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Well do I mind the first time that ever I was in the
heartsome town of Ballantrae.  My father seldom went thither,
because it was a hold of the Bargany folk, and it argued
therefore sounder sense to give it the go-by.  But it came
to pass upon a time that it was necessary for my father to
adventure from Kirrieoch on the border of Galloway, where
we dwelt high on the moors, to the seaside of Ayr.

My father's sister had married a man named Hew Grier,
an indweller in Maybole, who for gear's sake had settled
down to his trade of tanner in Ballantrae.  It was to his
burying that we went.  We had seen him snugly happed
up, and the burial supper was over.  We were already in a
mind to set about returning, when we heard the sound of a
great rushing of people hither and thither.  I went aloft and
looked through a gable window upon the street.  Arms
were hastily being brought from beneath the thatch, to which
the laws of the King had committed them under the late
ordinance anent weapons of war.  Leathern jackets were
being donned, and many folk cried 'Bargany!' in the streets
without knowing why.

My Aunt Grisel went out to ask what the stir might be,
and came in again with her face as white as a clout.

'It is the Cassillis folk that are besieging the Tower of
Ardstinchar, and they have come near to the taking of it,
they say.  Oh, what will the folk of Ballantrae do to you,
John, if they ken that you are here?  They will hang you
for a spy, and that without question.'

'That,' said my father, 'is surely impossible.  The
Ballantrae folk never had any great haul of sense ever since
Stinchar water ran; but yet they will hardly believe that
Hew Grier, decent man—him that was your marrow and
lies now in his resting grave, poor body—took on himself to
die, just that I might come to Ballantrae to spy out the land!'

But my aunt, being easily flustered, would not hearken
to him, thinking that all terrible things were possible, and
so hid the two of us in the barn-loft till it should be the hour
of the gloaming.

Then so soon as the darkening came, putting a flask of
milk into my pocket and giving a noble satchel of cakes to
my father, she almost pushed us out of her back door.  To
this day I remember how the unsteady glare of a red burning
filled all the street.  And we could see burghers' wives
standing at their doors, all looking intently in the direction
of the Castle of Ardstinchar upon its lofty rock.  Others
set their heads out of the little round 'jaw-holes' that
opened in each gable wall, and gossiped shrilly with their
neighbours.

My father and I went cannily down by the riverside, and
as soon as we turned Hew-the-Friar's corner, we saw all the
noble tower of Ardstinchar flaming to the skies—every
window belching fire, and the sparks fleeing upward as before
a mighty wind, though it was a stirless night with a moon
and stars floating serenely above.

Down by the waterside and straight before us we saw a
post of men, and we heard them clank their war-gear as
they marched from side to side and looked ever up at the
castle on its steep, spitting like a furnace, flaming like a torch.
So at sight of them my father turned us about sharply
enough, because, in spite of what he had said to my Aunt
Grisel, he had much reason to fear for his neck.  For if, on
the night of a Cassillis raid, one of the hated faction should
be found in the town of Ballantrae, little doubt there was
but that a long tow and a short shrift would be his fate.

We climbed the breast of the brae up from the waterside,
intending to make a detour behind the castle.  My father
said that there would be an easy crossing at Heronford, where
he knew a decent man that was of his own party.  Thence
we could make up the glen of the Tigg Water, which in
the evil state of the country was as good and quiet a way
back to Minnochside as one might hope to find.

It seemed a most pitiful sight to me, that was but a young
lad (and had never seen a fire bigger than a screed of
muirburn screeving across the hills with a following wind at its
tail), to watch the noble house with all its wealth of
plenishing and gear being burned up.

I said as much to my father, who swung along with his
head bent to the hill slope, dragging my arm oftentimes
almost from the socket, in his haste to get us out of such
unwholesome company as the angry folk of Ballantrae.

'It is an enemy's house!' he replied very hastily.  'Come
thy ways, lad!'

'But what harm have the Bargany folk done to us?' I
asked.  For this thing seemed strange to me—that Kennedy
should strive with Kennedy, burn castle, kill man, harry
mow and manger, drive cattle—and I never be able to make
out what it was all for.

'Hold your breath, Launcelot Kennedy!' said my
father, testy with shortness of wind and going uphill, 'or
right speedily you will find out for what!  Is it not enough
that you are born to love Cassillis and to hate Bargany?'

'Are the folk of Cassillis, then, so much better than the
folk of Bargany?' I asked, taking what I well knew to be
the chances of a civil answer, or of a ring on the side of the
head.

It was not the civil answer that I got.

And, indeed, it was an ill season for query and question,
or for the answering of them.  In time we got to the angle
of the castle, and there we were somewhat sheltered from
the fierce heat and from the glare of light also.  From
the eminence we had gained, we could look away along
the shore side.  My father pointed with his finger.

'Boy, do you see yon?' he whispered.

I looked long and eagerly with my unaccustomed eyes,
before I could see in the pale moonlight a dark train of
horsemen that rode steadily northward.  Their line wimpled like
a serpent, being pricked out to our sight with little reeling
twinkles of fire, which I took to be the moon shining on
their armour and the points of their spears.

'See,' said my father, 'yonder goes our good Earl
home with the spoil.  Would that I were by his side!
Why do I live so far among the hills, and out of the call
of my chief when he casts his war pennon to the winds?'

We looked all round the castle, and seeing no one, we made
shift to get about it and darn ourselves among the heather
of the further hillside.  But even as we passed the angle
and reached a broken part of the wall, there came a trampling
of iron-shod hoofs.  And lo! a troop of horsemen rode up
to the main castle gate, that which looks to the north-west.
It was all we could do to clamber out of sight over the broken
wall, my father lifting me in his arms.  There we lay flat
and silent behind a pile of stones, just where the breach had
been made—over which we could look into the courtyard
and see the splotched causeway and the bodies of the dead
lying here and there athwart it in the ruddy light of burning.

Just as the foremost horseman came to the gate, which
the riders of Cassillis had left wide open, the roof of red
tile fell in with an awesome crash.  The flames again
sprang high and the sparks soared.  Soon all the courtyard
was aglow with the red, unsteady leme which the skies
gave back, while the moon and stars paled and went out.

'Hist!' whispered my father, 'this is young Bargany
himself who comes first.'

I looked eagerly from behind a stone and saw the noblest
figure of a young man that ever I saw or shall see, riding on
a black horse, sitting framed in the dark of the gateway, the
flames making a crimson flicker about him.  After a
moment's pause he rode within the deserted close, and there
sat his horse, looking up sternly and silently at the leaping
flames and hearkening as it were to the crackling of the
timbers as they burned.

Then another and yet another horseman came riding
within, some of whom my father knew.

'See you, Launce, and remember,' he whispered; 'that
loon there is Thomas Kennedy of Drummurchie, Bargany's
brother.  Observe his fangs of the wolf.  He of all the
crew is the wickedest and the worst.'

I looked forth and saw a gaunt, dark youth, with a
short upper lip drawn up from teeth that shone white in
the leaping flame which harvested the goodly gear of the
house of Ardstinchar.

'There also is Blairquhan the Simpleton, Cloncaird of
the Black Heart, and Benane the Laird's brother—a very
debauched man—and there, I declare, is my Lord Ochiltree.
Upon soul and conscience, I wonder what he does here
thus riding with the Barganies?'

As soon as the fire died down a little, some of the party
began to search about among the defences and outhouses,
and a few even entered into the inner part of the tower.
In twos and threes they came forth, some bringing a
wounded man, some a dead man, till, on the cool, grey
stones of the court, there rested five that lay motionless on
their backs, and two that moaned a while and then were still.
The more lightly wounded were cared for in a chamber
within the gate.  Then we could see all the gentlemen of
the Bargany side dismounted from their horses and
standing about those five that were killed.

'Alas for young Girvanmains!' I heard one cry, for we
were very near.  'What shall we say to his father?  And
here also is Walter Pollock, the cunning scrivener—and
James Dalrymple, that was a kindly little man and never
harmed anyone—the Lord do so to me, and more also, if I
write not this killing in blood upon the walls of Cassillis!'

The crowd thinned a little, and I saw it was the Laird
himself that spoke.

Then this same young Bargany, who was taller by a
head than any there, called for room.  So they made a ring,
with the dead men in the midst, and Bargany standing a
little before.  He bent him over the body of Walter
Pollock, the young clerk, and drew forth a book from his
breast.

'Listen!' he cried, 'all you that love Bargany, and
who now behold this deed of dule and cruelty.  Here lie
our dead.  Here is the Book of God that I have taken from
one of the servants of peace, cruelly bereft of life by our
enemies!'

'I warrant he drew a good sword when it came to the
fighting, clerk though he might be,' whispered my father,
'I know the Pollock breed!'

Bargany looked at the book in his grasp and again at
the hand which had held it.

'This falls out well,' he said.  'Here in the presence of
our dead, upon the Bible that is wet with the blood of the
unjustly slain, let us band ourselves together and take oath
to be avenged upon the cruel house—the house of
over-trampling pride—the house that has ever wrought us woe!
Will ye swear?'

