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PART ONE


1

The young man fretted and frowned. This was neither time nor place to be troubling with cattle. The enemy were at their heels, this land of Lothian hostile, and the man Athelstan a shrewd fighter. They had foolishly given him time and opportunity to catch up with them – and they knew from their rearward scouts that he was doing so, hand over fist, with a large force of West Saxons and Northumbrian Angles. So they themselves should not be going down into these river-levels and flat ground, held up by this vast herd of cattle; they should be holding to the higher ground, mounting rather to this ridge to the south-west, a defensive position where they would have some advantage against attackers, leaving the wretched cattle meantime. But it had been thus all the way northwards from Northumbria, delay, delay, this greed for booty, ever adding to their plunder. Was this what they had come south for – spoil, gear, loot? He had complained, objected. But who was going to heed such as himself, young, unimportant, with three kings present, including the High King of Alba himself? He was a prince of sorts, certainly – but of only a minor sub-kingdom, Galloway, the Land of the Southern Gaels.

Kenneth mac Alpin gazed back whence they had come, down towards the wide valley of the Lothian Tyne. They had returned here from another Tyne, the Northumbrian one, that furthest south penetration of their cautionary thrust into the Anglian kingdom. It had been no major invasion, despite all the kings, for the Northumbrians had been getting aggressive of late, raiding deep into South Alba and Galloway, their pirate longships even assailing the coasts of Dalriada and the Southern Hebrides, taking advantage of the damnable Danish attacks now so frequent, seeking to fish in troubled waters. So they required a lesson. And had been given one, to be sure, the combined Albannach, Scots and Gallovidian army having trounced the Northumbrians no less than three times, as well as laying waste a wide swathe of their land, right down to Tyne. It was just unfortunate that it so happened that this Athelstan, son to King Athelwolf of the West Saxons, was himself raiding in Southern Northumbria at the same time, despite the fact that his mother was an Anglian princess. And little as he cared for the Northumbrian Angles, he hated the Celtic nations of Wales and Alba still more. So, a noted warrior and renowned campaigner, he not exactly came to the rescue of his would-be victims, but saw the opportunity to have a confrontation with the Gaels who happened to be available. He had been coming after them for nearly one hundred miles now – and because of these wretched cattle, over a thousand of the brutes, he was drawing close.

Kenneth had no wish to make himself unpopular with his elders and betters, these including his own father and grandfather. But nor did he wish to be trapped and defeated and probably slaughtered with them down there in this Vale of Peffer ahead, as they might well be. Admittedly, looking back, he could still see no sign of any following host – but from this viewpoint between the Tyne and Peffer valleys, no more than four miles distance was visible, because of the Biel woodlands. So Athelstan could be a mere five miles or so behind – and with their own rate of progress, with this cattle-herd to slow them, they were covering no more than three miles in the hour. The enemy’s horsed host therefore could catch up with them in the next couple of hours. Presumably his seniors realised this; but they did not seem to be as concerned as they ought to be. He felt that he had to do something about it.

He rode forward to where, above the little lochan of Markle, the leadership group sat their fine mounts, approaching a heavily built man of middle years, square of feature.

“Father,” he said, “is not this a folly? To be going down into this Vale of Peffer’s levels, burdened by all these cattle-beasts, with the Saxons at our backs? We would be caught down there, on those flats, and surrounded, trapped. We should be on the higher ground yonder. This ridge. Where we would have the advantage. This Athelstan could come up with us at any time.”

“When we will deal with him,” Alpin mac Eochaidh, King of Galloway, said. “Be not so fearful, son.”

“What I fear is our own foolish carelessness,” the younger man declared. “All, so far, has been over-easy for us, our people become too confident. This Saxon host presses hard. We are saddled with much booty and all these cattle, weakening us greatly . . .”

“Wheesht, boy – wheesht!” his father ordered. “Who think you to instruct? We have been at this game before you were born! Be not so free with your fools and follies!”

Kenneth bit his lip. “At least let me take my own troop along the high ground there. To protect our quarter. Then, if there is an attack in the vale, I could come down, make a diversion against the enemy flank or rear . . .”

“They are not even in sight, boy.”

“We move slowly and they move fast. My scouts reported them last as nearing the Biel Water crossing. They could be halfway from there by now. We can see only so far, because of those woods. They could be on us in two hours. Less. If you will not change direction and make for the higher ground, let me do as I say.”

Alpin shrugged. “It is not for me to say. Not with your grandsire here. And Angus mac Fergus commanding . . .”

They moved over to where three men rode at the very head of the long column, save for the forward scouts, with two others immediately behind bearing aloft colourful banners. Of the trio in front one was old, one middle-aged and one youngish, the last on a much poorer horse than the two fine animals alongside, and bearing himself much less assuredly. King Alpin reined close.

“Kenneth here is fearful,” he announced. “And thinks that we ought to be also. He would have us hold to the higher ground. He fears that we could be trapped in this Vale of Peffer.”

“Ha! A Daniel! A Daniel come to judge us – as Susannah would have it!” the elderly man commented quickly. “The good Susannah! Is that it, boy – is that it?”

Kenneth never knew just how to take this grandfather of his, one of the strangest characters ever thrown up by Gaeldom. Eochaidh the Poisonous, King of the Scots of Dalriada. Now in his late sixties but wiry as he was lean, he was warrior, a devious plotter, one of the most cultured men in Christendom and with a waspish tongue – which was where his nickname of the Poisonous came from, his speech not any proclivity for poisoning.

His grandson drew a deep breath. “As to the lady Susannah I know not, sir. But – this of descending into yonder vale in our present state seems to me unwise, with the Saxon at our heels. We may have to do battle at any time. And that seems no place to do it.”

“No? There speaks the voice of experience! De omni re scibili et quibusdam aliis! Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings! Hear you that, Angus, my friend?”

His middle-aged companion, a big man, handsome, iron-grey of hair and beard, unsmiling, inclined his head and said nothing. Angus mac Fergus, High King of All Alba, was, unlike the other, a man of few words.

King Eochaidh thrust his beaky head on its long stringy neck towards his grandson, distinctly vulturine, as they rode slowly onwards, at the pace of those cattle. “We learn – oh, we must learn. Old, witless as we may be. Instruct us, Kenneth mac Alpin – instruct us.”

The young man looked at his father, and got no help there. “On the ridge here we would be better placed to withstand attack. Down there, with all these cattle, we could be trapped. Outnumbered, we could be surrounded in the levels. This Athelstan comes up fast. Our people are grown careless, laden with booty . . .”

“And on your ridge, boy, they would have more care? Could not be surrounded? The cattle better herded?”

“Leave the cattle, sir. Let them go down into the vale. If we withstand or defeat Athelstan, we can regain the cattle. If not, we lose the brutes anyway. We did not come to Bernicia and Northumbria to collect cows, surely!”

King Angus of Alba barked a brief laugh.

“Alpin, my son – how did you produce such a prodigy as this? You were never so brilliant, so notable a thinker! Nor, I swear, was that woman you were fool enough to marry! Shall we do as he says, Angus? Turn all around? Abandon the cattle? Climb yonder ridge and wait for the Saxon? Or continue with our unthinking foolishness, and pray for the good God’s deliverance?”

None there considered that anything but a rhetorical question.

“God might indeed aid us. Deo favente! After all, He made this vale. He made it something of a swamp of waters, with burns running down off this high ridge beloved of the discerning Kenneth, to flood the plain of it and make the ground soft, too soft for horses to cross at any pace. He made this Peffer stream to wind through all the marshland of the vale, uncrossable – save for the one ford our guide here tells us of. At . . . where was it, fellow?”

The younger man sitting his horse behind, a local Lothian petty chieftain’s son they had picked up at Dunbar, answered, looking nervous. “Prora, Highness. The ford of Prora. The only one in miles.”

