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  PART ONE




  CHAPTER 1




  It made a peaceful scene in the warm May afternoon. The sea, in the wide loch-mouth, was almost mirror-calm so that the slap-slap of the wavelets against the longship’s timbers was so gentle that it did not drown out the sleepy crooning of the eiders from the skerries. Even the haunting calling of the cuckoos drifted across the quarter-mile of blue-green water which separated them from the nearest island. Only the rhythmic snoring of one of the oarsmen, sprawled over his sweep, disturbed—that and the stench of sweat from near one-hundred male torsoes after long and strenuous exertion.




  The young man who sat alone on the high prow-platform beneath the fierce dragon-head, chin on fist, elbow on bent bare knee, may have appeared to be in somnolent tune with it all, but was not. His mind was busy assessing, calculating, seeking to judge chances and distances, times and numbers, and probable odds; and every now and again his keen glance lifted to scan the long fretted coastline of Ardnamurchan to north and west, its features and contours, and then to swing still further westwards across the glittering waters of the Hebridean Sea, empty of sail if not of isle and skerry—and pray it to continue empty meantime. If all the beauty of that colourful seascape was scarcely in the front of his mind, it was not wholly lost on him, despite presently being impervious to the peace of it all.




  For that matter there was little enough that spoke of peace about that ship, from the rearing red-painted dragon-prow and shield-hung sides, to the stacked arms at the high stern-platform, with swords, throwing-spears and battle-axes at the ready. Nor were the men pacific in appearance, any of them, most naked to the waist, in ragged saffron kilts, with shaggy hair and thin down-turning, long moustaches, Irish gallowglasses almost to a man. Few would look for peace and quiet from that crew.




  The young man in the bows, so thoughtful, was distinct in almost every respect. He was fair-haired, for one thing, where the others were dark, hint of the Norse in his ancestry. He was clean-shaven, and though strong enough as to feature, it was a sculptured strength which spoke of a very different breeding. He wore the saffron kilt also but of finer quality, with a silken shirt reasonably clean and a long calf-skin waistcoat on which were sewn small metal scales to form a protective half-armour, pliable and light but effective. His great bulls’-horned helmet, silver-chased, the curling horns tipped with gold, lay on the deck at his side and the shoulder sword-belt gleamed golden also. Somerled MacGillebride MacGilladamnan MacFergus looked what he was, a Celtic princeling of part-Norse extraction. It was perhaps aptly amusing that his father, the exiled Thane Gillebride, should have given him, at his Norse mother’s behest, the Christian name of Somerled, which in her tongue meant the peaceful-sounding Summer Voyager




  He turned his speculative attention to the two smallish islands so close together on the south, off which they lay, in the very jaws of the long and fair sea-loch of Sunart. The islands, a bare half-mile apart, were extraordinarily dissimilar to be so close, the seaward one, Oronsay, jagged, rocky, strangely M-shaped, cleft into many small headlands yet nowhere much higher than one-hundred feet above the waves; whilst its neighbour, Carna, was smooth and green and lofty, no more than a mile-long grassy whaleback rising to a peaked central ridge five times as high as Oronsay. It was the former which held the man’s attention.




  A shout from the stern turned all waking heads towards where the helmsman, Big Conn of the Ironhand, pointed away north-westwards towards the far Ardnamurchan shore beyond the point of Ardslignish. At first it was difficult to distinguish anything in the hazy sunlight other than the frowning cliffs, ironbound shore and shadow-slashed corries of Beinn Hiant. But after a moment or two the keen-eyed were able to discern what appeared to be a small low white cloud, down at sea-level, a moving cloud which seemed to roll over the face of the water towards them. Presently to even the untutored eye it became apparent that most of the cloud was in fact spray, but rising out of it was a single square sail.




  Until it was within half-a-mile or so, the hull of the oncoming craft could only be glimpsed occasionally amidst the spume set up by the double banks of long oars on each side, forty-eight all told, which lashed the sea in a disciplined frenzy, each pulled by two men, and with the sail’s aid drove the slender, low-set galley at a scarcely believable speed in calm conditions. Evolved out of the Viking longship and the Celtic birlinn, the Hebridean galley represented by far the fastest craft on any water, greyhound of the seas indeed—although some would call them wolves, rather. They held their own grace, even beauty, but few saw them as beautiful.




  The newcomer swept up in fine style, scarcely slackening speed until almost alongside and then pulling up in a few lengths with back-watering sweeps in masterly precision and timing, great sail crashing down at the exact moment and the helmsman bearing on his long steering-oar to swing the craft round on to the other stationary ship only a few yards from its prow, all in a flourish of dramatic seamanship. Saor Sleat MacNeil was like that.




  A shout, part bark, part crow, part laugh, spanned the water-gap. “No shipping, no Norsemen, Somerled! Only a few fishing-cobles at Mingary and Kilchoan. And some dotards and old wives. We have it all to ourselves, man.”




  The fair-headed young man had risen. “That is well,” he called back. “But why, then, half-slay your crew? In your return? I need these men for better work than as playthings for your vanity, Saor MacNeil! Mind it!”




  “Yes, lord,” the other acknowledged, grinning.




  “Take heed, Saor—or you will find it difficult to laugh, hereafter! Even you.” That was quietly said but with a sibilant hiss in the Highland voice.




  Considering those actual few words, the impact of them was rather extraordinary, quite transforming the scene. Where all had been relaxed, all but somnolent, in tune with the warm May afternoon, abruptly in those ships there was a tension. Men sat upright on the rowing-benches. Saor MacNeil himself stood stiff, grin gone. The quiet sounds of lapping water and crooning eiders seemed suddenly loud. Somerled MacGillebride MacGilladmnan MacFergus, roused, could frighten other men strangely, possessed of a violent shattering force supremely at odds with both his years and normal pleasing appearance and habit. That none knew just what could be expected to rouse him, was part of the difficulty.




  For long moments this pause lasted. Then Somerled jerked a beckoning hand. “Come you aboard,” he commanded, but mildly enough now.




  Saor MacNeil wasted no time. He flung an order to his oarsmen on the starboard side, who dipped in their sweeps in a single controlled motion which slewed the galley’s fierce prow round to leeward through a ninety-degree arc, to close the gap with the other vessel, whilst he himself leapt down from the stern-platform, ran lightly along the narrow gangway between the two sets of rowing-benches, sprang up onto the bow-platform and so was in position to jump the yard or two of space as the two prows came together, an agile, exactly-timed performance, like so much of what that man essayed—for he liked to impress.




  Somerled smiled, less than impressed. And as the dark man leapt, so, as exactly timed, the fair man’s fist flashed out, to take the leaper on the shoulder and spin him round and backwards. Balance gone, agile precision likewise, arms waving wildly, MacNeil toppled and fell, outboard. He hit the water with a splash and shouted curse.




  A howl of mirth rose from the packed benches on both craft.




  Stooping unhurriedly, Somerled picked up a rope and tossed it over to the flailing swimmer, to draw him up and aid his streaming person back and over the side. Then, as MacNeil panted and glared and spewed out salt water, the other clapped him on the wet shoulder with a blow which almost felled him, and burst into a shout of laughter.




  “Ardour cooled?” he demanded.




  For a second or two the dark man’s eyes flashed dangerously; but meeting the amused but cool and piercing gaze of the other, he swallowed and shrugged and the grin reappeared in some fashion on his dripping, trim-bearded features. After all, Somerled was his foster-brother.




  “Yes, lord,” he said again, but in a different tone from last time.




