and teeth, as ugly as a Highland sheep with mange, and still be considered desirable. Consequently, their appearance was not often dwelled upon.

Aye? he prompted, wishing more detail.

At present she is well enough protected by her fathers remaining men. Thank goodness the braggart was not so stupid as to leave the castle completely unguarded or the wolves would be upon her. Alasdair shrugged, looking more annoyed than gratified in the dead lairds foresight, in spite of his grudging words of praise. However, if she does not choose a suitor soon, I fear that come winter some of her neighbors may attempt to take the castle and force her into marriage.

Are any of them likely to gain her cousins consent to wed? Or the regents? Colin asked carefully.

Seoras is but a boy. Twould be an easy matter to get rid of him. And the regent Alasdair shrugged. Well, Mary of Guise is very far from here. Busy as she is in the Lowlands defending herself from the sassuns, all could be accomplished before she was even aware of events.

True. The regent is presently much occupied with things in the South. Colins own tone was bland. He didnt mention John Knox and the troublesome reformers who had begun to spread their militant religion over the land. It was not just witches who were burning.

Aye, shes getting a rough wooing from the English and their cursed religiona pox on them all!

Colin took another sip of sweet wine. So, being that the regent is elsewhere occupied, out of the goodness of your heart you wish to offer the Balfours some protection? he suggested.

Ayeprotection. Alasdair smiled happily at this tactful, though mostly untrue, summation. The only thing that will make Noltland safe is for the girl to marry someone strong enough to hold the keep.

And to keep Seoras safe until he is grown and can look after the keep himself? Colin suggested.

Alsdair shrugged again, but said, Well, aye. Of course, if she wanted him kept. And if the Bokey hound does not claim him.

Colin blinked at the implied ruthlessness and then asked: Bokey hound?

Aye, a fiend, a hound of Hell that howls when the laird is to die. They say the beast has been lately seen abroad. Alsdair actually looked a bit uneasy. He was a Christian, but only nominally, and his Viking roots  were still firmly grounded in the world of vicious monsters and fearful alchemies.

And this hound is going to kill the boy? Colin found this tale of a hound to be rather convenient, and suspected it was an invention designed to terrorize either the MacLeod or the youngest Balfour. If the former, he had to wonder who at Noltland Castle had invented the tale. If the latterwell, that matter needed further cogitation. And though suspicious, Colin himself did not dismiss this wild tale out of hand. He had yet to see an actual hellhound, but he had seen enough other things that he did not rule out the possibility of ones existence.

Well, perhaps it shall. Who knows what devilish beasties may do? But what of it? The lass will have no need of him once she is married. He would only be in the way of her own children, Alasdair pointed out with the ruthless logic for which he was famous.

Colin blinked again, and wondered if Frances Balfour could be anywhere near as cold-blooded as Alasdair seemed to think her. And you have approached the girl with your offer of protection?

Ayeand the stubborn lass wont have me! She says she is still mourning her father and brothers and isnt prepared to wed anyone until the year is out.

That is not unreasonable, surely, Colin suggested. She did lose thirty-one of her family after all.

Ayeaye! But they were Balfoursjust bags of prideful wind. How sad could she be?

Deciding to be direct, Colin asked: And my role in this affair is to be what? An emissary to plead your case to Mistress Balfour?

Nay. Twould do no good. Ive had emissaries aplenty there and gone myself. I even offered her the  choice of my kinsmen who would take her to wifethough why she would want another when I am willing to wed her is beyond all kenning.

Colin, noted for his tact and delicate diplomacies, did not comment.

What I need, cousin, the MacLeod went on. Well, I need someone inside the castle. Someone who can earn her trustsomeone to persuade her that the MacLeods are not greedy and cruel, and that she should trust me.

The irony of this request did not seem to present itself to the MacLeod, who doubtless considered himself to be only normally ambitious and merely firm in his dealings rather than merciless.

I see. And I am to be that person? Colin asked. But why? Surely there is some other who could do this.

Alasdair shook his head. You are dark like her father and a Lowlander as well. Mayhap that will lead to some liking. She does not seem to care for blond men. Alasdair did not appear concerned with the fact that his proposed bride did not favor his golden looks. Also, you have skills as an intelligencer. You Mortlocks have always been subtle and sneaky.

That was true, though Colin rather thought of himself as being less devious than perceptive. And MacLeods were always as stubborn and unbending as steel, he muttered in the English tongue. He found that he was beginning to feel very sorry for this unknown Frances Balfour. A determined MacLeod was a pitiless thing indeed.

How do you suggest inserting me into the household? he finally asked. Or is this for me to plan?

Well, cousin, there is the beauty of it. The girl has spent much of her time in the Lowlands and France, and she has acquired a taste for gowff. You are a Lowlander, too. It will serve in this instance.

Somehow this sounded vaguely insulting, but Colin let the matter pass. All Highlanders and islanders had low opinions of those who dwelt in the Borders and the sassun lands beyond.