He looked round a circle of faces that shone fierce and
dark in the lowe of the furnace beyond.  As he did so he
unsheathed his sword, and pointed with it to the topmost
pinnacles of Ardstinchar.  In a moment there was a ring
of steel all about him, for, quick as his own, every man's
hand went out to his scabbard, and in every man's grip
there gleamed a bare blade.  And the sight thrilled me to
see it, ay, more than all the religion I had ever been taught,
for I was but a boy.  And even though religion be learned
in youth, the strength and the use of it comes not till after.

Thus Bargany stood with the brand in his right hand
and the Bible in his left, to take, as was ancient custom in
our countryside, the solemn oath of vengeance and eternal
enmity.  And thus he spake,—

'By this Holy Book and by the wet blood upon it, I,
Gilbert Kennedy of Bargany, swear never to satisfy my
just feud against the bloody house of Cassillis, till of all
their defenced towers there stands not one stone in its
place, remains alive not one scion of its cruel race.  I who
stand here, in the presence of these dead men of my folk,
charge the Kennedies of the North with the blood of my
kin, the spoiling of my vassals, and the heart-breaking of
my father.  In the name of God I swear!  If I stay my
hand and make not an end, the God of Battles do so to
me, and more also!'

Gilbert Kennedy kissed the book which he gripped in his
left hand, and then with sudden gesture of hatred he flung
down the sword which he had held aloft in his right.  It
fell with a ringing dirl of iron upon the stones of the
pavement beside the slain men, and the sound of its fall
made the flesh creep on my bones.

Then the Laird's wicked brother, Thomas, called the
Wolf of Drummurchie, came forward, hatred fairly sparkling
in his eyes, and his teeth set in a girn of devil's
anger.

'I swear,' he cried, 'to harry John of Cassillis, the
enemy that has wrought us this woe, with fire and sword—to
cut off him and his with dagger and spear, to light
the thack and to lift the cattle.  I will be an outlaw, a
prey for the hunters for their sake.  For Cassillis it was
who first slandered me to the King, chased me from my
home, and made me no better than a robber man upon
the mountains.'

And in turn he kissed the Book, and his sword rang
grimly on the pavement beside his brother's.  So one by
one the men of Bargany took the solemn band of eternal
and bloody feud.  Presently an old man stood forth.  He
held a spear in his hand, being, as my father whispered,
but a tenant vassal and keeping to the ancient Scottish
yeoman's weapon.

'By the blood of my son that lies here before me, by
this spear which he held in his dying hand, I, that am but
the poor goodman of Girvanmains, before death takes me
to where all vengeance is Another's, I swear the vengeance
of blood!'

And he cast the spear beside the swords of the gentlemen.
Then issuing forth from the chamber over the gate,
and leaning heavily upon the arm of a young page boy,
there came creeping the strangest shape of a man—his
countenance thrawed and drawn, his shrunk shanks twisted,
his feet wambling one over another like those of a mummer's
bear.  Bowed double the man was, and he walked with a
staff that tapped and rattled tremblingly on the pavement
as he came.  The men of war turned at the sound, for
there had been stark silence among them after old
Girvanmains had let his spear fall.

Like one risen from the dead, the old man looked up at
the tower which was now beginning to show black against
the dulling red glow of the dying fire.

'Thou tower of Ardstinchar,' he cried, lifting up a
voice like the wind whistling through scrannel pipes, 'they
have burned you that erstwhile burned me.  Curse me
Cassillis and the Lords of it!  Curse me all that cleave to
it, for their tender mercies are cruel.  I, Allan Stewart,
sometime Abbot of Crossraguel, lay my curse bitterly upon
them for the cruel burning they gave me before their fire in
the Black Vault of Dunure.  But bless me the House of
Bargany, that rescued me from torture and took me to
their strong tower, wherein I have to this day found in peace
a quiet abiding chamber.'

'Mark well, boy,' whispered my father; 'remember this
to tell it in after days to your children's children.  Your
eyes have seen the Abbot of Crossraguel whom the King of
Carrick, the father of our Earl John, roasted quick in the
vault of Dunure—a deed which has wrought mickle woe,
and will yet work more.'

And even as my father spoke I saw the old cripple hirple
away, the young Laird himself helping him with the kindliest
courtesy.

Then, last of all that spake, came a voice from one who
had remained in the gloomy archway of the gate, by the
entering in of the courtyard.  He that broke the silence
was a tall man who sat on a grey horse, and was clad from
head to foot in a cloak of grey, having his face shaded
with a high-crowned, broad-brimmed hat of the ancient
fashion.

'Give me the Book and I also will swear an oath!' he
said, in a voice which made all turn towards him.

'Who may that man be?  I ken him not,' said my
father, for he had named all the others as they came within.

So one gave the man the blood-stained Bible, and he
held it in his hand a moment.  He was silent a space before
he spoke.

'By this Christian Book and among this Christian
people,' he cried, 'I swear to root out and slay utterly all
the house of Cassillis and Culzean, pursuing them, man,
woman and child, with fire and sword till they die the
death of pain and scorn, or I who swear die in the
accomplishing of it.'

The unknown paused at the end of this terrible oath,
and gazed again at the Book.  The dying flame within the
castle flared up for a chance moment as another rafter
caught fire.

'Fauch!' said he of the grey cloak, looking at the
Bible in his hand, 'there is blood upon thee.  Go thou into
the burning as the seal of our oaths.  A bloody Bible is no
Christian book!'

And with that he threw the Bible into the red embers
that glowed sullenly within the tower.

There broke a cry of horror from all that saw.  For
though in this dark land of Carrick deeds of blood were
done every day, this Bible-burning was accounted rank
blasphemy and ungodly sacrilege.  But I was not prepared
for its effect upon my father.  He trembled in all his limbs,
and I felt the stones shake upon which he now leaned breast
high, careless who should see him.

'This is fair devil's work,' he muttered.  'The fires of
Sodom, the brimstone of Gomorrah shall light upon us all
for this deed!'

He would have said more, but I never heard him finish
his words.  Sudden as a springing deer, he tore from the
covert of the wall by my side and bounded across the court,
threading the surprised group and overleaping the swords
and the bodies of the slain men.  He disappeared in a
moment through the door into the tower, within which
the flames still glowed red, and from which every instant
the crash of falling timber and the leaping flames answered
each other.

Ere my father sprang back, his figure stood plain and dark
against the fire within, like that of a smith at his forge seen in
the bygoing upon a snowy night.  He held the unburned
Bible clasped to his breast, but his left hand hung straight
down by his side.

A moment after he had sprung from a window and fallen
upon his face on the pavement with the Bible beneath him.

A dozen men ran towards him and seized him—Thomas
of Drummurchie the first among them.

'A traitor!  A spy!' he cried, lifting a sword from the
pile with clear purpose to kill.  'To the death with him!
It is John Kennedy of Kirrieoch—I ken him well, a rank
Cassillis thief!'

And he would have slain my father forthwith, but that
I ran among his legs and gripped him so close to me that he
fell clattering on the pavement among the swords.  Then I
went and took my father's hand, standing by his side and
crying out the while,—

'Ye shallna, ye shallna kill my father.  He never did ye
harm a' the days o' his life!'

'Who are you, and what do you here?' asked young
Bargany in a voice of command, when they had set my
father on his feet.

'I am John Kennedy of Kirrieoch on Minnochside,
and I came to Ballantrae to bury the corpse of my sister's
man, Hew Grier, merchant and indweller there, that was
this day laid in the earth.'

So, right quietly and calmly, my father spoke among
them all.

'But what seek you in my burned Castle of Ardstinchar
and alone with these dead men?' asked the young Bargany.

With a quietness that came of the hills my father told
the chieftain his plain tale, and his words were not words
that any man could gainsay.

Then Bargany answered him without consulting the
others, as none but a great chief does whose lightest word is
life or death.

'Ye are here within my danger, and had I been even as your
folk of Cassillis, ye should have died the death; but because
ye stopped devil's work and, it may be, kept away a curse
from us for the burning of the Holy Book, ye shall not die
in my house.  Take your life and your son's life, as a gift
from Gilbert Kennedy of Bargany.'

My father bowed his head and thanked his house's enemy.

'Bring a horse,' cried the Laird, and immediately they
set my father on a beast, and me in the saddle before him.
'Put the Bible for a keepsake in your winnock sole, turn
out the steed on Minnochside, and come no more to
Ballantrae in time of feud, lest a worse thing befall
you!'  So said he, and waved us away, as I thought grandly.

Some of the men that had sworn enmity murmured
behind him.

'Silence!' he cried, 'am not I Lord of Bargany?  Shall
I not do as I will?  Take your life, Kirrieoch.  And
whenever a Bargany rides by your door, ye shall give him bite
and sup for the favour that was this night shown you in the
courtyard of Ardstinchar.'

'Ye shall get that, Bargany, and welcome, whether ye
let me gang or no!' said my father.  And pressing the
Book to his bosom, and gathering up the reins in his
unwounded hand, we rode unquestioned through the arch
of the wall into the silence of the night.  And the hill
winds and the stillnesses without were like God's blessing
about us.

But from a knoll on the left of the entrance the man of
the grey habit, he who had thrown the Bible, sat silent upon
his horse and watched.  And as we looked back, he still sat
and watched.  Him my father took to have been the devil,
as he said to me many times that night ere we got to
Minnochside.