  “Yes, then—so be it.” The Lord Somerled waved forward two others to the prow-platform, Conn Ironhand MacMahon, the steersman, and Dermot Flatnose Maguire, captain of gallowglasses, both Irishmen from Fermanagh, as were all save the pair already forward. When these came up, he at once reverted to the quietly businesslike, turning to face the south and the islands. He pointed. “This is the back-door to Morvern. Our rear, we hear, is safe from Ardnamurchan meantime. And we are hidden from Mull. No sail is in sight. God willing, this will serve. We beach the galleys behind this Oronsay, eat, and then march. March by night.”




  “March?” Dermot Flatnose said. “My lads are seamen, see you—not bog-trotters!” He spoke with the Erse brogue, so different from the lilting soft Hebridean tongue of Somerled which was so genial and so deceptive.




  “They will march, nevertheless, my friend—march far and fast. And as like as not fight at the end of it. Or I will know the reason why!”




  Maguire held his tongue.




  “There may be as many as ten miles to cover, at a guess. I have not been here since I was a lad, mind. Up yonder glen, by Loch Teacuis and through the hills beyond to the Aline River, then down to Kinlochaline. The clachan there is where we make for, the principal place of this Morvern, where my father used to have a house. And where the Norse are like to be. For whosoever holds Loch Aline, if they have ships, holds the Sound of Mull and the key to the Firth of Lorn.”




  “Why march by night, lord?” Conn Ironhand asked. “If the men must march and fight, will they not be fighting better rested and in God’s good daylight?”




  “Perhaps. But the only way we may succeed here is by surprise. We have less than two hundred men, leaving some few with the ships. Even if they are all heroes, two hundred will not take Morvern from a thousand Vikings and more. There must be no warning. The local folk, these MacInneses, are much cowed, we know, lack spirit after all these years under the Norsemen’s heavy hand. We cannot rely on them for help. And some might even warn of our presence in their hills. We march by night.”




  “The gallowglasses will not like it.”




  “I do not ask them to like it—only to march.”




  Saor MacNeil hooted. “And Mary Mother of God help them!” he said. He had stripped off his hide jerkin, ragged shirt and kilt and was wringing them out, standing naked and by no means ashamed or hiding himself.




  The two Irishmen exchanged glances.




  “See you to it, then,” Somerled told them. “We row in behind this Oronsay. The passage is narrow and opens only towards the west. At the east it shallows and dries out at low-water. In there is a creek where we hide the galleys. Back to your ship, Saor, and follow me in. To your helm, Conn.”




  Gathering up his clothes in his arms and laughing, MacNeil the exhibitionist beckoned his own galley’s bows closer and, naked as he was, leapt the gap once more, already shouting orders to his crew, who commented in frankest fashion. Somerled, watching, smiled. He was fond of that odd character, but well recognised the need to keep him in some control.




  Quickly the two galleys were on the move again, wheeling about, first westwards then south round that promontory of Oronsay and in eastwards thereafter between the island and the mainland of Morvern by a channel little more than two hundred yards wide, and shallow—but not too much so for the shallow-draught galleys, provided that they kept to the centre, although they could see the waving weeds of the rocky bottom in the clear water below them. It was half-tide. Half-a-mile of narrows and the channel widened out to an almost landlocked lagoon a mile long and half that in width. The south or Morvern shore was open woodland sloping upwards; but to the north Oronsay itself was cut up here, like the rest, with narrow probing inlets. Into the central of these Somerled manoeuvred his galley, and cautiously, for there was barely space for the long oars to work, to beach his craft almost half-a-mile deep into the rocky isle, MacNeil close behind. A more secret and secure hiding place would have been hard to find on all the intricate thousand-mile coastline of Argyll—but no place to get out of in a hurry.




  “A death-trap!” Conn MacMahon called, critically, and a growl of assent rose from the rowing-benches.




  “Just that,” Somerled agreed. “If we are for dying, hereafter, as well here as anywhere! But matters will be in a bad way, whatever, if we need to fight our way out of here.”




  Unconvinced to say the least, the galley crews shipped their oars, gathered their gear and arms and made their way ashore.




  There was wood about the place, a little scrub-oak and birch, also dry driftwood above the tidemark, and the Irish were for lighting fires and boiling a porridge of oats and roasting the venison, brought from the Isle of Rhum where they had left Thane Gillebride, Somerled’s father, and the other half of the expedition. But Somerled would not allow it, however welcome would have been a cooked meal as against raw venison or old smoked beef and oatmeal mixed with cold water, shipboard diet. He had not gone to all this trouble to hide their arrival in Morvern, to give their presence away by the smoke of camp-fires. But, since they had time enough, and it was necessary to keep these Irishry in as good a temper as was possible, he offered them a diversion. No doubt they all had seen a number of wild-goats on the small cliffs of Oronsay, as they waited? Those who felt so inclined could go goat-hunting for an hour or two and stretch their legs after the constriction of the galleys—provided always that they kept to the north side of the island where they would not be seen from the mainland. Not that Morvern was populous—indeed it was the least populated area of all Argyll and this north-western corner in especial had always been empty, but there could be cattle-herders out at the start of the summer shieling season or egg-gatherers on the mainland cliffs. Young goat’s flesh was sweet enough; and the warm fresh blood mixed with the oatmeal was better than water. Some small sport would do no harm.




  So they awaited the evening. Somerled did not announce to the gallowglasses just how far they had to march. He was only too well aware of the problems of his situation, as to men as well as to task. These Irishmen were not his own, nor even his father’s, only lent to them by the MacMahon, chief of Clann Cholla, at the behest of the High King of Ireland—approximately four hundred men and four galleys. MacMahon was Somerled’s father-in-law and it was probably as much for his late daughter’s sake as in sympathy with the former Thane of Argyll that he agreed to provide these gallowglasses for an attempt to win back at least some part of Gillebride’s lordship, wrested from him more than a dozen years before by the all-conquering Norsemen, who now controlled all the Hebrides as well as much of the West Highland mainland of Scotland as they did Man, Dublin and some of the east of Ireland. It was all Somerled’s idea and project, his father less than hopeful—but then, the Lord Gillebride had never been an optimist and having waited a dozen years was quite prepared to wait longer. After sailing from Donegal Bay they had voyaged to the little-inhabited Isle of Rhum in the Inner Hebrides, where Somerled had left his father, unenthusiastic, with half the force, to make an attempt on the islands of Tiree, Islay and Jura, whilst the son essayed this hardly hopeful assault on mainland Morvern with his handful of doubtful Ulstermen, bonny fighters no doubt but here lacking involvement and conviction. He was going to require all his powers of leadership and control.




  In due course the hunters straggled back, with three goats, none of them young and tender but made much of as symbols of prowess. Thereafter, Somerled informed all that they were going walking and by night, for their own safety. They would move as soon as the dusk came down.




  There were grumblings and questionings but nothing sufficiently serious for drastic measures.




  An hour after sundown they started off, leaving a dozen of the older men with the galleys, enough to get them afloat again at high-water if absolutely necessary. It was low-water now and they were able to cross to the mainland on wet sand and shingle at the east end of the island—Oronsay meaning half-tide island—and thereafter to turn away south-eastwards into the shadowy hills.




  For the first four miles or so their route followed the boggy south shore of Loch Teacuis, a long and narrow arm of the sea, its mouth all but stoppered by the lumpish Isle of Carna. The gallowglasses were scarcely nimble walkers and it took two hours to get that far, with resentment beginning to become all too vocal. Somerled coaxed and jollied them on for another mile or more, then recognised that something more was required if he was to get his company the remaining four or five miles to Kinlochaline. There were many complainers, but one in especial, a heavy-built surly oaf whom his companions called Cathal Frog, was loudest, announcing that he was an oarsman and sword-fighter not a landloper or a night-prowler, and he had blisters on his feet. With others making a chorus of it, Somerled called a halt, but quite genially, and strolled back to the chief vocalist.