“Prora, then. God made the stream and the vale and the bog. And He made stupid dumb brutes of cattle that will bunch and wheel and run amok, given opportunity. And, if in their hundreds, they could block any ford, form a mindless barrier for some men to stand behind and for others to fail to win through, even Saxons! Shall we throw our poor selves upon the mercy of God – or heed Kenneth mac Alpin mac Eochaidh? Dominus illuminatio mea!”

Again Angus mac Fergus laughed as they rode on.

Alpin jerked his head for his son to leave them. “Back to your scouts, lad,” he said.

But that young man, although now flushed of face and humiliated, was made of no wilting stuff, true descendant of the race of Fergus mac Erc who had come from Ireland to found Dalriada four hundred years before. Reining his horse round, he spoke, looking not at his sire or grandsire but at the High King of Alba.

“May I take my own troop of scouts along the high ground, Highness?” he asked. “From there we shall see further, better, watch the enemy’s approach. Send you word.”

“You are captain of scouts,” Angus tossed back, with a shrug. Presumably that was permission.

Kenneth left them, to spur back. What a grandfather to be born with! Captain of scouts for the army he was. And although he had men far back, keeping an eye on the oncoming foe, and a few well forward, both down in that vale and up on the ridge, he still had some forty Galloway men of his own troop, riding with him in the main host. These he now reached, and calling to his younger brother, seventeen-year-old Donald, to bring them on, veered off, to head for the higher ground, south by west.

Up there, quickly the scene changed, for this broad spine of land separated the Tyne and Peffer valleys, and once on its crest the prospect opened out to far-flung vistas. Actually, the drop to the Tyne on this south side was steeper than to the Peffer, the greater river having carved for itself a narrow ravine-like course below the isolated, mighty summit of Traprain Law which rose like a stranded leviathan out of the lower Lothian coastal territory. When this came in view, Kenneth gazed at it, wondering. Its wide summit was deserted now, save for grazing sheep and circling hawks – but three centuries before it had been otherwise, the capital fortress of the Gododdin, the Southern Cruithne, another Celtic people whom the invading Romans had called the Votadini Picts. Their king, Loth, had given name to all this land of Lothian, he whose daughter, Thenew, had been the mother of the celebrated St Mungo, or Kentigern, friend of Columba. Six thousand people, it was said, had dwelt on the fortified top of that hill – and now not one. The Angles and the Lochlannaich, the Viking Danes, had seen to that, these savage incomers from across the Norse Sea, who still so menaced the entire Celtic polity.

But that young man had not come up here to mourn the vanquished and lost people of his own race, any more than to admire the view. Drawing rein beside an abandoned stone circle, some of its monoliths cast down or fallen over now, he turned in the saddle to stare eastwards. From here he could see much further back whence they had come, right to the coast at Tynemouth, and Dunbar beyond. But those wretched intervening woods at Biel still blanketed the plain between, so that it was impossible to see the Saxon host which his scouts reported to be thereabouts. At least they had not yet emerged from the tree-cover.

Leaving one man to keep watch here, Kenneth led his party westwards along that spine, at a trot, his mind still smouldering over his grandfather’s scathing sarcasm. It had been unnecessary, uncalled-for, surely, and in front of the others. And he still believed that he was right, that the wiser course would have been to hold to this high ground and leave the cattle, despite all that of bogland and the ford. Yet he had to admire old Eochaidh, whilst almost hating him, for his learning, his abilities and what he had achieved, the most cultured monarch Dalriada had ever had. But that poisonous tongue . . . !

His resentment did not prevent him from making keen examination of the territory. For a mile or so the ridge ran fairly narrow and clearly defined, but thereafter it widened, with the higher part on the south side and the ground falling away somewhat on the north. This meant that Kenneth’s party had to leave the ridge proper, in order to be able to keep the Peffer valley in view. Which in turn meant that they could no longer watch the Tyne valley, and this could be important. So he sent a couple of men to hold to the high ridge, to keep an eye on that side.

Riding thus they quickly drew ahead of the main army down in the vale. A sort of hanging valley was now opening before them, between the two branches of the ridge, with the slope down to the vale-floor, to the north, ever lessening. At another stone circle, Kenneth halted. He could see, well ahead of the cattle-herd and the vanguard of the army, the roadway through the vale suddenly making a right-angled bend to reach the Peffer itself, and to resume again on the other side. That must be this Prora ford. No point in them going further than this, then, meantime.

They dismounted, to watch the slow advance of their force, strung out for the best part of a mile behind the cattle. Anything less like an army being pursued by a seriously threatening host would be hard to imagine. Yet the leaders down there, experienced men all, knew the situation. Kenneth expressed his doubts and mystification to his brother Donald, but that cheerful youth seemed to have every faith in his elders and betters, and showed little concern.

They could see the cattle and drovers nearing the ford, when the scout Kenneth had left at the first stone circle came up at a fast canter, with news. The Saxon host was in sight, from there, and large, much larger than their own, in his judgment. And not only in sight and coming on quickly, but dividing into two – one section following the Scots-Albannach route up from Tyne towards Markle, heading for the Peffer, the other making straight on up the main Tyne valley, as though to pass below Traprain Law, but keeping to this side of the river.

These tidings set Kenneth urgently to think. Athelstan himself could not know the lie of this Lothian country, so he must also have local guides – and the Bernician Anglian chiefs who now lorded it over this former Celtic province would be apt to favour the Saxons, their own sort, rather than the retiring Gaels. So in making this division of his force, Athelstan must have been given information which could benefit him. Surely it must mean that there was a way by which the southern division, by thus heading up Tyne, could somewhere, ahead cross over and get in front of the slow-moving Gaelic force, west of this Prora ford, and so trap them. Which would make nonsense of his grandsire’s strategy.

Unfortunately, Kenneth himself had no local guide to instruct him – something he ought to have thought of. The one with the kings had said that Prora was the only ford for miles. But that could mean merely that there was none this side for a mile or two, and the same beyond. There could be another ford further on, at no great distance, for this outflanking division to reach, over the hill, to cross and come back behind his own people. That could result in disaster.

“Donald,” he said to his brother, “ride you down to our father yonder, with all speed. Tell him of this – that they could be trapped by this enemy move, this division. That there must be another ford further down Peffer. And that Athelstan is in large enough force to risk splitting his host thus. Tell Father, not our grandsire.”

The youngster nodded and rode off northwards downhill.

Kenneth was tempted to go himself across that hanging valley to the southern and higher ridge, in order to see the advance of this enemy detachment, to assess numbers and progress. But he had two men up there who were quite capable of doing that. What he could do, while they waited, was to go and enquire at some houses he could see in the hanging valley there, as to the lie of the land ahead. They had not come this way on their journey south to Northumbria but had followed the inland route through the Lammermuir Hills.

So, with only two companions, not to alarm the local folk, he rode the half-mile to the nearest cottage. He did not have to go quite so far, for before reaching it they came on a shepherd rounding up his flock with the aid of two barking dogs. They were eyed warily.

Waving reassuringly, Kenneth gave the man good-day and asked whether he was of Anglian blood? The shepherd promptly spat, which was sufficient answer. So then he briefly explained who he was and the situation of the two armies, with this diversionary force coming up the Tyne to the south. Was there any way such Saxon force could cross over the hilly ground ahead and then get across the Peffer further west?

The man nodded. That was simple, he said. Two miles further up the Tyne, before the village of Haydn’s toun, they could turn off and climb the hill of Garmyltoun and so come down to the Peffer near the former chapel of St Pensandus at Druimm. There was a ford there, for pilgrims to the chapel.

So-o-o! Kenneth let out a long breath. It was possible, then – probable. How far? How many miles altogether?

The shepherd shrugged. Four or five to the ford. Not much more than one back to the Prora ford.