Also ere we left the clattering pavement behind, looking
out from the postern door we saw the thrawn visage of him
who was Allan Stewart, the tortured residue of the man
who had once been Abbot of Crossraguel, and in stature like
a square-shouldered tower.

And this is the way my father brought home the burnt
Bible to the house of Kirrieoch.  There it bides to this day,
blackened as to its bindings and charred at the edges, but
safe in the wall press at my father's bed-head, a famous book
in all the land, even as far as Glencaird and Dranie Manors
upon the Waters of Trool.

But it brought good fortune with it—a fortune which,
God be thanked, still remains and grows.  And as for my
father, he never lifted sword nor spear against the house of
Bargany from that day to this, because of the usage which
Gilbert Kennedy gave him that night at the burning of
Ardstinchar.

Nevertheless, for all that, he exercised me tightly in the
use of every weapon of war, from the skill of the bow
to the shooting of the hackbutt.  For it was his constant
intent to make me an esquire in the service of Sir Thomas
Kennedy of Culzean,[#] reputed the wisest man and the best
soldier in all the parts of Carrick and Ayr.  As, indeed, I
have found him.




[#] Culzean is pronounced Culayne, as though to rhyme with 'domain.'




And this saving of the burning Bible was, as I guess, the
beginning of my respect for religion—which, alas! I fear
this chronicle will show to have been both a late-garnered
and a thin-sown crop.
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Now, as the manner is, I must make haste to tell
something of myself and have by with it.

My name is Launcelot Kennedy, and I alone am the
teller of this tale.  In a country where all are Kennedies,
friends and foes alike, this name of mine is no great
head-mark.  So 'Launcelot of the Spurs' I am called, or sometimes,
by those who would taunt me, 'Launcelot Spurheel.'  But for
all that I come of a decent muirland house, the Kennedies
of Kirrieoch, who were ever lovers of the Cassillis blue and
gold—which are the royal colours of France, in memory
of the ancient alliance—and ever haters of the red and
white of Bargany, which we hold no better than butchers'
colours, bloody and desolate.

The story, or at least my own part in it, properly begins
upon the night of the fair at Maybole—whither to my
shame I had gone without troubling my master, Sir Thomas
Kennedy of Culzean, with the slight matter of asking his
permission.  Indeed, none so much as knew that I had been to
the town of Maybole save Helen Kennedy alone; and she,
as I well knew (although I called her Light-head Clattertongue),
would not in any wise tell tales upon me.  There
at the fair I had spent all my silver, buying of trittle-trattles
at the lucky-booths and about the market-stalls.  But upon
my return I meant to divide fairly with Helen Kennedy,
though she was fully two years younger than I—indeed,
only sixteen years of her age, though I grant long of the
leg and a good runner.

So, being advised of my excellent intentions, you shall
judge if I was not justified of all that I did to be revenged
on the girl afterwards.

It was the early morning of a March day when I came to
the foot of the Castle of Culzean.  I went with quiet steps
along the shore by the little path that leads to the coves
beneath.  I carried the things that I had bought in a
napkin, all tied safely together.  Now, the towers of Culzean
are builded upon a cliff, steep and perilous, overlooking the
sea.  And I, being but a squire of eighteen (though for my
age strong and bold, and not to be beaten by anything or
feared by any man), was lodged high up in the White Tower,
which rises from the extremest point of the rock.

Now, as I say, I had not made mention of the little
matter of my going abroad to Sir Thomas, both because it
was unnecessary to trouble him with so small a thing, and also
on account of the strictness of his opinions.  It was,
therefore, the more requisite that I should regain my chamber
without putting lazy Gilbert in the watch-house at the
gate to the trouble of letting fall the drawbridge for me.
I did not, indeed, desire to disturb or disarrange him, for
he would surely tell his master, being well called Gabby
Gib-cat, because he came of a race that never in their lives
has been able to hold a secret for a single day in the belly of
them—at least, not if it meant money, ale, or the goodwill
of their lord.

So it happened that before I went to Maybole I dropped
a ladder of rope from the stanchions of my window,
extremely strong and convenient, which came down to a
ledge someway up among the rocks, at a place which I could
easily reach by climbing.  Thither I made my way while,
as I tell you, the night was just beginning to dusk toward
the dawning.  I had all my buyings in my arms, tied up
well and that tightly in the napkin, just as I had carried them
from the lucky-booths of Maybole.  I tied the outer knot
of my bundle firmly to the last rung of the ladder, praying
within me that Sir Thomas might be fast asleep.  For I had
to pass within three feet of his window, and, being an old
man, he was somewhat wakerife in the mornings, easily
started, and given to staring out of his lattice without
method or sense, in a manner which had often filled me
with pain and foreboding for his reason.

But by the blessing of God, and because he was
somewhat tired with walking in the fields with his baron-officer
the night before, it happened that Sir Thomas was sound
asleep, so that I was nothing troubled with him.  But
immediately beneath me, in the White Tower, were the
rooms of his two daughters, Marjorie and Helen Kennedy;
and of these Helen's room was to the front, so that my
rope ladder passed immediately in front of her window,
while the chamber of Marjorie was to the back, and, in
this instance, concerned me not at all.

So as I scrambled up the swinging ladder (and, indeed,
there are not many that would venture as much on a cold
March morning) I passed Helen Kennedy's window.  As
I went by, the devil (as I take it) prompted me to scratch
with my toe upon the leaden frame of her lattice, for
the lass was mortally afraid of ghosts.  So I pictured to
myself that, hearing the noise at the window, she would
take it for the scraping of an evil spirit trying to find a
way in, and forthwith draw the clothes over her head and
lie trembling.

Pleasing myself, therefore, with this picture, I scraped
away and laughed within myself till I nearly fell from the
ladder.  Presently I heard a stirring within the chamber,
and stopped to listen.

'She has her head under the clothes by now,' I said
to myself, as I climbed on up to my own window, which
I found unhasped even as I had left it.  I entered, gripping
the edge of the broad sill and lifting myself over with ease,
being very strong of the forearm.  Indeed, I had won a
prize for wrestling at the fair that day, in spite of my
youth—a thing which I intended to keep secret till Helen
Kennedy should begin to taunt me with being but a boy
and feckless.

It chanced, however, that I, who had been thus victorious
with men older than myself, was now to be vanquished,
conquered, and overset, by one who was two years younger,
and she a lassie.  Then being safe in my chamber, I began
to pull up the ladder of cords with all my goods and chattels
tied at the end of it.  And my thoughts were already
running on the good things therein—cakes and comfits,
sweetmeats, some bottles of Canary wine, and gee-gaws
for the adorning of my person when I rode forth—the
latter not for pride, of which I have none, but in order that
I might ride in good squirely fashion, and as became the
gentleman attendant of so great a lord as Sir Thomas
Kennedy of Culzean, Tutor of Cassillis, brother of the
late, and uncle of the present Earl of that name.

I drew up my rope ladder all softly and with success,
because from the stanchions it swung clear of the walls
of the castle, for the reason that my turret jutted a little
way over, as is the custom with towers of that architecture.
And so all went well till my bundle came opposite the
window of Helen Kennedy's room.  There it was suddenly
caught and gripped tight, so that I could in no wise pull it
further.  Nevertheless I wrestled with it so strongly, even
as I had done with grown men at Maybole, that the cord
suddenly gave way.  And what with the stress and pith of
pulling, I fell blaff on my back, hitting my head upon one
of the low cross-beams of my little chamberlet.

This made me very angry indeed, but I leave you to
judge how much more angered I was, when I found that
the cords of my rope ladder had been cleanly severed with
a knife, and that my bundle and all it contained had been
most foully stolen from me.

I looked out of the window, rubbing my sore head the
while with my hand.

'Nell Kennedy!' I called as loudly as I dared, 'you
are nothing but a thief, and a mean thief!'

The lass put her head out of the window and looked up
at me, so that her hair hung down and I saw the soft lace
ruffle of her night apparel.  It was long and swayed in the
wind, being of a golden yellow colour.  (The hair, I am
speaking of, not, by'r Lady, the bedgown.)

'Mistress Helen Kennedy from you, sirrah, if you
please!' she said.  'What may be the business upon which
Squire Launce Spurheel ventures to address his master's
daughter?'

'Besom!' said I, taking no heed of her tauntings;
'thief, grab-all, give me back my bundle!'

My heart was hot within me, for indeed I had intended
to share everything with her in the morning, if only she
would be humble enough and come with me into the cove.
Now, there is nothing more angering than thus to be
baulked on the threshold of a generous action; and,
indeed, I was not given to the doing of any other
kind—though often enough frustrated of my intention by the
illsetness of others.

'Thou wast a noble ghost, Spurheel,' she cried, mocking
me.  'I heard thee laughing, brave frightener of girls!
Well, I forgive thee, for it is a good bundle of excellent
devices that thou hast carried for me all the way from the
fair at Maybole.  Everything that I craved for is here,
saving the brown puggy-monkey wrought with French
pastry and with little black raisins for the eyes which I
heard of yesterday!'

'I am glad I ate that by the way,' I said, in order to
have some amends of her; for, indeed, there was no such
thing in the fair, at least so far ar I saw.