  “Your feet, friend, pain you—as your voice pains me!” he said. “Let me see them.”




  “Eh . . .?” Cathal Frog blinked.




  “These feet, man. That pain you. Show me.”




  The man drew back, doubtfully.




  “Saor—I wish to consider these painful feet. See to it.”




  Grinning, MacNeil acted swiftly. He slipped behind Cathal Frog, flung an arm around his neck and with an expert explosion of strength heaved him backwards off his feet. As the man sprawled, Somerled stepped forward, stooped and jerked off first one filthy rawhide brogan, then the other, and tossed them to Conn MacMahon, then grabbed up both ankles high so that the gallowglass, for all his burly weight, hung like a sagging hammock between the two Scots. “So—feet of a sort, yes! Faugh—how they stink!” He peered close, in the half-light. “I see corns, the dirt of ages, scabs—but no blisters. Still, far be it from me to disbelieve an honest man. This sufferer shall ride. Lest he should hold up men with better feet. Saor—on my back with him. Up, I say!” And he dropped the legs and turned round, arms wide.




  MacNeil promptly hoisted the protesting man to his feet, stamped on the bare toes by way of warning, and heaved. Somehow he got him on to the other’s back, and Somerled reached round to grasp the legs firmly, and then started forward.




  “Come!” he shouted, into the noisy laughter of the company. “Now we shall make the better time.”




  Cathal Frog struggled, of course, causing his lordly bearer to stagger. But the grip on him was strong. Moreover, Saor MacNeil’s drawn dirk was a potent reminder of realities.




  The march resumed.




  Cathal Frog clearly was at a loss, however much of a fool he felt. He probably could have freed himself, at the cost perhaps of a few pricks of that dirk-point. But without his brogans he would have been able only to hobble along feebly, and look as ridiculous as he did now. And he was well aware of his companions’ change of attitude, all suffering from a warped sense of humour.




  Somerled kept it up for the best part of a mile, despite the rough going and poor light, before, breathing heavily and stumbling frequently, he set his burden down.




  “I swear your feet are better than mine, now!” he asserted. “Soon you will have to be carrying me, Cathal man! Conn—give him his brogans.”




  After that, and the cheers of the gallowglasses, he had no more trouble with reluctant marchers.




  There were two more lochs after Teacuis, one small, one larger, and then a short and winding little pass, not high, before the main central north-south glen of Morvern was reached, that of the Aline River, more than half-way down. Here they had to go more cautiously, for little-populated as this Morvern was, it was in this valley and along the southern hore that most of the folk lived. Indeed, within a mile or so of their entry was the main village of the great peninsula, the clachan of Aline—which they must avoid. The folk would probably be friendly enough, for they were Somerled’s father’s own people; but they would be terrified of the occupying and all-conquering Norsemen, and not without cause. The word was that the Vikings themselves did not use the village, save for the supply of women and food, preferring, as always, to remain close to their longships, at Kinlochaline, the head of the three-miles-long sea-loch. Norsemen were never happy far from their piratical ships.




  It was not difficult to skirt the clachan, for most of it was on the other side of the river. Dogs scenting them and barking were a risk, but in the prevailing circumstances, nobody was likely to come to investigate, in the middle of the night, what could well be a prowling Viking. Nevertheless, Somerled took a route which contoured amongst wooded slopes fairly high, the gut of the valley a well of shadow beneath.




  There was a narrow throat or wooded defile of over a mile between clachan and loch-head and it was possible that the Norsemen might have a watching-guard therein. So, awkward as it was, they still kept to the steep high ground, amongst fallen pines and outcropping rock—although keeping quiet the progress of two hundred men on such terrain was not easy. Whether there were sentries below they had no means of telling, but they gained no impression of alarm roused.




  At length they could sense rather than perceive the wide opening of Loch Aline. Somerled called a welcome halt whilst he considered the situation. It was all guesswork, to be sure—but informed guesswork. Part-Norse himself, he knew how Norsemen thought, acted and reacted. Kinlochaline, down there, all agreed was their headquarters for Morvern, central, and enabling them to dominate the important Sound of Mull, key to the Inner Isles, and much of the Firth of Lorn also. They might be away, of course, hosting—or some of them; but not all, for a presence here would remain. If he could destroy that presence, it would be a major step in his purpose.




  How to find them in this light, or lack of it? No fires or even embers glowed. Almost certainly they would be near the loch-head, where their longships could be beached most effectively with the tides. Which side of the river? The far side, probably, the same as the clachan for convenience, there being no bridges. He would require to ford the river, therefore.




  The main question was—to wait for daylight to discover the Norse position, or to risk going down now and trying to find it in the dark? There were probably more than two hours left before dawn. Was there any alternative to these courses? It was many years since he had been here, as a boy, years of exile, but he thought that he could recollect two or three huts, salmon-fishermen’s huts, where the river entered the loch and their nets could trap the fish at their runs up and down. If these were still there, the fishermen might tell where the Vikings were.




  He decided to chance it. He ordered a silent descent of the hill.




  Silence was only approximate, but they reached the river at length where it began to shallow to salt-water. There they picked their way across without too much difficulty, if with muttered cursing at the slippery stones underfoot and the chill of the water. Leaving the company there in Saor MacNeil’s charge, Somerled went onward, southwards, alone, following the river-bank, carefully.




  It was further to the estuary than he had calculated. Then he stumbled over the stakes of salmon-nets, stubbing his toes. These stakes were not old, with netting still attached; so at least it looked as though the fishermen were still active. He came to the first hut soon thereafter, but found it broken down and abandoned. There was another, however, close enough for him to hear a dog growling. He decided that it would be wiser not to creep and crawl. He made for the sound, walking normally—but he drew his dirk.




  At the black gape of an open doorway where a rough, old blanket hung, with the growling rising menacingly, he thumped on the hut timbers.




  “God save all here,” he called, quite strongly. “A friend calls—no Norseman. A friend, I say.”




  There was a pause and then some whispering. A distinctly hesitant voice spoke. “What friend? At this hour? Who speaks?”




  “A friend in your need perhaps. Quieten your dog.”




  The authority in that command may have had its effect, for another voice spoke, and the dog sank its rumbling a little. “What do you want?” this other said.




  “I mislike Norsemen and would know where they are, friend.”




  “You will have no difficulty in finding Norsemen, to my sorrow! They are everywhere.”




  “Yet—you sell them your salmon?”




  “They take our salmon, God’s curse on them!”




  “Good! Then you will help me teach them to pay! Where are they, these robbers of honest Scots? The nearest?”




  “Who are you, who comes in the night?”




  “My name is Somerled. Somerled MacGillebride MacGilladamnan MacFergus. Is that sufficient for you?”




  “MacGillebride? And MacFergus? Not, not . . .?”




  “But, yes. Son of Gillebride himself, rightful lord here. Rightful lord of all Argyll.”




  There was silence then as his unseen hearers, simple men, digested that. Then two of them materialised out of the gloom.




  “Where, then?” Somerled insisted.




  “Not far, lord,” the more vocal of the pair said. “A half-mile, no more. There is a lesser river comes in from the east—the Ranich. A bit of a bay is formed. They are there, at Achranich.”




  “This side of the river, or that?”




  “The far side, lord. But it is not deep. What do you intend?”




  “Slaughter!” he answered simply.




  “Ha! You, you have men?”




  “Some two hundred. Enough? How many of the Norse?”




  “Twice that. Or there were. They come and go.”




  “Fair enough odds, given surprise. Will you guide us?”




