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1


Angus Og looked at Angus Mor wonderingly. “You say that I am to leave here? Leave Ardtornish? Go down to Kintyre and dwell there? But, but ...”


“But me no buts, boy. It is time you started to earn your living, to make your mark in the Isles. You are of eighteen years now. At that age I was fighting both the King of Scots and the King of England: You are to hold Dunaverty for me.” The speaker was an enormous man in his early sixties, shaggy as one of his own Highland bulls, his long flaxen hair and beard becoming tinged with grey, but no hint of ageing being evident: Angus Mor mac Donald mac Ranald mac Somerled, Prince and Lord of the Isles.


“But – why me? Dunaverty of Kintyre is near to Islay. My father rules there. He is but two score of miles from it ...”


“Your father and my son is an idler, a dreamer. He should have been a clerk in Holy Church! He does not rule Islay – he but sleeps there! He will make no Prince of the Isles. So you must, Angus Og, when I go. But I am not going yet, see you. I need Dunaverty held, and strongly. It is the nearest point of all the Isles to Ireland, to Ulster. Who holds it, if he will, can control the narrow seas and the Ulster coast. And with this proud Edward Plantagenet of England dominating the Welsh and seeking to do the same over the Irish, Ulster must be denied him. He has few ships, compared with myself – or he might think to try to dominate me! So, Dunaverty for you. Men you shall have. And longships and birlinns. But that firth and channel must be held.”


Angus Og wagged his dark head. He was of a very different



physical make from his grandsire, of only medium height, although broad of shoulder, all but swarthy instead of fair, but nowise lacking in characterful appearance. He shook that head, but shrugged.


“If I must,” he said. None disobeyed Angus Mor in the Isles. “What am I to do there all the time? Apart from watching the Irish coast thirty miles off?”


“You will find a sufficiency to occupy you, if I know you, lad! And now and again you can sail over to Islay and stir up that father of yours! I will keep you informed as to my wishes, never fear.”


The pair of them were standing on the parapet-walk of Ardtornish Castle in Morvern, looking southwards down the narrow sea loch of Aline to the Sound of Mull, that so important waterway of the Western Highlands, dividing the mainland from the great Isle of Mull. This was the favourite seat of the Lord of the Isles, or Prince thereof as he preferred to be named, however many other castles and strengths he held over many hundreds of miles of coastline and islands, from the foot of Kintyre to the south – if the Isle of Man was not counted – north past Rhum and Eigg and Skye and the Summer Isles to Cape Wrath itself, the very final tip of Scotland before the isles of Orkney and Shetland, which even he did not claim to rule, and westwards to all the long line of the Outer Hebrides, Lewis and Harris, the Uists and Barra and the rest, a sea-girt and island empire indeed. But here, at Ardtornish, Angus Og had been born and reared, here he had his friends and interests, however often he had sailed the rest. And now he was to leave his home and start a new life, it seemed, one hundred and fifty miles away.


“When must I go?”


“I go to Skye within the week. I would see you away south before that, lad.”


“I will take Ewan MacLean with me.”


“Take whom you will ...”




Angus Og followed his grandfather down the narrow, twisting stairway to the withdrawing-room off the hall on the first floor, but himself went on further, down and out, to cross to the stables in the courtyard, where he collected his sturdy garron, long of mane and tail if short of leg. Mounting, he rode down the castle hill and across the ford of the River Aline, to turn down this southwards to the head of the loch where, at the entry of a minor stream from the west, a steep crag rose above the junction of waters. And perched on top of this was a small fortalice, a square parapeted tower, the little MacLean castle of Kinlochaline, modest compared with Ardtornish but sufficiently strongly sited. He rode up the zigzag track to this.


A hail from above welcomed him, and down came a young man of similar age to himself, clad as was Angus in saffron kilt and goatskin doublet, although his shirt was not of silk as was his friend's.


“I saw you coming, Angus,” he greeted. “What's to do?” Normally Ewan MacLean was sent for rather than having the other come for him.


“Much is to do!” he was told. “We are to leave here. Or I am. And I would have you to come with me. To Kintyre.”


“Kintyre! We visit Kintyre? I have never been there. A long way, is it not? Far south.”


“Not to visit. To stay! To Dunaverty, on the Mull of Kintyre. I am to hold a castle there with men and ships. My grandsire orders it.”


“Sakes! What is this?”


“I am to earn my living, he says. Act the chief there. What think you of that!”


On the way up to the tower Angus explained the situation. He found his friend since boyhood nowise upset or dejected by the prospect of leaving home, seeing it as an adventure rather; and in so doing raising Angus's own anticipation over the prospect. It might be none so ill a mission, although something



of a responsibility, to become guardian of the narrows of the Irish Sea.


MacLean of Kinlochaline, a kinsman of Duart's across the Sound of Mull, and his wife raised their eyebrows over their young lord's tidings, but could not, of course, oppose the Prince of the Isles's wishes on this or on other matters. Ewan's young brother, Hector, wished that he could have gone also.


The two friends went fishing thereafter in a boat on Loch Aline, a favourite activity. They found much to discuss and anticipate. If Angus was going to act leader of armed men for the patrolling of the North Channel, and keeper of a strong castle, then they were going to need armour and weaponry, helmets and shields, clothing for especial occasions. And they would have to practise and improve their skills with swords and crossbows, battle-axes and lances. The more they talked, the more exciting and appealing the project grew for them.


Angus Mor set in motion all the necessary preparations without delay, for he wanted to see his grandson gone before he himself departed in the opposite direction, for Skye. So a busy four days followed, with men being summoned and longships gathered and readied. He recruited a seasoned warrior, one MacInnes of Uladail, to act as mentor to his grandson, especially in the deployment of numbers of ships to best effect; but left this worthy in no doubt as to who was in command. Needless to say, he himself gave the young man much guidance as to what was required of him, strategies to be employed, and who could be relied upon to aid him and who not to trust. Angus Og was duly impressed.


The great day dawned. At the head of the loch, below Kinlochaline Castle, no fewer than twenty longships were waiting, each with sixteen long oars or sweeps, three men to each, with a single mast and square sail. One of the long, low vessels was a dragonship, so called because of its high beaked prow in the shape of a rearing monster, this for Angus



himself. His grandsire had come down to see them off. It was St Marnock's Eve, 17 August 1292.


“Look, boy, on your way to Dunaverty you have two calls to make. One on your father on Islay, to inform him of your task. Aye, and you can be mentioning to him that he ought to be doing it himself! The other on my brother Alastair, who is holding Kintyre for me, in the name at least! Why am I plagued with feeble weakling kin, son and brother? Two years younger than myself, Alastair acts the greybeard, seldoms stirs from his house, he who ought to be guarding the seas there. He bides over at Saddell on the east side of Kintyre, on Kilbrannan Sound, not on the west-facing coast at all. Tell him that I need action, better support. And you are to provide it, in my name.”


Angus Og blinked. “Will, will they heed me? At my age? My father and grand-uncle!”