'May it give thee twisty thraws and sit ill on thy
stomach, Spurheel!' she cried up at me.  For at sixteen
she was more careless of her speech than a herd on the hill
when his dogs are not working sweetly.

Nevertheless she spoke as though she had been saying
something pleasant and, by its nature, agreeable to hear.

For I do not deny that the lass was sometimes
pleasant-spoken enough—to others, not to me; and that upon
occasion she could demean herself as became a great lady,
which indeed she was.  And when no one was by, then I
took no ill tongue from her, but gave as good as I got or
maybe a kenning better.

I could hear her at the window below taking the
packages out of the bundle.

'Ye have good taste in the choice of cakes!' she said,
coming to the window again.  'The sweetmeats are most
excellent.  The pastry melts in the mouth.'

As she looked out, she munched one of the well-raised
comfits I had bought for my own eating.  At Culzean we
had but plain beef and double ale, but no lack of these.
Also puddings, black and white.

'See, it flakes tenderly, being well readied!' she cried
up at me, flipping it with the forefinger of her right hand
to show its delicate lightness.  She held the cake, in order
to eat it, in the palm of her left hand.

At which, being angered past enduring, I took up an
ornament of wood which had fallen from the back of an oak
chair, and threw it at her.  But she ducked quickly within,
so that it went clattering on the rocks beneath.

She looked out again.

'Ah—um—blundershot!' she said, mocking me with
her mouth.  'Remember you are not shooting at a
rantipole cockshy at Maybole fair.'

'Give me my property,' I replied with some dignity and
firmness, 'else in the morning I will surely tell your father.'

'Ay, ay,' cried she, 'even tell him about Maybole fair,
and coming home through the wood with your arm round
the waist of bonny Kate Allison, the Grieve's lass!  He will
be most happy to hear of that, and of the other things you
have been doing all the night.  Also to be thy father
confessor and set thee penance for thy deed!'

'It is a lie!' I said, angry that Nell Kennedy should
guess so discomfortably near to the truth.

'What is a lie, most sweet and pleasant-spoken youth?'
she queried, with a voice like Mistress Pussie's velvet
paws.

'The matter you have spoken concerning the Grieve's
lass.  I care nothing for girls!'

And I spoke the truth—at the moment—for, indeed,
there were things bypast that I was now sorry for.

She went in and explored further in my bundle, while I
stood at the upper window above and miscalled her over the
window sill as loudly as I dared.  Every little while she ran
to the window to examine something, for the light was now
coming broad from the east and flooding the sea even to
the far blue mountains of Arran and Cantyre.

'Ribbons—and belts—and hatbands, all broidered with
silk!' she cried.  'Was ever such grandeur known in this
place of Culzean?  They will do bravely for me, and
besides they will save thy back from the hangman and the
cart-tail whip.  For thou, Spurheel, art not of the quality
to wear such, but they will do excellently for the pearling
and ribboning of a baron's daughter.  Nevertheless, heartily
do I applaud your taste in taffeta, Spurheel, and let that be
a comfort to thee.'

'Was there ever such a wench?' I said to myself,
stamping my foot in anger.

Last of all Nell brought to the window the three bottles
of Canary wine, for which I had paid so dear.

'What is this?' she cried, with her head at the side in
her masterful cock-sparrow way.  'What is this?  Wine,
wine of Canary—rotten water rather, I warrant, to be sold
in a booth at a fair?  At any rate, wine is not good for
boys,' she added, 'and such drabbled stuff is not for the
drinking of a lady—wouldst thou like it, Spurheel?'

She ducked in, thinking that I was about to throw
something more at her—which, indeed, I scorned to do,
besides having nothing convenient to my hand.

'Look you, Squire Launce,' she said again, crying
from the window without setting her head out, 'you are
something of a marksman, they say.  There never was a
nonsuch like our Spurheel—in Spurheel's own estimation.
But I can outmark him.  Fix your eye on yon black
rock with the tide just coming over it—one, two, and
three—!'

And in a moment one of my precious broad-bellied
bottles of wine played clash on Samson's reef two hundred
feet below the White Tower.  I was fairly dancing now
with anger, and threatened to come down my rope ladder
to be even with her.  Indeed, I made the cord ready to
throw myself out of the window to clamber down.  But
even as I did so, the glaiked maiden sent the other two
jars of Canary to keep company with the first.

Then she leaned out and looked up sweetly, holding the
sash of the window meantime in her hand.

'You are going to visit my father in the morning,
doubtless, and tell him all about the bundle and the Grieve's
lass.  Good speed and my blessing!' she cried, making
ready to shut the window and draw the bolt.  'I am going
to sleep in Marjorie's room.  The gulls are beginning to
sing.  I love not to hear gabble—yours or theirs!'

But I leave you to guess who it was that felt himself
the greater gull.
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Now I shall ever affirm that there was not in all this realm of
Scotland, since the young Queen Mary came out of France—of
whom our grandfathers yet make boast, and rise from
their chairs with their natural strength unabated as they
tell—so lovely a maid as Marjorie Kennedy, the elder of the two
remaining daughters of Sir Thomas, the Tutor of Cassillis.
Ever since I came to the house of Culzean, I could have lain
down gladly and let her walk over me—this even when I was
but a boy, and much more when I grew nigh to eighteen,
and had all the heart and some of the experience of a man
in the things of love.

And how the lairds and knights came a-wooing her!
Ay, even belted earls like Glencairn and Eglintoun!  But
Marjorie gave them no more than the bend of a scornful
head or the waft of a white hand, for she had a way with
her that moved men's brains to a very fantasy of desire.

For myself, I declare that when she came down and
walked in the garden, I became like a little waggling
puppy dog, so great was my desire to attract her attention.
Yet she spoke to me but seldom, being of a nature
as noble as it was reserved.  Silent and grave Marjorie
Kennedy mostly was, with the lustre of her eyes turned
more often on the far sea edges, than on the desirable
young men who rode their horses so gallantly over the
greensward to the landward gate of Culzean.

But it is not of Marjorie Kennedy, whom with all my
heart I worshipped (and do worship, spite of all), that I
have at this time most to tell.  It happened on this day
that, late in the afternoon, Sir Thomas, my master, came
out of the chamber where ordinarily he did his business, and
commanded me to prepare his arms, and also bid the grooms
have the horses ready, for us two only, at seven of the
clock.

'That will be just at the darkening,' I said, for I
thought it a strange time to be setting forth, when the
country was so unsettled with the great feud between the
Kennedies of Cassilis and the young Laird of Bargany and
his party.

'Just at the darkening,' he made answer, very shortly
indeed, as though he would have minded me that the time of
departure was no business of mine—which, indeed, it was not.

So I oiled and snapped the pistolets, and saw that the
swords moved easily from their sheaths.  Thereafter I
prepared my own hackbutt and set the match ready in my belt.
I was ever particular about my arms and of those of my lord
as well, for I prided myself on never having been faulted
in the performing of my duty, however much I might slip
in other matters that touched not mine honour as a soldier.

Once or twice as I rubbed or caressed the locks with a
feather and fine oil thereon, I was aware of a lightly-shod
foot moving along the passage without.  I knew well that
it was the lassie Helen, anxious, as I judged, to make up the
quarrel; or, perhaps, with yet more evil in her heart,
wishful to try my temper worse than before.

Presently she put her head within the door, but I stood
with my back to her, busy with my work at the window.
I would not so much as look up.  Indeed, I cared nothing
about the matter one way or the other, for why should a
grown man and a soldier care about the glaiks and
puppet-plays of a lassie of sixteen?

She stayed still by the door a moment, waiting for me
to notice her.  But I did not, whereat at last she spoke.  'Ye
are a great man this day, Spurheel,' she said tauntingly.
'Did ye rowell your leg yestreen to waken ye in time to
bring hame the Grieve's lassie?'

I may as well tell the origin now of the name 'Spurheel,'
by which at this time she ordinarily called me.  It was a
nothing, and it is indeed not worth the telling.  It chanced
that for my own purpose I desired to wake one night at a
certain time, and because I was a sound sleeper, I tied a spur to
my heel, thinking that with a little touch I should waken as I
turned over.  But in the night I had a dream.  I dreamed
that the foul fiend himself was riding me, and I kicked so
briskly to dismount him that I rowelled myself most cruelly.
Thus I was found in the morning lying all naked, having
gashed myself most monstrously with the spur, which has
been a cast-up against me with silly people ever since.

Now this is the whole tale why I was called 'Spurheel,'
and in it there was no word of the Grieve's daughter—though
Kate Allison was a bonny, well-favoured lass too, and that I
will maintain in spite of all the gibes of Helen Kennedy.

'I will bring you the spoons and the boots also to clean,'
she said, 'and the courtyard wants sweeping!'

In this manner she often spoke to me as if I had been a
menial, because when I did my squire's duty with the weapons
and the armour, I would not let her so much as touch them,
which she much desired to do, for she was by nature as
curious about these things as a boy.

So for show and bravery I tried the edge of my own sword
on the back of my hand.  Nell Kennedy laughed aloud.

'Hairs on the back of a bairn's hand!' quoth she.  'Better
try your carving knife instead on the back of a horse's
currying comb!'

