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1. STEEL IN THE STORM
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LIGHTING dazzled the eyes of Turlogh O'Brien and his foot slipped in a smear of blood as he staggered on the reeling deck. The clashing of steel rivaled the bellowing of the thunder, and screams of death cut through the roar of waves and wind. The incessant lighting flicker gleamed on the corpses sprawling redly, the gigantic horned figures that roared and smote like huge demons of the midnight storm, the great beaked prow looming above.



The play was quick and desperate; in the momentary
illumination a ferocious bearded face shone before Turlogh, and his swift ax
licked out, splitting it to the chin. In the brief, utter blackness that
followed the flash, an unseen stroke swept Turlogh's helmet from his head
and he struck back blindly, feeling his ax sink into
flesh, and hearing a man howl. Again the fires of the raging skies sprang,
showing the Gael the ring of savage faces, the hedge of gleaming steel that
hemmed him in.

Back against the mainmast Turlogh parried and smote; then through the
madness of the fray a great voice thundered, and in a flashing instant the
Gael caught a glimpse of a giant form—a strangely familiar face. Then
the world crashed into fire-shot blackness.

Consciousness returned slowly. Turlogh was first aware of a swaying,
rocking motion of his whole body which he could not check. Then a dull
throbbing in his head racked him and he sought to raise his hands to it. Then
it was he realized he was bound hand and foot—not an altogether new
experience. Clearing sight showed him that he was tied to the mast of the
dragon ship whose warriors had struck him down. Why they had spared him, he
could not understand, because if they knew him at all, they knew him to be an
outlaw—an outcast from his clan, who would pay no ransom to save him
from the very pits of Hell.

The wind had fallen greatly but a heavy sea was flowing, which tossed the
long ship like a chip from gulf-like trough to foaming crest. A round silver
moon, peering through broken clouds, lighted the tossing billows. The Gael,
raised on the wild west coast of Ireland, knew that the serpent ship was
crippled. He could tell it by the way she labored, plowing deep into the
spume, heeling to the lift of the surge. Well, the tempest which had been
raging on these southern waters had been enough to damage even such staunch
craft as these Vikings built.

The same gale had caught the French vessel on which Turlogh had been a
passenger, driving her off her course and far southward. Days and nights had
been a blind, howling chaos in which the ship had been hurled, flying like a
wounded bird before the storm. And in the very rack of the tempest a beaked
prow had loomed in the scud above the lower, broader craft, and the grappling
irons had sunk in. Surely these Norsemen were wolves and the blood-lust that
burned in their hearts was not human. In the terror and roar of the storm
they leaped howling to the onslaught, and while the raging heavens hurled
their full wrath upon them, and each shock of the frenzied waves threatened
to engulf both vessels, these sea-wolves glutted their fury to the
utmost—true sons of the sea, whose wildest rages found echo in their
own bosoms. It had been a slaughter rather than a fight—the Celt had
been the only fighting man aboard the doomed ship—and now he remembered
the strange familiarity of the face he had glimpsed just before he was struck
down. Who—?

"Good hail, my bold Dalcassian, it's long since we met!"

Turlogh stared at the man who stood before him, feet braced to the lifting
of the deck. He was of huge stature, a good half head taller than Turlogh who
stood well above six feet. His legs were like columns, his arms like oak and
iron. His beard was of crisp gold, matching the massive armlets he wore. A
shirt of scale-mail added to his war-like appearance as the horned helmet
seemed to increase his height. But there was no wrath in the calm gray eyes
which gazed tranquilly into the smoldering blue eyes of the Gael.

"Athelstane, the Saxon!"

"Aye—it's been a long day since you gave me this," the giant
indicated a thin white scar on his temple. "We seem fated to meet on nights
of fury—we first crossed steel the night you burned Thorfel's skalli.
Then I fell before your ax and you saved me from Brogar's Picts—alone
of all the folk who followed Thorfel. Tonight it was I who struck you down."
He touched the great two-handed sword strapped to his shoulders and Turlogh
cursed.

"Nay, revile me not," said Athelstane with a pained expression. "I could
have slain you in the press—I struck with the flat, but knowing you
Irish have cursed hard skulls, I struck with both hands. You have been
senseless for hours. Lodbrog would have slain you with the rest of the
merchant ship's crew but I claimed your life. But the Vikings would only
agree to spare you on condition that you be bound to the mast. They know you
of old."

"Where are we?"

"Ask me not. The storm blew us far out of our course. We were sailing to
harry the coasts of Spain. When chance threw us in with your vessel, of
course we seized the opportunity, but there was scant spoil. Now we are
racing with the sea-flow, unknowing. The steer sweep is crippled and the
whole ship lamed. We may be riding the very rim of the world for aught I
know. Swear to join us and I will loose you."

"Swear to join the hosts of Hell!" snarled Turlogh. "Rather will I go down
with the ship and sleep forever under the green waters, bound to this mast.
My only regret is that I can not send more sea-wolves to join the hundred-odd I have already sent to purgatory!"

"Well, well," said Athelstane tolerantly, "a man must
eat—here—I will loose your hands at least—now,
set your teeth into this joint of meat."

Turlogh bent his head to the great joint and tore at it ravenously. The
Saxon watched him a moment, then turned away. A strange man, reflected
Turlogh, this renegade Saxon who hunted with the wolf-pack of the
North—a savage warrior in battle, but with fibers of kindliness in his
makeup which set him apart from the men with whom he consorted.

The ship reeled on blindly in the night, and Athelstane, returning with a
great horn of foaming ale, remarked on the fact that the clouds were
gathering again, obscuring the seething face of the sea. He left the Gael's
hands unbound but Turlogh was held fast to the mast by cords about legs and
body. The rovers paid no heed to their prisoner; they were too much occupied
in keeping their crippled ship from going down under their feet.

At last Turlogh believed he could catch at times a deep roaring above the
wash of the waves. This grew in volume, and even as the duller-eared Norsemen
heard it, the ship leaped like a spurred horse, straining in every timber. As
by magic the clouds, lightening for dawn, rolled away on each side, showing a
wild waste of tossing gray waters, and a long line of breakers dead ahead.
Beyond the frothing madness of the reefs loomed land, apparently an island.
The roaring increased to deafening proportions, as the long ship, caught in
the tide rip, raced headlong to her doom. Turlogh saw Lodbrog rushing about,
his long beard flowing in the wind as he brandished his fists and bellowed
futile commands. Athelstane came running across the deck.

"Little chance for any of us," he growled as he cut the Gael's bonds, "but
you shall have as much as the rest—"

Turlogh sprang free. "Where is my ax?"

"There in that weapon-rack. But Thor's blood, man," marveled the big
Saxon, "you won't burden yourself now—"

Turlogh had snatched the ax and confidence flowed like wine through his
veins at the familiar feel of the slim, graceful shaft. His ax was as much a
part of him as his right hand; if he must die he wished to die with it in his
grip. He hastily slung it to his girdle. All armor had been stripped from him
when he had been captured.

"There are sharks in these waters," said Athelstane, preparing to doff his
scale-mail. "If we have to swim—"
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