Thanking him, Kenneth reined round to head back to his party. The Saxon horsed force, even allowing for the climb over the hill, could be at this chapel-ford in an hour. Then back to Prora, on the far side of Peffer. There was no time to play with.

He was debating whether to hold to his first intention of waiting on this high ground until the battle started and then rushing down to stage a diversion at the Saxon rear, or else to hurry down now and inform the kings of the urgency of the situation, when one of his scouts from the southern ridge came to tell him that the enemy force was heading up the Tyne valley and past the base of Traprain Law. And even as this news was being imparted, shouts from the others drew attention to the appearance back eastwards of the first horsemen and banners of the enemy, coming over the Markle shoulder. It was too late for any hurrying downhill now to be of any value.

Chewing his lip, an alternative tactic occurred to that young man. It would take an hour for the southern enemy to reach this chapel-ford – but he could reach there sooner, without that hill to cross. Could his little band achieve something there? Could forty men hold a ford? Not for long, against a large force, but perhaps for long enough to have some significant effect on the Saxon strategy? Much would depend on the width and length of the ford. But there was a possibility there, surely?

No sooner considered than acted upon. Slantwise, downhill north-westwards he led his troop fast over the braes and hummocks, as the land sank to the vale, their sturdy garrons sure-footed amongst the burnlets and scrub woodland, the gorse and dwarf hawthorns. They did not want to get too far down into the soft ground of the vale-floor, as yet, heavier going. Besides, they would be more likely to see this chapel better from higher ground.

In fact, they discerned it readily enough at least half a mile away, for buildings were few and far between in that undrained Vale of Peffer and the typical Columban stone and thatch little church, surrounded by its cashel of hutments and grass-grown earthen stockade, stood out clearly.

As they drew close they could see that the place was deserted, the thatch largely fallen in, the huts wrecked. No doubt the Angles or the Vikings were responsible for that, as for so much else, this Celtic Lothian a savaged land.

They wasted no time on the ruined fane on its slight rise of ground, fair enough Christians as they were, but headed down for the Peffer. To find the ford was easy, for there was a stone and log causeway leading to it through the soft terrain, no doubt laid down by devoted monkish labour. At the river itself, if Peffer could be called that, it was clear enough as to why there was no crossing for man or beast save at very occasional and special points. For this was no ordinary stream, more of a great drain winding through the levels, with little in the way of clearly defined banks, these mud-lined and reed-grown, sometimes expanding into what were ponds, almost lochans, and seldom less than one hundred yards across, on occasion three times that. A more effective barrier would have been hard to devise.

The ford itself proved to be at one of the narrower parts, naturally, but even so was some seventy yards across. It was not wholly a natural shallowing and firming of the stream-bed, for the monks had gone to the trouble of continuing their causeway under water, widening it somewhat. This bottoming had inevitably become overlaid with mud and silt as time passed, but it still made a fair crossing although not very wide. For Kenneth’s purposes the narrowness was all to the good.

Splashing across, they dismounted, to prospect the possibilities. The width, they reckoned, was no more than a score of feet – which meant that only three horsemen could seek to cross it riding abreast; similarly, of course, only three could line up abreast to defend it. Seventy yards from bank to bank meant that it was beyond the range of effective spear-throwing – that is, save by horsemen already part-way across. It would make a moderately good defensive position.

With no sign of the enemy, was there anything that they could do to improve it? Obstacles to add? Down on these soft levels there was little suitable material to use for obstruction, no large stones, no tree-trunks. And they had nothing to dig with but their swords. All they might do was to go back up to the chapel area, slightly higher set, where a number of these small, stunted hawthorns grew, and try to use these, either uproot them or hack down what they could with the swords.

That did not prove so easy, for although stunted, these little trees were ancient and firm-rooted, the wood very hard. Eventually they had to bring horses over again, and with tethering-ropes tied round the trees, used the animals’ weight and strength to drag out a few. With others they merely chopped off prickly branches.

Hauling all this down, they sought to make an added barrier with it at their far side of the ford. This proved difficult also, for they had nothing very effective to anchor the hawthorns in place. The water was not deep here, no more than three feet, and the sluggish Peffer produced no strong current; nevertheless their desired barricade could drift away. They had to use the tethering-ropes again, these pegged down with wooden stakes on the bank, not very secure but the best that they could do. At least it kept the tangle of brushwood approximately in place.

All this took time, and before they were finished lookouts gave warning. The Saxons were coming into sight over the green ridges to the south, in what seemed large numbers. It would not be long now.

Hastening to drive in the last of their pegs and tethers, they waited. Suddenly their forty men seemed a very inadequate little band. Mounted they might look a shade more effective.

It was hard to judge numbers as they drew near. Kenneth suggested eight hundred, but others said more. Anyway, a daunting host for that band to challenge. They formed up, to line the bank of the ford.

The enemy came on fast, in a hurry to make their long circuit. They looked a tough, well-armed, well-horsed crew, fair-haired in general, with the typical Saxon down-turning moustaches, wearing padded ox-hide waistcoats as protective armour. None wore the multicoloured tartans of the Gaels.

When the leaders reached the far bank, they reined up, to stare across, assessingly. Then a horn was blown, and a man raised his voice, to shout.

What he said was incomprehensible to the Gaelic-speaking hearers, but there could be little doubt as to the meaning. Kenneth did not waste breath in reply, but raised a hand, palm outward to the foe, in clear denial of passage.

There was a pause as the Saxon leaders conferred. Men were sent up and down the bank to inspect and prospect the width of the ford and the possibilities beyond, some urging their horses some little way over the muddy margins and into the water – where they promptly were in trouble, sinking deep and extricating themselves only with difficulty. That lesson at least was quickly learned.

The defenders waited.

There was little delay about the next step. The leaders waved forward a foremost troop to venture the ford, swords drawn and short spears ready for throwing. It was those spears which worried Kenneth mac Alpin. He and his were similarly provided; but once they had thrown theirs, all forty, the enemy would still have twenty times as many. So theirs had to be harboured carefully. They hoped that the Saxons might be more prodigal, and provide some reinforcement. Kenneth said as much to his followers.

That first attempt must be made example of. The horsemen could come on only three abreast, however tight-packed behind. The tighter the better.

Kenneth let them come almost halfway across. Then, with only some forty yards separating them, he raised his spear.

“The horses!” he shouted, and threw.

It grieved him to aim at the dumb beasts, but this was war and lives, many men’s lives, were at stake. The horses were not protected by padded cowhide or shields, and they made much larger targets. Half a dozen spears made short work of those first three animals. Neighing shrilly, in pain and fright, they went down in kicking, lashing turmoil, throwing their riders. And into the struggling confusion of flailing limbs and hooves came the next two trios, pressed on from behind. Three more spears launched brought down one of these, to add to the chaos.

A few spears came back to them from the rear ranks of the would-be forders, but in the rearing, sidling disarray of struggling horseflesh, these could not be aimed with any precision. None did any damage – and provided four replacements for the defenders.

The attackers retired in disorder, leaving the Gaels five spears down. The ford, already showing red, was a litter of injured horses and splashing riders.

Four spear-throwers on the north bank dismounted to collect the Saxon weapons.

There was some more horn-blowing and shouting from across the water, with fists shaken. More horsemen were dispatched up- and downstream, no doubt to look for alternative crossings further afield.

The Saxon leadership tried a new tactic. They knew the depth of the water in the middle now, and that men, dismounted, might wade it – and could cross eight or ten abreast, not three. And these close-knit ranks could use their shields to form an all but impenetrable moving barrier before them.

This proved to be an infinitely more effective manoeuvre. The first few spears cast by the defenders were fended off by the slow-wading shield-bearers, and although one stumbled and fell at the impact, his place was quickly filled from the rear. Some spears came back at them and one of the defenders’ horses screamed in agony, with a gash along its croup.