But I knew when to be silent, and she got no satisfaction
out of me.  And that was ever the better way of it with
her, when I could sufficiently command my temper to
follow mine own best counsel.

So the afternoon wore on, and before it was over I had
time to go out into the fields, and also towards evening to
the tennis-court—where, to recreate myself, I played sundry
games with James and Alexander Kennedy, good lads enough,
but ever better at that ball play which has no powder behind it.

At the gloaming the horses were ready and accoutred for
the expedition.  The Tutor of Cassillis and I rode alone, as
was his wont—so great was his trust in my courage and
discretion, though my years were not many, and (I grant it)
the hairs yet few on my chin.  It was still March, and the
bitter winter we had had seemed scarcely to have blown
itself out.  So that, although the crows had a week before
been carrying sticks for their nesting in the woods of
Culzean, yet now, in the quick-coming dark, the snowflakes
were again whirling and spreading ere they reached the
ground.

As we rode through the courtyard and out at the gate, I
heard the soft pit-pat of a foot behind us, for I have a good
ear.  I heard it even through the clatter of the hoofs of our
war horses.  So I turned in my saddle, and there behind us
was that madcap lass, Nell Kennedy, with her wylicoats kilted
and a snowball in her hand, which she manifestly designed
to throw at me.  But even as I ducked my head the ball
flew past me and hit Sir Thomas's horse 'Ailsa' on the rump,
making him curvet to the no small discomfort of the rider.

'What was that, think ye, Launcelot?' my master asked
in his kindly way.

'It might have been a bat,' I made answer—for it was, at
least, no use bringing the lassie into the affair, in spite of
what she had done to me that morning.  Besides, I could
find out ways of paying my debts to her without the telling
of tales, and that was always one comfort.

'It is a queer time of year for bats,' answered Sir
Thomas, doubtfully.  But he rode on and said no more.
I kept behind him, ducking my head and appearing to be
in terror of another snowball, for the ground was now
whitening fast.  Nell Kennedy followed after, making her
next ball harder by pressing it in her hand.  So we went till
we came to the far side of the drawbridge and were ready to
plunge into the woodlands.

Then I gave the whistle which tells that all is well on
the landward side, and is the signal for the bridge to be
raised.  Gabby Gib-cat heard and obeyed quickly, as he
was wont to do when his master was not far away.  At
other times he was lazy as the hills.

The bridge went grinding up, and therefore the Gib-cat
would immediately, as I knew, stretch himself for a sleep
by the fire.  So there I had Mistress Nell on the landward
side of the drawbridge and the gate up, with the snow
dancing down on her bare head and her coats kilted for
mischief.

I lagged a little behind Sir Thomas, so that I could
say to Nell, whose spirits were somewhat dashed by the
raising of the bridge, 'Step down to the water side and
bring up the three bottles of Canary, or go over to the
farm and keep the Grieve's lass company.  She may
perchance be lonely.'

So waving my hand and laughing, I rode off and left
her alone.  I hoped that she cried, for my heart was hot
within me because of the good things on which I had
expended all my saving, and which I had in all kindliness
meant to share with her.

Yet we had not reached the great oak in the park
before she was again by my side.

'Think ye I canna gang up the ladder in the White
Tower as well as you, Spurheel.  It is just kilting my
coats a kennin' higher!'

And I could have bitten my fingers off that I had
forgotten to pull it in again to my chamber.  For in the
morning I had mended and dropped it, not knowing when
it might be needed.
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And now to tell of sterner business.  For light-wit havering
with a lass bairn about a great house is but small part of the
purpose of my story—though I can take pleasure in that
also when it chances to come my way, as indeed becomes a
soldier.

We rode on some miles through the woods.  It still
snowed, and straying flakes disentangled themselves from
among the branches and sprinkled us sparsely.  It grew
eerie as the night closed in, and we heard only the roar of
the wind above us, the leafless branches clacking against
one another like the bones of dead men.

It was not my place to ask whither we were going, but
it may be believed that I was anxious enough to learn.
By-and-by we struck into the moorland road which climbs over
the Red Moss in the direction of the hill that is called Brown
Carrick.  The snow darkness settled down, and, but that
once I had been friendly with a lass who lived in that
direction, and so was accustomed to night travel in these
parts, I should scarce have known whither we were going.

But I understood that it could only be to the lonesome
Inn of the Red Moss, kept by Black Peter, that Culzean
was making his way.  As we began to climb the moor, Sir
Thomas motioned me with his hand to ride abreast of him,
and to make ready my weapons, which I was not loth to do,
for I am no nidderling to be afraid of powder.  When at
last we came to the Inn of the Red Moss, there were lights
shining in the windows, and looking out ruddy and lowering
under the thatch of the eaves.  It was ever an uncanny spot,
and so it was more than ever now.

But for all that the Red Moss was populous as a bees'
byke that night, for men and horses seemed fairly to swarm
about it.  Yet there was no jovial crying or greeting between
man and man, such as one may hear any market day upon
the plainstones of Ayr.

The men who were meeting thus by dark of night, were
mostly men of position come together upon a dangerous and
unwholesome ploy.  As soon as I saw the quality of the
gentlemen who were, assembled, I knew that we had come
to a gathering of the heads of the Cassillis faction.  Nor
was it long before I saw my lord himself, a tall, well-set
young man, inclining to stoutness, and of a fair complexion
with closely-cut flaxen hair.

The Laird of Culzean, my master, lighted down and took
the Earl by the hand, asking in his kindly way,—

'Is it well with you, John?'

For in his minority he had been his tutor and governor,
and in after years had agreed well with him, which is not
so common.

'Ay, well with me,' replied the Earl, 'but it is that
dotard fool, Kelwood, who has gotten the chest of gold
and jewels, which in my father's time was stolen from
the house of Cassillis by Archibald Bannatyne, who was my
father's man.  He died in my father's hands, who was not a
cat to draw a straw before.  Nevertheless, even in the Black
Vault of Dunure he could not be brought to reveal where he
had hidden the chest.  But now Kelwood, or another for
him, has gotten it from Archie's widow, a poor woman that
knew not its worth.'

'But Kelwood will deliver it, John.  Is he not your
man?  Trouble not any more about the matter,' counselled
the Tutor, who was ever for the milder opinion, and very
notably wise as well as slow in judgment.

'Nay,' said the Earl, 'deliver it he will not, for Bargany
and Auchendrayne have gotten his ear, and he has set his
mansion house in defence against us.  I have called you
here, Tutor, for your good advice.  Shall we levy our men
and beset Kelwood, or how shall we proceed that I may
recover that which is most justly mine own?'

For it was ever the bitterest draught to the Earl to lose
siller or gear.  The Tutor stood for a moment by his
beast's neck, holding his head a little to one side in a way
he had when he was considering anything—a trick which
his daughter Nell has also.

'How many are ye here?' he said to the Earl.

'We are fifteen,' the Earl replied.

'All gentlemen?' again asked the Tutor.

'All cadets of mine own house, and ready to fight to the
death for the blue and gold!' replied the Earl, giving a cock
to the bonnet, in the side of which he had the lilies of
France upon a rosette of blue velvet, which (at that time)
was the Cassillis badge of war.

As the Earl spoke, I, who stood a little behind with my
finger on the cock of my pistol, saw my lord raise a
questioning eyebrow at me, as if to ask his uncle who the
young squire might be whom he had brought with him.

'He is the son of John Kennedy of Kirrieoch, and with
us to the death,' said my master.

For which most just speech I thanked him in my heart.

'The name is a good one,' said the Earl, with a little
quaintish smile.  And well might he say so, for it was his
own, and my father of as good blood as he, albeit of a
younger branch.

Presently we were riding forth again, seventeen men in
our company, for the Earl had not counted the Tutor and
myself in his numeration.  We rode clattering and careless
over the moors, by unfrequented tracks or no track at all.
As we went I could hear them talking ever about the
treasure of Kelwood, and, in especial, I heard a strange,
daftlike old man, whom they called Sir Thomas Tode,
tell of the Black Vault of Dunure, and how lands and gear
were gathered by the tortures there.  His tales and his
manners were so strange and unseemly, that I vowed
before long to take an opportunity to hear him more fully.
But now there was much else to do.

Betimes we came to the tower of Kelwood and saw
only the black mass of it stand up against the sky, with
not a peep of light anywhere.  Now, as you may judge,
we went cannily, and as far as might be we kept over the
soft ground.  The Tutor bade us cast a compass about
the house, so that we might make ourselves masters of the
fields, and thus be sure that no enemy was lying there in wait
for us.  But we encompassed the place and found nothing
alive, save some lean swine that ran snorting forth from a
shelter where they had thought to pass the night.

Then I and the young Laird of Gremmat, being the
best armed and most active there, were sent forward to spy
out the securest way of taking the tower.  I liked the job
well enough, for I never was greatly feared of danger all my
days; and at any rate there is small chance of distinction
sitting one's horse in the midst of twenty others in an open
field.

So Gremmat and I went about the house and about,
which was not a castle with towers and trenches, like
Dunure or Culzean, but only a petty blockhouse.  And I
laughed within myself to think of such a bees' byke having
the mighty assurance to dream of keeping a treasure against
my Lord Cassillis, as well as against the Tutor of that ilk
and me, his squire.