“They had better. See you.” He turned to the man standing behind him, and took from him the great weapon he carried. This he handed to his grandson. “Here is my war-axe. All know it. All my days I have wielded it. You have seen this times a-many. On its haft are notches for every battle I have won. It is yours meantime. Wield it worthily. It is your warrant.”


With something like awe the young man took the famous axe, weighty, long of shaft, this scored by many indentations, regularly cut. How many men had this slain?


“So now – off with you. And do not fail me, as these others have done, I charge you. You speak, and act, with my authority so long as you hold this axe. Go!”


Angus Og, clutching the war-axe, bowed. He turned away, followed by Ewan MacLean and MacInnes of Uladail. They strode for the dragonship, to the cheers of the many watchers. Angus had to march into the water for some splashing yards to reach the craft, all its sixteen oars upraised in salutation. He hoisted himself over the side, at the stern, in accustomed fashion, kilt up, ignoring the helmsman's outstretched hand,



Ewan following suit, although MacInnes, a middle-aged man, accepted the assistance.


Standing there at the stern beside the long, broad-bladed steering-oar, Angus raised an arm in final gesture, then waved to the helmsman, who banged down his baton on the gong hanging there, three loud clangs sounding out, to echo from the enclosing hillsides. And on all the other nineteen longships waiting there, fully manned, the gongs clashed, and sweeps were lowered to the water. With a westerly breeze the single square sails, painted with the Galley of the Isles, could not yet be hoisted. Led by the dragonship the fleet of the greyhounds of the sea, as they were known, moved off southwards in a long line, to the rhythmic beat of a score of gongs timing exact oar-pulling. Angus's helmsman, deep-voiced, started the chant, which all the others took up, in time with the gongs. And so, in typical Islesman style, the flotilla drove on down Loch Aline.


Grinning at Ewan, Angus laid down the war-axe on the stern bench, and, sitting, joined the oarsmen at their panting chanting.


They had two miles of the loch to cover before the narrows at the Kyle of the Point. There they emerged into the wide Sound of Mull, that great island's ranked mountains ahead of them, purple slashed with black against the blue and white of the sky, the waters reflecting the colourful scene.


South by east they swung now, past Ardtornish Point, then the wide bay of Innesmore, the longships behind now lining up three abreast, the grunting, regular chant maintained. For the two young men at the head of it all it made a rousing experience.


Presently, on the west, they were passing Duart Point, with its MacLean chief's castle perched on its topmost spur. Four of the longships following were Duart's. Then on due south now, down to the Firth of Lorn, heading for the open Sea of the Hebrides.




They had already rowed some twenty-five miles by the time they reached the long ocean swells, to bear south by west now in the direction of the lesser Isle of Colonsay, of the MacDuffies. They rounded the north point of this, one-time hermitage of St Oran, to row south sixteen miles skirting the west coast of long Jura, past the notorious whirlpools of the Corryvreckan, whose continual roaring temporarily drowned the chanting. Presently they were passing the strange sea loch of Tarbert, which almost cut Jura in two; and then they were under the renowned twin mountains, the Paps, these dominating the scene in suitable fashion. Islay ahead of them.


They entered the narrows of the sound.


This large island of Islay, not quite so big as Mull, and very different in character and significance, was highly important in the watery world of the Hebrides; for here was the caput of the lordship of the Isles, the seat of justice and assembly-place of chiefs, this the most populous isle of the hundreds, all but thousands, far to the south of most as it was. Yet Angus Mor had never chosen to dwell here, preferring the more central situation and more dramatic scenery. For Islay was a comparatively flat territory, although fertile compared with most, possessing only hills, not mountains, but with good grazing and tilth although poorer for deer-stalking and other sports. He had placed his elder son Alexander here, so called to distinguish him from brother Alastair, although they were the same name in reality, judging that the scene would match his temperament.


Halfway down the sound, where it narrowed still further, so that Islay and Jura all but met, Angus had his fleet pull in at the haven of Askaig, from which a ferry plied across to the other and so different island. It had taken them eight hours of vehement rowing to cover those ninety miles, part aided by wind and tides, part the reverse. So it was now evening, and the rowers deserved rest, and, their throats thirsty from chanting, lubricating with uisge-beatha, the water of life,



whisky. Leaving them to the hospitality of the Port Askaig people, Angus, Ewan and MacInnes borrowed garrons to take them up to their immediate destination.


They had no great distance to go to Loch Finlaggan. It seemed a strange location to site the lordship's caput, a rather dull sheet of water set in heathery hillocks, with two islets in the midst. On one of these rose the castle, and on the other a chapel where were buried successive lords and their families, and a walled enclosure which was, in fact, the judgment seat of the Isles, and assembly-place of the chiefs. A tall standing stone rose at the head of the loch, indicating some ancient pre-Christian significance for this place.


Being now evening, Alexander of Islay would be at home – not that he was apt to be away from the castle frequently, for he was a man of mental rather than physical energy, preferring study to outdoor activities and pursuits, unlike his father.


Another large gong at the lochside, where there was a little pier and a cottage, brought a boat over from the castle for the visitors.


Angus found his father at his meal, as more or less expected, alone at it, his wife long dead. Even thus he was poring over paper and files.


The callers were eyed less than welcomingly until Alexander recognised his son, whom he had not seen for some time. He then smiled. And oddly perhaps, he had a warm, pleasing smile, however seldom it was demonstrated.


“Angus! Angus!” he exclaimed. “How good to see you. It is long since I did. Here is a surprise.”


“Yes, Father. It is some time. When was I here last? You never come to Ardtornish.”


“I am no great traveller, my son. What brings you at this time? But – sit. And your friends. There will be no feast, but some fare you shall have.” He rang a bell on the table for a servant. “You look well, lad. How is my father? He grows old now. Is he still the active one? Ever sailing the Isles. Making his



authority accepted, whether acceptable or no!” That brought out the smile again.


“He is well, yes,” Angus said. “He sends you his good wishes.” That was something of an exaggeration, but probably called for, especially in front of these others.


They sat, and it was explained that Angus had been sent to take over Dunaverty Castle on the Mull of Kintyre, and to patrol the narrow seas and the Irish coasts, the threat of King Edward of England ever growing. This had the older man shaking his head, but not in any way over himself being expected to see to it all, but over the need for such precautions, and the follies of men.


Thereafter the converse lapsed somewhat, father and son having but little in common to discuss. Angus was glad when the provender arrived, simple but sufficient.


Presently Alexander did tell his son of a matter after his own heart, which Angus should see to since he was going to Kintyre. “It is this of Kilkerran,” he said. “At Dunruadhan. The chapel there. You will know of it, to be sure. St Ciaran's chapel, near his cave. He was one of Columba's disciples, and brought Christianity to Kintyre. And Dunruadhan was where Somerled first founded his lordship. The chapel, I am told, has become in poor state. We must keep it in better order. My father, I judge, cares little for such. But I do. So go you to Dunruadhan, none so far from Dunaverty, and have the chapel put to rights. See that the cave, Ciaran's diseart, where he communed with his Maker, is kept tended also.”