Kenneth ordered a retiral far enough to get the horses out of range, then dismounted, to hurry forward again, leaving two men with the animals. He saw that now the Saxon horsemen were beginning to cross behind the screen of their dismounted men.

He cursed the fact that they had so few spears. Admittedly more were coming over at them, and one of his men yelled, with an arm wound. He halted his people some way back from the water’s edge.

“Wait!” he panted. “Let them get to those hawthorns. Then . . . !”

Wading through water up to the men’s middles was inevitably slow, and although this gave opportunity for the men behind the shield-bearers to throw their spears, these tended to fall short of the defenders’ present stance, cast from a low position and from unsteady footing.

It was trying to wait there, watching the enemy get almost across. But in the circumstances advisable. And there were extra spears coming, the longer they waited.

When Kenneth saw the first of the waders reach the jagged hawthorn barrier, he burst into action, racing forward, spear poised. Down to within close range he ran, his men at his back, their own round targe-shields held before them on their left arms, and there hurled their weapons.

There was no missing now, and in the enemies’ efforts to drag apart, surmount or force through the tied hawthorns, shields could not be maintained in position to form any solid cover. Entangled in the brushwood, those first ranks made an easy target. Great was the execution.

The trouble was, of course, those behind, especially the horsed men. Their spears came over with effect, at this shorter range, and some few of the defenders fell, Kenneth himself suffering a hit which, fortunately, thanks to his plaid wrapped across chest and one shoulder, was largely deflected so that he scarcely noticed the pain of it, only the impact. Had the Saxons been carrying more than one spear each, the story would have been different.

That barrier of wood and rope was now added to by injured and struggling men. There was no way that the horsemen could move, save backwards. This, inevitably, they began to do, rather than sitting as targets in mid-stream. Fortunately, most, in anger and frustration, flung their spears before reining round, none of which reached Kenneth’s people.

The second attempt had failed.

Gathering up spears, the defenders found that they had now only seventeen. So far there had been no sword-work at all.

Such enemy wounded as were able staggered away back across the ford, some aiding their fellows, but leaving four or five motionless at the barrier.

So far so good. But Kenneth recognised that this could not go on for much longer. Once their stock of spears was used up, they would be overwhelmed. Swords, hand-to-hand fighting, would not stem the numbers against them.

Meantime the Saxons, so near, were clearly at a loss. Presumably they could see how short of spears their foes were, and would recognise that it was only a question of time. But meanwhile, further attacks were going to be equally costly for them, their only objective using up those spears – no pleasant prospect for men, however bold.

They tried dismounted men plunging into the water, with tether-ropes tied together linking them, up and down from the ford, hoping presumably to get a sufficiency across to distract and thin out the opposition. But these were quickly in difficulties, floundering, half-swimming, going under – this on account of the deep mud and slime which formed the floor of the stream where there was no causeway, not only giving no footing but sucking down any feet and legs which sank in. This attempt had to be abandoned also, although it was persisted in for some time.

Then there was a diversion. A single horseman came spurring, as fast as the terrain would allow, up the far side of the Peffer, from the west, obviously urgent. Kenneth’s heart sank. Almost certainly that meant that somewhere along there one of the mounted detachments had found a way across the Peffer, another ford or at least a possible crossing. In which case, it would not be long before they would have company this side, their defence outflanked.

Most evidently this was the message received by the Saxon leaders, for amidst much shouting, a further large company, fully two hundred men, was detached and sent off downstream at speed.

Kenneth had to think quickly. Was there any point in waiting longer here? Were they achieving anything? Presumably the main forces would be confronting each other, by now, at the Prora ford. Was his duty now not to hasten thither with all speed, to warn his seniors of the imminence of attack at their rear? Or should he wait a little longer, denying this ford to the enemy as long as possible? It could be that every minute might count back there. If only he knew what was happening eastwards . . .

He decided to wait, meantime, but to send one man off to Prora to inform the kings. It had taken some time for that lone Saxon rider to return, so that probably meant that any alternative crossing-place was a fair distance off. There might well be some delay. Much would depend on whether the finders of that crossing would wait there for reinforcements, or come on on their own. Kenneth tried to remember roughly how many had gone off to that side originally.

Clearly the enemy across the ford were now prepared to wait also. The defenders had time and opportunity to attend to their few wounds, none serious, one horse being the worst casualty. Kenneth’s own shoulder was stiffening up, from the bruising. It was not this that preoccupied him, but the westwards situation. He kept gazing in that direction.

But one of his men saw them first, and pointed. There, half a mile away, horsemen had appeared on this north side, how many it was impossible to tell at that range over flat ground. But enough to change the entire position, undoubtedly. Kenneth bowed to the inevitable, and gave orders to mount and be off.

They were followed by shouts and jeers from across the Peffer.

According to that shepherd there was not much more than a mile between the Prora and chapel fords; but it seemed more as they rode eastwards. Their beasts could not go fast, because of the softness of the ground; and owing to the scrub and tall rushes and reeds, from these levels they had no distant views. In fact they heard battle ahead before they could see it, the shouting, screaming, lowing of cattle and clash of steel. Whatever the circumstances, the two armies had met.

When, at length, they got close enough to see what went on, Kenneth was little the wiser. Ahead all seemed to be unutterable confusion, a vast mass of milling men, horses and cattle, beneath which the Peffer itself was not to be seen – which must mean that the fighting was going on on both sides of the river, something certainly not intended by King Eochaidh at least. But battles are seldom carried out according to the strategists’ plans. Where the Scottish-Albannach leadership group was based was impossible to tell. No banners now flew above the widespread pandemonium.

Kenneth glanced over his shoulder. As yet no sign of the pursuit. What was his best course? Just to plunge headlong into the mêlée might not be to any great advantage. If he could see the Gaelic leadership, he could seek to force a way through to it. But he could not. Would it be better just to wait this side of the battling thousands, form a thin line facing the other way, to confront their late enemy, the outflanking force, and at least lessen their impact on the main struggle? He and his would be overwhelmed and obliterated, of course, but it might aid the cause.

His dilemma was resolved by a wounded man, a Gallovidian but no hero, staggering to get as far away from the conflict as he could, clutching a blood-soaked sleeve. He, recognising Prince Kenneth, was able to point to where, showing only very slightly above the struggling mass, was a single hawthorn tree somewhat larger than most hereabouts. There, he said, the three kings had taken up their stance, God help them all!

Kenneth saw his course now more clearly. He would leave his followers in a tight bunch here, not to get involved in the general fighting meantime, but to await his orders – and to keep an eye westwards for their recent foemen. If he did not come back shortly, then to use their own judgment as to what was best. Drawing his sword, he spurred on alone, aiming in the direction of that tree.

It might seem an impossible project to attempt, considering what lay between him and his objective. But, although young, Kenneth mac Alpin had considerable experience in warfare – few young men of Gaeldom, in those days, had not, especially those of rank. He knew that in any battle, men tended to be preoccupied with their immediate assailants – they had to be. A mass of fighting men and frightened animals might seem impenetrable, but in fact could usually be worked through by a determined rider on a horse held in close control, since few, if any, would be concerned with him unless he attacked them, being otherwise engaged.

So he rode into the strife on his chosen course, sword swinging. He made no attempt to smite, only to help cleave a way through, presenting the flat of the blade rather than the cutting-edges, pushing past and sometimes over friend and foe alike – it being not difficult to tell which was which, for the Gaels all wore the tartans, plaids, jerkins, kilts. Most men were fighting on foot, hand-to-hand, the preferred method in close combat. He was slowed down, of course, by the press, but himself suffered no direct assault, although glancing blows tended to strike his mount or his own legs, by chance. His principal concern was in keeping his horse in hand, if alarmed by the smell of blood, the noise, the fallen bodies it had to get over, as well as the actual battling. That, and holding to his due line, for in the thick of it all it was difficult to keep in view that not very high tree in all the twisting and turning involved.