  “Surely. When?”




  “Now. Before daylight. Or when I have fetched my people. Wait for me.”




  Somerled hastened back, to bring his company along, the Irish all eagerness now that they scented action. The fishermen were ready, elderly men, their lurcher dog tied up. They carried their clubs for stunning the salmon—which was encouraging.




  Skirting the mud, shingle and seaweed of the loch-head strand, they moved round to the eastern shore. Presently they came to the second river-mouth, smaller but productive of a little bay at an angle to the loch, hidden. And therein they could just make out the dark shapes of the beached longships, four or five of them so far as they could discern.




  “Are these guarded? And where is their camp?” Somerled asked.




  “They encamp just across the river. Beyond the trees—you can just see the trees, there. As to the ships, I know not.”




  The other fisherman spoke. “I cannot think that they will guard their ships. Not now. They are so sure of themselves, Satan burn them! Men may sleep aboard them . . .”




  “Aye. Then we shall make them the less sure! Conn—take forty men. Half-a-dozen to each ship. Each with flint and tinder. I want those vessels ablaze. Even if it is only their upper works. Nothing will so upset Vikings as to see their longships in trouble! But—give us time to surround their camp. If you are caught, and have to fight, see that some light the fires, any sort of fires. At all costs. You have it?”




  “Aye, lord. How shall we know when you are ready?”




  “A small fire of our own. Our friend here says that there is woodland. A few sticks and dead brackens. When you see it. But, Conn—your fires. Not too fierce, see you—unless you must. For we could use those longships. Gear, shrouds, cordage—anything which will burn . . .”




  They parted company and the fishermen led the main party down to the river, to wade across near the mouth. Oddly enough, although smaller and narrower than the Aline, the Ranich was deeper here, though still it did not come above men’s waists. Beyond, they were quickly into scattered oak-scrub woodland, on rising ground.




  “Their camp is on a flat just after the last trees,” their guide informed.




  “Hutments, or in the open?”




  “They sleep under spread sails, spare sails. On posts.”




  “And guards here?”




  “I know not. We keep our distance. But . . . there will be women, from the clachan.”




  “Aye—always that! Well, then—here it is. We surround the camp. When I wheeple like a curlew, we move in slowly, all together. If we are discovered, we rush in. I see no possibility of stratagems. And no quarter! They offer none. Donal, and you, Cathal Frog—see you to a signal-fire for Conn. When I wheeple. You all have it?”




  Swords and dirks were being drawn now. No questions were asked.




  Saor MacNeil took half of the remaining one-hundred-and-fifty or so, to work around to the far side of the unseen encampment, with one fisherman, whilst Somerled marshalled the rest into a semi-circle. They had no need to insist on the necessary silence now.




  Somerled was wondering whether the others would be in position and awaiting his signal, when a scarlet gout of flame shot into the air behind them, casting an eerie, flickering glow. He cursed. That only could be one of the longships, tarred cordage and sail-cloth no doubt, fired prematurely, possibly the attackers discovered. There were cries, shouts, thin but clear on the still night. Unless these Norsemen were all heavy sleepers indeed, some must hear that.




  He whistled, high and trilling, the yittering call of the curlew, thrice repeated. Then he waved on the men flanking him, right and left, to set the curving line in motion—although already some were creeping forward.




  It made a strange, grim advance, silent, menacing, if less even and regular than the leaders would have wished. They did not see their target at first, for the night is darker before the dawn and there were whin-bushes and small birch here and there to confuse in the half-light. In fact, they heard the Norsemen before they saw their camp—and realised that they were not quite on the right line. Somerled tried to swing his wavering crescent further to the right.




  The noise was of individual cries at first, merging into a confusion of shouting. It was hard to tell how far ahead, anything from two to four hundred yards perhaps. Somerled frowned—surprise was going to be no more than partial, it seemed. Time to hasten, to run. He raised his short stabbing-sword high and broke into a trot.




  They saw the first figures now—and it was the growing conflagration behind at the ships which highlighted them in a ruddy glow. Possibly the same glow would outline themselves, the attackers?




  At the sight of actual men, enemies, stumbling out from the shadows of what were presumably the sail-cloth awnings, the gallowglasses threw discipline and silence to the winds, Somerled’s control abandoned. Dashing, leaping, yelling fiercely, they surged forward, weapons gleaming evilly in the firelight.




  As an assault what followed was a shambles in every sense. Somerled had said that he saw little opportunity for stratagem; but he had scarcely visualised such chaos, blind fury and ungovernable savagery. There was no order, no method, nothing but blood-lust let loose—and certainly no mercy. Somerled was scarcely proud of this first blow struck for his inheritance—although he had little time to dwell on the matter.




  Yet it was successful enough, if success was to be assessed in dead men. The Norse were amongst the fiercest fighters in the world, but here they had no least chance. Surprised, drugged with sleep and probably drink, they were able to put up no coherent defence, little defence of any sort. Individuals died fighting, but mainly with their bare hands, for few could reach their weapons. Those who got outside the shelters were overwhelmed in the rush, some pushed back inside, no doubt for swords and battle-axes and clubs, thereby cannoning into others seeking to get out and causing hopeless confusion in confined space, struggling bodies jammed close. Many smiting, stabbing Irishmen followed them in, of course to little purpose, for inside they were as tight-wedged and constricted as their would-be victims, sword-arms as though pinioned in the crush. The screams and shrieks, the thud of blows, the smell of blood and ordure, all in the flickering red glare of the flaming ships, made a fair representation of hell.




  Somerled, seeking to exert some influence, direction and leadership over the appalling situation, tripped over a tie-rope supporting the upright poles on which the great sails were suspended—and perceived the opportunity. Slashing down with his sword, he hacked until the cordage was severed.




  “The ropes!” he shouted. “Cut the ropes. Bring all down. The ropes, I say!”




  Some heard his call and saw the point. They started slashing, with him. In only a few moments the poles were reeling, the sail-cloth sagging, and down came the first shelter atop all within, Norsemen and attackers alike. The outcry from beneath was beyond all description.




  The rope-cutters ran to the next one. There proved to be five of these awnings and they brought them all down. Saor MacNeil’s party had now come up with them and, coming later, were less crazed with excitement and the more amenable. Somerled ordered them to ring round each of the collapsed and heaving shelters, to deal with the Norsemen as they struggled out—and warning them that there were many of their own companions in there also.




  So the real slaughter began. It was no battle, nothing but a massacre. After the first wild onslaught, indeed it became a wearisome killing—for hundreds of men take a considerable time to slay, when they are emerging in ones and twos under collapsed sail-cloth. It is to be feared that more than one of the Irish died also, not within the canvas or at Norse hands but as they too struggled out, assailed by their own over-enthusiastic fellows before they could identify themselves. One woman also was killed and another injured—for it was difficult in the half-light to distinguish between long-haired persons crawling on hands and knees, and all the Vikings were not bearded.




  At last it was done—or at least no further victims emerged from the awnings—and it but remained for the canvas covers, now liberally splashed with blood, to be dragged aside and such faint-hearted or inert folk as were then revealed to be despatched and the women, in various stages of undress, rescued. If not a few of these were immediately raped once more by their rescuers, this was perhaps inevitable in the circumstances—even though Somerled and MacNeil loudly commanded otherwise and went about beating back determined lechers with the flats of their swords. But there was, of course, much turmoil and excitement and much else to attend to, and due order was scarcely possible.




  Somerled was concerned about the ships position. There was plenty of flame visible to the north but it was impossible to tell from the camp site whether all the vessels were afire or captured or what. Conn might need help. Leaving MacNeil in charge of the chaotic devastation, he took about half of the gallowglasses and hurried back through the woodland to the hidden bay.