Angus nodded. Those Irish saints had been busy along these coasts, Oran and Ciaran and others. But that was for the Celtic Columban Church. Now they had the Roman one, brought by the Hungarian Margaret, called a saint also. He was none so sure of the difference, but his father would be. He would see to this.


Alexander was early at retiring to bed, so his visitors did likewise.




In the morning they were not long in taking their leave. What Ewan and MacInnes thought of Alexander of Islay they kept to themselves.


They had a fifty-mile sail, although it was mainly oar-work again, down into the Irish Sea, to the Mull of Kintyre at the southern tip of this so lengthy peninsula, the longest in all Scotland, some sixty miles of it. They skirted the islands of Gigha and Cara, and thereafter pulled down the seemingly unending and fairly featureless coastline, eyed no doubt warily from the many small fishing-boats they passed, out from the little shoreline communities. At length, in late afternoon, they at last reached the southernmost point of Sron Uamha, the Point of the Caves, and could then turn eastwards along the Mull, sails able to be hoisted at last, with the westerly wind giving the oarsmen a well-earned rest.


It was a rocky and precipitous coast now, the hills coming down close to the sea, and the long Atlantic rollers pounding the reefs and skerries in clouds of spray, a very exposed seaboard, the very toe of Scotland, as it were, kicking out towards Ireland.


Some seven miles along this, with the isle of Sanda ahead, they came at last to Dunaverty, this at least easily recognisable, with its bay, and headland beyond rising high, and on its crown the castle that was to be Angus's new home. The bay, open to the south and west, was not the best place to shelter a fleet, all there recognised, with the prevailing winds and tides as they were. But no doubt a better haven could be found for most of the longships, keeping only two or three under the lee of the headland.


The actual harbour below the castle was small, and Angus could see why Alastair mac Donald chose to live elsewhere. Disembarking, and waving in friendly fashion to the alarmed fisherfolk, he led his captains up the steep climb to the castle with its square keep and high curtain walls, a sea eagle's nest of a place indeed.




The keeper, an elderly man named Rory MacIan, unbarred the gates for them only doubtfully, looking questioningly at so young a leader of armed men, however many longships he had brought with him. But his wife, Morag, a motherly soul with a brood of her own, proved more welcoming, and said that she was proud to have Angus Og, grandson of their lord, come to bide with them. Perhaps her husband saw himself being displaced.


Angus found the bare and gaunt castle scarcely to his taste, however strongly sited and dominant, although he could improve on this accommodation. But it had magnificent views, far and wide, exposed to winter storms as it would be. From its parapet he could see Ulster, less than a score of miles away, its north shores in especial, but southwards also, down the North Channel of the Irish Sea to the tip of Galloway, and eastwards across the wide Firth of Clyde to the far Ayrshire coast and the soaring rock of Ailsa Craig. And, of course, endlessly out to the Atlantic, past Rathlin Isle. This was all to be watched over and guarded by his longships, Angus Mor had ordered, to keep Edward Plantagenet from his attempts to take it over and threaten Scotland from there.


The position of Ireland was complex. The Norman Plantagenets had started to conquer that a century before, when Henry the Second had sent Richard de Clare, Earl of Pembroke, Strongbow as he was termed, to subdue the many quarrelling kinglets. Successful, the Anglo-Normans were able to control most of the land, so that the High King, O'Connor, had come to accept Henry as overlord, and thereafter reduced his own title to merely King of Connaught. Only Ulster, the most northerly Irish kingdom, remained more or less independent, although Hubert de Burgh was created Earl of Ulster, this without gaining more than a toehold there. He had been succeeded by his son Walter and grandson Richard de Burgh, who was a successful commander and close to Edward. He would seek to gain control of all Ulster undoubtedly, and so



allow Edward to use it as a flanking threat to Scotland. Hence Angus Mor's anxiety. But the English had no warlike fleets compared with the Islesmen's longships and birlinns, so this was advantageous, meaning that all efforts against Ulster would have to be by land, from the south.


Enquiries as to a suitable anchorage to base their longship flotilla elicited from Rory MacIan the fact that Sanda Island, less than four miles off, was the obvious place, better than any of the south- and west-facing bays of the Mull itself, for it had a protected northerly harbour, quite large, where the ships could lie, and from which they could be summoned by beacons lit on Dunaverty's towers and readily seen. And there they were still nearer to the Ulster shores, and scouting vessels could patrol the channel all the time.


So far, so good.


Angus did not forget that he had orders to go and see his grand-uncle Alastair, to inform him of the position regarding Kintyre in general and this new development, at his chosen seat of Saddell, halfway up the eastern coast of the peninsula, almost thirty miles away. So, two days later, leaving MacInnes in charge at Dunaverty, he set sail in the dragonship with Ewan eastwards and then north. He took that war-axe along with him, just in case his authority was questioned.


They sailed round the eastern tip of the Mull, new territory for Angus, towards the Ayrshire coast, and then up into the Kilbrannan Sound, with the great island of Arran on their right, this larger than Islay and almost as long as Jura, and as mountainous. By comparison the Kintyre shore was distinctly tame, although when they passed the small isle of Davaar, a major bay opened, at the head of which was Dalruaidhan, where Somerled had first set up his Isles capital. Angus decided to leave that to be explored later, with the Kilkerran chapel thereabouts to be dealt with for his father.


Saddell, really Saghadail, was still a further ten miles on. It seemed strange that Angus Mor's brother should have elected



to make his abode in this fairly remote spot, although it was admittedly sheltered, and secure from any likely assault. Alastair MacDonald must be a very different sort of man.


When they reached the place, it was to find it much more interesting than they had anticipated, and in picturesque wooded and hilly country, at the mouth of a quite deep glen of that name. There was a large abbey here, imposing, where Somerled had commenced to built a monastery, and his son Ranald had completed and enlarged it into an abbey in memory of his father, whose body was buried here, along with many other chiefs and prominent folk, this one hundred and forty years earlier. Nearby was a fairly modest castle, their destination.


The Lord of Kintyre proved to be a genial, portly man, with a much younger wife and two daughters, forming a very domestic and homely family, as far removed from the lordship of the Isles in character as in environment. Alastair's surprise at seeing his grand-nephew was evident, but he greeted him kindly, although clearly wondering what brought him there.


Angus liked him and his wife, the daughters also, and in explaining his mission did not really indicate his grandsire's criticism of the other's lack of urgency and militancy on the lordship's behalf, although Alastair may have guessed at it.