The only contribution to the fight he made at this stage was when he saw one of the Albannach battlers, already engaged, being attacked from the rear by another Saxon. Kenneth used his sword then, and not the flat of it, to equalise that specific contest, before pressing on.

The fighting was thickest, fiercest, as he neared the hawthorn, where the enemy, in obviously greater numbers, sought to get at the Gaelic leaders, the three kings all but beleaguered by their tree within a tight circle of their guards.

That Kenneth was able to cut his way through to them was thanks to the enemy in the main having their backs to him in this struggle, while his own people, recognising his tartans, sought to give him passage. With difficulty he reached his objective, that group of still-mounted men.

None of them, not even his father, greeted his appearance with any noticeable joy or relief, all otherwise preoccupied. He saw young Donald there, so at least they would know of the outflanking force, no comfort as that would be. He reined up his foam-flecked beast beside King Alpin.

“You will have to break out,” he panted. “Surrounded thus, you will go under. Another eight hundred come, this side of the river. Soon. Break out!”

“How can we break out, boy, held in tightly as we are? Too many against us, half our numbers still across that ford. We were caught getting the cattle marshalled . . .”

“Yes, yes. But, wait here and you will die. All of you. Cut your way through, to the north.”

“How? We are too few to do that. We could never get through.”

“I did!” When that was received only by a shake of the head, he went on. “I have my troop, back there. Waiting. Only forty – but enough to get you out. A wedge, a horsed wedge.”

“Could you get them here?”

“I can – if I can get back to them!”

Angus mac Fergus, the High King, reined close. “If we could but get at Athelstan yonder . . . !” he jerked, pointing.

Some way across the heads of the fighting dismounted men, but this northern side of the ford, another group sat their horses, watching the struggle, undoubtedly the Saxon leaders, no more than eight score yards off but as out of reach as though a mile away.

“Kenneth here says that he could bring his troop of scouts to us. In a wedge. Forty of them,” Alpin announced. “And get us out of this broil. Cut a way out, to the north . . .”

“Where you could direct the battle better,” the younger man put in, anxious to spare his elders’ feelings. “Order a withdrawal, to the higher ground there.”

“Could you do it? Get them through this rabble?”

“I believe so.”

“Well, then . . .”

Kenneth glanced over at his grandsire. But Eochaidh the Poisonous was determinedly looking elsewhere.

Wheeling his horse round, the younger man started back whence he had come.

Riding down the battling members of the royal guard was not pleasant, but necessary – and probably his mount’s hooves and weight did no very grievous damage. But once through that inner circle Kenneth could drive forward, sword flailing, with less compunction, amongst struggling fighters, since half at least were the enemy. He had not much time or opportunity for consecutive thought as he went, but an idea was taking shape in his mind.

Gradually the press thinned out and there was his scout company, still waiting, bunched, as ordered, however fretfully. He shouted and waved at them to form a wedge, a wedge. They stared and sidled, but little more. They were scouts, not really trained horse-fighters.

Angrily, Kenneth commanded and bullied and all but pushed them into approximately the formation he desired, the cavalry wedge, the spearhead device by which a horsed group, boldly led, could cleave its way through most other battling masses whether mounted or not. In that shape, solid, protecting each other’s flanks, the inner men ready to replace casualties amongst the outer, a wedge of determined riders was almost impossible to stop. Kenneth had no time for perfecting his formation, but with his men roughly in position, placed himself at the apex of the triangle, and bringing his now bloody sword forward and down in a fiercely commanding gesture, spurred his long-suffering mount forward again for the fray, his group tight-packed behind.

In the event, it was extraordinarily easy to plough their way through, the weight and impetus of the forty sufficient to propel them almost without any sword-work, as they bore down upon the struggling fighters, the group’s principal problem being to avoid jostling and collision with their own companions rather than opposition from the enemy; and, for that matter, from friends also, for of course they had to ride down the one as much as the other. A cavalry wedge could not be discriminating.

So, in almost less time than it takes to tell, they had burst through the battling throng and driven up to the kingly party at the tree. And there, if Kenneth had expected praise and acclaim, he was disappointed. For all there were otherwise concerned, staring, pointing upwards, not at the tree but skywards, despite all the savage conflict going on around them. Astonished, Kenneth too gazed up.

What he saw was sufficiently strange. There, against the deep blue of the otherwise cloudless afternoon sky, was a cloud-formation in the exact shape of a cross – but a saltire cross, like the letter X, white against azure.

King Alpin saw his son. “Look!” he cried. “St Andrew’s cross! There, in the sky. Andrew – Peter’s brother. His cross.”

Kenneth knew the story, how the Apostle Andrew, seeking to convert the Gentiles to Christ’s cause, was condemned to death himself by crucifixion, like his Master; and pleaded with the heathen to be executed, if so he must be, on a different sort of cross, that he might not seem to be trying to rival Christ’s, the precious symbol of their faith. So they had made him a slantwise cross, the saltire or St Andrew’s cross. And there, the likeness of it shone in the sunny sky above Lothian and the warring hosts.

Angus mac Fergus of Alba was shouting. “God has not forsaken us! See – He sends His servant Andrew to our aid. He will strengthen our arm, support us against these pagans. We may yet have the victory this day! If God gives us it, I swear that I will make Andrew the patron saint of my kingdoms. I swear it! Andrew – St Andrew!”

All around him, men took up the cry. “Andrew! Andrew!”

Kenneth was not unimpressed. But he had this notion in his head, now grown and developed into an urgent decision. The High King had said it earlier – if they could get at Athelstan himself . . . ! Perhaps his wedge could do that? It had got them thus far. Athelstan’s group had their backs to the Peffer. If he could drive through the press that far, the Saxon himself would have to stand and fight, not merely direct the warfare.

He shouted to Angus. “Highness, I could drive at Athelstan. This wedge. Reach him, as you said. If Athelstan were to fall . . . !”

“You could, boy? You think it? Aye, then – do that. And God go with you – God and St Andrew! That cross will aid you . . .”

Without waiting further, Kenneth dragged his horse’s head round, shouted to his troop to close up tightly, and yelling “St Andrew! St Andrew!” drove into the smiting, struggling mass again, due southwards for the Peffer bank, sword weaving a figure of eight pattern from side to side. His men, packed behind him, took up that cry – indeed all around them the saint’s name was being shouted now, as the Christian Gaels took heart from the sign and sound of it, however dangerous it was for men battling for their lives to turn their eyes skywards even for a moment or two. Perhaps, of course, the enemy were also seeing that cross, as well as hearing the cries and sensing the renewed confidence of the opposition, and were thereby affected.

Whether or not that was so, the wedge cut its way forward with little more difficulty than heretofore, a hurtling mass of horseflesh and swordsmen smashing their bloody way through the all but stationary agglomeration of fighters, making directly for Athelstan’s mounted group.

This last could not do other than wait for them, with the press in front and the Peffer behind – and these were no inexperienced nor timorous warriors. But they too were at a disadvantage, stationary or almost so, against driving force. Into them the wedge smashed in fullest charge – and the group disintegrated at the impact.

Kenneth’s aim was to strike down Prince Athelstan with his own sword, if possible. But another Saxon horseman was in the way, and by the time that he had parried this man’s spear-thrust and returned his counter-stroke, he was pushed past and on by the pressure behind.

The problem with any wedge was to turn it round without losing formation. This demanded space so that it could be contrived in a wide half-circuit. Where the pressure of fighting men made this impossible, there was nothing for it but to break up and turn individually and then seek to re-form, less than easy in close-packed battle. This Kenneth attempted now, but with only moderate success, his company quickly becoming dispersed in the general mêlée, in their efforts. With only half a dozen or so close to him, he sought to drive back to what remained of the Saxon leadership party. But now, of course, he lacked the valuable speed and impetus. He had to fight his way.