There was no drawbridge nor yet so much as a ditch
about Kelwood Tower, but only a little yett-house with an
open pend or passage, that gave against the main wall of the
building.  Within this passage, could we gain it, I knew that
we should be well protected, and have time to burst in the
wall, even if the door withstood us.  For once within the
archway, I could not see how it was possible for those in the
house to reach us, in any way to do us harm.

Gremmat and I therefore went back to our company with
the news, but the best of it—the part concerning the
yett-house—I kept to myself.  For the Laird of Gremmat, though
a tough fighter, was not a man of penetration, so that
I well deserved the credit of telling what I alone had seen.

When I told the chiefs of my discovery, my Lord of
Cassillis said nothing but turned abruptly to the Tutor,
thinking nothing of my tidings or of the danger I had been in to
bring them.  Nevertheless Sir Thomas, my master, turned
first to me, as was his kindly custom.

'It is well done of you, Launcelot.  The sheep herding
on Kirrieoch has given you an eye for other things,' he
said.

And at that I think the Earl gave me a little more
consideration, though all that he said was no more than, 'Well,
Tutor, and what do you advise?'

'I think,' said the Tutor, 'that you and the younger men
had best take Launcelot's advice, and conceal yourselves in
the pend of the yett-house, with picks and, perhaps, a mickle
tree for a battering-ram, while I and a trumpeter lad summon
Kelwood himself to surrender.  In that clump of trees over
there we shall be out of reach of their matchlocks.'

So the Earl took the advice, and in a little we were in the
black trough of the pend, with an iron-bolted door in front
and the rough, unhewn stones of the wall on either side of us.

Then the Tutor's trumpet blew one rousing blast and then
another, till we could hear the stir of men roused out of their
sleep in the tower above us.  But we ourselves held our
breaths and keeped very quiet.

Once more the trumpet blew from the clump of oak trees
over against the main gate.

'Who may ye be that blaws horns in the Kelwood without
asking leave of me?' cried a voice from the narrow window
in the wall above us.

And my master, Sir Thomas, answered him from the
coppice,—

'It is I, Kennedy of Culzean, that come from your liege
lord to demand the treasure that is his, stolen from his
house by his false servant and now reset by you, Laird Currie
of Kelwood.'

The Laird laughed contumeliously from his turret window.

'An' the Earl wants his treasure, let him come and fetch
it,' said he.

At which answer it was all that we could do to keep the
Earl quiet.  He was for setting the squared tree to the door
at once.

'Kelwood,' again we heard the voice of Sir Thomas,
'I ken well who has deceived you in this matter.  Listen
to no glosing words.  No man can strive with the
Kennedy and prosper in all these lands 'twixt Clyde and
Solway.'

'Which Kennedy?' cried Kelwood, from his window,
fleeringly.  And this set the Earl more bitterly against him
than ever, for it was as much as to say that the Bargany
Kennedies were equal in power and place to his own house
of Cassillis.

'Lift the trees and to it!' he cried, and with that, being
a strong man of his own body, he garred a great
fore-hammer dirl against the iron of the door.  And though he
had many faults, this forwardness should be minded to him
for good.  Then there was a noise indeed, coulters and
fore-hammers dinging merrily against the door, while from aloft
came shouts and the rolling of heavy stones down about us;
but by my strategy there was not one came near to hurting
us.  The defenders might have been so many sparrows
fyling the roof, for all the harm they did to us.  But
nevertheless, they banged away their powder and shouted.  We
that were with the Earl shouted none, but kept dourly to
our work.  Stark and strong was the bolted door of
Kelwood, and all the might of our men could do it no injury,
nor so much as shake the hinges.  It must have been the
work of a deacon among the hammermen.

But I felt that we were against the wall of the kitchen,
for one side of the passage was warm, on my right hand, and
the other clammy and cold.  So I cried on them, to leave
the door and pull down the stones of the jamb on my
right.  Then since I had given them good advice before,
and they knew that I was of the household of the wise man
of Culzean, they were the more ready to take the counsel,
though they thanked me not a word, but only lifted the
tree and drave at it.

'Make first a hole with the crowbars,' said I.  'Pull
down the stones; they are set without lime under the
harling.'

So they did it, and we found the first part of the wall
as I had said, not difficult of conquest; but the inner, being
cemented with shell lime, was like adamant.  Therefore,
with a shout, we set the tree to it, swinging it in our hands.
After many attempts we sent the butt of it crushing
through, and then, before the enemy could come to the
threatened place, we had made a hole large enough for a
man to enter on his hands and knees.  I was leaping
forward to be first within, but Gremmat got in front of
me and crawled through.  Whereat the Laird of Kelwood
himself came at him with his gun, and shot Gremmat in
the kernel of the thigh, so that he dropped in a heap on
the floor, and was ever thereafter unable of his legs.  But
I that came second (and right glad was I then that I had
not been first) rose and set my point at Kelwood, for he
was tangled up with the reeking musket.  I had him
pierced before ever he had time to draw, and was set in
defence for the next that might come, when the Earl and
the other gentlemen came rushing past us both, and
completely invaded the place of Kelwood, so that all within it
immediately surrendered.

Then the Earl was like a man gone mad to find the
chest, and questioned the Laird, who, as was somewhat
natural, could do nothing but groan on the floor, with
my sword-thrust through his shoulder.  But in a little
they found the box in a cunning wall-press under his bed,
where it could not be reached except by moving the whole
couch from its place and sliding a panel back—which being
done, the secret cavity was made plain.

It had been a harder task to transport young Gremmat
back with us than it was to take the treasure—which was
in a small enough compass, though heavy beyond belief.  But
after going a mile or two we left the young wildcap at
the house of a good and safe man, who made himself bound
to the Earl for his safe keeping till he should be whole of
his wound.
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Indeed it had been no likeable job to deny Cassillis that
night.  For with the fighting, the treasure, and the
reproaches of Kelwood, whom he could hardly be kept from
finishing with his own hand, his spirit was apt for wars and
stratagems—all the more that he himself had as yet had little
experience of blows or the smart of wounds.  Kelwood we
left with those of his dependents that had been in the tower
with him.  His wound proved not so serious as it might have
been, and in a month he was safe with the Laird of
Kerse—which thing occasioned a most bitter quarrel between
Cassillis and the Craufords, as indeed hereafter ye shall hear.

It was already greying for the dawn when we reached
the House on the Red Moss.  Black Peter was at the door,
and within the kitchen a large fire was blazing, which,
because the night was chill and the sweat of fighting hardly
yet well dried on us, we were right glad to see.  We laid
down the chest in a little trance at the back of the kitchen,
setting it upon an oatmeal ark which stood there.

Black Peter went out to hold our horses while we talked
together, and left his daughter, a well-favoured lass of about
my own years or thereby, to wait upon us.  So meeting
the lass in the dusk of the trance, on pretext of seeing that
the treasure was safe, I took occasion of a kiss of her—not
that I liked it over much, or that her favours were precious,
but because such like is held a soldier's privilege at an inn,
and no more to be disregarded than the reckoning—indeed,
somewhat less.

But the wench dang me soundly on the ear for it, so that
my head echoed again.  Yet I liked her better for that,
because it made the adventure something worth attempting.
'Go,' she cried, 'grow your beard before ye set up to
kiss women.  I would as soon kiss the back of my hand as
a man wanting the beard to his face.'

Thus she gave me also the woman's buffet of the tongue,
and I could have answered her, and well, too, but that I saw
behind me my Lord Cassillis himself, and right heartily he
was laughing—which, I do admit, disconcerted me no little,
and brought me to silence.

'Ah, lad,' he said, 'have ye not learned from your
experience of this night that women are just like castles?  Ye
must reconnoitre them circumspectly before ye can hope to
take them by direct assault.'

He went by, giving me a clap on the shoulder, as one
that had sympathy both with the winning of castles and
of women.  And I think he liked me none the worse for
it in the long run.  But I hoped that he would not make
a jest of it nor tell the Tutor of the matter.  For my
master, Sir Thomas of Culzean, being a grave man and
reverend, was not apt to look upon the follies of youth
with so kindly and comprehending an eye.

Within the kitchen of the Inn of the Red Moss there was
routh of liquor, and all the Cassillis faction were gathered
there, quaffing and pledging one another.  They were
flushed with their success, and several were even keen for
assaulting some of the Bargany strongholds at once.

But the Tutor cautioned them.

'Mind what ye do.  Young Bargany is as a lion compared
to that braying ass we left groaning behind us at
Kelwood; and John Muir of Auchendrayne has at once
the wisest head and the evilest heart in all this broad
Scotland.  Be patient and abide.  We have gotten the
treasure.  Let us be content and wait.'

'Ay, and by waiting give them the next score in the
game!' said the young Earl, scornfully—for he, too, was hot
with success.

So they stood about the kitchen with drinking-cups of
horn in their hands, while the Earl unfolded a plan of the
great house of Bargany, and began to explain how it might
be taken.

'But,' he said, 'we must wait till, by some overt and
considered act of war, Bargany gives me the chance to execute
justice within my Balliary of Carrick, as is my legal right.
Then swiftly we shall strike, before that Bargany can reach
us with the sword, or John Muir of Auchendrayne foil us
by getting at the King with his fox's cunning.'

