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Chapter One

Restless, too keyed up to sleep as the airliner sliced through the dark night high above the North Atlantic, the boy switched on the overhead light and pulled his carryon bag out from under the seat ahead of him.

He didnt have to open the main part of the bag. The book he wanted was within easy reach in a side pocket. It was a small book, with a tartan-covered jacket, a dark tartan with a single red over-stripe. The title was simply Clan Gunn, illustrated with a fist brandishing a sword and the words Aut Pax, Aut Bellum, Either Peace or War.

Had there ever been peace? Gavin Gunn flipped through the familiar pages. It didnt seem like it. Or was it just that historians found peace too boring to record and concentrated on war? In the case of the Gunns, at least, there was no shortage of that.

It was not surprising, he thought, as he looked at the map in the front of the book. It showed the territory of the Gunns, in the north-east corner of Scotland, to be relatively small. It was surrounded, and, over the course of history, often almost swallowed up by their stronger, feuding neighbours: the Sinclairs, MacKays, Sutherlands and Keiths. But through tenacity and courage, the Gunns had held on to their land.

Gavins interest in his ancestry had been encouraged by his father, who had researched a family tree. His own great-great-great grandfather had emigrated from Scotland to Zorra in south-eastern Ontario in the early nineteenth century, but some of his brothers had stayed in Scotland. Gavins father had tracked down his Scottish relatives on the Internet, and had struck up a lively e-mail friendship with them. As a result, one of these new-found cousins had invited Gavin to join him and his family for an August holiday in Inverness.

Gavin had a photo of them tucked in his book. There was Mr. Gregory Gunn, a widower, who looked very much like Gavins father in spite of their distant relationship. He had the same broad forehead, deep-set eyes and windburned colouring. And his daughter, Fiona, was about Gavins age. She had the colouring of her father, auburn curls and, in this picture at least, an infectious grin. Were going to get along fine, he thought

Father and daughter were both hiking enthusiasts, and that appealed to Gavin. He had walked parts of the Bruce Trail and, since his familys move to Kingston, the Rideau Trail. And now he was looking forward to hiking the Caithness moors, in the far north of the Scottish Highlands, land on which his distant ancestors had lived and fought and died.

He skimmed thrugh the book now, refreshing his memory. There was one episode in the history of the Gunn clan that fascinated him. It was the result of a long-standing feud with the Keiths. Both sides, claiming to be tired of war, had agreed that twelve horse from each clan would meet in combat to decide their dispute once and for all. This meant that twelve men riding twelve horses would battle each other. But the Keiths arrived with two men on each horse. The furious Gunns put up a desperate fight but the odds were too great. All of them were killed or wounded, and the surviving Keiths rode off in triumph to the castle of Dirlot. But in spite of their wounds several Gunns managed to follow. The Keiths were celebrating in the castle, unsuspecting and off their guard. The window shutters were pulled back. One by one the Gunn bowmen picked them off. Their revenge was complete.

Dirlot, the old castle, was there, marked on the map. It would be in ruins now, of course. That, thought Gavin, was as it should be. It wouldnt seem right if it were in good repair, lived in. No, it should be in ruins, with the wind moaning through crumbling towers and voices from the past whispering through gaping windows and rising from the dungeon depths.

Dirlot. Yes, he had told his hosts-to-be that that was one of the sites he didnt want to miss. They had assured him it would be on their hiking route.

When he drifted off to sleep, it was with thoughts of old castles and far-off days filling his dreams.





Chapter Two

In spite of the good feeling their photo had given him, Gavin was a little apprehensive as he left Customs and walked down the ramp to the reception area of Glasgow Airport. His new-found cousins knew him only by the e-mails that had gone back and forth, and two or three brief phone calls, and to have invited him to stay for two weeks before school started up again (Fionas dad was a teacher) seemed a bit risky. Suppose they didnt get along?

He spotted his cousins almost at once. His hosts welcoming smile and firm hand shake were reassuring. Welcome to Scotland, Gavin. Im Gregory Gunn, your many-times-removed cousin. Its wonderful to meet you. And this is my daughter, Fiona, whos been looking forward to this moment ever since we first heard from you.

For a moment there was a stiffness in Fionas greeting. Her blue eyes seemed to be appraising him, so that he felt self-conscious, but apparently she was reassured by what she saw. Hello, Gavin. Her grip was firm and friendly.

Hi, he said, thinking he should say more, but not sure what that should be.