Despite being thus preoccupied, however, it did not take him long to perceive that Athelstan, with his distinctive helmet and magnificent white stallion, was no longer visible. Others of his group were identifiable, milling around now and not in any sort of unity. Then he saw the great white horse – and it was riderless.

Uncertain now as to priorities, he gazed around – and uncertainty is no recommended state on a battlefield. He was reminded of this in forcible fashion by being all but cut down by one of the Saxon mounted chieftains, and, raising his left shield-arm to ward off the blow, failed to so do adequately because the said arm had stiffened up after the almost forgotten stroke received at the chapel ford. It was a near thing, and only the prompt action of one of his own men saved him, as he reeled in his saddle.

A little unmanned by this, Kenneth was realising that he was not now providing the leadership required of him, when a slighter blow on his shoulder swung him round, to fend off another attack. But it was another of his own people, using his sword to draw his attention. And having gained it, the man gestured down, to the left. There, unmistakable, in a temporary gap amongst the combatants, was the body of Athelstan Athelwolfson, bloody and battered, obviously dead. Someone else had achieved what Kenneth had sought to do.

At least now Kenneth saw his duty clearly. The kings had to be informed, and quickly, for this news could change all. He turned to his half-dozen, leaving the rest dispersed, and signed to these to form themselves into another small wedge behind him, to drive their way back, through the battle, to that hawthorn tree.

He scarcely was aware of what he did now, so filled was his mind with the way matters had developed, that cross, and the change in spirit of the Gaelic host and the fall of Athelstan. Victory could now be theirs, if all this was properly exploited. What did not occur to Kenneth mac Alpin was that he was in fact, unsuitably, hastening to tell his elders and betters just how to achieve the exploiting.

So, all but automatically leading the way back through the press, he came to the three monarchs, where they sought to direct the fighting.

“Athelstan is down!” he shouted. “Dead! Athelstan fallen. We can win this day.”

All eyed him, as the import of that sank in.

“He is dead. His chiefs scattered. If we drive forward now, all of us, we can push them into the Peffer. Leaderless . . .”

He pulled up beside his father, who leaned from the saddle to grip his son’s shoulder, wordless.

“God, and St Andrew, be praised!” the High King Angus cried. “And you, boy – and you!”

“Aye – but strike now! Now! We can have them. As they learn that Athelstan is fallen . . .”

To state that the Gaelic host made a prompt change-over from the defensive to the offensive would be misleading, an exaggeration; but the situation did change, and noticeably. Everywhere the Gaels were enheartened and the foe the reverse. How quickly the news of their leader’s death spread amongst the Saxons was impossible to know, but something, some sense of failure and defeat, did spread amongst them, and this in turn further encouraged the others. Battles are not usually won or lost at any specific moment or incident; but the trend can often be identified as starting at such. As now. The three kings left their tree and began to move Peffer-wards, not in any sudden charge, and still surrounded by their guards, but in a distinct and steady advance, to the continual shouting of St Andrew’s name; and as surely the enemy were pressed back upon the river.

As the nearness of the Peffer at their backs was borne in on the struggling Saxons, more and more it obviously became their preoccupation. Some might try to swim it, but most clearly saw the ford, by which they had crossed here, as their only life-line. So there developed a recognisable drift backwards in that direction, and as the distance shortened, the drift gradually became a hastening, a rush, a rout. For it was only a narrow passage, and could take no large numbers at any one time. Safety across there became a personal priority.

In all this, Kenneth played his part, picking up some of his dispersed troop in the process. When he had gathered about fifteen of them, he recognised his opportunity. That ford. If he could cut that, then the day would be theirs, the enemy not only demoralised but divided into two. Fifteen men could make a wedge again, smaller but effective. Enough probably, in present circumstances. So it was disengage from hand-to-hand fighting, form up again into a spearhead, and then drive and burst their way through this rabble to the Prora ford, now some two hundred yards off.

It was really only bodies in the way now, little of active opposition. Headlong they ploughed onwards, inevitably slowing, by the very press of humanity, as they neared the water, their mounts rearing and lashing out in alarm. But they reached the ford and forced their way out on to it, driving men off right and left. In the middle, Kenneth raised his sword-arm, making a circular gesture, to swing his party now on either side of him facing back, a double line of horsemen, not a wedge any more, blocking the underwater causeway.

At first the fleeing Saxons came on, pushed by the pressure behind. Those still on horseback did best, some indeed managing to fight their way through. But by far the majority had chosen to do battle on foot, leaving their beasts on the south side, to make the opposed crossing, and few indeed of these were able to pass the horsed barrier. Trapped between the river and the advancing Gaels, everywhere men began to throw down their arms. The battle ceased to be that, even though isolated groups fought on doggedly.

The Saxons on the south side of Peffer saw that all was lost, and began to stream away eastwards as best they could.

The victors presently drew breath to survey the scene of carnage, count the cost – and assess the vast amount of booty, weapons, horses and prisoners they had acquired. Athelstan’s body was found and dragged to the hawthorn tree. They would have prisoners pull down one of the nearby Prora cot-houses, for its stone, and build a cairn of this over the corpse – which, of course, was not entitled to Christian burial – and one day, Angus mac Fergus said, they would erect one of their carved Celtic crosses above it, not as any memorial, but as recognition, for all time to come, of St Andrew’s intervention on their behalf.

Kenneth mac Alpin found himself the hero of the hour. He was even credited with the slaying of Athelstan, although denying it. He sought to discover who in fact had achieved what admittedly he would have wished to have done himself. He learned that there were three contenders for the honour amongst his own troop, claiming and counter-claiming, all apparently having assailed the prince more or less together. Undoubtedly they would squabble over it for the rest of their days.

King Eochaidh could not bring himself actually to praise his grandson – not to his face at least. But he did admit that his strategy had been somewhat invalidated by the existence of this unknown chapel ford downriver – for which he blamed their local guide who had not mentioned it, and who had conveniently disappeared once the fighting started. Kenneth’s attempt to hold that ford, however unsuccessful, might perhaps have helped a little.

That was as far as the old poisonous one would go, as eventually the Gaelic host, having disarmed its Saxon prisoners, abandoned them and proceeded on its way down Peffer, to where that strange stream made its confluence with salt water at Aberlady Bay. They would camp there for the night, on firm ground near the village, and tend their wounded. The cattle would be rounded up and brought along.

For his part, Kenneth was uncaring as to praise or blame. What was exercising his mind now was this matter of St Andrew as patron saint. Of what? The High King had said, of his kingdoms. That included sundry parts and provinces of the mighty Alba. But it did not include Eochaidh’s kingdom of the Scots of Dalriada. Nor, of course, their sub-kingdom of Galloway. Were they not able to claim St Andrew also? Why not? It had been as much their victory as Angus’s. Could two nations, then, claim the same patron saint? Be united in this, at least? Might it not be a first step to a greater unity? A uniting of Alba and Dalriada – one kingdom? That now, would be something. He had thought of it, vaguely, often. One kingdom north of the Scotwater and the Clyde. One day, perhaps, even Strathclyde also. Was that a dream beyond all consideration . . . ?