  Beyond the trees they could see fairly clearly, what with flame and the fact that it was lightening towards dawn now. There were only four ships in the bay, three blazing. The three on fire were beached in the shallows, the fourth lying a little way out. There was no sound nor sign of fighting.




  They hastened down to the shore and round it. A knot of men beside one of the beached longships produced Conn Ironhand.




  “Is all well?” Somerled demanded. “No trouble?”




  “One got away,” MacMahon said. “And one fire died out. Was it enough? And you—what of the camp?”




  “All over, there. We took them before they could make any stand. But—what do you mean? One got away?”




  “One longship. There were five. Two lying off. We boarded these ashore, easily enough. There were four men on one, asleep. We dirked them. Then waded out to the nearest other—yonder craft. There were three aboard it. They heard us coming. Then some fool fired one of these behind us—before your signal. It gave them warning on the fourth ship. They tried to fight us off, keep us from boarding. When they could not, they jumped and swam over to the fifth ship, further out. Then we saw your flame. We turned back, to light up the two remaining craft. The fifth raised anchor and sailed off. Or rowed. We could do nothing to stop them.”




  “A plague on it! So they escaped? To tell!”




  “We could not help it, lord. She lay too far out. We would have had to swim. And they were warned. There was no chance for us. And your command was to light the fires . . .”




  “Yes, yes. You have done well, Conn. I am not blaming you. There must have been more men aboard this other, if they could row off.”




  “We could not tell, in the dark. And we were busy with the fires, see you . . .”




  “Aye, the fires. We must douse them. Is it the ships burning, or just gear, tarred ropes, oars, shrouds . . .?”




  “Gear, yes. Anything that we could find that would burn. Some of the timbers may have caught, by now . . .”




  “Then we must have them out. At once. These vessels are valuable to us—the more so now that one has escaped to tell. Come—wet sand, weed, shingle, anything which will douse the flames . . .”




  With many hands it was not difficult to extinguish the fires. They found only one of the ships badly damaged, and that only to its upper works, which would not make it unseaworthy in summer seas. Leaving a guard to set matters to rights aboard, Somerled took the rest back to the encampment site.




  There they were greeted by much celebration and noise, singing, women skirling, Saor with his hands full. He reported three-hundred-and-twenty-four Norsemen dead and none wounded nor prisoner, eighteen women retrieved, some subdued, some hysterical, and considerable provisioning and liquor—as would be apparent. The gallowglasses were for cutting off all the Norsemen’s heads and hanging them up by the hair on trees, but he had held them back, to know Somerled’s wishes—although some heads might already be off.




  Somerled said no. He accepted that it was normal Viking custom—indeed the Norsemen went to quite elaborate lengths in the matter, washing the blood and dirt out of their victims’ hair and combing it and their beards and moustaches before hanging the heads in neat rows, in batches of a score at a time, for easy assessment. Few Hebridean communities had not experienced such a display. But, although it might be poetic justice—and Somerled prided himself on being a poet in the heroic tradition—he felt that it was here unsuitable. Moreover it could well have an ill effect on his Irishry, who were wild and ungovernable enough as it was. Besides, it would all cause delay and he had more important matters to attend to. So, no decapitation. He would tell them so.




  Much blowing of his bull’s horn and eventually he succeeded in getting most of his roystering crew together, although some were already too drunk to pay heed. Somerled addressed them.




  “You have done well,” he said. “You have cleaned up this nest of adders. I thank you. Your reward you shall have, never fear. But the task is only half-done. One of the longships has escaped us, sailed. We know not where, as yet. But there are many more Norse raiding-bands around these coasts, some just across the Sound of Mull no doubt. We know that, at least. And nothing is more sure than that the escaped craft will make straight for one of these, probably the nearest, with the news. They will not know fully what has happened but they will know enough to bring down their friends upon us. You have it?”




  He paused, to let that sink in. There was an uneasy muttering.




  “So we are not finished yet, my friends! We may have to do some fighting! But you are fighting-men, are you not? And you have done no fighting yet. So now we need to know . . .”




  He was interrupted. Two reeling individuals came bawling hoarsely behind him, one carrying a severed head, by the hair, in one hand and a leathern wine-flagon in the other, his companion bearing two more heads. They were singing soulful songs of Ireland, not each the same song.




  “Quiet, you!” Somerled barked.




  They paid no heed, holding up their grisly trophies triumphantly. It was light enough now for all to see the sightless eyes and dripping, torn necks. Still more affecting for the others was to see that the two singers’ bare arms were almost entirely hidden beneath gold bracelets, the broad bangle-like ornaments which the Vikings wore as honourable marks of courage and endurance.




  “God in His Heaven!” Somerled swore. “Here are a pair requiring a lesson, indeed! And by the Powers they shall have it!” He strode over to the bibulous pair, snatched the dangling head from the one with the bottle and, swinging it in an arc, brought the gory thing smashing against the man’s brow, who went down as though pole-axed. Then he rounded on the other repeating the blow and adding a return swipe which toppled the fellow headlong. Kicking them where they lay, he tossed the grinning trophy on top of one and called for Saor MacNeil to come and strip the bracelets from the miscreants’ arms. All spoils were to be divided equally amongst the entire company, he had said. He repeated that loudly. The message was important. Keeping a hold over these Irish was difficult and called for constant exercise of judgement. They were not his own men, only loaned to him. A firm hand was necessary, essential—but they might well resent this treatment of their two drunken comrades by what they might name a foreigner. So the sharing of the loot amongst all was emphasised as counteraction.




  The growling sank away and Somerled went on. “We need to know where that longship would go. Whom it will warn first. It will be able to go but slowly, for it will have only a few men aboard, I think, only enough to man a few of the oars. We must be after it. But where? Do our fishermen know?”




  “No, lord,” one of them answered. “How should we know that?”




  “Did they never speak of other Norse bands, outposts, settlements? There must be many. This was a large encampment. It would have outposts, for sure, around these coasts. The chances are that this longship would head for the nearest of these.”




  No-one ventured a suggestion.




  “Unfortunately you have slain all the Norsemen here, or we might have won something out of a prisoner! But what of the women? Have any of them heard anything to aid us?”




  Silence, save for the groaning drunks.




  “Come, you—do not tell me that near a score of women have not heard something in their traffic with these Vikings, something which we could use. Speak up. Have you all lost your tongues as well as your maidenhood?”




  There was some ribaldry at that. Then one female voice was raised.




  “They spoke often of Kingairloch, lord. Of Loch a’ Choire, with Kingairloch at its head. They were sent there at times. Two or three crews would go. They would be gone for some days, then back. They misliked it there. There was no, no . . .”




  “No women, heh? At Kingairloch? That is on the east coast of this Morvern? A score of miles? Looking across to Lismore Isle? That would be an excellent place for commanding the narrows of Loch Linnhe and the Linn of Morvern. Just the place for an outpost. So—they could be going there. Any other? Mull is nearer—or parts of it.”




  Another woman’s voice spoke, but indistinctly.




  “Louder—let us hear you.”




  “Eric Half-Priest did not love Harald Oarbreaker, lord. I think that they would not go to Aros.”




  “Aros? That is on Mull, is it not?”




  “Yes. Across the Sound from the mouth of our loch, of Aline. Vikings are there, under this Harald. But they are unfriends of Eric here.”




  “Ah. Eric was leader here? And he was at odds with this Harald at Aros? Now we are learning. I know that there is often bad blood between the various Norsemen. Would you also say Kingairloch, then?”




  “Yes, lord.”




  “What of Lismore? The island across the Linn? It would be a fairer place to dwell than at Kingairloch.”