Mr. Gunn noticed his uncertainty. I expect youre tired after your flight. You probably didnt sleep much, and its only half past six in the morning. Youre likely hungry, too?

Gavin shook his head. Not really. I had a good breakfast on the plane.

Did you? Thats good. Fiona and I stayed overnight in the airport hotel and had what they call a continental breakfast, so we can head for home right away. We have quite a drive ahead of us. Or perhaps not, by your standards. I understand Canadians are used to travelling long distances.

Yes, I suppose we are. Gavin nodded. My family travels from Kingston to Hamilton quite regularly. Thats 330 kilometres. Sometimes we go there and back in the same day. My grandparents live there.

Then youll think nothing of our driving from Glasgow to Inverness. We still go by miles here, but I would think its about 300 kilometres. Well stop for a break along the way. This is all your luggage? Good. Lets go.

They stowed Gavins bag and backpack in the boot, or trunk, of Mr. Gunns mid-size Vauxhall. For a moment Gavin wondered who was going to drive as Mr. Gunn seemed to be getting into the passengers seat. Then he realized that, of course, it was right-hand drive and they would be travelling on the left side of the road,

Well sit in the back, said Fiona, so I can point out places that might interest you. Or if you want to, you can catch up on your sleep.

No fear, said Gavin. I wont be going to sleep. I dont want to miss anything.

It turned out to be a wonderful drive. Fiona acted as guide, providing helpful information as they drove over the high Erskine Bridge, then along beside beautiful Loch Lomond.

Loch is our word for lake, she explained. And ben means mountain, so that hill is Ben Lomond.

The road beside the Loch was wide and fast until they reached the northern end, where it became narrow and twisting with no shoulders, squeezed between the lake and towering hills. Buses and lorries, or trucks, seemed to Gavin to be awfully wide as they bore down on them, but Mr.-Gunn showed no concern. He was clearly used to them.

They passed Stirling Castle, high on its cliff, then sped along a motorway, by mountain and stream, while Fiona pointed out castles and battle sites. They stopped for tea in a wayside hotel, and eventually, as the day wore away, they arrived at the home of Gregory and Fiona, a small house in an old neighbourhood on the outskirts of Inverness. It made Gavin think of an old-fashioned cottage, set back from the road, with rose bushes under a picture window.

Fiona set to work to make lunch while her father showed Gavin a small guest bedroom and helped him settle in. Once the lunch was ready, they gathered again in the kitchen.

Well, since youre still wide awake, Gavin, lets plan our hike for Monday. Gregory Gunn spread a map of Caithness, showing old Gunn territory, on the table and the three of them pored over it.

It will be a loose plan. Play it by ear as they say. Well prepare to hike for a week, take longer or shorter, depending on how we feel. Well start at Latheron and head out from there over the moors in a more or less northerly direction. That will take us, sooner or later, to Dirlot, which Gavin particularly wants to see. I presume youve heard the story of the Keiths treachery, Gavin?

Oh, yes.

Right. But there are other historic places to visit before we get that far. For instanceLoch Rangag. He indicated a small loch, not far off the highway. He paused for a moment, as if trying to catch hold of a particularly elusive thought. Have you ever heard of the villain Greysteel?

Greysteel? Gavin shook his head. Who was he? Ive never seen any mention of anyone by that name in any of the Gunn history books Ive read.

No. Well, for two reasons, I suppose. First, he wasnt a Gunn. At least I hope not. Nobody knows where he came from. Second, the story is not well known at all. My grandmother told it to me when I was just a lad, and Ive never met anyone else who has ever heard of him. But its true enough, at least basically. Loch Rangag. Thats where his castle was. A few hundred years ago, of course. Its a long story

Gavin grinned and settled in his chair. He had a feeling he was in for a good yarn!

Greysteel. Gregory Gunn savoured the word. No one knows where he came from. He certainly wasnt a Sinclair, like most of the landowners around there. Or a Gunn. He just seems to have suddenly appeared. He built a castle, probably on a peninsula jutting out into Loch Rangag. He moved his hand to cover the surrounding territory. He terrorized the whole area. Greysteel was the greatest swordsman of his time and he took what he wanted, no questions asked. I suppose the people thought it better to live in poverty than to die a slow and painful deathtorture was one of his specialties. He led raids into neighbouring counties and slaughtered anyone foolish enough to resist. Heck, the MacDonalds of Glencoe were pussycats compared to this man. He and his followers terrorized the road that led along the seashore too, robbing travellers and throwing their bodies over the cliffs into the sea.