Young men can dream dreams equally with old.
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The joint Celtic armies continued their homeward march, in no haste now, with the wounded to consider and those cattle ever delaying, along the south shores of the Scotwater estuary, past the great lion-shaped hill and rock fortress of Dunedin and on up the narrowing firth, with the distant Highland hills ever beginning to beckon ahead. The first parting of the ways came at Ecclesbreac, at the marshes where the Carron River reached salt water and the main host began to swing northwards. Here the Galloway contingent, the smallest section, left to head southwards, at first to cross high, bare moorlands to the upper Clyde valley and so over the great watershed where Clyde, Tweed and Annan all rose, and then down Annandale and Nithsdale into their Solway country. Young Donald mac Alpin was given his first command here, there being little likelihood of trouble en route – for there was peace these days between the kingdom of Strathclyde and the Albannach and Scots. Alpin himself, and Kenneth, were to go on to Dalriada meantime, for a council meeting Eochaidh was calling. So Donald and his people, with their share of the captured cattle and booty, departed, and the march was resumed, for the Snawdun of Stirling and the vital crossing of Forth, at the very waist of the land.

The Scotwater estuary, for so long an impassable barrier except by ship, sixty miles from Dunbar at its mouth, suddenly narrows to the joint rivers of Forth and Teith, under the line of the Highland mountains. Here was the first crossing possible, a major ford, even a lengthy timber bridge. Over both towered the Snawdun, the mighty fortified rock, so like that of Dunedin, thirty-five miles back, both outposts of the Albannach kingdom. None might cross here save with the permission of the frowning fortress. And any crossing had to be here, for beyond Stirling westwards the plain of the Forth and Teith was a waterlogged waste, twenty-five miles long by five wide, bog, swamp and scrub-forest, haunt of wolf and boar, by man all but impassable.

Northwards now they headed for the narrowing of that other estuary, the Firth of Tay. Just short of it, where the River Earn came in to join it, was Forteviot, capital of the Albannach sub-kingdom of Fortrenn; and here the two hosts separated, not without a certain acrimony over the due division of those cattle, old enmities surfacing. In it all, Kenneth plucked up courage, perhaps unwisely, to put his question to Angus mac Fergus.

“Highness, this of St Andrew. You said that he was to be the patron of your kingdoms. Can he be of Dalriada also? Can two peoples have the same saint?”

“I do not know that. But Andrew shall certainly be Alba’s.”

“Better than that Bridget-woman you have had for long!” Eochaidh put in sarcastically. Alba’s patron and intercessor was St Bridget, a Celtic semi-legendary abbess, her tradition mixed somewhat with a pagan sea-goddess – this less surprising than it might seem in a kingdom with a system of matrilinear succession. Dalriada’s, of course, was St Columba himself.

The High King ignored that.

“The victory back at that Peffer was a joint one,” Alpin put in, supportively.

“Aye – and I would judge that the Scots contributed more to it than did the Albannach,” his father observed – even though he did not look at his grandson.

Kenneth had not intended to provoke an argument or any ill feeling. “Can we share a patron then, as well as a victory?”

“That I do not know.” Angus shrugged. “I have not heard of such. You Scots will do as you like. But St Andrew is Alba’s.”

“And Dalriada’s!” Eochaidh asserted. “As to more than one nation having the same patron, that is no matter. Have you not heard? Andrew is already the patron saint of Muscovy.”

“Muscovy . . . ?”

“To be sure. I would have thought that a man of any learning would have known that!”

“I have more to do with my time than read books and the like, Nephew!” That was coldly said. Eochaidh was not, of course, Angus’s nephew, although his wife’s uncle, but from the younger monarch to the elder, it was reproof.

Kenneth was more concerned that he had started this altercation. He sought to change the subject, at least somewhat. “The cross? What of the cross? We will use that? St Andrew’s cross. White on blue.”

“To be sure. We shall fly it as banner, my people’s banner,” the High King answered. “Not my own royal standard – that is the black boar on silver.”

“And you are welcome!” Eochaidh snapped.

“If both nations had the same patron and used the same device as banner, it would make a sort of unity,” Kenneth persisted, a determined young man. “We can unite to fight the enemy, as it is. We could be the more united . . .”

“We could also be finished as a people!” his grandsire said. “Do not be a fool, boy!”

“Let us be on our way,” Alpin suggested pacifically. “The road is long . . .” The parting, then, was less than harmonious.

Eochaidh did not take long, on the way up Strathearn, to berate his grandson on his folly. “What makes you haver of unity?” he demanded. “Have you no sense, boy? Unity with Alba would be the unity of the mouse with the cat! Dalriada would be swallowed up, quite. Lost. They are ten to our one, and more. The land twenty times as great.”

“We could be a deal stronger, united. Against the Norsemen and the Angles and Saxons who endanger us. We united for this punitive raid.”

“We can act together, when necessary, short of uniting. Dalriada will remain Dalriada – mind it!”

There was no more to be said – not then.

The Scots had not so far to travel as had the Albannach, who must traverse all the mountain lands of Strathtay and Atholl, Badenoch and Strathdearn, to Inverness, Angus’s largest community. But even so it would take them fully five days, at the pace of the cattle, westwards across the centre of the land, going up Strathearn, Glen Ogle, Glen Dochart, Strathfillan and over the watershed of Mamlorn to Loch Awe-side and eventual salt water at Loch Etive, where they would enter Dalriada. Nothing was more apt to emphasise to all concerned the modest size of the Scots kingdom compared with mighty Alba.

Reaching the sea, or at least the Sound of Lorn at the fortress of Dunstaffnage, they turned south now, by the Oban and a succession of sea-lochs, with the mountains pressing close, until they came at last to something very different, a sudden widening to what amounted almost to a plain, rare indeed on that seaboard, the flood-plain of the River Add, a four-mile-wide spread of level land where the stream reached the sea, part waterlogged admittedly but with much tillable soil and good pasture for beasts, cattle-dotted. But it was not all level, this Moine Mhor, or Great Moor as it was called, for rising out of its centre was an extraordinarily abrupt conical hill, ringed at its rocky summit with three circles of earth and stone ramparts, but these containing no building – Dunadd, the Dalriadan capital hill.

The plain was ringed with settlements, hamlets, mills and farmeries on the firmer, slightly rising margins, especially to the north where there were a notable cluster of stone circles, standing-stones and burial-cairns, relics of the sun-worshipping druidical days. Hereabouts most of the armed force still remaining with their leaders left them, for their homes, again with some squabbling over cattle and booty. Only the highly placed lived at Dunadd itself, around the base of that hill.

Kenneth was glad to be back. Although he had lived for the last few years hundreds of miles southwards on the Solway shore of Galloway, since his father had been appointed king there, Dunadd was his home, where he had been reared. Prince of Galloway he might be, but this was where he belonged. He used to climb that hill every evening, summer and winter, before going to bed, saying up there such prayers of which he was capable and dreaming his dreams. Dunadd of the Scots. One day . . .

It was on the hilltop that Dalriadan council meetings were held traditionally, weather permitting. Perhaps there was good reason for this, no buildings there notwithstanding, for as well as enshrining so much of the nation’s story, from its lofty pinnacle so much of the kingdom itself could be viewed, quite extraordinary – although Kenneth, for one, found the prospect distracting in the extreme for due attention to council debates. There were vistas to the east, of course, quite far-flung, but these were of hills and mountains and valleys. It was to north, south and west that the eye was held, by the limitless panorama of the West Highland seaboard, peninsulas, headlands, sea-lochs, islands to all infinity. The long isle of Jura, with its breast-like twin summits, blocked the prospect somewhat south-westwards, but all else was clear, right out to Colonsay and Oronsay, Coll and Tiree, with near at hand Scarba with its whirlpool of Corryvreckan, the inshore isles of Luing and Seil and Shuna, the Garvellachs and Columba’s Hinba, mountainous Mull hiding Iona itself, hundreds of lesser isles and skerries, nameless, all adream on a sea of azure and amethyst, emerald and pearl, the pure white of the cockle-shell sand, which ringed them all, shining through to enhance the colours.

With that to survey, heeding any discussion was not easy.