  “But less safe, lord. Less hidden. Less easy to defend.”




  “Ha—there speaks a woman of some wits! Then, since we have no better scent to follow, we shall make for Kingairloch on Loch a’ Choire. With all speed. There are four longships in the bay. We shall take three. They are but little damaged by fire, Conn says. There is no time to be lost if we are to prevent all the Viking coasts being roused against us. Before we are ready. So hasten. Down to the bay. Leave all here until we come back—although take the gold if you will. For sharing. The women to find their way back to the clachan. The fishermen to come with us . . .”




  There was the inevitable grumbling, but no real trouble, although getting the men away from that encampment and down to the bay took longer than Somerled would have wished. And quite a lot more than gold bracelets and the like was carried along—together with the incapable drunks.




  It was broad daylight before they reached the ships. They found that Conn’s people had cleaned up the vessels fairly well, and the fire-damage was indeed only superficial. The great sail of one of the craft proved to be badly burned however, so there was no question as to which ship to leave behind. Dividing up the company into three groups of between sixty and seventy, Somerled gave Saor and Conn each a command and took the largest vessel himself. It did not require long to make them ready for sea, all oars and sails being to hand. None had a full crew of oarsmen, of course, but there were enough to man sixteen-a-side, two men per sweep. Without delay, Somerled beat the great gong which furnished each stern-platform, first in a resounding tattoo to signal a start, then in the regular rhythmic beat to time each oar-stroke, a beat which would increase in tempo as men got into the swing of it, muscles were tuned up and the speed rose.




  The dawn breeze was south-west; and once out of the little bay of Achranich their course down-loch was south-west, so there was no point in hoisting sails. Gongs booming, they raced each other for open water.




  CHAPTER 2




  The Sound of Mull lies approximately north-west and south-east, for some twenty miles, between that great island and the mainland peninsula of Morvern, averaging perhaps one-and-a-half miles in width, major artery for all that complicated seaboard, since it gives access to Lorne, Appin and Lochaber. Loch Aline opens near the bottom end, through a narrow strait in which the tide runs strongly. As the tide was now making, the oarsmen had to row hard to win progress. It took half-an-hour to negotiate that half-mile, which was galling—save in recognition that it would no doubt have taken the undermanned Norse craft considerably longer.




  In the open Sound beyond, as his leading vessel swung eastwards, Somerled scanned the waterway keenly for shipping. All he saw in the bright morning sunlight were a few small fishing-boats. It was early yet.




  They could hoist sail now, with the wind favourable, but Somerled still kept his oarsmen hard at it, so that they drove down-Sound at a spanking pace. Almost at once, after leaving the loch-mouth, they passed a headland on the left where the ruins of a large hallhouse rose on a shelf above the cliff, like fangs. That man eyed it sombrely. As well he might, for this was Ardtornish, his old home, from which the Norsemen had driven his father, mother and self all those years ago, the last of the Thane of Argyll’s houses left him by the invaders. One day, he would build up Ardtomish again, he promised himself.




  Five miles down the Sound, keeping fairly close to the north or Morvern shore, they approached a much wider water, seeming almost an inland sea so landlocked did it appear, bordered by the mountainous bounds of Lorne and Appin, Mull, Lochaber and Morvern, blue slashed with shadow in the morning sunlight. Perhaps ten miles across, this vast basin, the Firth of Lorne, represented a veritable hub of seaways, for into it, like the spokes of a wheel, entered the Sound of Mull, the Sound of Kerrera and the large sea-lochs of Etive and Creran and Linnhe, as well as lesser ones. Like a spearhead thrusting down into this from the north was the long narrow island of Lismore, the Great Garden, green, fertile and low-lying, here dividing the mouth of Loch Linnhe into two channels, the Linns of Morvern and Lorne. Northwards into the first, Somerled turned his longships.




  He was all vigilance, for this was, as it were, the main highway of the southern Inner Hebrides, or Sudreys as the Norse called them, as well as of much of the fretted mainland coast, the most favoured and sheltered navigation route through a sea notorious for its hazards equally with its beauty, of sudden storms and cross-winds, of overfalls and whirlpools, littered with a myriad of skerries, islets and reefs. It had been busy indeed before the Vikings came; but their devastations and massacres had depopulated the land and driven peaceful shipping from the sea-lanes. Nevertheless, the Norse themselves would use these waters inevitably, to a great extent, and it behoved wise men to sail warily—although, to be sure the sails of all three ships bore the black spread-winged raven device of the Norse and so would not be assumed to be dangerous.




  Only two or three more fishing-boats dotted the sparkling waters.




  A little less speedily, for the wind was now abeam not behind them, they beat up the long eastern coast of Morvern, close inshore to be the less conspicuous. They could see all often miles ahead here, but there was no sign of the escaped vessel. Somerled grew anxious that they had guessed amiss. He had hoped to have seen it in the distance. But to turn back now would be profitless; for if the escaper had in fact made for Mull, to Aros or one of the other havens therein, by now it would be too late, the Mull Norsemen would be roused, and they might find themselves confronted and outnumbered. They had to go on.




  Past the northern tip of the eleven-mile-long Lismore they still had some four miles to go, the fishermen told them, before Loch a’ Choire opened. The Morvern shore was steep, bare and fairly featureless here, so that the loch-mouth should have been evident—but was not. Apparently it was round a small headland which itself was not obvious. The loch was not large, they were informed, more like an elongated bay one-and-a-half miles deep, with Kingairloch at its head.




  Despite this warning, they were surprised when they came on the loch-mouth, a bare quarter-mile across and hidden until the last moment. But more than that surprised them. For as they approached it, out of the jaws of it sailed a single longship, directly before them, its sail showing the same black raven as their own.




  “Save us—who is this?” Somerled exclaimed. “One. Alone. A Norseman. Could it be . . .?”




  “Undermanned!” his helmsman, Dermot Maguire, pointed out. “Look—only four oars each side . . .”




  “Aye—it is, by all that’s wonderful! Our escaper, coming out! And alone. Then—the chances are, the ones he came to warn are not here. At Kingairloch. Flown the nest! So we are not endangered . . .”




  “This Viking is!” Maguire declared grimly.




  That was clear to all but the newcomer, who recognised his late companion-craft and came on.




  “He obliges us! Let us take him—and increase our knowledge.” Somerled, from his stern-platform, waved his other two craft into an encircling movement.




  Perhaps it was the beginnings of that movement to surround him that aroused the Norseman’s suspicions. Perhaps he was keen-sighted enough to see that the crews of these ships were nearly all dark-haired and dark-bearded. At any rate he took fright, swung his vessel round almost in its own length, and set course northwards.




  He had no chance, of course, with only four oars on either side against the other’s sixteen each. Hand-over-hand the three made up on him.




  “Heave to!” Somerled hailed, in Norn—his mother’s tongue—as they came close. “Heave to, I say! Or I cut down your oars.” That was a dire threat, one of the worst fates which could befall a longship or galley—to have its oars at one side sheered off by the prow of an attacker, splintering the shafts and making bloody havoc of the oarsmen. The only escape, for the slower vessel, was to raise its long sweeps high, upright with consequent failure of propulsion. That the Norseman did, with little choice.




  As Saor MacNeil came close on the other side, Somerled, sword in hand, leapt lightly from one craft to the other, followed by a stream of his Irish. He had seen that there were only about a score of men aboard, sixteen at the oars.




  “Yield you!” he shouted. “I have ten times your numbers. Yield, and your lives will be spared. Resist and you are all dead men!”