Their host, although he did not speak much about the Isles situation, had however interesting information to impart as to national affairs, he being that much nearer placed to such developments. Angus knew that there had been many claimants for the Scottish crown following the deaths of Alexander the Third and his niece, the Maid of Norway, but not much more than that. Now he learned that these, the Claimants for the Throne as they were called, had all but come to blows with each other over their ambitions. And, the folly of it, they had called upon Edward of England to act the arbiter, the adjudicator, as an allegedly honest and neutral assessor. And he had carefully selected the weakest of them all, and by



no means the most senior, John Balliol, to be King of Scots, himself reserving the style of Lord Paramount of Scotland, to the anger of the others. These were all descendants through the female lines of King David, the youngest of the Margaretsons. This Balliol was the son of one of them, Devorgilla of Galloway who had married John de Balliol of Barnard Castle, an English lord. Now he was King of Scots, in name at least. Others, Scots, such as Comyn, Lord of Badenoch, and Bruce, Earl of Carrick, were rejected, and furious. Yet Edward made them sign a document pledging support for his choice, their rival, this being called the Ragman Roll. Alastair declared that there would undoubtedly be trouble over this new reign. Whether it would affect the Isles or not remained to be seen.


All this interested Angus, needless to say. Edward Plantagenet appeared to have gained an ascendency over Scotland without actually having to go to war. Would it make him the more free to assail Ulster, and so threaten the Isles?


He and Ewan spent a couple of nights at Saddell, enjoying the company, Angus attracted to the two daughters, the elder much of an age with himself, a lively creature, full of laughter.


Then back to Dunaverty, and duty. He had not had to produce that war-axe.









2


Angus felt that he should not delay in making his presence felt over in Ulster. He had had his longships ranging up and down that coast from the start in twos and threes, showing themselves. But something more was required. So he decided that he should proceed with his whole fleet, calling at various significant points on that seaboard, to demonstrate that the Lord of the Isles was very much aware of the danger from Edward of England, and was prepared to counter him.


Shortly after his return from Saddell therefore, he marshalled all his craft and set sail across the North Channel, his dragonship flying the Banner of the Isles, in fine style. They passed Rathlin Island, to reach Fair Head, the most north-easterly tip of Ireland, and rowed westwards from there, close inshore, the Atlantic winds against them.


It was a fairly level coastline, although the spectacular rock formation of the Giant's Causeway stood out impressively before their first call, this at Portrush in Antrim, where Angus went ashore with some of his captains, to make his name known and to declare that Angus Mor was guarding all these shores from any attempts by the English to invade Ulster. This was well received by the local folk, who cursed Edward Plantagenet and all his minions.


They proceeded on to Magilligan Point, and turned into the narrows of Lough Foyle, which separated Coleraine and Inishowen, a long arm of the sea, at the head of which they came to Derry, where was a monastery founded by St Columba before he came to Scotland. Here was a sizeable town, where the people tended to look askance at the helmeted



warriors from the longships; but their leaders were more appreciative of the Islesmen's protection. They passed the night in their ships, there.


They headed on westwards next day, through the Inishtrahull Sound to pass Malin Head and so into Lough Swilly. It was all none so very different from their own seaboard, save that there were no large islands and indeed few small ones; after all, Islay was only forty miles away.


Swilly, another south-probing sea loch, was fully thirty miles long and narrowly winding and twisting. It brought them to Letterkenny of Donegal, where Angus was fortunate to meet the O'Donnell kinglet, and was able to reassure him that although English Edward had achieved, by craft, some sway over Scotland meantime, the Isles and Western Highlands remained, as always, independent, with Angus Mor staunchly supportive of Ulster and Donegal. They were hospitably entertained that night at Letterkenny.


Up the long loch to the sea again in the morning, it was still west for them, past more lochs and deep inlets, backed by mountains now, as far as sight of the isolated Tory Island and the Bloody Foreland, which represented the end of the north coast of Ulster, with a call at Dunfanaghy, the last harbour of Donegal, where Angus decided that they could turn back. Southwards was really no concern of his. They had come a long way, over one hundred miles as the sea eagle flew from Fair Head, and three times that distance, with all the sea lochs to head into and out of. Enough to demonstrate their favour and succour, surely.


At least they had the wind behind them, to hoist sails and speed home, duty done for the nonce.


Angus had not forgotten his promise to his father regarding St Ciaran's chapel and cave. Besides, he wanted to see Dalruadhan, the original seat of the lordship.


It was only about a dozen miles' sail to the north, to enter



the large, all but enclosed and sheltered bay of Kildalloig opening behind Davaar Island, this making an excellent anchorage, at the head of which the community lay, now somewhat decayed but with indications that it had been much larger once, and populous. There was a ruined fort and the remains of three chapels, but although presumably all were founded by St Ciaran, these were not what his father had been concerned about. Kilkerran, it seemed, the saint's own church, lay over a mile to the south.


Thither the visitors went. They found it actually smaller than those at Dalruadhan, a humble little sanctuary indeed, oblong, low of roof, with some of this fallen in, but with a handsome carved standing stone outside. The local belief was that this marked Ciaran's burial-place, where he had died nearly seven hundred years ago. There was little to see inside the chapel, it being little more than a cottage, but with an aumbry at the east end for the reservation of the communion bread and wine, and a holy-water stoup in the walling at the other side, these having flanked the altar site.


There was not much that could be done here to any worthwhile effect, save to have the roof repaired, and perhaps a wooden door provided to keep out the rubbish and dead leaves that had accumulated. Orders would be given for this to be done.


The saint's cave was almost three miles further south, on the coast. All these Celtic missionaries had their disearts, as they were called, remote hermitages where they could go, alone to commune with their Maker every so often, renew their vows and regain spiritual strength.


It turned out that there were many caves on the cliffs along that coast, but Angus found a cottager to take them to the desired one. It proved to be halfway down a precipice, reachable only by a dizzy-making narrow track. Ciaran must have had a good head for heights as well as for missionary zeal.


The cavern, when they reached it, seemed to be full of rock



doves, which flew out at their entry, buffeting them with their wings. Within, it was found to be a sort of L-shaped tunnel in the cliff, with many little ledges on the walls providing room for nests innumerable, the flooring deep-carpeted in bird droppings. Round the bend there was a much wider ledge or shelf, at seat height, with nearby a crack in the roof, this smoke-blackened. Clearly the fissure had served as a chimney for a fire; and no doubt the saint had slept on the bench-like ledge, scarcely comfortable quarters – but then comfort would not be what he had come here for. The birds did not seem to venture round that bend, so there were no droppings. No doubt Ciaran had looked on the fowl as friends, representing the sacred dove of the Holy Spirit.


Again there was nothing they could do usefully about this odd sanctuary, which would have few visitors indeed. Angus imagined that it was all very much as the missionary had left it all those centuries before. So he would tell his father.


They could return to Dunaverty satisfied.


With Morag MacIan's help, he and Ewan and MacInnes had been making that castle a somewhat more kindly place to live in, at least their quarters therein. And reasonable accommodation had to be seen to for the longships' crews, some down at the harbour cottages but much more over on Sanda Island. Winter was none so far off, and this would be a cold, blustery and stormy coast to dwell upon.


Shortly thereafter a sally was made, with the fleet, down the eastfacing coast of Ulster, just to make their presence known there also, this along the Antrim shore by Garron Point, Glenarm and Larne, these backed by a long line of hills, to Island Magee – which was not really an island at all, but a backwards-curling narrow peninsula at the month of Belfast Lough. This, some forty miles, was as far as they went, making only brief calls. So far, it seemed, the English Earls of Ulster had not made any real impact on the province, the present one, Richard de Burgh, being known to be King Edward's closest companion.