The rest of the plan, however, was too ridiculous to let go without comment. Alasdair, this is a preposterous and unsensible notion. And dishonest, Colin added scrupulously, though he knew the argument would fall on deaf ears. What will she care about my being a sassun Lowlander? There are better ways to go about this wooing. Send her some tributes. Or let her go to the MacKays.

Now, laddie, dont say that! She is likely to be my future brideif I can get rid of that MacDonnell wench my father plighted me to. I must keep her safe until she comes to her senses. I could lay siege to Noltland, but she would not like itand the bloody MacKays would likely be there, too. And if there are MacKays, then there will soon be Gunns. This is a much better planmuch less wasteful. You will soon come to be friends with the girl, convince her that she and the boy need my protection. And later, if she remains stubborn about marriage, you can open the gates for me and let my men in. The treacherous betrayal of his hostess was suggested casually.

Colin reminded himself that, while he had been raised with the chivalric tales of love, the Norse had no such romantic notions to hamper them. Expediency was the order of the day.

For a moment he made no comment, choosing to  sip his wine and reflect carefully. Finally he asked: Are the MacKays and the Gunns still at war?

Are the MacDonalds still the stinking spawn of the devil? Alasdair asked rhetorically. Of course the MacKays and Gunns are at war!

And the Keiths? Colin asked.

Still murderous bastards, every one of them, his cousin declared with a touch of pride, reminding Colin of the fact that he was related to Keiths on his mothers side.

HmYou know that this may prove a tricky undertaking. Noltland, that is a tower fortress, yes? The most northerly one in Scotland, if I recall, and right upon the sea. It is also completely surrounded on land by MacKays and Gunns and Keiths. And the Bishop of Orkney also has an interest there, has he not? Besides that, you know it will be cold and boringand worse come winter.

Ayebut tis not so ill a place for all that it is on the sea. I hear that they have wrights, carpenters, smiths, one damned clever armourereven a magicked seannachie who plays strange songs upon the pipes. And there must be some fighting men left as well, as their pikes are seen up on the battlements, changing at regular hours. And there is also sport to be hadgood otter-huntingand there are some cattle to bleed in the cold season so none shall go hungry.

Aye, and they also have constant war with their neighbors, and perishing damp and cold, and apparently a spectral houndnot to mention disease in the winter, for they have only cow blood to eat.

Alasdair waved a dismissive hand.

You fuss over nowt. There has been no real plague on Orkney for a goodish while. Apparently war and  cold were so commonplace as to not require comment.

Colin wondered if he might actually like eating otter and blood pudding.

A moment of reflection convinced him that he would rather not take the culinary risk. He was not that inured to hardship. If he went to Noltland, it would be with food.

Youve not actually been in the castle then? he asked absently.

Nay, shell have no one in while they are in mourning. Smart lass, he added grudgingly. If she allowed me inside, shed have no way to rebuff the MacKays and Keiths and Gunns.

I see. Colin frowned a little. Its good that she is at least that sensible.

In any event, you neednt worry about an overland journey through MacKay country, for I shall send you by sea in the galley, Alasdair coaxed, then added as inspiration struck: Tis the fastest route. The safest, too. And I may send some tributes with you, since they would actually arrive. Some woolens, belike, to keep you warm. And if you are quick about it, you could be well away again before winter anyway.

Tributes are good. And if we are taking the ship then you may also send some wine, some sheep, and a few more cattle as well.

What! Cattle? Alasdair glared while he ruminated. Apparently his desire for the heiress was stronger than his parsimony. Very well, you may have a score of sheep and four head of cattle. And Ill send all my wine along.

Thank you. Your generosity will doubtless impress Mistress Balfour. Colin gave his cousin a moment  to think about this, and then said, Now, about this idea of a game of gowff

Ah! I have anticipated you. Ive had my bowmaker craft twoscore clubs of yew for youbunkered clubs, butting clubsand also fourscore boiled feather balls. Frances prefers them to wood or dung.

I see. Colin hunted for something complimentary to say before dashing his cousins hopes for this mad plan. That was most farsighted of you. However, there is still a slight problem with this arrangement.

You do play, dont you? Alasdair looked suddenly dismayed. It is said that even the sassun king likes to play this Lowland game.

Yes, I can play. But I do not think that my arriving at Noltland Castle in a galley requesting a game of gowff is perhaps the most likely method of gaining entrance, he said patiently. They have different manners in the Lowlands, it is true, but as she has already refused you entrance

But it is the best way! It is all arranged.

Its all arranged? Truly? But how? Colin was more than slightly taken aback. The girls desire for golf must have reached a stage of mania if she was willing to risk the precarious balance that held her many unwanted suitors at bay.

Aye. You are Noltlands new Master of the Gowff. And no one can object, as you are a sassun foreignerand therefore likely to be stupid about the ways of the North.

Master of the Gowff? he repeated.

Aye. I told Frances that I would find her one, since it was the only thing she would have of me. I have taken care of your clothing and everything you shall need.

My clothing? Colin asked evenly.

Aye, laddie. We still wear the plaids up here. He glanced at Colins attire and shuddered. Then he jerked a thumb at the corner of the room. Folded neatly on the end of the table were a length of garish red wool and a saffron-colored sark.