  The squat, bull-necked, villainous-looking individual with a cast in one eye, standing beside the steersman, scowled, shrugged, and then threw down his sword and took off his pinion-decked helmet, as token of submission. He uttered no word. His crew, one by one, tossed aside their weapons.




  “You are men of some sense,” Somerled commended. “Dermot—you will take over this ship,” he shouted. “A dozen men from each of the other craft.” He turned back to the surrendered shipmaster. “Your name, Norseman?”




  “Ketil. Ketil Svensson.”




  “Then, Ketil Svensson, I am Somerled MacGillebride MacFergus. And I require information. Where were you heading just now? Are your people gone from Kingairloch? And where is the nearest Norse settlement of size?”




  The other eyed him levelly from one eye and kept his mouth shut.




  “Ha—so that is the way of it! I require an answer, Ketil Svensson—and will have it. I promised you your lives and I am a man of my word. I shall not take them. But you could lose other cherished faculties. Your nose, now, is bent anyway—so you would scarce miss that. But your ears? An eye, now, or even two? Your tongue—which you seem little to value, anyway! Or even lower down—can you spare these?” That was all said loudly, for all to hear, the Norse crewmen in especial.




  Silence still from the shipmaster, although Somerled’s own people made ample comment and suggestion.




  He sheathed his sword but drew his dirk, and turned to the watching oarsmen. “My offer applies to you, each and all. We shall start with this Ketil. But come to the rest of you, until we gain our information. Simple questions to which you will all know the answers. Are your friends gone from Kingairloch? Where were you going? And where is the nearest Norse settlement of size? It would be best for all if one of you answered now, would it not?”




  When there was still no response, verbal at any rate, Somerled turned to MacNeil, who had joined him on the ship.




  “Saor—see you that pimpled youth there? Who scratches and mouths. You start with him, whilst I deal with this Ketil. Two at a time will be quicker . . .”




  “No, lord—no!” the youngest member of the crew cried, little more than a boy. “Not that! I . . . I . . . it is Ardgour. The place they call the Sallachan of Ardgour. Where we go. Where are many men and ships. We sail there.”




  “You do? How do I know that this is true? Ketil Svensson—is this so?”




  But although that man maintained his glowering silence, others of his men, now that responsibility was not theirs, nodded confirmation.




  Raising voice, Somerled shouted in the Gaelic back to his own craft, asking their fishermen of this Ardgour—Sallachan of Ardgour.




  “Yes, lord,” the answer came. “It is to the north. Some dozen more miles. Where Loch Linnhe narrows to the Corran kyle. A township and haven. Of fishers. We have heard that there are Norse there.”




  “Good! Then we know our course. Dermot—if any of these bold Vikings will, for keep and feed, serve you as oarsmen, so use them, kindly. If not, put them ashore somewhere uncomfortable—and unarmed. Then follow us northwards towards this Ardgour. You have it?”




  Somerled returned to his own vessel, ordered sail to be hoisted again but the oars to be shipped meantime. There was no great haste now and his men deserved and required rest. Also he had to have time to consider and plan. Twelve miles or so, and he must have his decisions made, in some sort.




  As they tacked their less speedy way up great Loch Linnhe, he consulted the two fishermen. They were able to tell him something about the Ardgour area, if little as to the Norse strength therein—although they thought that there might indeed be many of them, for Ardgour commanded the very strategic and constricted Kyle of Corran, where Linnhe abruptly and dramatically narrowed in from nearly three miles of width to a bare quarter-mile, before opening again for another ten miles northwards, probing into the fertile heart of populous Lochaber. So Ardgour was the key to Lochaber, waterwise, where there would be fine pickings for Viking raiders. The district itself was mountainous and little populated. But Sallachan Point, just before the narrows, formed a shallow bay with low-lying shores and some level land, where shipping could be drawn up and where people could live. There would be the Norse base.




  Somerled could be bold, but he was not foolhardy. Without a deal more information than this he could not risk any headlong confrontation, however much aided by possible surprise. He had four longships, but all undermanned. Until he knew approximately how many ships and men he might be facing, and in what conditions, he must go warily.




  So, as they sailed northwards, he was all eyes, ready for swiftest action, possible flight. Particularly he eyed the nearby Morvern coast, which they hugged, looking for some break in the rugged, steep and ironbound shoreline which would provide the cover and hiding-place he required. But, mile after mile, the hillsides continued to rise almost sheer from the water, with neither coves nor beaches nor offshore islets to break the front, only cliffs, boiling skerries and the white aprons of waterfalls.




  He was getting seriously worried, with the low dark line of what must be Sallachan Point beginning to be evident ahead three or four miles, and was contemplating a dash across the loch to the east shore, where a large bay opened on the Appin side—only, that would carry its own risk of his ships being very obvious from Sallachan as they crossed the open water—when one of the fishermen touched his arm and pointed.




  “I had forgotten, lord. That peaked hill reminds me. There is a strange narrow bay below it, this side, the outfall of the Sanda River. Inversanda. There is not much of it, but it winds in. Enough to hide these four ships.”




  “You say so? How far from Sallachan?”




  “Three miles, no more.”




  “That must serve, then. As well you remembered, friend. I do not see it.”




  “It is this side of the hill. Behind yonder small headland, I think.”




  Heading in and round a rocky spur, sure enough there opened the winding estuary of a modest river which seemed to issue out of a deep divide of the mountains, hitherto unseen. It was small, narrow and S-shaped—and could turn into a trap indeed. But beggars could not be choosers on this coast and Somerled decided that if they were to backwater, to move in stern-first, all four ships could just hide themselves therein. Getting out in a hurry would be the problem. He ordered the others in before him, so that his vessel might be first out.




  Once round behind the first bend, he took stock of the situation. The great steep-sided valley, which the fishermen called Glen Tarbert and which they said divided Morvern proper from the Ardgour area, stretched away westwards. To the north was just rocky hillside, the flank of the peaked hill which had acted as landmark. Behind that could be glimpsed part of another hill, higher, which must bring them almost to Sallachan.




  Leaving MacNeil to post a guard and then let the others sleep, he took only the younger fisherman, named Murdoch, jumped down into the shallows, waded to the shingle and made for the foot of that peaked hill. They were going to flex their muscles.




  Tired as he was from lack of sleep, Somerled was glad enough of the exercise. Of a restless nature, he found the constrictions of shipboard cramping. And he liked hillclimbing.




  He set a strong pace, lifting himself with an easy-seeming regular motion, slightly bent forward, using the sides of his feet to grip the slope, and with an instinctive eye for the surest route. Soon he had the fisherman panting. But steadily the little estuary and the ships dwindled below them. They did not make for the top of the hill, which turned out to be’a long and narrow ridge of which the peak was only the eastern scarp, but traversed the seaward shoulder, to find a steep valley on the other side, before the second mountain. There was nothing for it but to descend and climb again. It was high noon now and warm, and that second climb was a trial and weariness. Nevertheless, when at length they reached the crest, Somerled had no doubts that it was worth the effort. For spread before them now was a vast panorama of hill and loch, river and valley, seemingly to all infinity. But it was not infinity which they considered, only the foreground thereto.




  Directly below them to the north lay a wide bay, almost a mile across, created by a curving headland shaped like a sickle, and backed by a level plain containing a small freshwater loch and dotted with cothouses and the poles for drying nets. And at the root of the headland itself was another of the sail-cloth tented encampments, but much larger than that at Achranich, fully a dozen of the shelters. As though there was one per vessel, twelve longships lay in the curve of the bay.




  Somerled let out his breath in a soundless whistle. “So-o-o! Our young Viking was right about Ardgour. But—so many! There could be a thousand men there.”




  “Aye, lord. Too many!”




  “M’mm.” The other gazed, eyes narrowed.