Back from this expedition, Angus was not very sure what he was supposed to do with his time, other than keep his longships patrolling the North Channel and Irish coasts. Presumably he should be doing something useful, not just roosting in Dunaverty Castle. There were deer in the hills to be stalked, wildfowl, ducks and geese to shoot with crossbows, salmon and trout to fish for. But was that what he was there for? He decided that a visit first to his father on Islay and then to Ardtornish for further instructions was probably called for.


So presently, leaving MacInnes in charge, he and Ewan set off northwards in the dragonship.


At Finlaggan, Alexander interrupted his studies to greet them. He was glad to hear about Kilkerran, the chapel repairs and the unspoiled state of the cave. He was also reasonably interested to learn about his Uncle Alastair and family at Saddell, whom he had not seen for years. He judged him a sensible man to live where he did, even if Angus Mor did not think so.


Then it was on again, much further north, to the Sound of Mull and Ardtornish, dropping off Ewan at Kinlochaline to join his family.


His grandfather was absent, apparently off to Coll and Tiree, to ensure that these quite sizeable islands, midway between Jura and the Outer Hebrides, were in good order and doing their bit for the lordship, Tiree in especial. This was known as the Garden of the Isles, the most fertile of them all, low-lying and fair, and because it had no mountains to catch the clouds escaping much of the rain which was so much a feature of that seaboard, hence the excellent crops and produce; indeed the name, Tir-ith meant Land of Corn.


Angus Mor arrived back the next day, to raise his eyebrows at the sight of his grandson, whom he clearly judged should be elsewhere.


Angus Og delivered his report on his activities, and the conditions prevailing in Kintyre, telling of his visits to Alex-



ander and Alastair, which had the old man shaking his head. His grandsire was interested, however, in the reactions of the Ulster chieftains, and O'Donnell of Donegal, and told Angus Og to keep in touch with these.


“Also, boy, I require you to act in regard to that other Alastair, calling himself MacDougall, Alastair mac Ewan mac Duncan, Lord of Lorn, none so far distant kin of ours, but misbehaving. Or, at least, his son is. A fool, Alastair married a sister of the Black Comyn of Badenoch, in Strathspey in the eastern Highlands, all but an Englishman, a Norman. His son, the Red Comyn, was one of the competitors for the crown of Scotland passed over by Edward Plantagenet. Now this son of that marriage, Ian Bacach, is leaguing with this Comyn. I will not have any of my Islesmen linking with the like. It could weaken us. My brother, Alastair of Kintyre, should be seeing to this. Your father is nearer to Lorn, but he will do nothing. So go you to Alastair at Saddell and tell him to move, yourself urging and if necessary aiding him. You have it?”


“To do what?” Angus asked.


“Ian Bacach, the son, I am told, is even now in Badenoch with the Comyn. This must stop. On my orders. This Ian to be summoned home to Dunollie, the MacDougall castle on the Oban bay, in the Firth of Lorn. I will not have that young man meddling with Comyns, or any other mainland barons, especially ones who claimed the throne there. See you to it. You will be passing Dunollie on your way back to Dunaverty. But best that you do not see the MacDougalls first. My brother Alastair is Lord of Kintyre, and the duty is his. But you may need to spur him.”


Not particularly looking forward to this of involvement in family dissensions and squabbling, Angus Og sailed off again, southwards, with Ewan picked up.


A dozen or so miles on their way, and into the Firth of Lorn, they came to the island of Kerrera, which screened off the Oban bay from the west, and Angus elected to enter the



narrows between this island and the mainland to see this Dunollie, not to visit, just to observe. He had never been there before.


They had no difficulty locating the castle, prominent on a headland a mile or so north of the township and harbour, not unlike Dunaverty but larger, a massive square keep within curtain walls, the seat of his far-out kin. They had another seat, further north still, Dunstaffnage, he had been told. Angus wondered how this Alastair MacDougall had met and wed one of the Badenoch Comyns, who had come to Scotland with King David, so far away?


Was his grandsire over-suspicious and assertive? Presumably it was necessary, to maintain the unity and strength of the lordship. This of being Prince of the Isles was as demanding a position as it was prestigious. And one day he himself would be so styled!









3


Following his grandsire's instructions, Angus carried on north past Dunaverty to Saddell to talk with his grand-uncle. He liked Alastair MacDonald and family, especially the young women, although he was not over-eager to emphasise to their father Angus Mor's instructions regarding the MacDougalls.


In the event, Alastair heard him out patiently and, shrugging, said that he would go and see these remote relations, although what this would achieve he was uncertain. Why did his brother not go himself to this Dunollie? It was none so far from Ardtornish. Angus Og could only suggest that the vast spread of the Hebrides, to north and west, demanded almost all their lord's time and attention.


His grand-uncle had more news to tell of affairs in mainland Scotland. He learned of such from the mendicant friars who came to visit the Cistercian abbey nearby, great purveyors of information and gossip. It seemed that King John Balliol was scarcely happy on his new throne. The other passed-by claimants thereto were proving to be less than co-operative, especially the Red Comyn. And King Edward was demanding strict obedience to his wishes, which were many and humiliating. The realm was almost hopelessly divided, and Balliol was no stalwart hero – or Edward would not have selected him. He was apparently being called the Toom Tabard, which meant Empty Tunic. The King of England was, in fact, distributing land, properties and even pensions to whomsoever he wished in Scotland, without consultation with the puppet monarch; he had even given the prestigious earldom of Fife, the hereditary coroner's title, he who had the privilege of placing the



crown on the head of each new king, to other than the true MacDuff heir.


But the most significant aspect of it all, as far as the Isles were concerned, was that, in a move to bolster Balliol's rule, and therefore his own, Edward had “given” the Isle of Man to Scotland, this, the most southerly part of the lordship of the Isles. Angus Mor's reaction to this would be dire indeed, that was certain.


Much disturbed as he was, Angus Og allowed himself to be just slightly distracted, on this occasion, by Alastair's two daughters, Seona and Eithne. They made very good company for the young men, they probably seeing no great numbers of the like, with the monks from the abbey not quite the same. They were, of course, related to Angus however distantly, so possibly felt safe with him. They were keen horsewomen, it seemed, and offered to take their visitors round some interesting places when next they called.


Angus sent Ewan back to Ardtornish, or wherever he could find his grandsire, to inform him of this dire challenge.


It was not long before his friend was back, having found Angus Mor at Tobermory, the Well of St Mary, on Mull. His instructions were typically positive. Angus Og was to sail his fleet forthwith down the Irish Sea to Man, and make it plain to Alan mac Roderick, lord there, and other chiefs, that no mainland rule, either from Scotland or England, was to be tolerated; and that the Prince of the Isles himself would come in strength to establish his authority if anything such was attempted. The weak John Balliol was unlikely be so inclined, or indeed feel able to do so; but the Plantagenet might.