Colin looked down at his handsome doublet and trunk hose. He did not see any cause for distress in his attire. He had deliberately avoided wearing the more bombastic codpieces presently favored at court and chosen to bring only those that posed the most modest and probable of erections.

I am more than happy to wear the tartan, he lied. But what is that thing? He eyed askance the vivid fabric pile.

Its your own tartan, laddie! The girl specified the design herself. Her Master of the Gowff is to have the proper uniform of office.

It was Colins turn to shudder. He would look an idiota popinjay! No one wore cloth tinctured red with blackthorn and deadly nightshade anymore. And as for the yellow shirtit was hideous.

Why so strong a shade of red? he asked plaintively. It looks like battlefield gore.

Well, it is that way so you might be plainly seen out upon the greensward, she said. Alasdair tried to sound encouraging, but fell rather short of total approval. As a soldier and hunter, he would never wear any plaid that made him so conspicuous.

Colin, also a hunterthough in a very different worldfor once agreed completely.

Is there a greensward? he asked hopefully. Greenswards and uniformshowever uglysuggested pleasant amenities like herb gardens, music, and a propensity  among the castle dwellers toward civilized activities like bathing and general castle cleanliness.

Well, not exactly a greensward. There is a goodly stretch of green thistle though, and a bit of heath and a tiny wood. And a great many rocks where there are hares. Among the boulders, they are a better chase than red deer. Seeing Colins dubious expression Alasdair added: Be reasonable. After all, lad, this is the coast they are living on, not the damned Borders.

Colin sighed. I didnt really expect that there would be shorn meadow to play on, but one does like to hope for something more than thistles and boulders. They shall shred the leather balls in a trice.

He rose and walked to the table. He fingered the vivid plaid. It was actually very finely made, if one overlooked the color. Mistress Balfour had even arranged that he should have a brooch with his own badge, a pair of sticks crossed over a gowff ball. The pins design lacked a little in inspiration and stature, having no fearsome beasts in its crest, and also looked to have been fashioned by an apprentice smith, but it was still a kindly thought.

Tell me: why all the secrecy here at the castle about this plan, cousin? It is surely more than mere shame at my clothing that has kept you from welcoming me home in the usual manner.

Nay! Alasdair denied. I welcome you. Tis just that I do not want anyone to know of my plans for you yet. Some might think that I was being too soft with the Balfours. Those idiot MacKays, for example. They have no appreciation for subtlety. They would see this plan as the act of a weak man. Anyway, I do not want them to know that you are my cousin.

That was probably true; this plan was rather weak.  It was also true that they would probably act immediately if they thought the MacLeod was preparing to take the castle by stealth, so for his own safety it was best that Colins identity remain hidden.

Why, my own stepbrother dared taunt me for not besieging Noltland immediately, Alasdair complained aggrievedly. And he threatened to go to the MacDonnells and tell them I was ready to beak my troth with the Glengarrys daughter.

Colin turned and stared. Torquil did this? And did you banish him?

Aye. Banished him straight to Hell with an axe in his head. I had to, Alasdair added pettishly. I cant have people carrying tales to the MacDonnells and questioning my judgment. Anyway, it wasnt as if he was my true blood kin. Mothers dead now, so there was no one to be bothered by his loss. Anyhow, I did the decent thing and cut out his heart to put in her grave before I gave him up to the sea.

I see. So it was Torquils ghost hed met on the stairs. Colin tried to feel bad for him, but failed.

Four and twenty years is plenty long enough to have learned some sense, Alasdair continued. He should have been less stupid if he wanted to live.

One would think so, Colin agreed, both fascinated and horrified by this person who shared his blood. He wisely did not ask about how Alasdair intended to break his betrothal with Glengarrys daughter. It would have to be something violent and beyond the usual degree of horribleness, he was sure, for Glengarry very much wanted this match.

So youll do it, cousin? Youll go to Noltland and get the heiress for me?

Colin looked down at the ugly wool and found  himself smiling. A master of the golfforsooth! He had counterfeited many roles in his career, but never this one. It was a vastly amusing notion, given his rather poor style of play. Falconry and archery had received more diligent attention in recent years, and always there was the sword, but golf had been avoided like the Dutch plague. He would be lucky to recall which end of the club was used to hit the ball.

Of course, the whole situation was farcical madness, and his cousin the most insane one of them all. Any reasonable man would refuse the task and return to his hearth in York before the winter set in.

Cousin, youll do it? Alasdair asked again.

Aye, Colin heard himself say. At least I shall go to Noltland and meet this heiress and see what may reasonably be done to keep the castle from falling to your enemies.

He picked up the plaid and draped it about himself, fastening it with his brooch. Then he selected one of the newly made clubs and, after addressing an imaginary ball, affected a brisk swing.

The MacLeod made an effort to look solemn but ended up hiding his face in his sarks broad sleeve and pretending to cough. Colin doubted that Alasdair would be so amused when he discovered the alternative plans for the heiress of Noltland that were taking shape in his sassun cousins sneaky mind, but Colin saw no need to inform him of them just yet.
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