Yikes, muttered Gavin. I wouldnt want to run into him.

No, you wouldnt. He was a nasty character, to put it mildly. But one day he went too far. His neighbour to the southGregory pointed it out on the mapwas Sinclair of Rattar, who lived in the Latheron area. One day his son and heir was out hunting and, without realizing it, wandered onto Greysteels land. That was a fatal mistake. He put up a good fight but he was no match for the outlaw. His body was thrown into Loch Rangag.

Now, young Rattar had a sister and the two of them were very close. A beautiful girl, the object of every young mans fancy.

Figures. Gavin grinned. There has to be a beautiful girl in every fairy tale. He looked sideways at his cousin. Was her name Fiona?

Fiona gave him a good-natured punch on the arm. Were not all called Fiona in Scotland, she laughed.

Her father chuckled, then added, This is no fairy tale, Gavin. And no, her name wasnt Fiona. At least I dont think so. Im not sure what it was, so well call her Ailis, one of my favourite names. Now, Ailis was engagedI suppose I should say betrothedto a distant cousin, Sinclair of Dunn, who lived up that way by Loch Watten. He found that loch on the map. Dunn immediately came down to comfort Ailis, and in doing so he vowed that he would avenge her brothers death by slaying Greysteel. He shook his head. It was a rash vow made without thought.

EveryoneAilis, her family, his family and friendsall tried to talk him out of it. And Im sure he soon wished he hadnt been so rash. But when his best friend told him to forget it, to leave Greysteel in the hands of God, he said, But God works through human hands. Maybe Im His instrument to put an end to the curse. And the more he thought about it, the more he became convinced that this was the case.

Now, the question was, how was he to go about it? Someone suggested a sneak attack at night, barring the castle gates and setting it on fire. But that wasnt Dunns way. To the despair of his friends, he insisted it had to be a fight to the death, one on one. They did their best to dissuade him. They even kept watch over him to prevent him from doing anything foolish. But one night he eluded them and set out for Loch Rangag.

His plan, he continued, was to spend the night on one of those hills in the shelter of some rocks, not too far from the castle, so he could challenge Greysteel first thing in the morning. But a terrible storm came down on him so that he was soon battered by fierce winds and pelted by stinging hailstones. Then, when he was thoroughly downhearted and considering turning for home, he saw, in the darkness, a light from a house that he never knew existed. It was just suddenly there, as if by magic. He approached it and chapped on the door.

It was opened by a little old woman who welcomed him inside. She told him she was known as the widow of Halsarythat was the nearby village. After taking his wet clothes to hang by a roaring fire, she fed him broth while she asked him what in the world he was doing on the moors on such a night. When he told her, she was aghast and begged him not to go through with his rash scheme. Too many young men, she said, had already died at the hands of the monster.

Now, while she was speaking he noticed a great sword in the cornera peculiar sword with a jewelled hilt and etched blade.

Madame, he said, when she gave him a chance, what is the story behind that wondrous sword? She told him that her husband had fought on the Continent in the Hundred Years War, and it happened that one day hed had the opportunity to come to the aid of a Jewish man who was at the mercy of a mob. In appreciation, the man had given him the sword, which he claimed had been made in Jerusalem and had magical powers. No one using the sword could ever be vanquished.

In that case, said Dunn, let me take the sword with me to meet Greysteel.

Good for him, Fiona interrupted her fathers story. Did she agree?

Not at first. The sword had never been in combat so the widow had no way of knowing if there really was anything magic about it. But Dunn begged and pleaded, and she finally relented. So at daybreak he set out again, armed with the charmed sword and new confidence.

He approached Greysteels land, and as soon as Dunn reached the top of one of the hills Greysteel saw him and came out, fully expecting he would soon have another body to throw into the loch.

You can guess the rest of the story. The duel was long and hard but the old widows sword was like a living thing in Dunns hand, parrying and thrusting on its own. Greysteel was soon sweating in disbelief and fear, making blunders that at length led to his downfall. The widows sword plunged into Greysteels side and the villain fell, mortally wounded, his lifes blood staining the heather. The reign of terror was over.

Wow! Gavin whistled softly. But what about his followers? He must have had a gang at his back if he raided the neighbours. Did they come after Dunn?

They did nothing. They were so overcome at the loss of their invincible leader that they were left powerless. Or maybe they had been under a spell that was broken at his death. I dont know. But Dunn came back and tore the castle down, stone by stone.

Thats a great story, said Gavin. Will we see any sign of the castle when we go on our hike?