  Long they stood there, surveying the farflung scene—and the longer they stood the further sank the man Murdoch’s heart. For most clearly his companion did not see it all as he did, was most evidently assessing and calculating, obviously planning to do something quite other than to flee the scene, as merest sanity demanded. This Somerled MacGillebride MacFergus was surely less than sane unfortunately—and his madness was of the sort which could cost blood, much blood.




  The other spoke only once during that survey. “Lochan. Wood. Marsh. Cattle.” And he jabbed a pointing finger as he enunciated each word. Then he nodded and turned to consider the wider scene, to west and south-west, the mountains and valleys there. At length he said “Come!” and turned to retrace his steps.




  By the time that they got back to the ships, Somerled had made up his mind. There had been no alarms, and save for the sentries, all were sleeping. He summoned Saor, Conn and Dermot to a council-of-war—although there was little of council about it.




  “There are twelve longships there,” he told them. “As many as one thousand men, therefore. Too many to take by surprise at night, with our numbers. We might slay some, but the rest would be roused and able to overwhelm us. So it must be otherwise.”




  They waited, expressions varied.




  “We must make the land fight for us. And it is good land for it. There is woodland, a lochan, bog and a slender hook of headland. Aye, and cattle. Enough to serve us, I say.”




  “Against a thousand?” Conn wondered.




  “Used aright, the land could be worth many hundreds. The difficulty will be to get our two hundred to where the land is our ally. These gallowglasses will never cross these steep hills, as I have done, and be in a state to fight after. And there is no way round the shore. So they must be taken in the ships.”




  “Which means by night,” MacNeil declared.




  “Yes. There is no way that we can win past this Sallachan in daylight without being challenged. As we need. But a night attack will not do, this time. Dawn, it will have to be. They must see, be able to see, what is against them.”




  The others stared.




  “I tell you, the land will fight for us—and must be seen to do so. But—more of that later. Meantime we wait here. I am tired and must sleep. We shall sail at the darkest, between midnight and dawn. Keep you watch . . .”




  So, fed and rested, a move was made by the company at about three in the morning. It was certainly dark enough for their requirements, so dark that getting the longships out by that narrow, twisting channel was no easy task, involving much cursing by oarsmen. But at length they were all in open water and sailing well out into the pale glimmer of Loch Linnhe.




  They had to judge when they had gone some four miles, for the land offered no detail, only a darker line in the prevailing mirk. In fact, they calculated fairly accurately, for when they turned in again to the western shore, they made their landfall just beyond the far side of the Sallachan headland, which they were able to distinguish looming on their left.




  Running their ships’ prows up on to the shingle here, they disembarked, with strict orders for silence, since Somerled reckoned that they were less than a mile from the Norse encampment. Then he called the men to gather round a little marram-grass mound, from which he addressed them, keeping his voice low but distinct.




  “This time, we are going to have to fight, my friends, not just slay!” he told them. “And not in darkness. Such night as is left, we shall use to get into position—our chosen positions. But we need light to defeat these people as they must be defeated. To do that, we must use our wits as well as our swords and dirks. And use the land. For there are many more here than at the last camp. But we shall have them, never fear.”




  He allowed that to sink in, as men muttered and questioned.




  “Here is how we shall do it. We must split up their numbers. Which means that we must also divide ourselves. But heedfully. Our four ships must play their part. Each with only a very few men—we can spare no more than ten to each. These will make a seeming attack on the Norse craft beached in the bay behind yonder headland. A dozen of them, there are. Damage some if it can be done—but that is not the main intention. It is to draw some fair number of the Vikings away. This will have to be done with care. You cannot outsail the Norsemen, with their full crews. So you cannot go far before they would catch up. The wind is south-west, so you must sail off north-eastwards, up through the Kyle of Corran narrows and beyond that, quickly head for the east shore of Loch Linnhe, the Lochaber shore, beach your craft and bolt inland. The Norse will not follow you far on land, that I swear. They will recapture the four ships, but that is not important. We shall have plenty of shipping in the end—or else be dead men! You have it? The task of these forty men is to lure away four hundred, for long enough for us to defeat the rest. I foresee no fighting for these.”




  As he had anticipated, that produced a deal of talk and squabble, which he allowed to continue for a while—although he commanded that voices be kept low. Some saw that no-fighting role as to their taste, most the reverse; some saw themselves as missing the main excitement and loot, as mere decoys, others well content.




  “We shall decide who goes where hereafter,” Somerled went on. “Another small party will light fires. Ten will serve. Behind the Norse camp is woodland and a small loch. Not far. That wood is to be lit. The south-west wind will drive the smoke and heat down on the camp. Rouse them. They will see our ships assailing theirs. Then our main force will make a flourish, a noise, on the flank, on two flanks. There is marsh as well as this lochan. We choose our ground. They will be much confused and confined, wasting their numbers on profitless sallies. We shall use the bog and loch and fire—and we shall smite them. Is it understood?”




  Dermot Maguire spoke. “It is still one-hundred-and-forty men against many times that number, lord. They will see it, in time. Even in the smoke and confusion.”




  “Perhaps. But I have a device or two which we may use. Cattle. There are many cattle grazing beyond the loch. Also there are the folk here, in the township. They must be used, if only to make a noise, a show. Now—we have two hours, no more. Until daylight. And much to do. Does any wish to speak?”




  “Who takes the ships?” Conn Ironhand asked.




  “Not you. Nor Dermot. Nor Saor. I need you here. Choose four men, to lead. And nine others, for each craft. From those who prefer to sail. Little rowing will be possible, with these few. When they see the fires, they are to stand in and make some assault on the Norse shipping. But to be off again when the enemy come down to the shore. The Vikings will never let their longships be damaged, if they can help it. But—enough talk. To work, my friends . . .”




  Two hours later, with the sky beginning to lighten beyond the mainland mountains across Loch Linnhe, men were wiping their bloodstained dirks and hands on the grass and moving down from the trees to the edge of the lochan to wash themselves and slake their thirst. Rounding-up and killing can be thirsty work, as well as messy. It was not, however, Norse blood which they were disposing of but that of cattle. More than fifty beasts lay dead there just within the cover of the trees, all the township’s precious stock which the Vikings had left to them. Somerled regretted this; but it could be assessed as the price the local people had to pay for their release from bondage. The knot of cottagers, rudely roused, who had been forced to help in the process, stood nearby in agitation and looked unappreciative.




  The meat would no doubt be very useful hereafter, for a celebratory feast—assuming that there were sufficient of them left alive to do justice to it all. It was not for their meat that those beasts had died, however, but for their hides. All had been flayed, not always expertly, and the skins cut in halves. These now lay piled in smelly heaps, eyed rather askance by all.




  Somerled was straining his eyes to see if there was any sign of their four ships. But in the half-light it was impossible to distinguish anything beyond the vague collection of hulls and masts which represented the mass of the Norse craft. It was a dull and cloudy dawn. He reckoned that there would have to be at least another half-hour before it would be light enough for action.




  He ordered the half-hides to be laid out in neat rows for easy availability. He went to speak to the villagers. He checked that his leaders knew exactly what to do—at least in the early stages. He sent men to gather dry tinder, wood, dead branches and the like, to aid the fire-raisers, but also other material less combustible but more liable to smoke, old leaves, bracken fronds and broom foliage, separately. Then he could only wait.




  At last he gave the signal for the fires to be lit. Quickly along the eastern half of the wood the flames sprang up and began to run together into a blazing wall, fanned by the quite strong morning breeze. Soon a great pall of smoke, luridly tinged with red, went rolling down across part of the lochan and marshland and pasture towards the Norse encampment.
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