Angus knew of the Manx situation. It had been Norse dominated, like the Hebrides themselves, from the time of the early Viking invasions, but handed over to Somerled, along with the rest, over a century before. Since then Man had been part of the Isles lordship, and must remain so.


It was November, and scarcely the best time of year to make



seaborne sallies, but his grandfather's orders had to be obeyed. And the bulk of Ireland would help protect their ships from the westerly gales almost all the way.


There was no delay. The fleet sailed from Sanda, to go much further southwards than heretofore.


They had some sixty-five miles to the northern tip of Man, and a further score of miles down its east coast to Douglas, the chief town. In rough conditions, but occasionally able to use their sails, they ought to reach the island in one long day, and be at Douglas by next day's noon.


The first part of their journey was familiar to them, down as far as Belfast Lough on the west and the Mull of Galloway on the east. But after that it was new waters for them, although MacInnes had been to Man some years before. It seemed odd to be sailing thus close to the English Cumbrian coast, after the Solway Firth, considerably closer than to the Irish one. It was strange that the English had not themselves conquered and taken over the island effectively long ago, but their lack of any fleet of warships to challenge the Islesmen's longships had prevented this. They must see that this continued.


It was a windy dusk before weary oarsmen saw the Point of Ayre, and thereafter pulled into the sheltered Ramsey Bay, on the east side of Man, thankfully. With full crews of rowers, the score of ships made up a large company, too many, Angus decided, to burden themselves on the local folk for the night. So they all just wrapped themselves in their plaids, fortified themselves with whisky and oaten cakes, and lay down in tight-huddled proximity on their vessels' timbers. Fortunately it was not raining.


In the morning, sailing down the coast, they were interested to see that the island was very hilly, with a central mountain chain dominated by a soaring peak which MacInnes said was called Snaefell, an English-sounding name. Indeed other names he mentioned, such as Ramsey itself, Maughold, Laxey, Foxdale, even Douglas, their destination, had little of their



Isles tongue about them, more of Scots and English. Yet this had been very much a Norse appendage once. The Vikings did not seem to have left many traces. Douglas presumably did not get its name from the line of south-western Scots nobles, who were not likely to have any links here, but from the original derivation of the name, Dubh Glas, or Dark Water, which was Gaelic enough.


At that town, quite large, all were able to go ashore, and glad to do so, to sustain themselves with more substantial food than they had brought with them from Sanda, however doubtfully they were eyed by the populace there, with their winged helmets and chest armour. Angus, Ewan and MacInnes made their way up to the castle.


They found Alan mac Roderick, governor of Man, very much aware of their arrival, indeed expecting to have to welcome Angus Mor himself, instead of Og, from all these longships. He was an elderly distant kinsman, like so many in authority in the Isles, his predecessors having called themselves Kings of Man, although Angus Mor did not approve of that, descended from Reginald or Ranald, a son of Somerled, he who had founded Saddell Abbey. He declared that he was glad to see this sign of concern from the north, for he had not failed to hear of this nonsense of Man being gifted to Scotland by the scoundrelly Plantagenet, and was all too well aware that his island was over-near both Scottish and English shores to feel comfortably secure. Was Angus Og going to base himself and his ships at Douglas?


He was told that this was not envisaged meantime, but this present visit was in the nature of a showing of the Isles banner, and demonstrating their lord's support. If the man Balliol, or others, showed any signs of seeking to take over Man, that would be different, and a strong Isles presence would be forthcoming. But Balliol had a sufficiency of troubles nearer home, and it seemed unlikely that he would be greatly interested in this possibly little-wanted gift. Whether any of his



powerful subjects would look in this direction was doubtful, the Comyns being more interested in north-eastern Scotland and the Bruces of Carrick always having to keep an eye on the Galloway chiefs to the south and the Douglases, who could be aggressive. Neither was likely to be interested in Man.


Alan supposed that all this might be so, and agreed that few if any of the Scots lords would have sufficient shipping to pose any real threat to his island, unless they combined, which seemed improbable. And he himself could rally a fair defensive force, if necessary.


He wanted to know what was Angus's intention now, and was told that his visitors would sail right round Man, up the west coast, to make their presence evident to all. And then return to Sanda and Dunaverty, to await further instructions. From there they could be back in a day, if necessary.


Alan said that they should make a call at Peel, one-third of the way up on the west, the main community on that side, facing Ireland, where his own deputy, actually his son Roderick, was based.


They spent the night with Alan, assured that their crews were well cared for down in the town – although those characters would themselves be apt to see to that.


Next day they made no early start, for it was raining and the winds strong, and there was no great haste. But by noon the sky had cleared, although the westerly gusts were less than kindly, and the seas running steep. So it was oar-work again, the waves making synchronised rowing difficult.


They had only about nine miles to go southwards to round the final point, and could turn westwards, to pass the Calf of Man islet, and so up the Ulster-facing coast. That southern tip of Man was spectacular as to scenery, tremendous cliffs and headlands.


They were surprised to find at Peel not only a great castle, larger than that at Douglas, but actually a cathedral church dedicated to St Germain, hardly to be expected on the island.



Roderick mac Alan mac Roderick proved to be a cheerfully outgoing youngish man whom Angus could identify with rather better than with his father. He agreed that it was not very probable that there would be any attempt to take over Man by Balliol; but King Edward might well be using this ruse to hide his own intentions at grasping it for England. He was a wily and insatiable robber-king at heart, even though he had once been proclaimed as the First Knight of Christendom: poor Christendom, in that case! This of handing over, in name, Man to Balliol might well be but a means of allaying fears and preparedness here, prior to his own descent upon them from England.


Angus had not thought of this, but was ready to believe almost anything of Edward Plantagenet. On consideration, he saw that this was a distinct possibility. He said that he would pass on the apprehension to his grandsite.


Liking this Roderick, he remained for a couple of days at Peel, his men also well content there. Then it was back to Kintyre, with the hopes that they would be spared more winter voyaging. These seas, narrow as they were, could turn into tide-races, and not the best for open longships in wild conditions.
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Angus himself went up to Ardtornish on this occasion, to report and to pass on Roderick mac Alan's fears about King Edward's reasons for seeming to make a present of Man to Scotland, while planning a take-over himself. His grandfather admitted that he too had not thought of this, but saw that it might well be a possibility with that devious character. Indeed the more he thought about it, the more feasible it became. The Plantagenet was obsessed with increasing his power, influence and domination of territories. He all but had Scotland in his grip now, was seeking to control all Ireland, Wales was his also, and he was fighting in France to take over Aquitaine and Gascony. It must be galling for him to have the Isle of Man so near to his own shores and yet not his. Why seem to hand it over to John Balliol, then, his puppet?


Angus Mor came to a decision on this. Man was only a day's sail from Kintyre, and as near to the Ulster coasts as was Dunaverty. His grandson and his fleet would be as well based there meantime, probably at Peel rather than at Douglas, this facing Ireland, and from there making continual sallies up and down the English as well as the Ulster seaboards, to keep Edward aware that he, Angus, Prince of the Isles, was watching, ready, and could sail a couple of hundred longships and birlinns down there should there be any attempt to invade Man.