Eochaidh was very much in charge, his poisonous tongue ensuring that comments, interjections and the like were kept to a minimum. His councils lost not a little through his chiefs’ fears of being mocked, ridiculed.

Their principal preoccupation today was Norse raiding. This had been getting worse and worse for years. At first it had been pirates from the Orkney and Shetland isles, taken over by the Scandinavians. But now they were mainly from Norway itself, and Denmark. These had gained a foothold on the north-east coast of Ireland and from there were terrorising the West Highland seaboard, savage, bloodthirsty sea-rovers concerned only with loot, murder, rape. Defending all this island kingdom effectively against them was an almost impossible task. Pagans, they had a particular animus against Christian shrines and churches – and it seemed that there had been another raid on Iona while the Scots army was away in Northumbria. Iona was a favourite target for them, being the very birthplace of the Columban Church and all too readily accessible, small, with no large population to help to defend it.

Eochaidh was set on retaliation, of course, on major punishment to discourage further attacks. The problem was how to get at the raiders. These were essentially seafarers, always in their longships, with little in the way of bases. Indeed most of them went back to Scandinavia after their summer-time hosting, as they called it, for them a pleasurable seasonal employment. So they were hard to find, could appear and disappear at any time, and had no villages or townships to wreak vengeance upon.

In the circumstances, few suggestions were forthcoming as to how to cope with this, other than sending a squadron of ships to parade round the Hebridean Sea, mainly as warning but also in the slender hope of chancing on some of the raiders. This had been attempted before, of course, but with scant success.

Eochaidh himself said that some such naval expedition had to be staged, however ineffective it proved, since not to do it would be as good as inviting further raids. And their people had to be given some encouragement. He would assemble a small fleet forthwith, and Alpin his son would hasten down to Galloway and raise more ships there. Then they would comb the isles. This latest raid on Iona must not go unchallenged.

It was this reiteration of the name of Iona which brought Kenneth’s full attention back to the subject under discussion. Little Iona was his favourite isle, not only on account of its sacred links with Columba and the establishment of Christianity here, but as perhaps the most beautiful of all the islands, the very jewel of the Hebridean galaxy. That these savage pirates should be deliberately defiling this sanctuary was the ultimate outrage.

He spoke up. “Highness, let me go to Iona. Take a longship – two would be better. Enquire there. The raiders may have left some hint of where they came from, or where they were going, something to identify them. If we knew at least which crew of barbarians they were, we might be able to trace them. Some guidance in our search . . .”

“Why two longships for that, boy?” his grandsire barked.

“To give the folk there courage to speak up. A small show of strength. Earnest of our attention to avenge. And then to be seen to be going off after the raiders.”

“And if they can give you no guidance?”

“I say that we must still show strength, resolve. Seen to be going in pursuit. Or else, I fear, the Iona folk will desert the island. It has suffered too much. Iona lost would be a sorry defeat for Dalriada.”

There was a murmur of agreement from around.

Eochaidh shrugged. “Try it, if you will. I do not see it as like to be successful. More use would be your telling to the folk there of our new patron saint! Of all our people, they will be most thirled to Columba. But Columba has failed to save Iona thus far, tell them Andrew may do better!” And he looked round the councillors significantly.

The news of the substitution of St Andrew for St Columba had not been greeted with any marked enthusiasm by the elders amongst the chiefs, and those who had not been involved in the Northumbrian expedition.

“I will do that, yes.”

“You will waste no time,” the King went on, sourly, almost as though he regretted having seemed to have been over-accommodating. “I cannot spare two longships for long. We shall assemble a fleet here, and every vessel will count. Alpin, it will take you two days to sail down to Galloway, perhaps three. Four more to collect a squadron, three more to sail back. Ten days, then. Ten days from now we shall sail, in force. I want you back, Kenneth, by then, with your ships. No later. You understand?”

“Yes, Highness. Two ships, with full crews. For ten days.”

They went on to discuss other matters.

Kenneth’s mind was now occupied with this new venture and he was impatient to be organising it, but could not escape until the King closed the meeting. Then he was not long in getting to horse, to ride down the couple of miles across the Plain of Add, by a causeway through tilth and marshland, to Port an Deora, the haven for Dunadd at the head of Loch Crinan.

Here, a variety of craft were based, many fishing-boats drawn up on the strand, deeper-draught vessels moored at timber quays, a few longships, some cargo-carriers but no merchanting and trading craft – for Dalriada was not a trading nation, unlike Strathclyde to the south.

There were only half a dozen longships there, for Eochaidh did not keep any established fleet, gathering in the galleys of his chiefs and lords when a fleet was necessary. Kenneth went out to examine these, from the jetty. Their masters and crews were not present, of course, only a couple of seamen as caretakers. They told him that most of the shipmasters lived up at Ballymeanach, the population centre for Dunadd, to the north; but that Conall, one of these, lodged with the fisherfolk in a cot-house here.

Kenneth, going to try to find this Conall, was saved the trouble when a middle-aged, gnarled man of square build and square features came stalking up, looking enquiring rather than welcoming. No doubt he had seen a richly dressed and well-mounted stranger examining the ships and sought the reason.

“You seek something here, master?” he demanded.

“I seek two shipmasters, friend. Are you one? Of longships?”

“I am. Conall. Of this vessel here. What want you with shipmasters?”

“I want fighters. Fighting ships and fighting men both. I am Kenneth mac Alpin, of Galloway. And I have a task for them.”

The other gazed at him levelly, but said nothing.

“You man longships, friend Conall? To sail? To carry? Or to fight?”

“All three, at need. I get less of the last than I would wish. So you are the prince? Is it your Galloway men you wish to fight?”

“Not so. It is the Norsemen, the Scandinavian pirates.”

“Ha! Those savages! Then I wish you well, Prince.”

“I need more than well-wishing. I need two hard-fighting crews and masters. Can you find them for me?”

“I can. If need be.”

“The need is there. It is will and spirit that is lacking.”

“How do you fight these Norsemen, Prince? How to find them?”

“That we will have to learn. But it must be possible. Go to Iona first, where they have done so much of evil, of hurt. Learn what we can there.”

“When would you sail?”

“So soon as may be. I am given only ten days. When King Eochaidh will require all ships to be assembled here for a great fleet. Yours amongst them, no doubt.”

“Ten days . . . !”

“Will you do it? I cannot command you to do it.”

“Aye, I will. I will need till the morn to collect the crews.”

“Of fighters, see you.”

“I sail with no others,” Conall said briefly.

They left it at that.

So next morning early Kenneth was back at Port an Deora, to find two fully manned longships awaiting him, almost over-manned indeed, for as well as the thirty-two oarsmen each, for the sixteen long sweeps, the masters and helmsmen, there were about a score of others, as extra rowers and spare fighters, for each vessel. So he found himself with a force of over one hundred, as rough-looking a crew as it had been his lot to encounter, but certainly the sort who would not dodge a fight. They would require to be paid hereafter – but that was for the future.

Conall seemed almost impatient to be off. Apparently they had been waiting for almost a couple of hours. He introduced the other master as Murdoch, a younger man, lacking one eye.

The journey to Iona, although only some thirty-five sea miles, was no simple sail, despite being through some of the most spectacular waters known to man, and in fine weather a delight, at least to the eye. For the Sea of the Hebrides presents the sailor with challenges innumerable, reefs and skerries everywhere, in reality submerged mountain-tops, tide-races, overfalls, sudden shallows, downdraughts off the hills and the like – and this part of it, off Lorn, the most testing of all. The prevailing south-westerly winds are complicated by the mountainous islands and the narrow sounds or channels between, which act as air funnels, and gaps amongst the isles creating tidal surges, disconcerting for the unwary mariner. Actual sail-use has to be carefully controlled in all this, since wind direction can be erratic in the extreme, even in a breeze which elsewhere would normally be steady. So oar-work was important.
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