Hardly were the words out of his mouth when a silence
fell upon us.  The Earl ceased speaking and inclined his
head as though, like the rest of us, he were harkening eagerly
for the repeating of a sound.

Then we who listened with him heard something that
was like the clattering of horses' feet at a gallop, which
came nearer and nearer.  There arose a cry from the front
of the house—that wild, shrill scream, the unmistakable
parting cry of a man stricken to death with steel.  Then broke
forth about the Inn of the Red Moss, the rush of many
horses snorting with fear and fleeing every way, the while
we, that were in the house, stood as it had been carved in
stone, so swift and unexpected was this thing.

The Earl remained by the table in the centre, with his
hand yet on the plan of the house of his enemy.  Sir
Thomas was still bending down to look, when all suddenly
the glass of the window crashed and a missile came flashing
through, thrown by a strong man's hand.  It fell with
a ring of iron across the paper that was outspread on the
table.  It was a dagger heavily hiked with silver.  But
what thrilled us all with fear was, that the blade of it was
red nearly to the hilt, and distilled fresh-dripping blood
upon the chart.

Then was heard from without something that sounded like
a man laughing—but as of a man that had been longtime in
hell—and again there came the galloping of a single horse's feet.
The first in all in the house to run to the door was no
other than the young lass I had tried to kiss.  She flung
the door open and ran to a dark, huddled thing, which
lay across the paving stones of the little causeway in front
of the inn.

'My father—oh, they have slain my father!' she cried.

We that were within also rushed out by the front door,
forgetting all else, and filled with dread of what we might see.

The dawn was coming red from the east, and there, in
the first flush of it, lay Black Peter, plain to be seen, a dark
tide sluggishly welling from his side, and his young daughter
trying pitifully to staunch it with the bit laced napkin
wherewith she had bound her hair to make her pleasant in the
men's eyes.

When Peter of the Red Moss saw the Earl, he tried
to raise himself upon his elbow from the ground.  One
feeble hand went waveringly to his head as if to remove
his bonnet in the presence of his chief.

Cassillis sank on his knees beside him and took the hand.
There was a fragment of a leather rein still clasped in it,
cut across with a clean, slicing cut.

'Peter, Peter, poor man, who has done this to you?'
he asked.

The man that was about to die turned his eyes this
way and that.

'My lord, my lord,' he said, struggling with the choking
blood that rose in his throat, 'it was—it was—the grey
man—!'

And the Earl listened for more with his ear down to
Peter's mouth, but the spirit of the man who had died for
his master ebbed dumbly away without another word.  So
there was nothing left for us to do but to carry him in,
and this we did in the young sunshine of a pleasant
morning.  And the maid washed and streeked him, moaning
and crooning over him piteously, as a dove does that
wanteth company.

I went, as it happed, into the trance to fetch her a
basin of clear water.  The top of the meal-ark stood empty!

'My lord—the chest!' I cried, and all save the maid
alone rushed in.  The treasure of Kelwood was gone!
Without the door, on the trampled clay and mud, there
were the steads of naked feet many and small.  But of
the treasure-chest for which we had ventured so much
that night, we saw neither hilt nor hair, clasp nor band.

Only in the kitchen of the house on the Red Moss
there was a dead man, and a maid mourning over him;
on the table a dagger, red to the guard, and from it fell
slowly the drip of a man's life blood, blotting out with a bitter
scorn the plans of our wisest and the enmity of our proudest.
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I rode forth from Edinburgh town with infinite glee and
assurance of spirit.  No longer could I be slighted as a boy,
for that day I, even I, Launcelot Kennedy, had been put to
the horn—that is, I had been proclaimed rebel and outlaw
at the Cross of Edinburgh with three blasts of the king's
horn, 'Against John, Earl of Cassillis, Sir Thomas of
Culzean, called the Tutor of Cassillis, and Launcelot
Kennedy, his esquire!'  So had run the proclamation.
I wondered what that unkempt, ill-tongued lassie, Nell
Kennedy, would say to this.  But the honour itself even
she could not gainsay.

It is true that there were others forfaulted as well as I—the
Earl himself that was a sitter in the King's council board,
Sir Thomas, my master, and, indeed, all that had any hand
in the great contest in the High Street of Edinburgh.  How
close had every leal burgess kept within doors that day and
how briskly screamed for the watch!  How the town
guards sequestered themselves safe behind bars, and were
very quiet, for there was hardly a man to be seen from the
castle to Holyrood-House that was not a Kennedy, and
trying to kill some other Kennedy—as indeed is ever the
way with our name and clan.

We of Cassillis had ridden hot foot to Edinburgh to
denounce the Bargany faction to the king, in the matter of
the treasure and the killing of Black Peter.  Not that we
knew for certain that it was Bargany who had any hand in
the murder and reiving.  But it was necessary to make a
bold face for it, and, at all events, we knew that the thing
had been done in Bargany's interests.  So we went, all
prepared to declare that the active criminal was Bargany's
brother, Thomas of Drummurchie, a bold and desperate
villain, who had been outlawed for years for many a crime
besides murder in all its degrees.  Also we hoped that if
the king were in a good humour towards us of Cassillis,
who were always the men of loyalty and peace, he might
even attaint Bargany himself.  So that our Earl, being the
Bailzie or chief ruler of Carrick under the King, might get
his will of his house foe, and thus put an end to the quarrel.
For there was no other hope of peace, save that our enemies
should be laid waste.

But we found King James in aught but a yielding mood.
The ministers of Edinburgh, and in especial one, Mr Robert
Bruce, a man of very great note, and once a prime favourite
with the king, had been setting themselves against his will.
So at first we got little satisfaction, and it did not help
matters that, on the second day of our visit, the Bargany
Kennedies and Mures rode into the town in force—all
sturdy men from the landward parts of Carrick, while
we were mostly slighter and limberer lads, from the side
of it that looks towards the sea.

The next day, as I went down the Canongate with the
gold lilies of Cassillis on my cocked bonnet, I declare that
nearly every third man I met was a Bargany lout, swaggering
with his silly favour of red and white in his cap.  But, for
all that, I ruffled it right bravely in despite of them all, letting
no man cock his feather at me.  For I had a way, which I
found exceedingly irritating to them, of turning the skirt or
my blue French cloak over my shoulder when I met one of
the other faction, as if I feared defilement from the contact
of their very garments.  This I did with all of the
underlings—aye, even with Mure of Cloncaird.  Indeed, I had
already had my long sword three times out of its sheath by
the time I got to the guard-house at Holyrood.

It was just there that I met young Bargany himself,
coming direct, from the King's presence.  But I practised
my pleasantry not with him.  For a more kingly-looking
man did I never see—far beyond our Earl (shame be to me
for saying such a thing!), and, indeed, before any man that
ever I saw.  But Gilbert Kennedy of Bargany was the
bravest man that was to be gotten in any land, as all men
that saw him in his flower do to this day admit.  And
hearts were like water before him.

He was of his stature tall and well-made, with a complexion
black but comely, noble on horseback, and a master
both of arms and at all pastimes.  And when I beheld him,
it came upon me to salute him—which, though I had small
intention thereof till I saw him, I did.  It was with some
surprise, perceiving, no doubt, the Earl's colours, that he
returned my greeting, and that very graciously.  The
moment after I looked about me, and right glad I was to
observe that none of our folk had been in the place before
the palace to observe my salutation.

After this we of Cassillis went in parties of three or
four, and our swords were in our hands all the day, in spite
of the watch—ay, in spite even of the King's Guard, which
His Majesty had sent to keep the peace, when he himself
had gone off to Linlithgow in the sulks, as at this time was
oft his silly wont.

For me, I went chiefly with Sir Thomas, my master, as
was my duty; but being allowed to choose my companion,
I chose Muckle Hugh from Kirriemore, which marches with
mine own home of Kirrieoch on Minnochside.  Hugh was
the strongest man in all Carrick, and had joined the
command chiefly for the love of me—because he had once
herded sheep for us, and my mother had been kind to him
and given him new milk instead of skim for his porridge.

And I warrant you when the two of us took the crown
of the causeway, we stepped aside for no man, not even for
Bargany and his brother Drummurchie had we seen them
(which by good luck we never did).  But others we saw in
plenty.  It was 'Bargany thieves!' 'Cassillis cairds!' as
we cried one to the other across the street.  And the next
moment there we were, ruffling and strutting like gamecocks,
foot-to-foot in the midst of the causeway, neither
willing to give way.  Then 'Give them iron!' would be
the cry; and in a clapping of hands there would be as pretty
a fight as one might wish to see—till, behold, in a gliff,
there on the cobble stones was a man stretched, and all
workmanly completed from beginning to end, while the
clock of St Giles' was jangling the hour of noon.

For the matter of the killing of Black Peter, and the way
that lassie his daughter held his head as she washed him,
abode with us, and made our hearts hot against the Barganies.
That is, the hearts of the younger of us.  For I wot well
that the elders thought more of the lost box of treasure, than
of many men's lives far more famous and necessary than
that of poor Black Peter, who died in his duty at the house
door of the Red Moss—and that is not at all an ill death
to die.