Angus Og did not contest this, calculating that he and his men would be a lot more comfortable based on Peel than on Dunaverty and Sanda, and in good company. It all made sense. And he could keep in touch with Alastair MacDonald



equally well from there. Man would make an infinitely more convenient and interesting station for him and his, and keep his men in better morale probably.


Given no lack of instructions, he took his leave.


He decided that, instead of sending a messenger, it would be proper to go himself to inform Alan mac Roderick and his son of the intended coming of the Isles fleet to be based on Man, and of the decision to make his headquarters at Peel; he would have to be tactful about this, although he found the son's company much more to his taste than the father's.


With only one other vessel to escort the dragonship, he and Ewan sailed down to Douglas first, for Alan was governor of the island. There he announced Angus Mor's command to make Man the fleet's focus-point meantime, because of this of possible English invasion; and saying that it was considered best that they should harbour at Peel, on the west coast, for the English might well seek to make any assault from Ireland, as less to be expected. Alan looked sceptical at this, but since it came from the Lord of the Isles, accepted.


So, pleased, Angus made his way round to Peel, where he found a warm welcome from Roderick, and satisfaction expressed that the Isles ships were to be based at his community. He would see to it that the crews were found suitable quarters. Angus himself, of course, would lodge with him at the castle. He intimated that his friends called him Rory.


So it was all very satisfactory.


Angus sailed back to Kintyre, saying that they would return within the month.


At Dunaverty he thought that Alastair mac Donald ought to be apprised of this move, and a visit was called for. It might well have its satisfactions also.


At Saddell he was, in fact, reproached by the mother and daughters for having been so long in coming, a pleasing reaction.


Alastair said that he had been to Dunollie, and made Angus



Mor's wishes known. He believed that there would be improved relations with the MacDougalls, and his Comyn warnings heeded. He also said that the Red Comyn might well be kept busy, for it seemed that Edward was demanding Scots military aid, the assumption being that this was for his French campaigning. But when Angus informed of this fear that the Plantagenet might be planning an attack on Man, that put a different aspect on it all, and a worrying one, with that island too near to Kintyre for comfort if in English hands. Alastair certainly wished Angus well in his efforts to prevent anything such.


His daughters had not forgotten their suggestion that a ride round some places of interest nearby would be pleasing, the visitor by no means objecting. So garrons were saddled, and the three of them rode off, Angus not having brought Ewan with him on this occasion.


The two young women were very different, although both good-looking, Seona, the elder, being fair and lively but warm, and Eithne dark, quieter but far from subdued. There were only two years between them. Angus was attracted to them both, but Seona was the more challenging, not provocative but forthcoming.


They took him first to see the abbey, where they were on very friendly terms with the monks. Especially they went to see Somerled's grave, with its handsome tall stone monument, carved with an effigy of the first real Lord of the Isles, sword at side, surrounded by strange lean animals and interlaced Celtic decoration. Angus was quite moved to view this of his ancestor, a great man. God willing, one day he would be Somerled's sixth successor.


The abbot took them round the establishment, and all was duly admired. Angus mentioned that he had been surprised to find a cathedral on Man, this dedicated to St Germain. Who was Germain? It did not sound an Irish nor Celtic name. He was told that he was Bishop of Auxerre, in Burgundy, sent by



the Vatican eight hundred years before to quell heresy developing in areas converted to Christianity by St Ninian. He was also called Germans, or even Hermon, and he had been very active in Wales, where many places were called after him. Presumably he had reached the Isle of Man.


Thereafter the young people rode on northwards up the Saddell Water for some three miles into hilly territory, making for a mountain, modest compared with many in the Isles but the highest point in Kintyre, the girls alleged, this named Beinn an Tuirc, the Hill of the Wild Boar. The view from its summit was quite superb he was assured, well worth the seeing.


Their garrons, short-legged, sturdy and sure-footed, were clearly used to this climbing, and picked their way up over heather and outcropping rock and screes without guidance, this to the chatter of the young women, Angus much enjoying the company and the freedom from the cares of leadership which not infrequently distinctly weighed upon him. He wondered whether they were likely to see any wild boars here, but his companions admitted that they had never seen any on this hill, although their father hunted them on the lower ground.


At the summit, when he helped first Seona down from her saddle, he won a squeeze of the arm for his service, which allowed him to hold on to her for a little longer. When he turned to do the same for Eithne he found her already dismounted. She made a face at him, and then smiled – and when she smiled deep dimples in her cheeks held their own fascination for him.


That young man was perhaps more interested in his present companions than in the views they had brought him to see. But these were certainly magnificent in every direction: west to Islay, Jura and Mull; south to Ulster and the Rhinns of Galloway, and indeed Man; east to all the peaks of Arran, with glimpses of the southern Ayrshire mainland, and north to Cowal, Argyll, Loch Fyne and the Lorn coast. The prospect



was breathtaking in its immensity, and Angus had to admit, although he knew it all, that he had never before seen it laid out for view thus.


Clearly proud of it, the girls led him on down, eastwards now, for the coast, by a stream growing ever larger, which they called the Torrisdale Water, leading on some three miles to Torrisdale Bay, this in the hopes of seeing the wild white goats which apparently haunted this area; apparent being not quite the right word in the circumstances, for although there were allegedly many, they only managed to glimpse a pair up on a spur of rock, these promptly vanishing. Angus asked how these creatures survived if there were wild boars in the neighbourhood, but was informed that it was because of their ability to leap from rock to rock nimbly, which the boars could not do, that they were able to survive. Seona added that these Campbells, ever growing more dominant in the area of Cowal and Argyll, should include a goat's head on their banner to rival the boar crest they used to remind all that their possibly legendary ancestor Diarmid had, dismounted, slain a particularly notorious wild boar hereabouts. Diarmid was one of the heroes of the Fingalian tradition, with Fionn CacCoul, or Cuchalain, from Ireland, after whom the Cuillin Mountains of Skye were named, with Deirdre and her lover Naoise. Angus had heard this story before, but now he was given it more fully – and all because of a couple of goats.


At the shore he had pointed out to him the great basin of Carradale Bay to the north, with its mighty headland and ancient grass-grown fort at the point, with more of the Fingalian legend. Head swimming with all the tales told to him by these high-spirited and interesting sisters, he was taken back to Saddell, after a dozen-mile ride.


He was conducted to his bedchamber that evening by the pair of them, with goodnight kisses bestowed.


He left the castle in the morning reluctantly.


*   *   *




The move to Peel, on Man, was made shortly thereafter, with the seas becoming less fierce as spring advanced, although they were never calm in these areas of Atlantic tides, channels and sounds narrowing them, underwater hills, overfalls and down-draughts from flanking mountains. The crews were used to all this, to be sure, but that did not mean that they were any less of a challenge and hazard.


Rory mac Alan greeted Angus cordially, and said that he had arranged ample accommodation for his men reasonably nearby. He was allotted his own rooms in that large castle, and congratulated himself on his change of dwelling, and the friendly association. Ewan was able to share his quarters, MacInnes being given his own cot-house near the crews' various lodgings.