Not likely. As I said, he lived at least three hundred years ago, maybe four. But well look. You never know.

Gavins jet lag was starting to catch up with him, and despite his excitement about the hiking trip ahead, his eyelids were beginning to droop. Gregory must have noticed, because he said, Today well all rest. Then tomorrow well do our packing. And who knows, maybe well have time for a boat trip on Loch Ness.

Gavins eyes widened. Loch Ness? Any chance well see the monster?

Mr. Gunn laughed. About as much chance as finding Greysteels castle. But, as I said, you never know. First thing Monday well start off by driving to Latheron, where well have a good breakfast in the restaurant before setting out on our hike. First stop, Loch Rangag, once the home of Greysteel.





Chapter Three

They started bright and early the next day. The restaurant where they stopped for breakfast in Latheron was on the edge of town. As he sat at the table, Gavin could look out on moors that seemed to stretch forever into the distance. Here and there hills of indeterminate height raised their peaks into the low-hanging clouds. The weather forecast was for rain before the day was out, but that didnt bother the hikers. Rain was part of the challenge.

A car, a late-model green Rover, pulled into the parking lot. Gavin saw two men emerge and walk towards the restaurant They were both big, muscular men. One was bearded. The other wore his hair tied back in a ponytail. His cheek was scarred. They walked, Gavin thought, with a swagger.

Theres one thing I forgot to mention began Mr. Gunn, stopping as the waitress came up to their table.

Your tea, she said. Tea for two, and milk for the young gentleman. She set the tea and milk down, carefully balancing the tray, which had several other teapots and coffee cups on it. Your breakfast will be here very soon.

Thanks, Gregory replied. Then he turned back to Gavin and Fiona. As I started to say, I forgot to mention something about Greysteel

There was a sharp exclamation. The two men from the green Rover appeared behind the waitress. A sudden movement. A gasp. The waitress staggered. The tray slipped, and tea and coffee fell, spilling across the table.

Yikes! Gavin, Fiona and Gregory squirmed to avoid the hot liquid.

Im so sorry. The waitress looked back over her shoulder. He bumped me.

The man with the ponytail and scarred face was staring, not at the waitress or at the mess on the table, but right at Gregory, a look on his face that was startled and, Gavin thought, incredulous.

Does he know Mr. Gunn? he wondered. From his expression, Gavin would have guessed that Gregory was the last person the man had expected to see.

The look was there for only an instant, then it was gone, replaced by an attempt at concern, and a clumsy apology.

Sorry, miss. I tripped.

You always were clumsy, Shad. The man with the beard shoved his friend aside. Sorry, miss. Well pay for any drinks spilt. Hope youre all okay? He looked at Gregory and the two youngsters. No harm done?

No, no, were fine, Gregory assured him. Dont you worry, he said to the waitress. It wasnt your fault.

Thanks. Ill replace your drinks. And you She turned to the two men from the Rover. If youll come this way

Oh, this will do us fine. The man called Shad indicated a table close by. Well just sit here. Two coffees, please. He spoke to her, but it seemed to Gavin that he was staring in their direction.

Apparently Fiona saw it too. Do you know that man, Dad?

Gregory looked at him briefly, and shook his head. No. Never seen him, that I know of. Now, where were we?

You were going to tell us something you had forgotten to mentionabout Greysteel.

Oh yes. Gavin forgot the two men as Gregory went on. Greysteel was filthy rich. He must have been. There was all that loot he had stolen, and the ransom money from his kidnapping efforts. You see, Greysteel took the money paid to free hostages, then killed them. Yet when the castle was dismantled, there was no sign of his wealth.

Gavin and Fiona looked at each other excitedly. Was it never found? Gavin asked.

Gregory Gunn chuckled. Not as far as I know. But dont get your hopes up. Someone must have found it years ago and quietly kept it for himself.

Shoot! said Gavin.I had visions of buried treasure

Never mind. Well check out Loch Rangag anyway. And who knows? Maybe well stumble onto the cottage of the widow of Halsary.

They had a breakfast of bacon and eggs, potatoes, tomatoes and mushrooms, and all the time Gavin had a feeling that they were being watched. It seemed as if the men from the green Rover were listening to everything Gregory was saying, but he doubted that they could hear much. The place was very busynearly every table was takenand there was lots of chatter and laughter. And what if they could hear? Why would they be interested?

Fiona noticed their attention too. As they moved towards the door after breakfast, she said, Dad
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