But there came a day when the ill blood drew to a head.
It was bound to come, because for weeks the two factions of
us Kennedies had been itching to fly at each other's throats.
The Barganies mostly lodged together in the lower parts of
the town beneath the Nether Bow, in order to keep us away
from the King when he was at Holyrood House, and also
to be near the haunts of those loose characters of the baser
sort with whom, as was natural, they chiefly consorted.

We, on our part, dwelled in the upper portion of the town,
in the well-aired Lawnmarket and in the fashionable closes
about the Bow-head.  For none of us, so far as I knew, desired
to mix or to mell with loose company—save, an' it might be,
the Earl himself.  That being 'the custom and privilege of
the nobility,' as Morton said to his leman, when he wished
to change her for another.

Now, we had among us of our company one Patrick
Wishart, an indweller in Irvine and a good fighter.  He was
an Edinburgh man born, and knew all the town—every lane
and street, every bend and bow, every close and pend and
turning in it.  He also knew that which was even more
valuable, where the King's Guard were, and how to shut
them up till we had done our needs upon our foes.  He was
well advised besides where each of the leaders among the
Barganies dwelt.

On the day appointed the Earl gave us all a meeting-place
by the back of Saint Giles' High Kirk, beneath the wall of
the Tolbooth.  And there we mustered at ten of the clock
one gay morning.  It was a windy day, and, spite of the sun,
the airs blew shrewdly from the eastern sea, as is their use and
wont all the year in the High Street of Edinburgh.

Now our young Earl had ever plenty of siller though
afterward he parted with it but seldom.  Yet for the furtherance
of his cause he had spent it lavishly during these days
in Edinburgh, so that all the common orders in our upper
part of the town held him to be the greatest man and the
best that ever lived.  And as for the vices he showed, they
were easy, popular ones, such as common folk readily excuse
and even approve in the great—as women, wine, and such-like.

So as we swung down the street all the windows of the
armourers' shops in the booths about the Kirk of Saint Giles'
were opened, and as many as desired it were supplied with
spears and pikes and long-handled Highland axes, each with
a grappling hook at the back, such-like as had brought many
a good knight down at the Red Harlaw.

And these were afterwards a great advantage to us,
for though we were much fewer in numbers, yet we had
longer weapons of assault and also the upper side of the
street to fight from.

Then we sallied forth crying, 'A Kennedy!'  And
the streets were lined to see us go by, many a douce
burgher's wife, knowing our good intentions and our not
companying with the riotous troublers of the town, but
rather, when we could compass it, with honest, sonsy
women, giving us her blessing from an upper window.

Patrick Wishart advised that we should stop up all the
alleys and closes as far down as the Blackfriar's Wynd with
barracadoes of carts, barrels, and puncheons, to prevent the
enemy sallying forth upon us from behind.  It was a good
thought, and but for a foe without, whom we knew not how
to reckon with, it had been completely successful.  Down
by the Nether Bow, where the street narrows, was the place
where we first saw the misleared Bargany faction drawn across
the street to resist us and contemn the King's authority.

When we observed them we gave a mighty shout and
heaved our weapons into the air, that they might see the
excellence of our arming.  They sent a shout back again,
and I saw in front of their array Bargany himself with a
casque on his head, the sun glinting the while on a steel
cuirass which covered him back and front.  Then I gave
the word to blow up the matches; for by this time I was well
kenned for a good soldier and proper marksman, and had by
my lord himself been put over the hackbuttmen, which was
a great honour for one so young.  Thus we advanced to
the onset.  But first my Lord of Cassillis, going to the front,
cried to Kennedy of Bargany to know why he withstood
him in the highway of the King's principal town.

'Because ye have lied concerning me to the King.  Because
ye have slain my men, hated my race, and sought to
bring me to my death!' answered back young Bargany in
a clear, high voice.

'Ye lie, man!  Have at you with the sword!' cried
our Earl, who was never a great man with his tongue,
though sometimes masterful enough with his hands.

So with that I gave the order, and our hackbuttmen shot
off their pieces, so that more than one of the wearers of the
red and white fell headlong.

'A Kennedy!  A Kennedy!' cried the Earl.  'To it,
my lads!'

And in a moment we were on them.  By instinct we
had dropped our matchlocks and taken to the steel, so that
the first thing that I knew, I was at Thomas of
Drummurchie's throat with my borrowed pike.  He roared an
oath, and leaping to the side, he struck the shaft with his
two-handed sword, which shore the point off near to my
upper grip.  And there is little doubt but that I had been
spent ere I could have drawn my sword, had not Muckle
Hugh of Kirriemore brought his broadsword down upon
the steel cap of the Wolf of Drummurchie, so that with the
mighty blow he was beaten to the ground, and, being
senseless, men trampled upon him as the battle swayed to
and fro.  Yet I have never forgotten that, but for Hugh,
I was that day almost sped, which should have been a
lesson to me not to trust to a weapon of which I had no
skill, even though it might be an ell longer in the haft
than my sword.  Also I was thankful to God.

'A Kennedy! a Kennedy!' cried we.  'We are
driving them.  They give back!'

For we felt the downward push upon the hillslope, and
that gave us courage.

And the crying of 'Bargany' was almost silenced, for
now the wearers of the butcher's colours had enough to do
to keep steeks with us, with their faces braced to the brae,
and so needed all their breath.

By this time I had my arm cleared and my sword out,
and, certes, but the fray was brisk.  Now, when it is hand to
hand I fear no man.  Once I had a chance of paying my
score in the matter of Drummurchie, for as I passed over
him he cut upwards at me with a knife.  But I spared only
long enough from the man I was engaging at the time
(who indeed was no swordsman or I dared not have done it)
to slash the Wolf across the wrist, which, I am given to
believe, has troubled his sword-hand all his life—and for no
more than this he has borne me a grudge unto this day, so
malicious and revengeful are some men.

Thus we drove the Bargany faction into the Canongate
in spite of the swordsmanship of their chief, who fought
ever in the forefront.  It was, indeed, all over with them,
when suddenly, from behind us, there came rushing a
rabblement of men with weapons in their hands, all crying
'Bargany!'  Able-bodied scoundrels with long hair and
pallid faces they were, and they laid about them with
desperate vigour.  Now, it is no wonder that this was a
terrible surprise to us, and, hearing their cry, the broken
Bargany folk down the streets and closes took heart of grace
to have at us again.  We were not discouraged, but part of
us faced about, so as to fight with our backs set one, to the
other.  Nevertheless, I saw at once that unless some help
came we were overpowered.

'Into the lanes!' I cried, though, indeed, I had no right
to give an order, but, in the pinch of necessity, it is he
who sees that should lead.

So into one of the narrow lanes which led to the ford
and down by the stepping-stones across the Nor' Loch
we ran, but not in the way of a rout.  Rather we retreated
orderly and slow—withdrawing, grieved at heart to think
that we had to leave so many of our sick and wounded
behind us.  Yet, because of the love they bore us as
peaceable men, we knew that the town's dames would
succour them—also lest we should be bloodily revenged
on their husbands when we came back, if they did not.

At the edge of the Nor' Loch, six or seven of us made
a rally, and having wounded and captured one of the long-haired
desperadoes whose assault had turned the tables against
Cassillis, we brought him with us, thinking that my Lord
might wish to question him with the pilniewinks.

Now not many of the Bargany faction pursued; some
because they knew not whither we were gone, some because
both their chief and the Wolf of Drummurchie were
hurt, and others again because the rabble which had fallen
on our rear, not knowing one party from another, had
turned their weapons upon their friends.

Nevertheless, it was a patent fact that we good men of
Cassillis had been baffled and put to shame by the thieves of
Bargany in the open High Street of Edinburgh.  It has not
happened to many to be victorious and pursuing, and again
broken and defeated, all within the space of half-an-hour.

When we were safe from pursuit on the other side of
the Nor' Loch, we questioned the varlet whom I and others
had captured, as to what was his quarrel against us.

'Nothing,' he said.  'I and the others were lying in
the Tolbooth, when suddenly the gates were opened, and
there stood one at the door, clad in grey, who gave a sword
or a pike to each man, as well as a piece of gold, telling us
that there were other ten of the same awaiting each good
striker who should fall on and fight those whom he would
show us.'

'What like was this man?' said Sir Thomas, my master.

'An ordinary man enough,' said the fellow; 'grey of
head and also clad in grey, but with armour that rattled
beneath his clothes.

Then we looked at one another, and remembered the
dying words of Black Peter—'It was—it was—the Grey
Man—!'

Once more such a man had crossed the luck of
Cassillis.  By what golden key he had bribed the warders
and opened His Majesty's Tolbooth, we knew not; but
assuredly he had clean beaten us from the field.

Nevertheless, I was much cheered to hear on the next
day that the name of Launcelot Kennedy, called 'of
Kirrieoch, or Launcelot of the Spurs,' was among those
that were 'put to the horn,' or in plain words declared
rebel and outlaw at the Cross of Edinburgh.

For I knew that Nell Kennedy would never flout me
more.  Even fair Marjorie would, perhaps, not disdain
speech with me now, and might perchance let me walk
by her side in the garden some summer evening.
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