They settled in.


A rota of longship duties was established, in pairs, groups or sometimes the entire fleet, to patrol and manifest their presence along the English and Irish coasts to leave no doubts that these waters were theirs to command. When Angus was not himself out with them, he was taken by Rory to see interesting places on the Manx scene, the Tynwald, near at hand, where Man's council assembled; what was left of the very ancient Norse castle of Rushen, and the abbey nearby, at Ballasalla; the many harbours, with their salt-pans and smoke-houses for the preserving of fish and meat, the net manufactures, and other sources of local prosperity. They also visited Alan mac Roderick, who seemed quite content to leave Angus in his son's company.


So the months of that summer and early autumn went in, without any major event, but with no lack of activity. That is, until in September a major event did indeed shake not only Angus Og, the Isle of Man, but all the Isles lordship, and beyond. Angus Mor was dead.


It was MacLean of Kinlochaline, Ewan's father, who brought the dire tidings in his birlinn. The Prince of the Isles



had been found dead in his bed one morning, presumably having suffered a heart attack – no dramatic end for him who had ruled his sea-girt empire for so long with a strong hand; but a fair way to go to a better realm nevertheless. He was of a good age, but had not been heard complaining of sickness nor hurt.


Angus Og was stunned, appalled. He had been reared by his grandsire, and they had inevitably been close, even though that man had not been of a notably affectionate nature. Now – gone! It was hardly to be taken in, accepted. The Isles without Angus Mor!


What now? Alexander, his father, would be Lord of the Isles, utterly unsuited for the position and responsibility as he was, all but a hermit on Islay. Angus realised very well that the responsibilities would fall on his own shoulders, young as he was. And undoubtedly Angus Mor would have had it so. There would be no choice in the matter. His life was going to change, entirely.


Even Rory mac Alan stared at him, in a sort of wonder.


It fell to Angus to act, and at once. Priorities? A message to Saddell to inform his grand-uncle. Then north to Islay to see his father. Then to Ardtornish, to make the necessary arrangements.


Leaving MacInnes in charge of the longship fleet, with MacLean sent to Alastair mac Donald, he and Ewan sailed for Islay without delay.


At Finlaggan he found his father already informed, and much distressed – not so much at the loss of his parent, from whom he had long been distanced in more than miles, but over his own situation. The last thing he desired was to have to act Lord of the Isles. Indeed he could not. In name he might be that, but only in name. His son must see to it, nothing else was conceivable. Angus would be the lord himself one day. He would have to be that in fact, now.


His son was prepared for this attitude, expecting none



other. But he was surprised when his father declared that he would not be coming to his father's funeral. He just was not able, he asserted. Angus must see to it, as to all else.


Shaking his head over his parent, who should have been a monk perhaps, brilliant at studies and translations of the Scriptures, Latin and other writings, the son had no option but to take over. At least he had no doubts as to the next step. Angus Mor must be taken to Saddell Abbey, and interred beside his ancestor Somerled. Then ...


His dragonship took him, with Ewan who was a great help and support in all this, up to Ardtornish, where they found a large number of chieftains already assembled to pay their last respects to their lord, all saluting Angus Og with esteem, he noting that none asked where his father was. Angus Mor's body he found laid out, wrapped in a shroud, the features looking calm, entirely peaceful. His grandson did not actually weep over him, but knelt beside the bed and said a disjointed and incoherent prayer, and so remained for some time.


Then it was all arrangements for the morrow's journey to Saddell, with a large convoy.


In the morning all made an early start, for it was going to be a long voyage. Angus Og reckoned that it was fully one hundred and fifty miles to Saddell, two very full days' sailing and rowing. They would halt overnight at Gigha, almost halfway. Gigha's chief, MacNeill, was here with them. He sent his son ahead, there and then, to prepare for the company's reception. The dead lord was piped down to the lochside in great style.


It made an impressive sight, with fully two score of galleys, birlinns and longships of the chieftains thereafter following Angus's dragonship with the corpse, under the flapping standard of the Isles. These had come from the Outer Hebrides, from Skye and as far north as the Summer Isles, as well as Rhum, Muck, Eigg, Tiree, Col, Mull, Iona, Colonsay, Oronsay and Jura, as well as lesser isles, many of them carrying far-



out kin, and proud of it, although some claimed even earlier descent, from the early Norse invaders, before Somerled, such as the MacLeods, Sons of Liotr, and the MacAulays, Sons of Olaf.


Fortunately the weather was not unkind, and they made good time of it southwards, Angus very much aware of the body he sat beside, and that he should be leading this illustrious banner-bearing procession, the like of which he had never before seen. He supposed that it might be a foretaste of things to come, and for which he was by no means eager.


They made Gigha by dusk, and their welcome at Ardminish resembled a celebration rather than a funerary cortège, MacNeill concerned to demonstrate his hospitality. It was not far off feasting that night. Angus supposed that the interment of the departed should not really be an occasion for gloom and grief, for had they not gone on to a better and fuller life nearer their Maker, and perhaps should be envied rather than mourned?


Rain rather damped spirits next morning, but by the time they were passing Dunaverty and rounding the Mull of Kintyre it had cleared and they were able to enter the Kilbrannan sound, the wind behind them, almost with a flourish.


Their piper thereafter, in the late afternoon, played them into Saddell Bay, giving Alastair mac Donald due warning to meet them at the shore, to greet his brother, great-nephew and kinsmen and fellow-chieftains. He had the Abbot Fergus with him. With much ceremony they took Angus Mor's body to lie in the abbey church meanwhile, to a quite stirring bagpipe lament.


The actual entombment would take place next day. So all fell to be housed and entertained overnight, the chiefs in the castle, the crews in the monastic quarters of the abbey. Alastair's wife, Anna, and her daughters were kept busy coping with all the visitors, so that Angus had but little opportunity for converse with them. But he did offer, and



receive, kindly glances not a few. He shared a bedchamber with Ewan and his father and MacLean of Duart.


The burial was not delayed in the forenoon, for most there had long journeys to make to get home. Rory mac Alan from Peel arrived just in time.


The service in the church was simple but effective, the abbot emphasising the worth of their late lord, and the eternity of love and bliss to which he had moved on, also all the good company he would meet with in Paradise. Then, led by the piper again, all followed the body, borne on a stretcher by eight chieftains, Angus alone immediately behind, this out to the God's-acres where the grave had been dug alongside that of Somerled and his monument. Angus would have a suitable slab carved to mark the spot.


So they said farewell, meantime, to Angus Mor mac Donald mac Ranald mac Somerled, with shouts of praise after the benediction.


Departures followed after final drinks, thanks to their host and salutations to the successor of their late lord, none making any comment on the fact that Angus was not yet Lord of the Isles, however necessary it was for him to fill that prestigious but demanding position.


That young man himself would have liked to stay on at Saddell Castle for a while, but felt that this was not the occasion. He would be back, he declared.


It was Dunaverty for him now, while he decided on which duties, tasks and obligations he was to tackle first.
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